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ABSTRACT

"BRITAIN AT ITS WORST":
THE FICTIONAL MILIEU OF PATRICK HAMILTON

by

Rosemary Erickson Johnsen

The work of novelist and playwright Patrick Hamilton
(1904-1962), while well-respected by his contemporaries and
always followed by a general readership, particularly in
England, has been largely neglected by the universities.
This dissertation argues that Hamilton's creation of a
distinctive fictional milieu of lower-middle class boarding
houses and pubs addresses the same societal ills examined by
many of his contemporaries, but with a circumstantial
verisimilitude that offers significant advantages to later
readers.

The first two chapters situate Hamilton's novelistic
world, review the principal secondary literature, and
identify existing critical contexts for his work.

Subsequent chapters represent specific aspects of Hamilton's
characteristic setting, the private and public faces of
lower-middle class Britain between the wars. Chapter Three
analyzes Hamilton's portrayal of life in an Earl's Court
residential hotel, while Chapter Four examines the at-risk
residents of a genteel, but impoverished, private boarding
house. Chapters Five and Seven are devoted to different
aspects of pub life, investigating Hamilton's highly-nuanced

presentation of saloon bar culture and connecting his



fiction to the developing field of literature and addiction
studies. Chapter Six discusses Hamilton's Marxist dystopia,
while Chapter Eight, on his World War II homefront novel,
draws together the major elements of Hamilton's milieu and
illuminates how war conditions affected that sphere and its
inhabitants. The concluding chapter provides a final
assessment of the significance of Hamilton's novelistic
research into the condition of lower-middle class Britain
under stress.

Primary texts are the twelve novels Hamilton published
from 1925 to 1955. The results of research conducted in the
Mass-Observation Archive, University of Sussex, Brighton,
U.K., are used to corroborate the accuracy and value of
Hamilton's fictional milieu for literary sociology and to
provide a cultural context for Hamilton's agenda.
Throughout the dissertation, other literary texts function
as points of contrast or signs of alliance, including
essays, memoirs and fiction by Elizabeth Bowen, Arthur
Calder-Marshall, Storm Jameson, Doris Lessing, Julian

Maclaren-Ross, and George Orwell.
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Chapter 1
A WORLD OF TEMPORARY REFUGES

[Hamilton's] great achievement was
to portray, and to create, a vivid,
fantastic world of comic horror, of
rented accommodations and temporary
refuges, lodging houses, pubs,
cinemas and tea houses, where the
lost, failed and forgotten meet and
bore each other and seek some
respite. It was also the world
that, for much of his own life, he
chose to inhabit. (French, Patrick
Hamilton: A Life)

One of the most individual features of Patrick
Hamilton's writing is its reliance on a generally under-
represented stratum of socio-economic life, best described
as lower-middle class. In fact, many of his characters are
clinging to the bottom of the middle class, trying to keep

from falling out of it altogether. Such a milieu1

re-
creates a quintessentially modern texture, and Hamilton's
fictional world constitutes an ideally appropriate
representation of early twentieth-century British culture.
Doris Lessing attests to this when she reports that "when,
in Southern Rhodesia, I had asked for books about London,
they had sent me his."?
The culture Hamilton charts so precisely is

infrequently represented in such depth in the writings of

his contemporaries. Indeed, some elements of his fictional

1
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milieu are completely shut out by other, less idiosyncratic
novelists. Furthermore, his novels put an indelible stamp
on what they describe. John Russell Taylor, describing his
own experience reading Hamilton, remarks that after reading
the novels, "there are places, and situations, and types of
people that one can never encounter again without thinking
of Hamilton and seeing them at least partially through his
eyes. In particular there are some back-waters of middle-
class English life which have never been explored so well as
by Hamilton, and sometimes never at all otherwise."

Furthermore, Hamilton's style is richly circumstantial,
supplying details of contemporary life: transportation,
leisure activities, fashion (much-trickled-down rather than
cutting-edge), public social relations, drink fads, even
currency and coinage. Such insight into contemporary life
is further enriched by Hamilton's insistence on showing what
such things mean to the characters who inhabit his fiction;
further circumstantial material is adduced to show, for
example, what a given expense means in the context of a
barmaid's income, or how leisure must be chosen to fit in
with the requirements of one's job. The significance of
Hamilton's non-Modernist narrative style is that his chosen
fictional world comes through comprehensively; it would be
impossible to substitute another setting or social class.
His choice of milieu would be less noteworthy if his fiction
did not provide a full picture of that world and its

occupants.
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Hamilton's fictional output consistently represents his

chosen milieu (his Marxist fantasy, Impromptu in Moribundia,

is the sole exception, and even it shares many features with
his more typical novels). His first novel was Monday
Morning, published in 1925, when he was only twenty-one

years old; his last published work, Unknown Assailant,

appeared exactly thirty years later. From beginning to end,
his novels exhibit characteristic subjects and narrative
techniques. What cannot be overlooked by any reader of
Hamilton's work is its marked individuality--at times
approaching idiosyncrasy or even eccentricity--including
"his merciless precision and unsentimentality in dealing
with people and situations which seem bound to lead their
creator into sentimentality or sensationalism or both."!

It is this precise and detached authorial attitude, in play
with other relevant factors, including his narrative style
and experience of what his novels describe, that makes his
fictional milieu so compelling.

In his first novels, Hamilton stakes out boarding
houses as promising literary territory, with side excursions
into pubs and theatrical life; later, he concentrates more
exclusively on the public face of lower-middle class
transient life in the form of pubs, cinemas, and tea shops.
His fiction registers impending war; it reveals life on the
homefront once the war is fully underway. Later novels
consider criminals of the most modern stripe: the schizo-

phrenic Bone in Hangover Square and the sociopathic Gorse in
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the Gorse trilogy. In many instances, Hamilton is alone in
his choice of milieu; when there are fellow novelists
exploring the same territory, the integrity with which the
milieu is represented differs. For example, while there are
other writers who portray pub life, often their perspective
is from the outside.

Peter Miles and Malcolm Smith's valuable study of

Cinema, Literature and Society: Elite and Mass Culture in

Interwar Britain pinpoints the social level depicted in

Hamilton's fiction as one occupying a painful position--
either ignored or
savagely attacked by the popular novelist as much as by
the intellectual elite. H.G. Wells laid into the
lower-middle class cruelly; so too did Evelyn Waugh,
George Orwell, D.H. Lawrence and Walter Greenwood. 1In
cinema, too, they played an indeterminate and sulky
role between upper-middle-class glamour and working-
class chirpiness. Only Alfred Hitchcock treated them
in any sense seriously as a film subject, and then only
for dramatic effect.’
It is suggestive that Miles and Smith mention Hitchcock as
someone who looked seriously at the lower-middle class;
Hitchcock, of course, made a film version of Hamilton's
stage play Rope, and much of the darker Hamilton work--
Gaslight (given the Hollywood treatment by MGM with George
Cukor as director), the radio plays, the Gorse novels--would

translate readily into a Hitchcock film. Why a serious
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interest in Britain's lower-middle classes might produce
such sinister effects is a question to be considered later,
but the relationship between Hamilton's and Hitchcock's work
is another connection between Hamilton and mainstream
culture.

