A Clockwork Orange and Manchester
Should you ever consider joining one of the scheduled walking tours around Manchester, specifically
one with a literary bent, the chances are you may be told (I’ve heard it said more than once) that A
Clockwork Orange, the most famous novel by arguably the city’s greatest writer, has “nothing
whatsoever” to do with Manchester; the novel is set in an unspecified location, see, in the not too
distant future. Having recently revisited the novel, however, I’m not convinced people should be quite
so dismissive. Each time I’ve read the novel I have felt there is something in A Clockwork Orange
that evokes something of Manchester - something difficult to pinpoint, something almost between the
lines – and yet there isn’t anything within the novel, certainly in a geographical sense, which one
could point to and say with any conviction, “This is clearly a reference to Manchester.” For example,
most of the buildings have broadly generic names: the Public This, the Municipal That, or the State
So-and-so; while the streets have been named after established, and generally British, writers (Amis,
Priestley) or politicians (Attlee, Boothby). So where exactly does this sense of Manchester stem from
within the novel? And if it is indeed so, why hasn’t Burgess been more transparent?
Allied to the fact that Burgess’s fiction is rarely one-dimensional, the answer to the second question
becomes apparent once we understand what the novel is actually about, with its pointedly non-specific
setting serving a clear purpose, as Andrew Biswell explains in his acclaimed biography of Burgess:
The novel consistently refuses to make it clear whether the action is supposed to
take place in England, mainland Europe, or somewhere in the former USSR. The
important point is that Alex’s story might happen anywhere. The ambiguous
setting allows Burgess to present teenage aggression as a universal phenomenon.

This is the starting point for the concerns Burgess was planning to address when he began writing the
novel, a kind of dystopian variation on Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment. Those concerns being
free will (a usual Burgess preoccupation), good and evil, and State control, in the form of aversion
therapy.
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So where does Manchester fit into all this? Critic and broadcaster, Paul Morley, believes Burgess was
inspired by his upbringing on the streets of Moss Side, but I think we can quickly dismiss that theory.
In his exhaustive book The North (And Almost Everything In It) Morley writes:
Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange was... based on the nattily dressed
weapon-wielding Moss Side gangs he grew up around in the 1920s and thirties.

That’s news to me and would have been to Burgess too, I suspect, as that’s not something he ever
referred to, despite both talking and writing about the novel at length over a number of years. Several
decades later, in the ‘90s and early years of the new millennium, Moss Side was to become
synonymous with gangs – gang warfare to be precise, when handguns as opposed to knives and chains
were the weapons of choice, with the notorious crew from Gooch Close, off Alexandra Road,
particularly renowned for not taking any prisoners – but there isn’t much evidence of violent gangs
operating there during the twenties and thirties. Concerns were raised in Manchester during this
period about a rise in juvenile crime but these concerns, according to reports at the time, were mostly
down to housebreaking and petty theft; this was a time of austerity, after all. Of course, we know that
Burgess never was the most reliable commentator when it came to his own life and work, but he did
write this in the first part of his memoirs, Little Wilson and Big God:
The Depression should have generated violence, but it did not. Ragged boys
in gangs would pounce on the well-dressed like myself, and grab ostentatious
fountain pens.

Not exactly Gangs of New York is it, stealing young boys’ fountain pens?1 So I think we can disregard
the supposition made by the usually reliable and perceptive Morley. However, there is one incident in
Little Wilson that does feature a knife-wielding gang but this occurs many years later when Burgess
was in London in the 1940s while he was on leave from the army, and I suspect this particular
experience did have some bearing on Burgess when he first conceived of Alex and his droogs as he

It’s worth remembering here that one of the first things Alex and his droogs steal in the novel, from the
doddery old schoolmaster type, is a ‘starry leaky pen.’
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began work on the novel. In that episode, which takes place in the Duke of York pub in Fitzrovia,
Burgess relates how ‘a razor gang, Pirelli’s mob,’ with their ‘cherubically fair’ leader, enter the pub
and intimidate the patrons and bar staff with their threatening behaviour. He describes ‘the little
mobster, with his gorillas behind him’ which readers of A Clockwork Orange will no doubt recognise
as being not unlike Our Humble Narrator, little Alex, with his menacing droogs. However, I digress.
Burgess did claim in an article titled ‘The Clockwork Condition’ written in 1973, that when he was
writing the novel he visualised the fictional city as ‘a sort of composite of my native Manchester,
Leningrad, and New York.’ The reference to Leningrad comes as no surprise, as it was whilst Burgess
was studying Russian in readiness for a trip to Soviet-era St. Petersburg2 with his first wife, that he
first concocted the idea of utilising elements of the Russian language for the ‘nadsat’ slang that his
teenage narrator would use to tell his story (nadsat being the Russian suffix for -teen). Indeed, whilst
it has been established that the novel had been started prior to their voyage east, there is no doubt that
the trip to Leningrad and, initially at least, the prospect of travelling there, were in the writer’s
imagination as he wrote the book. Furthermore, upon arrival in the city, Burgess quickly noticed a
certain parallel, as recounted in the second part of his autobiography, You’ve Had Your Time:
‘Leningrad seemed at first nothing but carious warehouse façades and a smell of drains and cheap
tobacco. There was a Manchester, or perhaps Salford, atmosphere about it.’ Salford, especially the
area around the docks, situated next to Trafford Park, being more typically industrial than her
conjoined neighbour.
The citing of the Big Apple is less convincing, although it’s worth noting that the local pub in the
novel has the subtly adapted name of the Duke of New York. Roger Lewis also noted in his
mischievous Burgess biography that the writer has used a number of Americanisms in the text, words
such as liquor, candy and sidewalk. The Center of town is also, you will have noted, spelt the
American way. There is also the question of where Burgess got his teenaged narrator’s irksome use of
‘like’ from, which he uses as (Biswell’s description) ‘syntactical filler,’ as with, for example:
St. Petersburg, a city which has been known by a number of different names – not unlike Burgess, I suppose:
St. Petersburg, Petrograd and Leningrad. By coincidence, Leningrad (as it was back then) was formally twinned
with Manchester in 1962; just a year after Burgess had visited the city. But I don’t think even Burgess would be
bold enough to claim credit for that.
2
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I had to have a smeck, though, thinking of what I’d viddied once in one of these
like articles on Modern Youth, about how Modern Youth would be better off if
A Lively Appreciation Of The Arts could be like encouraged.

