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Lindsay Anderson and Malcolm McDowell during the filming of if....
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Anderson on location (with Executive Producer Roy Baird)
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Great schools are little societies, where a boy of any observation may see in epitome what he will afterwards find in the world at large.

Henry Fielding

[T]hat crowd of imbeciles who find the film beautiful or poetic when it is fundamentally a desperate and passionate call to murder.

Luis Buñuel on fans of Un Chien andalou (1928)

On 20 April 1999, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold walked into Columbine High School in Littleton, a suburb of Denver, Colorado, USA, armed with two shotguns, a rifle and several home-made bombs. They took hostages, executing some, sparing others – twelve classmates and a teacher were murdered – before turning their weapons on themselves. Luckily for many more their bombs failed to detonate.

'They were 18 and 17,' wrote my friend Frank Kogan, a Denver resident reporting the story for the Village Voice,

it was almost the end of the school year, and you look forward at the end of the school year to freedom. Eighteen and life: the whole vista, the whole landscape, is opening in front of you. They saw nothing. They had utterly nothing to live for and they chose to die, and there was no meaning in their life and they tried to give meaning to their death, and they came up with a really stupid meaning, a live-action video game with victims who really bled and couldn't fight back. A sad painful story, considering what must have been inside those two boys. However smart they were, they did not look inside themselves because looking at whatever was closing them off would have hurt too much. It hurt less to kill people and finally to kill themselves.1

Then Kogan took the story somewhere unusual. He got local children talking about the world of school:

Somehow in political discourse and in journalism, these normal things, normal to every high school to some degree or another – terror, bullying, social stratification – are not known to exist. They don't belong in suburbia, though every politican and reporter must have gone to a school, must have been in such a social stratification, must have been in the neighborhood of terror, whether they felt it or not, whether they noticed or not. (Great line from the Denver Post: 'Teasing is not new.') Yet whenever these appear – terror and division – highlighted by some deadly event, they're such a surprise.2

At the climax of Lindsay Anderson's if...., five teenagers on the rooftops shoot to kill teachers, parents and fellow pupils fleeing smokebombs into a Victorian Gothic quadrangle. In December 1968, when if.... opened – to immediate and soon prize-winning acclaim – the idea of gun crime in high schools was new. Writing in November 1969, in the introduction to the published screenplay, Anderson had described if.... as 'a film dedicated to "understanding"... an incitement to thought'.3 Yet in 2002, when the BFI's release of a new print of the film was handsomely publicised, the enthusiastic response played mainly to a cult consensus, the mainstream blessing the maverick long after the danger passed: 'an anarchist punk dream'; 'bristling with insolence and fomenting with revolutionary desire'; 'a bugle signalling the end of the old order'. Surely a bit too comfortably self-congratulatory – in the wake of Dunblane – for a film dedicated to understanding and thought?4

Of course it's fatuous to blame the Columbine terror duo's sense of injustice, rage or rebelhood on a movie they maybe never saw. Those who see themselves as outsiders may be emboldened by the fantasies they identify with, the crusades they imagine themselves undertaking; but the consciousness of exclusion is a social fact born and nurtured within schools themselves, so that – and this is Kogan's point – plenty of this same defensive-combative self-identification persists, unconsciously, outside and after the world of school. Good or bad, mainstream society values all this: it's what it secretly thinks school is for. That's how if.... speaks to so many; as a film about a school, it circles Kogan's insight. And yet, to judge by the nostalgic comfort its fans find in it, it somehow in the end switches audience attention away from this side of the story, back into that routine generational-rebel posturing which serves present-day forces of conformity so well.

For decades the avant-garde had declared its radicalism through rhetorical calls to demolish the Academy, to torch the libraries and flood the museums. But it wasn't until the late 1960s that education as a whole came under attack, as the prime machinery of social conformism. 'Long live the ephemeral!' yelled the Situationists, and by 1968, popular film, music and design were being recruited into a Children's Crusade against what made the squares square – and beyond this against the Vietnam war and the killing machines of the West. Pop culture was a vector of new values against old; when these students became teachers in their turn, some tried complicatedly to accommodate within their syllabuses the populist overthrow of anything youth jibbed at. Yet if.... remains far less dated than most films made deliberately to accord with this brief cultural convulsion.