Although Miles and Smith cover much relevant background
for a study of Hamilton's fiction, and in spite of their
marked interest in Leftist and popular fiction, Hamilton
does not appear in their book. They do not limit themselves
to what John Lucas, Andy Croft and others would call the
orthodox (i.e., elite) interwar artists, but manage to

overlook Hamilton nonetheless.6

Perhaps the explanation
for Hamilton's exclusion from their study lies in its
polarized view of the intellectual background of writers of
this period. Essentially, Miles and Smith posit two
positions with an enormous gap between them, a space which
Hamilton would occupy:
It is, of course, simply stating the obvious to point
out that almost all of the 'recognized' artists and
‘intellectuals of the interwar period had been to public
schools. For most of the few who had not been through
such an education, moreover, university had a similar
programming effect. The auto-didactical tradition of
the working class may or may not have produced
thousands of 'village Newtons' but, with the exception
of Walter Greenwood, none found their way into the

canon of the elite. (58)
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There would appear to be nothing between the privilege of
university education and the efforts of the working class to
educate themselves. By linking this limited and
dichotomized state of affairs to " 'recognized' artists,"
Miles and Smith appear to distance their own study from a
(possibly) inaccurate bifurcation, but in practice, they do
not transcend it themselves. The literature they consider
in greatest detail is by Orwell, Eliot, Spender, Aldous
Huxley, and (again) Walter Greenwood. They do expand the
"recognized" working-class writers with brief discussions of
Bert Coombes and Lionel Britton, but they do not, however,
offer candidates to occupy the enormous space between
public-schoolboys and working-class writers. Not only would
Hamilton's fiction £ill out our picture of modern British
literature and society, his very presence would serve to let
in some fresh air to the rarefied atmosphere of public-
schoolboys plus Walter Greenwood.

Someone else with indisputable ties to the Left had
earlier identified this problematic dichotomy in similar
terms. Raymond Williams is prompted by a slightly earlier
context--a description of George Eliot, Thomas Hardy, and D.
H. Lavwrence as "autodidacts"--but his conclusion is the
same:

So the flat patronage of 'autodidact' can be related to

only one fact: that none of the three was in the

pattern of boarding school and Oxbridge which by the

end of the century was being regarded not simply as a
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kind of education but as education itself: to have
missed that circuit was to have missed being 'educated'
at all. 1In other words, a 'standard' education was
that received by one or two per cent of the population;
all the rest were seen as 'uneducated' or as
'autodidacts. '’

Williams' solution to this difficulty is to re-position

writers already enjoying common currency--Eliot, Hardy, and

Lawrence--by demonstrating that they by no means lacked

formal education. But to go a step further requires

bringing in additional writers who fill out the picture,
whose existence and writings illustrate the greater
complexity of the total situation. Hamilton and his work
provide a significant counterbalance to such naive and
excessively polarized formulations of class and education.
Miles and Smith devote considerable attention to Aldous

Huxley, whose
writings reveal an acquaintance with the products of
mass culture which is by no means remote. 1In his
essays the Hollywood film, popular fiction, jazz, motor
cars, the fashion industry and the design and
decoration of hotels and places of entertainment are
dealt with in the concrete detail registering with a
consumer and a participant, and are not simply sketched
with dismissive contempt from the battlements of ivory
towers. (103)

Such comments make one wish Hamilton had been included; the
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valuable comments made on Huxley's work suggest what the
authors might have made of Hamilton's. What makes Hamilton
a particularly compelling observer of such particularities
of modern life is his lack of self-conscious superiority.
Miles and Smith are persuasive on the subject of Huxley's
simultaneous participation and derision of mass culture:
In "Notes on Liberty and the Boundaries of the Promised
Land" [1931], he elaborates his concern with the topic
[leisure] to provide an image of leisure in the future.
. . "Already mass production has made it possible for
the relatively poor to enjoy elaborate entertainments
in surroundings of more than regal splendour. The
theatres in which the egalitarians will enjoy the
talkies, tasties, smellies, and feelies, the Corner
Houses where they will eat their synthetic poached eggs
on toast and drink their surrogate of coffee, will be
prodigiously much vaster and more splendid than
anything we know today." The passage is particularly
interesting for its relative lack of distancing from
Huxley's contemporary world. Contempt for the 'future'
he sketches is fuelled by a scorn for Lyons' Corner
Houses or the ABC chains which are already in place
and, indeed, multiplying. The synthetic poached eggs
Huxley has in mind need no future for their existence;
they are his value-judgement on the fast food of the
interwar period. (112-13)

Hamilton here again provides a valuable complement to more-
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canonized, elite literature; his participation has been
documented by his biographers, and his attitude is more
detached than that of many of his fellow writers. He sees
the appeal of such places, not simply in the abstract, to
London's lower-middle and working class residents, but he
feels it himself. The fictional scenes in Corner Houses and
ABCs carry an ambiance not found elsewhere in literature, at
least partly because Hamilton himself participated sincerely
in the life of such places. Ella Dawson, the barmaid in

Twenty Thousand Streets Under the Sky is good--sensible,

intelligent, well-meaning, agreeable, possessing a "healthy
character"--so her judgment of such places ought to be
credible, as it is not presented in a spirit of mockery or
condescension. When Mr. Eccles takes Ella out to dinner for
the first time (not only the first time Mr. Eccles takes her
out to dinner, but the first time she has ever been taken
out to dinner) she is initially disappointed by his unexotic
choice of a Lyons' Corner House, but once the scene is fully
set, Hamilton has shown his readers the attractions of such
places. The scene deserves to be quoted in full:
They were seated opposite each other at a table for two
on the basement floor of Lyons' Coventry Street Corner
House. The time was about half-past nine. The
orchestra was playing, drowning Mr. Eccles' voice; and
nearly every table in the vast, marble subterranean
Versailles for London's hungry and teeming non-

descripts, was engaged. Ella had at first been a
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little disappointed that he should have brought her to
the Corner House; for she had been here before of an
evening, and after the terrific splash he had made at
the theatre, and what with Army people and one thing
and another, she had somehow got it into her head that
when he spoke of Dinner he had in mind somewhere a
little more intimgte, original and exciting--one of
those little restaurants in Soho, say, which she had so
often wondered about. But she at once reproved herself
for greed in pleasure, and was in a way relieved to be
on her own ground, where she knew how to behave and
where she was suitably dressed. Besides, she was
intensely fond of Lyons' Corner House--with the
fondness of all healthy-minded beings for palaces--and
Mr. Eccles took a broad-minded view of the menu which
made her gasp. He ordered two cocktails at once, and
burst into the dizziest soups and lobster extravagances
without turning a hair. He also ordered wine for
himself, and persuaded Ella, much against her will, to
take a little. Ella reckoned that what with the
theatre and all the rest he had spent little less than
thirty shillings on this jaunt already; and as one who
seldom spent more than thirty pence on an outing
altogether, she had a peculiar sense of being wasteful,
and wanted to stop him. At the same time she had a
peculiar sense of enjoying herself, of merely

physically revelling, for the first time in her 1life,
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in the brilliant sunshine of his financial plane, and
she wanted to do anything but stop him.®
This passage provides a whole range of responses to the
Lyons' Corner House, not simply one or two notes. First, it
is explicitly 1dentified as a place for London's
"nondescripts" so, appropriately, the barmaid feels in
control of its social conventions and self-assured about her

appearance. s

Further, it does strike Ella as a prosaic

choice, in contrast to "little restaurantsvin Soho" which
are presumably "more intimate, original and exciting" than
somevwhere she feels comfortable could possibly be. On the

other hand, Ella does like the Corner House, not holding it

in the contempt of familiarity. (In view of the trilogy's
wholly positive characterization of Ella, it would be a
mistake to read the remark about "healthy-minded beings" as
derogatory.) Finally, the passage suggests what possibili-
ties for pleasure the Corner House contains: the orchestra,
the crowd, the potential for extravagance which Ella had
never before experienced. If Mr. Eccles failed to impress
her when he chose the restaurant, he certainly makes up for
it with his "broad-minded view of the menu," until finally
Lyons' Corner House becomes consonant with the other
luxuries of the day.