Indeed, I wonder if Burgess was one of the first to notice, at least publicly, this affected way of
speaking imported from, one presumes, American television shows in the ‘50s and early sixties – his
first wife Lynne being an avid watcher of trash TV, as Burgess was keen to remind us in his writings.
When Burgess wrote in his memoirs that he’d purposefully used ‘a dialect which drew on the two
chief political languages of the age’ he was presumably inferring the use of American-English, not
just Standard English, and Russian.
This brings us round to Manchester and the question if, just because Burgess claimed he’d visualised
the city as he was writing the novel, whether the idea of his home town has seeped into the fabric of
the novel? I believe it has but, as explained earlier, not in any conventional sense. I happen to believe
that enough references to Burgess’s native city have been woven into the text so that, once these
references are stitched together and presented collectively, the myth of the city having nothing
whatsoever to do with the novel can be banished for good. (That extended metaphor about textiles,
incidentally, is my way of paying tribute to the fact that Burgess enjoyed reminding people how in
bygone days the city was commonly referred to as Cottonopolis; it being ‘the cradle of the entire
industrial system.’)
When Caedmon Records released a recording of Burgess reading chapters one, two and four of A
Clockwork Orange as an LP in 1973, Burgess voiced the young narrator, Alex – in spite of the
Americanisms and the use of Nadsat – with a recognisably Lancastrian accent3, no doubt inspired by
the Mancunian voices he would have heard when he was growing up on the streets of Miles Platting
and Moss Side. So, was this nothing more than authorial indulgence, performing the role in this way,
with Burgess simply taking the opportunity to pay homage to his own northern roots? Or was he
perhaps trying to make a more valid point about how the novel should be perceived? I like to think it’s
From today’s perspective Burgess’s accent on the audio doesn’t sound typically Mancunian, which isn’t a bad
thing considering how a lot of Mancunians speak today, especially those professional Mancs – you know the
sort – with their exaggerated scallyspeak. However, Burgess did describe his own Lancashire accent in Little
Wilson as having a ‘Manchester twang.’ Evidently, regional accents can, and do, change over time.
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a bit of both. Having listened to Burgess reading these three chapters, and especially after repeated
listens, it becomes difficult to read the novel again without the sound of Burgess’s own Lancashireaccented voice resonating in your mind’s ear. Certain turns of phrase then strike you as probably
stemming from Burgess’s own Manchester background. For example, describing a bitterly cold
evening as ‘a chill winter bastard’, and phrases like ‘bloody beggary’ and ‘this, that and the other’
(which crops up a few times) all sounding rooted Oop North.
This illustrates that, as the novel is written from the point of view of a fifteen-year-old boy, Burgess
did what I’m sure any other novelist would do when writing from a similar perspective: he is referring
back to his own teenage self. As Burgess spent his childhood and adolescence growing up on the
streets of Manchester, it is no surprise that elements of that background, including the way people
spoke, should work their way into the novel.
It comes as no surprise then that fleeting references to the secondary school that Burgess went to,
Xaverian College, should also crop up within the text. Take, for example, the way that Alex addresses
not just his fellow gang members but also his readers with ‘O my brothers.’ Taken in isolation, this
certainly ties in with the story being set in a totalitarian society, replete with its various State-run
institutions: Statefilm, Statemart, Staja4 (‘State Jail, that is’) and so on, as if Alex is addressing them,
and us, as comrades. However, when we consider one or two other allusions to his old school, I think
we can interpret this as Burgess retrospectively doffing his cap to the Xaverian Brothers, a Catholic
teaching order committed to an austere way of life, who ran his alma mater. If this theory sounds a bit
flaky, let’s remind ourselves how Burgess introduced the school’s head teacher in his memoirs: ‘The
big brother who ruled the school was Brother Martin,’ which perhaps suggest that Burgess saw an
Orwellian parallel with how the school was governed.
Another short passage inspired by the author’s memories of Xaverian comes with the description of
the banners which Alex has hung on his bedroom wall: ‘remembrances of my corrective school life