Conception–Production–Reception

Anderson first read the screenplay, at that time called Crusaders, in July 1966. The earliest version dates to May 1960, a work of autobiographically specific revenge on Tonbridge school in Kent, loathed all-male alma mater of two Oxford undergraduates, David Sherwin and John Howlett. Back from the holidays, Mick and Johnny are already pining for girls. To escape the bad food, the 'nightly beatings and buggery', Mick has an affair with a younger boy, Johnny with a town girl.5 Both are flogged and expelled: Mick runs away to sea, Johnny takes the girl to a fun-fair. Several potential producers had already hated the earlier versions.6 Nicholas Ray – Rebel Without a Cause (1955) was Sherwin's and Howlett's favourite film – had liked the idea, but thought someone English should direct: Seth Holt at Ealing thought it should be a Public School man. He also knew Anderson had gone to Cheltenham College.7

Anderson was in a lull. His first feature, This Sporting Life, about a professional rugby league player willing to play foul for success, had done badly at the box office – because, Anderson proudly and unapologetically maintained, it was 'too harsh to be accepted as entertainment by the British public'.8 The vogue for social realism in British cinema was faltering by 1963 – killed by this film, some said. But Anderson himself was by then associated with no fewer than four movements entering the downcurve of fashion.
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Playing foul for success (This Sporting Life, Independent Artists, 1963)



In 1947, with school and university friend Gavin Lambert, he had started Sequence, an independent film quarterly. Though it never embraced Hollywood the way (for example) Cahiers du Cinéma would, its critical rigour – including spirited attacks on the tepidity of British film – gained it attention, and Lambert was invited to edit and revivify the BFI's Sight and Sound. Here was published Anderson's 'Only Connect', a pioneering study of documentarist Humphrey Jennings's 40s documentaries, with their 'striking associations of image, sound, music and comment... connecting and connecting'.9

At London's Royal Court Theatre (RCT) in the mid-50s, Tony Richardson and actor George Devine had set up their English Stage Company to perform new drama disdained by the West End mainstream, in particular Brecht. In 1956, the play of the year – of the decade – was John Osborne's debut Look Back in Anger, and the Angry Young Man (AYM) movement had convulsed British theatre. Richardson, another Sight and Sound contributor, had invited Anderson to direct plays at the RCT in 1957, where he helped shape its austere, semi-experimental, politically committed aesthetic. The dramatists being nurtured rejected the urbane, witty drama of the 40s – notably Noël Coward's and Terence Rattigan's well-crafted entertainments – as parochial and lightweight, their stylishness as emotional concealment: in short, if the past was 'middleclass', here was the raging future.

In 1955 Richardson and Karol Reisz had co-directed a twenty-minute documentary about teddyboys and girls dancing at a jazz club, Momma Don't Allow. But with television buoyant, and a moribund British cinema exciting audiences as little as it had Lambert and Anderson's Sequence, film documentary shorts were doomed, as hard to show as see. Anderson, by then himself a documentarist in Jennings's footsteps for almost a decade, was well aware of the lack of commercial possibility. His solution – short-term but effective – was to invent his own movement and write its manifesto, complete with mini-season at the NFT, featuring Momma, his own ten-minute O Dreamland (named for its subject, a popular amusement park), and Lorenza Mazzetti's Together (set in the East End). From 1956–9, six documentary mini-seasons followed, including work by Polanski, Truffaut and Chabrol: this was 'Free Cinema' (see Appendix).
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Free Cinema: 'a style means an attitude' (Every Day Except Christmas, Graphic Films, 1957)



By decade's end, these three elements – the need for a new cinema, the fact of a new theatre, the fascination with working-class culture – had fused to produce a fourth, the social-realist film movement known, more cheekily than supportively, as 'Kitchen Sink'. The French New Wave had emerged from Cahiers's war on critical orthodoxy
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