So here is a marked contrast between Hamilton and his
fellow-consumer, Huxley. When Huxley creates dark effects
in his Lyons', these are cultural: "Yet the horrors the

artefacts of the present supposedly portend rebound back
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upon those artefacts in the present, and the interwar Corner
House and Gaumont are filled with a new menace" (Miles and
Smith 113). Hamilton is capable of revealing positive
attributes of Lyons' and ABCs, and when he does choose to
create dark effects, these are not crimes against cultural
refinement but actively criminal, as in the Gorse novels.

When a more deliberately elite, upper-class writer such
as Elizabeth Bowen is added to consideration, Hamilton's
presentation of Corner Houses, pubs, railway buffets and the
like appears even more valuable. One of the most compelling

tensions in The Heat of the Day (1949), Bowen's London novel

of wartime, springs from the fact that Stella's lover, a
traitor to England who sells secrets to the Nazis, is upper-
class and refined, while the ineffable lower-middle-class
and vulgar Harrison is patriotically serving his country.
This irony is used to render even more shocking the
disclosure of their true affiliations at novel's end.

The details of Stella's meals out with Robert and
Harrison comprise Bowen's most circumstantial method of
illustrating the social divide between the two men. At one
of the climactic moments of the novel, just after Stella has
asked him if he is a traitor to his country, Robert takes
her to their 'special' restaurant. There, "they had a
sensation of custom, sedateness, of being inside small
walls, as though dining at home again after her journey" and
she pours out coffee into "gold-rimmed cups."10 The

lighting is dim and romantic, the tables are covered in
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damask-patterned cloths.

During a parallel climactic scene, Harrison takes
Stella to a snack bar, and the contrasts are emphasized at
every turn:

he pushed against a door showing a dimmed sign, OPEN.

Inside, light came up stone stairs which he took her

down; at the foot he held open another door and she

walked ahead of him into a bar or grill which had no
air of having existence before tonight. She stared
first at a row of backviews of eaters perched, packed

elbow-to-elbow, along a counter. . . Not a person did

not betray, by one or another glaring peculiarity, the

fact of being human. . . . When Harrison had put his

hat on a rack he came back for Stella and put her at a

small table--of these there were several along a wall,

their tops imitating malachite. He remarked that this
place never seemed to him too bad, and was at any rate

quiet. (216-17)

Now we are in Hamilton country, but with a radically
different guide. The pathetic Louie, who could herself be
one of Hamilton's people, who "all over herself . . . gave
the impression of twisted stockings," is impressed by the
place "because they have ever such a variety of snacks," but
Stella views it as a disaster, symptomatic of all that is
wrong with Harrison (227, 228).

Indeed, at this point, Harrison seems less than fully

human to Stella: " 'What do you eat?' said Stella, looking
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at Harrison with one of those renewals of curiosity" (217).
Obviously this café, one of his regular places, strikes her
as bizarre, and she is unable to fathom what one would eat
there. And, of course, the menu and the food turn out to be
grossly 1nadequafe by Stella's standards. In the place of
Ella's giddy perception of Corner House "lobster
extravagances," we find in this novel a truly nauseating
lobster dish, offered up with the added insult of being
specially ordered as a treat: |
In relays everything necessary arrived, including what
Harrison, after a sotto voce aside talk, must have
decided would be most special--lobster mayonnaise on a
bed of greenstuff knifed into dripping ribbons. The
dish, in a glaze of synthetic yellow, was put down in a
space between knives, forks and glasses to cook in
light. (218)
So far from being a welcome luxury, this lobster is
revolting in every regard: appearance, accompanying
"greenstuff," and presentation. Not surprisingly, Stella
does not care to eat it: " 'You don't much like this
lobster?' [Harrison asked.] 'Oh yes,' she with compunction
said, 'I do.' She twisted ribbons of lettuce round her
fork, ate, then went on [talking]" (220). Stella's
compunction is due to her knowledge that Harrison had
specially ordered this dish, and on an assumption, based on
his status as a regular in this café, that he finds it

satisfactory. She declines to state her true response
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because she assumes it would hurt Harrison's feelings; if
Robert were her companion, the dish would go untouched by
both. That Bowen's narrative sides with Stella is apparent
in the revolting description of the meal, coupled with
Stella's necessary compunction and its results ("she twisted
ribbons of lettuce round her fork"). The reader is unable
to view this milieu from any other perspective than
Stella's/Bowen's, which is nearly the opposite of
Hamilton's.

Bowen's perspective reduces the Hamilton milieu to mere
sordidness, but it is equally possible, reading Hamilton in
the late twentieth century, to romanticize his fictional
milieu; any restaurant with an orchestra is bound to seem
"posh" in the McDonald's age. Further, social and moral
codes have become more flexible over the intervening
decades, allowing 1990s readers to minimize details that
would have had significance for Hamilton's first readers.

In The Magic of My Youth (1951), Arthur Calder-Marshall

reminds us of the contemporary resonance of Hamilton's

London:
It was distance that lent enchantment to Tottenham
Court Road at night, allowing me [at age 15] to make it
an image of adult delight. When I came closer to the
reality, I liked it less. Today the Horseshoe is a
model of respectability, a very proper pub for Masons
to banquet in. But even in the thirties, when it was

made over and the saloon bar laid open to the street
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with great plate-glass windows which could be raised in
hot weather, there was an element of doubt about its
reputation. . . . But in 1923 there was no doubt. It
was Low.!!

Hamilton's first pub novel, The Midnight Bell, set in the

Horseshoe's neighborhood, was published in 1930, early
enough to carry the "Low" overtones to which Calder-Marshall
refers. For Hamilton, a serious novelist, to embrace such a
milieu suggests simultaneously how compelling Hamilton found
it and the opportunity his fiction provides its readers; no
other serious novelist has done as much to portray a

realistically "Low" London between the wars.

Hamilton's own participation in the culture he
describes in such detail merits attention only insofar as it
validates his accuracy. Biography has been a dead-end for
Hamilton studies, leading critics ever away from Hamilton's
work in search of titillating details of a sometimes-bizarre
personal life or trying to "explain" his fiction by means of
biographical parallels. To say that, however, is not to
ignore the implications of Hamilton's life for his writing.
Hamilton's portrayal of his chosen milieu can be detailed
and accurate precisely because he lived in it himself.
Biographical verisimilitude is part of what Doris Lessing
sees as setting Hamilton's work above other fiction
concerned with similar subjects. Her reading of Hamilton

uses biography to endorse his work; she gives the writing
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priority while attesting to its validity. Of the pub
trilogy, Lessing writes
I was reminded of Orwell, too: but though they both
depict the grim, grey, grimy threadbare poverty, the
gracelessness of Britain at its worst, there is an
important difference. That which so repelled Orwell,
and which he described from the outside, Hamilton views
from the inside. Hamilton allowed himself to become
part of the poor streets, of bedsitting rooms whose
amenities depend on the natures or whims of powerful
landladies, of gas-fires always hungry for coins, above
all of pubs, the warm and well-lit refuges for people
who have no other. . . . [T]his is what Hamilton chose
in preference to the pathetic middle-class 'refinement'
of his upbringing, itself precarious and full of fear
and snobbery. (23)
Lessing is right to emphasize Hamilton's inside point of
view, and correct in seeing his immersion in that culture as
a deliberate choice. Being inside, and deliberately giving
the view of the inside, sets Hamilton apart from his peers.
In fact, it is being on the inside, living there as an
intelligent observer, that allows Hamilton to be so accurate
in what he depicts. Commentators who occupy radically
different positions on Hamilton's work generally agree about
the accurate representational nature of his work. Michael

Holroyd describes Twenty Thousand Streets Under the Sky as a

"social map of [London] as it was in the harsh commercial
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era of the 1920s and the early 1930s" which provides '"the
authentic atmosphere of what it was like to live in England
between the two world wars."!’ Reviews of the Gorse books
sometimes describe them as "sociology," while Clifton
Fadiman's hostile review of Hangover Square complains of
"almost academic obedience to the dicta of psychiatry."13
The attitude taken toward the accurate cultural record of
Hamilton's work ranges from wholly negative ("mere
documentary . . . a figure out of a sociologist's casebook")
through matter of fact ("For sheer sociological observation
the book could hardly be bettered [and] it provides
obviously reliable source-material") to laudatory ("it is to
Mr. Hamilton, rather than to Mr. Graham Greene, that the
social historian will go for authentic atmosphere").“
Hamilton is credited with considerable reliability on such
matters by many critics.