As Burgess indicates that Staja is short for State Jail, I have always considered Malcolm McDowell’s
pronunciation of the word in Kubrick’s adaptation as “Starja” to be misjudged; surely it should be “Stayjay”.
Although I do concede that by pronouncing the word this way it does bring to mind (intentionally?) another
totalitarian State institution – the Stasi, the East German secret police.
4
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since I was eleven... blazoned with... THE BOYS OF ALPHA.’ If we remove the ‘corrective’ here,
we could simply be reading about the author’s own time at secondary school. Burgess started high
school when he was eleven years old (just like the rest of us) and was streamed in his first year into
Lower Alpha Three. Thereafter the young John Burgess Wilson – as he was in those days – spent the
rest of his time there in forms named Alpha. Furthermore, when he was in Upper Alpha Three,
Burgess also produced a magazine for his classmates called ‘predictably’ The Alpha.
The third (and last?) reference to Burgess’s old school comes with the description of the residence
where the first murder in the novel takes place, which shows us that Burgess had ‘Firwood’, the main
reception building at Xaverian College, in mind as he wrote it5. In his memoirs, Burgess describes
‘Firwood’ as being a ‘manse-like structure’; whilst the batty old lady with the glaring of cats, whom
Alex murders at the end of Part One, lives in a house actually called the Manse. (It might also be
worth noting here that Xaverian College is located in Victoria Park, whilst the fictional Manse is
situated ‘just beyond Victoria Flatblock’).
However, it wasn’t just ‘Firwood’ that Burgess had in mind as he wrote about the raid on the Manse.
There was another building from his years as a student which, a certain feature would indicate, he also
visualised as he described the front of the house, and on this occasion, it was from his time as an
undergraduate at the Victoria University of Manchester (as it was called back then). Shown below is a
photograph of the Faculty of Arts building where Burgess would go to for lectures in French, Latin
and European History, and here’s what Alex observes as he approaches the front door: ‘there were
globe lights outside on iron stalks, like guarding the front door on each side.’ Interestingly, the gateposts to the entrance at ‘Firwood’ also have spheres on the top of them but these are carved from
sandstone, not positioned on top of iron stalks (see the second photo). I believe Burgess noted this
parallel between the two pairs of globes, observant fellow that he was, and that is why he has drawn
them together in this way.

Quite what this says about Burgess – that the first murder in the novel takes place in a building that resembles
the reception at his old school – I will leave to those with an insight into psychology.
5
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Faculty of Arts building, Lime Grove, Manchester University, 1956 – Manchester Libraries, m63657

‘Firwood’, Xaverian College, Lower Park Road, Victoria Park, 2015
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Of course, when A Clockwork Orange was first published in 1962 not many readers will have noticed
such autobiographical references, but a close reading of Little Wilson and Big God, published twentyfive years later, shows us that the novel’s apparently futuristic setting is actually firmly rooted in
Burgess’s own past. Here are just a few details relating to Alex’s surroundings which can be traced
back directly to Burgess’s childhood:
-

Early on in the novel Alex and his gang raid a ‘sweets and cancers shop’ / When the 7-yearold Burgess moved with his father and stepmother to 21 Princess Road in Moss Side, the
tobacconist’s shop they moved into ‘sold not only cigarettes and tobacco but boxes of
chocolate.’

-

The first time Alex and his droogs enter the Duke of New York, Alex observes: ‘in the snug
there were three or four baboochkas peeting their black and suds…’ / In Little Wilson, here’s
Burgess describing the family of his fourteen-year-old companion, Edith: ‘Her father had
gone off with another woman; her mother would be drinking Guinness in the snug of the
Little Alec…’

-

When Alex returns home from the Staja after his Reclamation Treatment, he finds that a
lodger called Joe has moved in with his parents / Shortly after Burgess’s mother and sister die
of Spanish influenza in 1918, the infant Burgess and his widowed father, Joe, move in as
lodgers with Burgess’s maternal aunt.

-

After his father remarries, Burgess recalls his stepmother’s culinary skills: ‘My fattening
began with butties spread with home-made damson jam. Breakfast was bacon and a fried
egg…’ With HP Sauce never far away from the kitchen table: ‘I shall die on the memory of
the HP Sauce bottle from which I first learned French: ‘Setty sauce, de premier choyks…’’ /
When little Alex, beaten-up and lost, gets taken in by F. Alexander in Part Three, he gets
‘served out a nice fry of eggiwegs and lomticks of ham… a bottle of PRIMA SAUCE, and…
after the fry I had to eat lomtick after lomtick of kleb and butter spread with strawberry jam.’

It is also possible that the idea for Alex’s father working at the local dyeworks was inspired by one of
Burgess’s former classmates from Xaverian College. Adolf Corradi was in fact one of the first boys
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that Burgess encountered as he walked ‘trembling’ through the gates on his first day at secondary
school. He goes on to inform us that, ‘He later married Irene, a daughter of the estranged Byrnes, and
became a great expert on dyes’ – an unconvincing connection admittedly, but one worth drawing
attention to.
Alternatively, there may be a geographical explanation for Burgess imagining that Alex’s father was
employed at such a place. Below is a bird’s eye view of Monsall Hospital from the 1920s, where
Burgess was kept in isolation for a few weeks after he contracted scarlet fever as an 11-year-old. The
entrance to the hospital is off Monsall Road, shown here running along the left-hand side. Opposite
the main entrance to the hospital grounds, on the north corner of the junction with Upper Monsall
Street (seen running westwards) is St. Edmund’s RC Elementary School. This was the school that 6year-old Jackie Wilson (Burgess’s name in those days) went to when he was living with his father and
stepmother at her pub, the Golden Eagle, on nearby Lodge Street. In other words, this was an area that
was in Burgess’s blood. If we follow Monsall Road north-westwards, passed the hospital entrance and
just beyond the hospital boundary, and just about visible (top-left) here is the place that Burgess may
have had in mind when he envisaged where Alex’s father worked. It is Monsall Dye Works.

Monsall Hospital (Infectious Diseases), Monsall Road, 1925 – Imperial Aerial Photo Company
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When writing about being admitted to the hospital in his memoirs, Burgess reflected: ‘I was taken
back to where I started – north-east Manchester.’ In fact, the hospital was much closer to where he
started than Burgess cares to acknowledge here – carrying on up Monsall Road just a couple of
hundred yards (and just out of shot in this photo) leads us to the T-junction with Carisbrook Street, the
street in Harpurhey where Burgess was born, at number 91, on 25th February, 1917.
To those that would argue such examples are nothing more than illustrations that the author has
delved into his own memories whilst writing the novel – as all fiction writers must surely do – and
that they don’t necessarily point to Manchester being in the novel, well, I can’t really counter that
argument. I can, however, highlight a few other details which will hopefully convince readers that, if
not the city itself, then at least the spirit of the city is there floating around the margins.
For example, during an early raid in the novel, to disguise themselves the four droogs wear masks of
historical personalities: Alex wears one of Disraeli; Pete, one of Elvis Presley; Georgie, Henry VII;
and Dim, one of ‘a poet veck called Peebee Shelley.’ What, you may ask, is the link to Manchester
here? To any Mancunian with a rudimentary knowledge of English poetry, seeing the word ‘mask’
(‘maskies’ to be precise) used in the same sentence as P.B. Shelley should, I would hope, instinctively
remind them of Percy Bysshe Shelley’s The Masque of Anarchy, his acclaimed poem written in
response to the Peterloo Massacre6 that took place in the city in August 1819. (Shelley actually used
‘Mask’ in the original manuscript but the first published edition used ‘Masque’ instead – but both
titles are equally valid). Burgess wrote about the massacre on a number of occasions and claimed that
it was bitterly remembered by his great-grandfather. Indeed, in his introduction to the photographic
book celebrating life in New York City (published by TIME-LIFE in 1976) Burgess wrote that: ‘one
of my ancestors was killed by a British soldier in the Peterloo massacre of 1819, when a protest of
Manchester workers was cut down by Hussars’; although this ancestral fatality appears unlikely7. For

There’s no such place as Peterloo but the massacre, which took place at St. Peter’s Field in the city centre, was
given the name Peterloo in an ironic comparison to the Battle of Waterloo which took place four years earlier.
The massacre occurred when cavalry charged into a crowd of 60,000-80,000 that had gathered to demand the
reform of parliamentary representation, with 15 people being killed and hundreds more injured.
7
In Michael Bush’s The Casualties of Peterloo (2005), Professor Bush provides detailed listings of every
known casualty, correlated from the eight surviving casualty lists made in the aftermath of the massacre. Whilst
we can’t entirely disregard Burgess’s assertion about his ancestor – although it’s not something he ever referred
to again – it’s worth pointing out that there is no mention of any Wilson, Burgess, Finnigan or Cousins in these
6
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those readers that think that I’m probably over-eggiwegging this particular association between these
masks (of anarchy!) and Manchester, may I also point out that, thereafter in the novel, while the
maskies of Disraeli, Presley and Henry VIII don’t get mentioned again, Dim’s mask of Peebee
Shelley features twice more – Dim, being the most violent member of the fearsome foursome, getting
into the most scrapes.
There is also the reference to the ‘Filmdrome’ to consider. I believe the naming of the novel’s local
cinema, and a typically Burgessian compound it is, was inspired by a building that Burgess would
have been familiar with in his youth. The Manchester Hippodrome8 was a notably grand theatre on
Oxford Street, originally built in 1904 as a 3,000-capacity venue which was capable of putting on
music hall, circus and water spectaculars as well as regular theatre. However, with the advent of
moving pictures and their rapid emergence as a popular form of entertainment for the masses,
audiences in the music halls and theatres soon began to plummet. As a consequence, the Hippodrome
was forced to adapt to these rapidly changing times and, towards the end of the 1920s, alterations
were made to the interior to accommodate projection facilities which also enabled the screening of
this increasingly popular phenomenon: cinema. It is my contention that this is where Burgess got his
idea for the naming of his fictional picture house – for the few remaining years of its existence the
theatre doubled-up quite literally as a ‘filmdrome’.
Unfortunately, the theatre’s adapted facilities weren’t ideal for the showing of films and, with newer
purpose-built cinemas being favoured by the city’s cinema-going public, the Hippodrome closed in
1935 and demolition work soon began. It was then rebuilt as the Gaumont Theatre. This new venue
was a lavish 2,300-seat cinema/variety theatre and parts of the structure of the former Hippodrome
were used in its construction. Interestingly, when Burgess took fellow student and future first wife,