The following pair of examples strike a balance between
over-documenting and ignoring such endorsements of
Hamilton's value. The first is Hugh David's fascinating

study of London's literary bohemia, The Fitzrovians.15

Hamilton's fiction functions in David's book as background,
and while his pub novels are quoted as literary scene-
setting, Hamilton never appears directly under discussion.
Rather than describe the Wheatsheaf, for example, David
quotes Hamilton's description of the fictional Midnight
Bell, since, "had it really existed, the Midnight Bell . . .

would have been its near neighbour and rival. Not only was
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it supposedly located just off the Tottenham Court Road, its
clientele and even its décor were strikingly similar to
those of the Wheatsheaf" (159). Further, David uses as
shorthand for Dylan Thomas's London the '"grey and shabby
metropolis" of Hamilton's pub trilogy and Hangover Square
(144). The implications of David's attitude toward Hamilton
are numerous; most relevant here is how confidently David
can use Hamilton's fiction as illustration. Hamilton's
depiction possesses both literary merit and accuracy; David
relies on its ability to evoke Fitzrovia and, more
generally, London, and he clearly expects his reader to be
familiar with Hamilton's work.
A second key example is provided by Frank Kermode who,
establishing context for thirties economics, writes that
if you had £5 a week, poverty and privation were remote
considerations. If you were a 'rentier poet' with £500
a year you thought about them only because of a
deliberate and educated act of conscience. And once
committed to this course you might feel compassion,
beyond necessity no doubt, for almost the whole
population; manual workers earned about £3 a week, and
88 per cent of the population had less then £250 a
year. It is true that a family like my own managed
fairly well on £3, and people lived with enviable style
on £5. But the bourgeois poets could hardly be
expected to know that.lf

The relevance of this to Hamilton's achievement is clear.
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However "educated" his communist conscience may have been,
his on-the-ground knowledge of the economics and lifestyle
of the milieu he built his fiction around was the result of
his own permanent residence there. Interestingly, Kermode
cites Hamilton in his footnote to the passage just quoted:
"I take these figures from J. Stevenson, British Society,
1914-1945, (1984). In P. Hamilton, Hangover Square, (1941)-
-a novel which scrupulously registers the conditions of life
immediately before the war--a meal for two at a very
expensive London restaurant, together with a great deal to
drink, costs £2. 13s. 7d4." (47, n. 11). So Hamilton's
fictional representation is considered sufficiently accurate
to be cited alongside an historical study, and it
underscores the chasm between Hamilton's knowledge and what
"the bourgeois poets could hardly be expected to know."

In an era of politically-committed literature, many
writers were driven to examine socio-economic levels they
were not born into. This was no less than "the task imposed
upon them by the times--to cross no-man's-land, to
fraternize in the proletarian trenches" (Kermode 25). Part
of Hamilton's contribution to our understanding of the
thirties and forties in Britain results directly from his
immersion (by choice) in this world of "temporary refuges"
more often inhabited out of pure necessity. Hamilton's more
thorough transgression creates the opportunity for
achievements not attained by most of his fellow travellers.

Kermode's discussion of Edmund Wilson's story "The Princess
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with the Golden Hair" and Edward Upward's trilogy, The
Spiral Ascent, illuminates the enormity of the task facing
Leftist writers of the thirties, and in the end Kermode is
forced to make allowances based on their good intentions; he
17

provides a sort of literary handicap for their fiction.

Julian Symons is surely right when, in The Thirties and the

Nineties, he observes that "Kermode sees the absurdity of
[Upward's protagonist] Alan's attitude, but seems to feel
that the merit of the attempt to cross the class barrier
outweighs the sanctimoniousness of Wilson's narrator and the
self-conscious superiority of Alan Sebrill."!! Hamilton's
fiction offers a view into the other side of the frontier
with mercifully little sanctimoniousness and self-conscious
superiority.

If the writers of his generation were interested in
frontiers, in crossing borders, Hamilton's chosen mode of
existence represents a real crossing of boundaries.
Affiliation with the kinds of people represented in his
novels was not an intellectual exercise for him, but a way
of life. Kermode's book focuses on transgression as a key
theme of thirties writing; Hamilton, in his life, chose to
transgress the expectations and training of his (nominal)
Class.

The concept of literature as "document" was examined
quite earnestly during the thirties, and the implications of
Hamilton's class transgression are particularly important in

the context of his (Leftist) literary generation's high
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valuation of documentary of all kinds. 1In 1937, Storm
Jameson called upon Leftist writers to produce "documents,"
which were to be
offered to us without the unnecessary and distorting
gloss of the writer's emotions and self-questionings.
Writers should be willing to go and live for a long
enough time at one of the points of departure of the
new society. To go, if you like, into exile. Without
feeling heroic, or even adventurous, or curious about
their own spiritual reactions. Willing to sink
themselves for the time, so that they become conduits
for a feeling which is not personal, nor static.!
Hamilton's significance for such a regime is apparent;
consider, for example, Jameson's prescription that the
writer live there "for a long enough time." What time
period might be represented by this is vague, and doubtless
it might vary from one writer to the next, but clearly
Jameson intends to condemn touristy visits and "upper-class

larks."20

Presumably the duration of the visit is

mnecessary to achieve the feeling of normalcy Jameson
<escribes as being neither heroic nor adventurous. Taking
this as the standard of duration, Hamilton was eminently
sSuccessful; he made the real-life world of pubs and boarding
houses so much a part of his own life, that it ceased to be
“‘exile," making other, more respectable modes of life take

Qn that role.

Jameson's ideas have special status as 1930s notions of
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documentary.21

Stuart Laing includes Jameson's article in
his essay on "Presenting 'Things as They Are': John
Sommerfield's May Day and Mass Observation."! He sketches
out the sometimes-conflicting aims of Leftist fiction in the
thirties, making use of contemporary criticism and theories
of documentary writing. Laing's picture indicates both the
difficulty of the task and the value of successful efforts:
For novelists working within the milieu of the Left in
the 1930s (whether Communist Party, ILP, Left Review or
other), these problems seems to have resolved them-
selves into the effort to reconcile three competing
influences--influences which at times pulled in
different directions. These were the need for
reportage (describing 'things as they are'), the desire
for a certain aesthetic or fictional structure (at its
crudest 'making up a story'), and the pull towards
a literature of political commitment and political
persuasion.23
Hamilton's fiction is amenable to such a project, and if not
allowed to dominate the discussion, the politics of his
novels can be fruitfully considered. His novels achieve
success in each of the areas Laing outlines: their accurate
reportage is widely accepted by critics, as is the strong
professional craftsmanship behind them, while their
political tendencies (both before and after Hamilton's

conversion to Marxism) create a strong indictment of

contemporary society.
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While it may be true that Jameson's idea of a point of
departure is more likely to be Nottingham, Hamilton's milieu
is an appropriate "point of departure," and it is one he
became a real part of. The problem with earlier Leftist
writers limiting themselves to factory workers is the
impossibility of becoming one--Jameson remarks that "a
writer living in a Nottinghamshire mining village could not
possibly do his job properly without the help of
confidential reports from the workers themselves, which he
would have to wait for and deserve by his behaviour. "%

That a writer might actually become a manual laborer does
not present itself as a possibility; certainly in this
instance Jameson assumes that living "at one of the points
of departure" does not mean full immersion. Partly, of
course, this is nothing more than another testament to the
rigidity of Britain's class system, which made class
differences too visible for full immersion in another class,
and it explains Jameson's starting point.