lists; the last two being Burgess’s grandmothers’ maiden names. (Thanks go to Simon Johnson here for
providing the latter name).
8
Not to be confused with the New Manchester Hippodrome which was how the Ardwick Empire, the music hall
where Burgess claimed his father first met his mother, renamed itself once the original Hippodrome was
replaced by the Gaumont cinema. The later Hippodrome, incidentally, gets a mention in Burgess’s last work of
fiction, the verse-novel, Byrne.
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Llewela (Lynne) Jones, out on their first date to see Alfred Hitchcock’s The Lady Vanishes and Sacha
Guitry’s Le Roman d’un Tricheur9, it was to the Gaumont cinema where they went to see them.

The Hippodrome, Oxford Street, 1934 – Manchester Libraries, m06518

Possibly the most tenuous link to Manchester in the novel (so tenuous in fact that I have my own
reservations about including it here) is the reference to Gagarin Street, which is mentioned towards
the end of the novel. I happen to believe this street has been named after the famous Soviet cosmonaut
because of an event that took place in the city while Burgess – who was living in Etchingham, East
Sussex at the time – was already halfway through writing the novel. Obviously, the use of Gagarin’s
name within the story isn’t out of context anyway, as it fits in perfectly well with the totalitarian State
setting and Our Humble Narrator’s use of Nadsat. But before readers start accusing me of going
completely bezoomny with this theory, please allow me to explain my reasoning. Lend me your
ookos.

9

Confessions of a Cheat. Given the relationship that Burgess went on to have with his first wife, this does seem
a rather apt title for their first date.
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Of all the street names used in the third part of the novel – Taylor Place, Kinglsey Avenue,
Marghanita Boulevard and so on – there’s only one which hadn’t featured in Part One (Part Two
being set entirely in the Staja) and that is Gagarin Street. Was there a specific reason for this late
inclusion? As explained earlier, before setting sail for Leningrad with Lynne at his side in the summer
of 1961, Burgess had already started writing A Clockwork Orange and finished it upon his return.
Their trip to the ‘city of Lenin’ (as it was back then) proved to be so eventful that Burgess was
inspired to write his next work of fiction, Honey For the Bears, based largely on what the couple
encountered and experienced during their travels. Indeed, some of the incidental detail is rendered
with such precision that some descriptions appear to have been written-up from notes that Burgess
must have made while they were holidaying behind the Iron Curtain.
In this Leningrad-based novel, one afternoon Paul Hussey, the antiques dealer protagonist, notices
that day’s Pravda front-page headline: ‘MANCHESTER RUKOPLESHCHET Y. GAGARINU’ –
Manchester Acclaims Y. Gagarin. Was this a genuine news headline that caught Burgess’s eye while
they were in Leningrad, or was it one he just made up? Yuri Gagarin famously visited Manchester on
12th July, 1961and this date (from what I can gather) coincides with when Burgess and his wife were
in Leningrad, so it seems fair to conclude that the headline was indeed authentic; especially when we
consider the impact that Gagarin’s trip west made at the time. The sheer scale and warmth of the
Mancunian welcome for the first man in space, whose visit took place at the height of the Cold War,
was a real coup for the Soviet authorities. Comrade Khrushchev had scored a valuable but rare public
relations success in the West – a success Khrushchev’s new, vibrant and more open regime would
have been eager to share with the communist public back in the USSR.
The Pravda headline (if true) would have resonated with Burgess and, as a proud Mancunian, I
wonder whether this front page and its reference to his home town were what prompted Burgess to
use Gagarin’s name in the first place. To this day Gagarin’s trip to Manchester is still remembered in
the city with pride and affection, and it was an event Burgess felt was worthy of an indirect reference
when he wrote his autobiography some twenty-five years later. While briskly describing the cultural
history and geographical layout of his home town in the opening pages, Burgess writes: ‘Trafford
13

Park, south of the (Manchester Ship) Canal, held the Metropolitan Vickers Electrical Engineering
Works, which helped to bring Soviet Russia into the modern world.’ Gagarin’s tour of the MetroVickers factory in Trafford Park was the second stop during his hectic one-day visit to the city; the
first being at the offices of the Amalgamated Union of Foundry Workers at Brooks’ Bar10, who had
been responsible for inviting Gagarin, a former apprentice foundry worker, to the country in the first
place.

Yuri Gagarin visits Metro-Vickers in Trafford Park, July 1961 – ITAR-TASS Photo Agency / Alamy Stock Photo (licensed)

For those that might accuse me of getting a little carried away while listing these supposed links to
Manchester and that might say I’m seeing things in the novel that even the author hasn’t considered,
then now might be a good time to remind ourselves of one of Burgess’s favourite anecdotes about his
own work11:
I hesitate to say much about my own work, which I can lay less claim to
understanding that a really perceptive professional critic. I was shocked to be
told that the name of the hero of A Vision of Battlements (R.Ennis) spells ‘sinner’
Whether Burgess was aware of Gagarin’s stop-off at the offices of the AUFW is impossible to say but, if he
was, it would have certainly struck a nerve with him as Brooks’ Bar is located at the end of Moss Lane West,
just a ten-minute walk from where Burgess used to live in Moss Side.
11
This version of the story Burgess was fond of reciting is taken from Contemporary Novelists (published 1972)
10
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backwards – a fact it took me fifteen years to realise. Since then, I have become
so used to my unconscious mind dictating not only the themes of my novels but
also the names and symbols that I regard myself as a mere hen, non-ovivorous.
But the novels are probably all about the same thing – man as a sinner…

Burgess was referring here to the time he spent at the State University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill in December 1969 when a young professor of English, Thomas Stumpf, gave a lecture on
Burgess’s work and made his eye-opening observation. In his memoirs Burgess later reflected: ‘I was
surprised to hear this, since I had chosen ‘Ennis’ because, signifying an island, it pointed at the
loneliness of the possessor of the name.’ This illustrates the consideration that Burgess gave when
naming his (especially lead) characters – which, in turn, brings us round to the name of Alex, and
what Burgess’s reasoning was for choosing that particular name for his teenaged protagonist. In the
aforementioned article, ‘The Clockwork Condition’, written in 1973, Burgess explained his thinking:
I gave him that name because of its international character (you could not have a
British or Russian boy called Chuck or Butch12), and also because of its ironic
connotations. Alex is a comic reduction of Alexander the Great, slashing his way
through the world and conquering it. But he is changed into the conquered – impotent,
wordless. He was a law (a lex) unto himself; he becomes a creature without a lex or
lexicon. The hidden puns, of course, have nothing to do with the real meaning of the
name Alexander, which is “defender of men.”

This is all fascinating stuff of course but, as with Ennis, does the name Alex signify something more?
I think it’s fair to say that the “defender of men” that Burgess describes here is symbolised by the
novel’s other Alex – ‘Good Bog, I thought, he is another Alex’ – that is, F. Alexander, the fictional
writer of ‘A CLOCKWORK ORANGE’ and a literal defender of man, whose eponymous book gets
to the heart of what Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange is essentially about:
‘The attempt to impose upon man, a creature of growth and capable of sweetness…
laws and conditions appropriate to a mechanical creation, against this I raise my
sword-pen…’

Which helps to explain why Alex’s droogs have been given the names Pete, Georgie and Dim – all three, like
Alex, have potential Russian equivalents: Peter, Georgi and Dim being short for Dimitri.
12
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The raising of F. Alexander’s sword(-pen) may be a gentle nod towards the great, all-conquering
Macedonian that Burgess refers to in his 1973 article – someone who is more obviously referenced
when Alex, suitably aroused prior to a bit of dirty twenty-to-one with the two young ptitsas he meets
at the disc-bootick, refers to himself as ‘Alexander the Large’. Alex’s self-proclamation here as Alex
‘the Large’ is interesting, I think, as it juxtaposes the fact that Alex is constantly referred to
throughout the novel, indeed a dozen times or more, as “little Alex”. Stanley Kubrick also honed in on
this contradiction in his screen adaptation by giving Alex the surname ‘DeLarge’ (Alex in the novel is
without a surname). Burgess may of course be simply making light of the wordplay between little and
large, but I can’t help wondering if the germ of this idea also stems from Burgess’s childhood.
Eagle-eyed readers will have noticed earlier in this essay the reference (taken from Little Wilson and
Big God when Burgess writes about his companion Edith’s parents) to the Little Alec, the pub that
existed in Moss Side when Burgess was growing up there and named by the locals, according to
Burgess, as the Little Alec in ‘contradistinction’ to the Big Alec13, which was Burgess’s father’s own
favoured local boozer. The former of these pubs was actually called the Alexandra Park Hotel, on
Alexandra Road, and the latter was the much larger Alexandra Hotel, situated on the corner of Moss
Lane East and Princess Road – two thoroughfares that the Wilson family alternately lived on.
Research shows that both pubs were more commonly known as the Little Alex and the Big Alex
respectively, and I wonder whether this background story is what led Burgess (subconsciously?) to
have his central character addressed this way throughout in the novel14. What fans of Burgess and of A
Clockwork Orange in particular will be interested to know is that when the Alexandra Park Hotel
changed hands sometime around the late 1980s from being a Wilson’s house (brewery, that is, not the
family) to a Vaux house, the pub’s name was officially changed to The Little Alex. Whether the
owners of Vaux Breweries were aware of the pub’s link to the author of A Clockwork Orange is
anyone’s guess, but I suspect probably not.