Jameson's article begins by offering a definition of
socialist literature so general as to be nearly useless, but
part of the purpose of the definition is to overcome the
impossibilities of a middle-class writer being (for however
long) a factory worker or miner: "I believe we should do
well to give up talking about proletarian literature and
talk about socialist literature instead--and mean by it
writing concerned with the lives of men and women in a world

which is changing and being changed.“25 While one could
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argue that such a definition could be applied to virtually
all literature, it is noteworthy that she points away from
exclusively factory-worker books. The Left's conception of
political literature matured during the thirties, and
Jameson reflecté its increased interest in what Andy Croft
characterizes as "fiction that had the reliable feel of a
political documentary [as opposed to] political documents

"% jameson

that tried to pass themselves off as fiction.
broadens the range of possible subjects tolinclude novels
featuring any level of society: "The use of the term
'proletarian novel' suggests, quite falsely, that socialist
literature ought to concern itself only or mainly with
working-class life. . . . The process of change, of decay,
of growth, is taking place everywhere all the time: it does
not matter where you open up the social body if you know

what you are looking for."”

Hamilton's choice, the lower
reaches of the middle class (where it verges on the working
class), seems a very honourable part of the scheme Jameson
prescribes.

The perceived need for documentary was one of the
driving forces behind Mass-Observation, the sociological
enterprise founded by Tom Harrisson, Charles Madge, and
Humphrey Jennings in 1937. Mass-Observation employed full-
time researchers to "observe" everyday Britain, and
accumulated material (diaries, monthly questionnaires on set

topics) from volunteers. Harrisson had studied cannibals in

the Pacific, and regretted the lack of similar fact-finding
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and analysis done in England. For democracy to remain
viable, Harrisson believed, it required an anthropology of
ordinary English people and culture. 1In an early published

work, Britain by Mass-Observation (1939), Harrisson and

Madge made this point emphatically:
If there is any moral responsibility of the scientist
at all, it is that he should spend a part of his time,
or see to it that more than sufficient scientists
should spend more of their time, in studying normal and
everyday behaviour problems of our own lives, as
actually lived in the houses and factories, pubs and
chapels and shops in this sort of civilisation.2
The interest of thirties' middle and upper-middle class
intellectuals in other socio-economic levels often included
only those who were very "other"--northern coal miners and
factory workers. 1In calling for serious, sustained
attention to be directed to the "normal and everyday," Mass-
Observation's interests parallel Hamilton's.

Among other topics, Britain by Mass-Observation

addresses several "mass movements," including the football
pools, All-In Wrestling, and the Lambeth Walk. The last
provides an opportunity to explain their mission:
"Lambeth you've never seen" say the words of the song,
and thus emphasise the basic argument of this book--the
ignorance of one section of society about how other
sections live and what they say and think. "Why don't

you make your way there?" asks the song, and this is
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jJust the question which this book sets out to ask. Why
not? (142)
What Mass-Observation believed to be essential was not
simply the gathering up of information about these other
sections of society, but also, that the knowledge gained‘by
crossing the social frontier must be widely available in an
accessible form. In his introduction to the 1986 edition of
Britain by Mags-Observation--whicﬁ was originally a Penguin
Special--Angus Calder writes of Harrisson and Madge that
both seem to have been relieved to retreat from the
dilemma of their generation into the supposedly neutral
position of the "scientist," where consciousness could
be neither "collective" nor "individual" but
"objective." The social scientist, Madge and Harrisson
argue, must find out "what people do want, do get,
don't get and could get to want," and must publish his
findings in such place and form that the masses
themselves will be able to read and check them. Mass-
Observation's role is to describe rather than
prescribe--not to agitate, but to mediate. (xv)
Such a role may explain why the material they gathered and
produced retains its interest. 1In its unprocessed form, the
information remains concrete and specific, available for
application and interpretation under the changing fashions
of politics and theory, unlike some of the more politically-
charged writings of the period which were intended to

"prescribe" and "agitate."
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In the "Special Tom Harrisson Number" of Light and Dark
(1938), Harrisson assesses some of the "documents" produced
by thirties imaginative writers and finds them sorely
lacking.29 What these writers are not providing, however,
he believes Masé-Observation's work will supply. One of
Jameson's fellow contributors in that special "Documentary"
issue of Fact was Arthur Calder-Marshall. Harrisson does
not find Calder-Marshall's fiction remotely "documentary,"
and he complains of the poets' false claims as well:
Any investigation of modern life will at once reveal
the wide divergence between the English "proletarian
novel" and proletarian 1ife, between the conversations
in Calder-Marshall's books and in actuality. Our
forthcoming publications may show the difference.
Good. But not so good when the novelist has foolishly
claimed to be "actual," a mistake the painter has
seldom made. The poets have made it up to the hilt.
Thus Isherwood, Auden's right hand, who should know,
starts off the extraordinary collection of fulsome
eulogies in the Auden New Verse with: "First, Auden is
essentially a scientist." A scientist. He is also
practically everything else, from the Pope to Popeye,
if we are to believe these New Versions.®!
Harrisson is clearly enjoying his polemic, but he has put
his finger on some of the key problems of the documentary
agenda, as well as the Auden's group self-serving

interrelations.
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Mass-Observation looked into everyday matters; Madge
and Harrisson, like Hamilton, understood that most people's
lives find a center in apparently trivial and mundane
details. For example, while political posturing and
journalistic reports left people irritated and confused,
rather than frightened, concerning the impending war, "gas
masks brought the war danger home to everybody and to every
home" (Britain 88). Mass-Observation's interviews and
observations showed them how people's perceptions and
feelings changed dramatically when gas masks were issued;
the impending war took on a new reality.

In his April, 1940 report on conversation, Harrisson
reveals both a style and a substance similar to

Han:llt:on's.z1

His report is based on what Mass Observation
called "overheards"; which were produced, essentially, by
eavesdropping on conversations in public places. The
conversations that he quotes in the report were overheard in
Oxford Street, "a big store," a cafe, and a Lyons Corner
House. All of these locales figure in Hamilton's novels,
and some are central to Hamilton's milieu. Notable, too, is
that the people overheard were not discussing the progress
of the war or significant political developments, but the
mundane and everyday, as impacted by the war: the most
common topics Harrisson identified were money and prices
(14%), cookery and food (8%), and household budgets and
problems (7%).

Mass-Observation's legacy is several published works,
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later editions or anthologies of significant holdings, many
studies which rely partly on their material, and the Mass-
Observation Archive which contains a great deal of their
original material--not all of it, however, as some, due to
its unprotected existence before becoming the Archive at_the
University of Sussex in 1970, has been lost. I will have
occasion to draw on each type of work, as the interests of
Mass-Observation provide an important non-fictional
counterpart to Hamilton's novelistic research, and each type
of Mass Observation material offers its own advantages.

The imperative acted upon by Britain's intellectuals in
the thirties, and afterwards, produced a wide variety of
results. On a continuum, with the abstract ideals of the
Auden group (which meant little in practice, as Valentine
Cunningham all-too thoroughly demonstrates) at one end, and
Mass-Observation's gathering of sociological data at the
other, Hamilton would be near midpoint. What does his work
contribute from its place in the middle? The rest of this
study will serve as the beginnings of an answer.