There is a coincidental and self-evident link here to the title of the first part of Burgess’s autobiography.
Credit must go here to ȕber Burgess fan, Yves Buelens, who was the first to suggest this connection between
“little Alex” and The Little Alec public house.
13
14
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The Little Alex, 1-3 Alexandra Road, Moss Side, 1995 – Manchester Libraries, m50281

The Little Alex pub was shut down and demolished in the early years of the new millennium, but
pleasingly the new sustainable apartments that were built there in 2006 now carry the same name: The
Little Alex Apartments. Website blurbs of both the developer and the architect also seem unaware of
the location’s connection to A Clockwork Orange; they both simply make reference to the site being
formerly occupied by a public house. The same view as it is today is shown below, and I’m halftempted to contact the management company there to ask them to re-paint those yellow panels orange
in recognition of the role the location played in the creation of Anthony Burgess’s most famous novel.

The Little Alex Apartments (side elevation), 3 & 3A Alexandra Road, Moss Side, 2016
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In much of Burgess’s fiction we don’t have to look too hard to find some throwaway reference to
Manchester, even in those novels that have nothing to do with the city – be it some minor character
having a Manchester accent, or one of the city’s landmarks being fleetingly referred to, such as when
Belle Vue Zoo gets cited during an unsatisfactory meal in Singapore in The Right To An Answer.
Occasionally we might even come across a location or street name that we can trace back to Burgess’s
own childhood in the city, such as the London café in 1985 called ‘Crumpsall’s Yumbox’15. Even
those novels set in ‘Bradcaster’, Burgess’s oft-used fictional blend which is generally taken to be a
sort of generic substitute for Manchester itself, occasionally namecheck the city somewhere therein.
For example, in One Hand Clapping the roll-call of winners of the annual Manchester Handicap
steeplechase is recited; whilst in the Cold War thriller, Tremor of Intent, there is the description of a
scholarship awaiting the scientist defector, Roper, back at Manchester University. Indeed, even in a
novel such as Earthly Powers, a sprawling epic of a novel spanning more than half a century and
which is set pretty much everywhere except Manchester – London, Rome, Chicago, Malaysia, Nazi
Germany, Malta, Los Angeles (to name just a few of its far-reaching locations) – the narrator Kenneth
Toomey’s beloved friend, Philip, reminisces: ‘I haven’t been with a woman since I was a student in
Manchester.’ However, other than those novels specifically set (at least in part) in Manchester,
namely: The Pianoplayers, which was inspired by Burgess’s memories of his father working as a
piano-player in the music halls and silent cinemas of the city during the 1920s and ‘30s; and Any Old
Iron, which is intermittently set in the city and amongst its university fraternity during the period
leading up to the Second World War – I would argue that, despite the absence of any direct references
to the city in the novel, there is more of Manchester in A Clockwork Orange than in any of Burgess’s
other novels (he wrote a whopping thirty-three in all) and I believe that it’s there, oozing juicily
between the lines, more than even Burgess himself probably realised.
Stuart Bolton, February 2017

15

When Burgess and his father moved in with his maternal aunt, Annie Bromiley and her two daughters (after
his mother and sister had died in 1918) the house they lived at was on Delaunays Road in Higher Crumpsall.

18

NOTES
Further links to Manchester in the novel are listed below. The page numbers listed refer to my own
(1984 re-print) Penguin copy of the novel, the one with the classic front cover designed by David
Pelham. Readers own editions may of course vary slightly.
Part One
7

Berti Laski: Because Marghanita Boulevard is mentioned shortly afterwards, this appears to
be a reference to the writer, Marghanita Laski (see the 2nd note below). However, it could also
be a nod towards the Laski family in general, a prominent Manchester-Jewish family of
intellectuals; the most notable being Harold Laski (1893-1950) who was Marghanita’s uncle.
Harold Laski was the country’s most influential spokesman for socialism during the interwar
years and, as chairman of the Labour Party in 1945, he oversaw the Party’s first ever election
success in the UK but, in failing to be awarded a major post in Prime Minister Clement
Attlee’s post-war government, he quit as Party chairman the following year. Alternatively,
given that we know that Burgess wasn’t overly concerned with his Nadsat and name-spelling
when writing the novel, this may be a reference to Famous Lasky, the company responsible
for the distribution of Paramount pictures throughout the north-west in the 1920s, whose
Manchester offices were where Burgess’s two step-sisters, Agnes and Madge Dwyer, worked
as stenographers. The Famous Lasky company gets mentioned twice in Burgess’s memoirs.

8

Marghanita Boulevard: Marghanita Laski (1915-88), the Manchester-born writer who was
educated at Lady Barn House School in Withington, and who was also the science-fiction
critic for The Observer and a regular panellist on a number of popular BBC panel shows
during the 1960s.

36

*Taylor Place: Possibly a reference to the historian A.J.P. Taylor (1906-90) who taught
Burgess and his first wife, Llewla Jones, at Manchester University in the 1930s. Memorably,
on Burgess’s first term paper, Taylor wrote: ‘Bright ideas insufficient to conceal lack of
knowledge.’

37

the Ritz: The only building mentioned in A Clockwork Orange that had a genuine counterpart
in the city at the time of its writing was the Ritz on Whitworth Street West. Although it’s
questionable whether Burgess had this particular Ritz, a grand ballroom, in mind as he wrote
the novel; the Ritz in the novel, listed with the Hilton, appears to be meant as a hotel. The
Ritz in Manchester opened in 1926 and later became a popular nightclub and concert venue,
and has recently been re-branded as the O2 Ritz. Incidentally, in stating ‘the only’ building, I
am of course discounting those venues which have opened over more recent years and which,
coincidentally, also have names that feature in the novel, namely the Hilton, the plush hotel
19

which is housed in the city’s tallest building (as of 2016, that is) Beetham Tower, and HOME,
the city’s new cinema and arts complex situated on Tony Wilson Place.
47

Oldtown: This neighbouring town to the novel’s unspecified city is described as being east of
the city. Heading due east from Harpurhey or Miles Platting, the areas in north Manchester
where Burgess was born and raised as a young boy – and along Oldham Road, I might add –
is Oldham, the town where ‘Arry from Inside Mr. Enderby, one of Burgess’s most
affectionately drawn supporting characters is from.

Part Two
62

prison charlie (also prison charles, Page 100): Prison Chaplain, a reference to the actor and
film director Charlie Chaplin (1889-1977). Burgess was a fan of Chaplin, once describing him
as ‘the funniest man alive,’ and there are passing references to Chaplin in several of Burgess’s
novels. He was also fond of reminding people that his father once played piano for Chaplin
and a young Stan Laurel while they were performing on stage for Fred Karno’s touring
company. If this story is true, it seems fair to ask whether it could have taken place at the
Ardwick Empire, the venue where Burgess claimed his father met his mother ‘by way of her
ankles. She was in the chorus at the Ardwick Empire.’ According to “A.J” Marriot’s
exhaustive account of Chaplin’s early career, Chaplin – Stage By Stage, both Chaplin and
Stan Jefferson (later Stan Laurel) were in the list of players who starred in the Karno
produced sketch ‘Jimmy the Fearless’, which was performed at the theatre in August 1910.

74

Brodsky: Adolph Brodsky (1851-1929) was a Russian violinist who came to Manchester at
the request of Charles Hallé in 1895 to teach at the Royal Manchester College of Music and to
direct the Hallé Orchestra. Whilst in the city Brodsky formed the Brodsky Quartet (his second
string quartet) which went on to achieve great success, with Sir Edward Elgar composing a
piece specifically dedicated to them in 1918. Brodsky taught at the College from 1895 until
his death in 1929, becoming Principal in 1896. There is, incidentally, a ‘Brodsky’ in Honey
For the Bears – the Isaak Brodsky, a ship named after the celebrated Soviet social realist
painter. I wondered whether it was the name of this ship, which Burgess had encountered in
Leningrad, that had encouraged him to incorporate the name into the novel, in much the same
way as he had done with Yuri Gagarin’s name. However, Burgess’s (partial) description of
his fictional Dr. Brodsky: ‘a malenky veck, very fat… (with) a spuddy nose’ – Adolph
Brodsky was indeed short, very fat, and had a stubby nose – along with the fact that Alex also
hears ‘a very nice malenky string quartet’ on the radio, convinces me that it was the Russian
violinist who Burgess was thinking of when using that name. In fact, Brodsky’s name still
lives on in Manchester today – the restaurant at the Royal Northern College of Music being
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named after him. Brodsky was to end up as the longest serving Principal in the history of the
formative partners of the RNCM.
Part Three
116

Rex: When Burgess lived in Miles Platting, one of the local cinemas he used to frequent was
called the Rex, located on Queens Road. Burgess remembered the Rex as ‘a bughouse…
(that) smelt of its patrons and its lavatories’.

127

*We must inflame all hearts: A reference to St Francis Xavier, who gave his name to
Xaverian College, the high school where Burgess was educated. In Catholic art, the flaming
heart is one of the symbols associated with St Francis. There is a statue in honour of St
Francis Xavier, complete with flaming heart, in the left transept at the Church of the Holy
Name of Jesus, the church on Oxford Road where Burgess was a parishioner from the age of
seven until his late teens.

St. Francis Xavier statue (exposing his flaming heart), the Church of the Holy Name of Jesus, Oxford Road, 2015

*Credit here goes to Andrew Biswell, as I doubt whether I would have noticed these particular references
without them being brought to our attention in his Notes compiled for the 50 th Anniversary Restored Edition of
A Clockwork Orange, published by William Heinemann in 2012.
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