Hamilton's milieu allows his fiction to make a real
contribution to Leftist literature while avoiding many of
the weaknesses found in other middle-class Leftist writing.
He did not write of things he knew little or nothing of, and
he maintained sufficient disinterestedness to produce
successful "documents" while simultaneously being engaged
with the lives he portrays in his fiction. He found his own

way to solve the problems faced by all middle-class Leftist
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writers. 1In Literary Englands, David Gervais writes of
Orwell that "his England was as if refracted through his
anthropologist's curiosity, a commitment that did not
preclude neutrality when necessary. This was part of his
strength since it enabled him to avoid the more facile and
sentimental kinds of identification with the working class
that many of his contemporaries went in for."3

Hamilton solved this last problem--one of the most
vexing and embarrassing for 1990s readers of Leftist
fiction--in a way different from Orwell's. He did so by
concentrating on the slice of lower-middle and working-class
existence that he knew, and created such characters as the
barmaid Ella rather than write about factory workers or coal
miners. His characters are what Lessing calls "the working
poor," and their most heartbreaking quality is the
precariousness of their status: "in Hamilton's world
everyone struggles to find a foothold, or to keep one, but
they easily get swept away" (23). Hamilton's fiction does
not allow readers the easy, patronizing sentimentality of
"visiting" the working class; instead, he gets to the heart
of middle-class anxieties by portraying characters who are
struggling, with varying degrees of success, to hang onto

their middle-class status.
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for dialogue. One is persuaded that the scenes and
characters have solid and credible existence, are not merely
hackneyed type-images or caricatures. Indeed, at its best,
the depressed world of Hamilton's books bears down on one
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Valentine Cunningham describes Harrisson's article as "one
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Cunningham's British Writers of the Thirties

method.
1988) is in many ways a

(Oxford: Oxford University Press,
distended and bulging version of what Harrisson does here to

a real point, accumulating images from the poets' own work

in order to turn those images against them.

"Mass-Opposition and Tom Harrisson," 11.

30.
"Conversation," 26 April 1940.

31. M-O A File Report 83,

Literary Englands: Versions of "Englishness'" in Modern

32.
Wxiting (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 170



Chapter 2

"THE TASTE OF THE DON AND THE WHIM OF THE FILM-MAKER":
HAMILTON, HIS CRITICS, AND CLASS

Contemporary reception does not guarantee later

critical attention, as witnessed by the fact that Hamilton,

described by John Betjeman in 1956 as "one of the best
English novelist:zs.,"1 has received little critical attention

fxom academics. Michael Holroyd identifies the title

images--"the taste of the don and the whim of the film-

ma ker"--as "the two ill-matched steeds to which a

Publisher's 1list of reprints is harnessed--and they draw it
into some strangely paradoxical country," continuing that

*there can be no more striking example of this state of
af fairs than the plight of Patrick Hamilton."! Hamilton is

known as a thriller writer, Holroyd observes, because of the

£1i1m versions of Rope and Gaslight, but "his finest work

is unknown because it does not appear on any English

1l1iterature syllabus and has not attracted Alfred Hitchcock"

(103-04).
Nonetheless,

Never completely disappeared from view.
Astradur Eysteilnsson persuasively argues that to

it must be noted, Hamilton's work has
In The Concept of

Modernism,
Qiscuss a literary work is, in effect, to canonize it:

37
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Any mention of a work rests on the assumption that it
is exemplary in one way or another, and thus in a sense
involves its canonization. If we think of canonization
in this broad sense (which is a necessary criterion for
the narrower sense), we realize that the only act of
‘noncanonization' is complete silence. (83)
Hanmilton's work has been granted a minor role in most
1 iterary histories covering the first half of the twentieth
century, thus establishing a series of contact points with
Prxe-existing areas of study. There has been some work on
Hamilton's relevance to crime fiction, for example, and to
Tthe study of literature and addiction, and there has been
A ssessment of his place as a novelist of World War II.
Leftist criticism has been most frequently brought to bear
Omn Hamilton's work, particularly through studies of the

1930s.

HAMILTON'S CRITICS

Any summary of Hamilton's critical fate must begin by
recording the problematic nature of his position. Like that
Of other minor literary figures, Hamilton's work has been
Vulnerable to wholesale appropriation and misrepresentation
by critics with causes, but it has also been championed by
WMany writers and reviewers. Biographically-(mis)informed
Criticism has dominated, compounding the problem of
Hamilton's work being viewed from a predetermined point of

View. The task to be faced in the present study is not
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rescuing Hamilton's work from oblivion; instead, it is a
matter of addressing some tenacious misconceptions and
clearing a space to let interpretative issues arise more
naturally from the work itself, rather than forcing it to
illustrate some bredetermined principle.

Book-length studies on Hamilton consist of three
biographies and one unpublished doctoral dissertation.}
There have been a few critical articles, and Hamilton is
sSonetimes included in literary histories (or is conspicuous-
1y absent), but most critical comment appears in the form of
book reviews or introductions. Bruce Hamilton's 1972 memoir

OFX his brother is the first and most significant of the
three biographies, not so much for its merits, which are
1l imited, but for the influence it has wielded over all
Subsequent work. His book set the Hamilton agenda: which
incidents are important, what tone is to be taken. Nigel
Jones is absorbed completely by Bruce Hamilton's book; he
Wrote his own biography of Hamilton in such a way that one
reviewer, quite accurately, found Bruce Hamilton to be its

“"real hero."4 Sean French is more skeptical, recognizing

that The Light Went Out is "a work of piety that is also an

Act of belated revenge" (5), but could not altogether avoid
its influence. There is a notable shortage of primary
Wmaterial, and what little there is has passed first through
the hands of Bruce Hamilton and then to his widow Aileen,

Who openly hated Patrick Hamilton.

Bruce Hamilton's method for exacting revenge on his
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more accomplished younger brother is simple. Throughout his

biography, under cover of "painful honesty" and
"forgiveness," he draws attention to faults, ascribes blame,

and surreptitiously seals' negative judgments, all the while

offering himself to his reader as humble victim. Nigel

Jones, who is very sympathetic to Bruce Hamilton, reports

that Patrick Hamilton never liked his brother very much

( 315). Furthermore, Jones discovered a manuscript version

OFf an autobiographical novel, written by Bruce Hamilton,
which ends with its narrator murdering his much-resented

bxother (vii-viii). In spite of such evidence of Bruce

Hamilton's problematic status as the first and last word on

Hamilton, Jones never questions the former's judgment.

The Light Went Out originated the now widely-accepted

Vv iew of Hamilton as a tragic failure and famous drunk, a

fact rarely noted by those who perpetuate it.5 John

Betjeman's remarks in the Spectator demonstrate that as late
as 1956, when Hamilton had published everything he ever

Would, he was not a notorious failure and drunk, but notably

invisible as a literary "personality." The image of drunken

faijilure comes later, and is directly attributable to Bruce

Hamilton's memoir.
By concentrating so much on what Hamilton did not

Accomplish, The Light Went Out presents an account of the

Published works that undervalues them.

S8eems not to understand the merits of his brother's work

and, in spite of his oft-repeated claim to be the critic

Bruce Hamilton often
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most valued by Hamilton, he has surprisingly little to say
about it. While his preface claims that the "biography
originated in my conviction that he was one of the major
novelists and most considerable playwrights of his time"
(xi), Bruce Hamilton's comments on his brother's texts seem
intent on exposing what the former sees as their weaknesses.
Jones' biography is not much better at handling
Hamilton's novels. He treats literary text as if it were
S traightforward (auto)biographical material. His discussion
O f Hamilton's romance with Lily Connolly, for example,
X elies heavily on excerpts from Hamilton's trilogy of pub
nnovels. Jones seems unaware of any reason not to substitute
¥ iction for life, and does so unabashedly, as in this
Passage:
We do not know exactly in what circumstances Patrick
first met Lily, but given his inveterate habit of
transcribing his real life experiences in his fiction,
it can be deduced that the encounter resembled the

meeting in Twenty Thousand Streets Under the Sky of the

barman Bob and the street-walker Jenny in the pub, The
Midnight Bell. (134)
This is followed immediately by a lengthy quote from the
Nnovel, which functions as a substitute for biographical
information. Equally disturbing in a professional
Journalist is Jones's sense of who constitutes a credible,
Teliable source. 1In his introduction, he labels Hamilton's

drinking buddies "objective outsiders" (6), an idea most
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professional biographers would scoff at. Further, much of
his most damaging material is either unattributed or founded
on dubious sources. Jones' book is not good journalism,
responsible biography, or worthwhile literary criticism.

Perhaps most damaging to Hamilton's literary reputation
is that, like Bruce Hamilton before him, Jones seems unable
or unwilling to make a case for reading Hamilton. 1In his
introduction, he cites a desire to "[bring] a wider audience
for [Hamilton's] work" as one of two "main aims" (7), but
almost four hundred pages later, he has not suggested any
reasons for reading Hamilton's fiction. 1Its main attraction
for him seems to be the scandalous inferences readers can
gather therein about Hamilton's life. He goes through the
motions of generating interest in the literature--suggesting
comparisons with other writers, making connections among
Hamilton's writings--but in the end fails to do so with any
success.

Sean French's biography represents a significaht
departure in terms of its attitude toward Hamilton and his
work. French rejects the model of Hamilton as failure and,
as a necessary preliminary to considering Hamilton's
literary achievements, takes a skeptical stance toward Bruce
Hamilton's memoir. French's other significant contribution
is using the rough typescript of an early draft of The Light
Went OQut (the original title of which--"Patrick: A Tragedy"-
~indicates Bruce Hamilton's attitude toward his subject) to

point up weaknesses in the published version. For example,



43
that draft included a story of Bruce Hamilton not being
taken backstage after the final performance of The
Governess; in a footnote, French explains that "this passage
is typical of what was lost when Bruce's memoir was cut and
reworked for publication. Gone are the specific incident and
the personal resentment that may have influenced Bruce's
judgment. All that remains is the general statement that
Hamilton abased himself before his friends" (308).

Brian McKenna's Oxford dissertation, "Gender
Representation, Sexuality and Politics in the Writings of
Patrick Hamilton," belongs to both principal camps of
Hamilton studies, the biographical and the political.
Indeed, he has found a singular way to tie the two together,
with his categorical claim that "primarily, like many other
revolutionaries, [Hamilton] drank to get rid, temporarily,
of capitalism." Further, McKenna identifies the audience
for his dissertation as being specifically and exclusively
radical and, presumably as part of this radical agenda, he
eschews the whole notion of a canon:

It is part of the function of this thesis to help
restore Hamilton's reputation as a writer of
significance--but without resorting to hagiography, or
underwriting the notion of a 'canon' to which Hamilton
could be said to deserve promotion. The present work
is more concerned with how his oeuvre can be read than
with why (although it is concerned with that also):

with the ways in which, despite its problems and
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limitations, this body of work can be rendered valuable

to a radical audience of the 1990s and beyond.
The dissertation follows the pattern of the biographies, for
far from resorting to hagiography, McKenna, like Bruce
Hamilton, Jones and French, relies heavily on what Joyce
Carol Oates has aptly called "pathography."6

McKenna, like other Leftist critics, seems strangely
reluctant to claim much for Hamilton's work, summing up in
his abstract, "it is concluded that, despite its
demonstrable limitations and inherent problems, much of
Hamilton's work can be rendered valuable to a contemporary
radical audience, interestingly implicated as it is in the
social and psychological crises that afflicted the British
ruling order in the inter-war period of the Cold wWar."
Hamilton's fiction offers insights that are necessarily
ignored by such a position, which limits Hamilton's work in
two significant ways. First, it emphasizes supposed
weaknesses in the literature--"demonstrable limitations and
inherent problems"--when in fact Hamilton's books are
accomplished and interesting. They do not need to be
"rendered valuable" by trendy theories; they assert their
own value. Further, McKenna's position suggests that the
only conceivable audience for Hamilton's fiction is a
radical one, which is simply untrue. The adaptation of the
Gorse books was shown on British television and then offered
to the American Public via Masterpiece Theatre, indicating a

much larger audience than the minority segment of the
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population composed of self-identified radicals. The
comments of many readers and reviewers indicate the value of
Hamilton's work for those who do not consider themselves
radical, and for those who are radical but do not limit
their reading to politically-motivated literature.

Biographical criticism is far from being the latest
rage, and may seem outright passé in our era of self-
consciously sophisticated literary theory, but its
persistence in Hamilton studies requires that it be
addressed. Indeed, its persistence has done Hamilton's work
more harm than good by minimizing approaches better
calculated to place Hamilton's work in academic circles.
This effect is evident in the most cursory glance at the
results of such criticism, for the biographical approach
means that nothing else need be sought but biographical
models or parallels for the literature, obscuring the need
for literary history, for a search for literary and cultural
contexts, and for consideration of literary predecessors or
followers. Rather than placing the subject's work in a
larger literary and cultural context, biographical criticism
concentrates on marking out parallels which are all too
often specious. When Nigel Jones takes the shortcut of
"deducing” that Hamilton and Lily Connolly's first meeting
must have "resembled" that of Bob and Jenny in The Midnight

Bell, he makes no allowance for the fact that Bob only

speaks to Jenny because his duties as waiter require him to

do so. When the prostitutes enter the saloon lounge and
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seat themselves at a table, they are isolated from the
others already there, and when they finally make their
separate departures, the only person they have spoken with
is Bob. His initial exchange with them is dictated by duty,
and all subsequent conversation is built around the
mechanism of waiter and paying customer. It is not clear
what might be "deduced" of Hamilton's initial contact with
Lily Connolly, since the circumstances must have been
substantially different--Hamilton would have been under no
job-obligation to interact with her.

Biographical predominance also results in an insistence
on fiction being transcribed autobiography while,
paradoxically, slighting the verisimilitude conferred by
experience (in Hamilton's case, at least). Brian McKenna,
for example, complains that Michael Holroyd's introduction

to the Hogarth edition of Twenty Thousand Streets Under the

Sky "exaggerates the touchstone value of [Hamilton's]
personal experience" and that to agree with this "Holroydian
myth" about Hamilton's writing would "make his work
vulnerable to a debunking consonant with a banal literary
ideology which insists on feeling for the authorial pulse of

a text."7

McKenna himself, however, denigrates Hamilton's
most important fiction as mere autobiography, denying its
author the credit for talent, originality, and skill that he
deserves. First, McKenna asserts that "The Midnight Bell
confessionalizes the author's own involvement in the late

1920s with a prostitute called Lily Connolly" (235); and
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then that "Hangover Square constitutes a fictionalization of
Hamilton's infatuation with an Irish actress called
Geraldine Fitzgerald, whom he pestered for a time in 1936"
(236). McKenna's procedure reveals his inconsistency in
complaining of Holroyd's interest in Hamilton's experience
but, more importantly, it also trivializes what Hamilton
learned by way of that experience. Holroyd recognizes the
value of Hamilton's immersion in a culture not his by birth,
but for McKenna, biography is simply about sex and its
transference into the pages of a novel.

Biography overwhelms the book-length work on Hamilton,
but it also makes itself felt in the reviews, most of the
introductions to editions of Hamilton's novels, and some
critical articles. Hostile reviewers, like Brigid Brophy,
use Bruce Hamilton's biographical information to discredit
Hamilton's work, while sympathetic critics like Donald
Thomas rely on biography as an introduction to Hamilton's
fiction.! The title of Brian McKenna's essay on Hamilton

in Beyond the Pleasure Dome, "Confessions of a Heavy-

Drinking Marxist," indicates the priority McKenna gives to
biography in that essay, as well as in his dissertation. It
seems no one can write about Hamilton's work without
throwing in some biographical tid bits. Angus Hall wrote
the most interesting biographical article on Hamilton. Hall
visited Hamilton, in the rfle of disciple, shortly before
Hamilton's death. His article describes their meeting,

providing first-hand biographical reportage, and offers
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insightful literary judgments on Hamilton's work.

Hamilton's indeterminate situation--never completely
lost from view, but never fully assimilated into the
stabilizing mechanism of the academic canon, either--has
meant a long series of rediscoveries. Reading through the
reviews of Hamilton reprints during the last twenty-five
years produces a cumulative testimonial to the power of his
fiction. New readers find a reprint, are compelled to find
other Hamilton novels, and write reviews exhorting their
readers to do likewise. Only Hamilton's fuller admission
into the canon will prevent repetitions of this cycle, for
the organized and sustaining attention of the academic canon
functions as a sort of literary memory, allowing critics to
build on previous work rather than having to start anew each
time.

Leftist critics--trying to rehabilitate thirties'
Marxism by disputing the widely-accepted notion that
thirties politics have been exploded by (among other things)
the renunciations of Auden and Isherwood--have paid
considerable attention to Hamilton. 1Indeed, the nearest
Hamilton comes to having an academic presence is through the
work of such Leftist critics as Peter Widdowson, John Lucas,
and Andy Croft. There is a price to be paid for this kind
of attention, however, for these critics place the highest
value on the most overtly political of Hamilton's work even
though that segment of his work is the least successful.

Impromptu in Moribundia, his Marxist fantasy, is by far the
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weakest of his novels (and the only one never to be
reprinted after its original publication), but it is singled
out for praise by Arnold Rattenbury and Peter widdowson.’
This is not very far removed from what Raymond Williams has
characterized as "the kind of literary criticism which has
made Marxism notorious: 'Is the work socialist or not in
tendency? is it helping.forward the most creative movement
in society?' where literature is defined solely in terms of
its political affiliations."!

Political interest often drives one of the areas where
Hamilton's work is most frequently mentioned, studies of the
1930s. While there have been some very interesting studies
aimed at broadening the context of English literature
between the wars (which in practice usually means
‘reassessing' the thirties), most of these studies pose
obstacles for students of Hamilton's work. These obstacles
generally arise from the political agenda of these studies,
which emphasize the political content and motivation of the
literature they discuss. The political aspect of literature
between the wars is not uninteresting, but pursuing that
element exclusively obscures other aspects and problematizes
issues which are insignificant under other critical rubrics.
Nonetheless, Hamilton's inclusion is certainly welcome and,
in fact, such works provide the most promising point of
entry for Hamilton's advance from the margins of literary
history to the relative safety of the syllabus. Frank

Kermode, John Lucas, Andy Croft, Frank Gloversmith and
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Robert Hewison all include Hamilton as part of their
thirties restoration projects, and Hugh David's study of
Fitzrovia considers Hamilton a spokesman for the decade. !

Andy Croft's Red Letter Days (1990) is the "study of a

small but significant success story, the intervention in the
life of the novel by the British Left" (25), and is
comprehensively researched and often insightful. Croft's
book brings to the reader's attention new names, or new
works by familiar names, and simultaneously provides
contempbrary context through reviews and similar commentary.
Croft's goal of "restoration" can only succeed with those
already converted, however, because he makes virtually no
literary distinctions. Politics are his primary interest.
Thus, in Croft's study, Bruce Hamilton's political activism
is contrasted favorably with Patrick Hamilton's lack of
"interest in political activity" (129). While Croft offers

some interesting comments on Twenty Thousand Streets Under

the Sky, his praise of Bruce Hamilton's novels is
consistently stronger, and it is clear that Croft values the
latter's overt Marxism more than he does Hamilton's finely-
tuned presentations of characters on the fringe of society.

In The Fitzrovians (1988), Hugh David asserts that as
"the writings of Julian Maclaren-Ross uniquely preserve the
texture of life in the London of the 1940s, as to a lesser
extent those of Michael Arlen and the early novels of
Patrick Hamilton do for the twenties and thirties

respectively" (245). Here, then, is Patrick Hamilton
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presented as a specifically "thirties" writer; how is it

then that Valentine Cunningham's monumental British Writers

of the Thirties (1988) contains not one reference to his

work? He is not even included in Cunningham's voluminous
bibliography of literary texts. One possible explanation
can be gleaned from Brian McKenna's remarks on the book.
McKenna has no reservations about biography's intrusion into
literary criticism, and he assesses Cunningham's book like
this:

The fundamental achievement of British Writers of the

Thirties ought not to be scanted. 1Its imaginative
recreation of a multi-layered discursive structure of
feeling imbricated in an entire literary generation
vyields many telling connections. For example,
Cunningham's concatenation of male homosexuality, the
legacy of the Great War ('the absent soldier father'),
and a particular strain of upper-middle-class Thirties
English radicalism is convincing and vindicates the
welcome historicity of his semiological enterprise.
Perhaps the absence of Hamilton's fiction from Cunningham's
book has less to do with literary interest than with an
unsuitability for the kind of biographical analysis McKenna
describes, in which the "legacy of the Great War" is reduced
to little more than a tendency to homosexuality and
affection/affectation for working-class conquests.
Nonetheless, Hamilton's absence from Cunningham's work is

conspicuous in view of his inclusion in most studies of the
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thirties. If British Writers of the Thirties is

comprehensive, how could Hamilton be omitted? Hamilton's
fiction is an important part of that decade, and his work

ought to be in Cunningham's book.

CLASS ISSUES

The predominantly piographical and political analyses
of Hamilton's work intersect at the essential crossroads of
class. A Leftist political approach makes the socio-
economic class of the writer a pressing issue, while
biography must address the question of the biographical
subject's class. George Orwell recognized that to write
about "the terribly difficult issue of class" required
identifying one's own class. He begins the second part of

The Road to Wigan Pier with "a certain amount of

autobiography, and I would not [write] it if I did not think
that I am sufficiently typical of my class, or rather sub-
caste, to have a certain symptomatic importance. I was born
into what you might describe as the lower-upper-middle

class.“12

The cumbersome nomenclature indicates once again
how difficult it is to define classes, let alone decide to
which class individuals belong. In discussing his own
class, however, Orwell isolates some of the key issues
surrounding Hamilton's own class, and the one Hamilton wrote
about in his first two novels. It is worth looking at

Orwell's analysis.

The first key point concerning "the English class-
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system is that it is not entirely explicable in terms of
money" (154). Those with less money but more social
pretensions (or self-imposed obligations) are in serious
trouble by the 1930s; the remains of that class, like
driftwood, have.washed up in the geographical territory of
Hamilton's novels:
Of course it is obvious now that the upper-middle class
is done for. 1In every country town in Southern
England, not to mention to dreary wastes of Kensington
and Earl's Court, those who knew it in the days of its
glory, are dying, vaguely embittered by a world which
has not behaved as it ought. (154)
The foundation of life for such people is its duality; as
Orwell explains it,
theoretically you knew all about servants and how to
tip them, although in practice you had one or, at most,
two resident servants. Theoretically you knew how to
wear your clothes and how to order a dinner, although
in practice you could never afford to go to a decent
tailor or a decent restaurant. Theoretically you knew
how to shoot and ride, although in practice you had no
horses to ride and not an inch of ground to shoot over.
(155)
In Craven House, Hamilton explores the nuances of life for
such people, its terrible boredom and their painful
awareness of how they have come down in life; Hamilton based

that book on his experiences in a Kew boarding house, one of
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several he and various family members lived in. Hamilton's
own class, then, is this dying class described by Orwell,
and Hamilton's family was slipping quickly.
"But the real importance of this class," Orwell argues,
is that they are the shock-absorbers of the
bourgeoisie. The real bourgeoisie, those in the £2,000
a year class and over, have their money as a thick
layer of padding between themselves and the class they
plunder; in so far as they are aware of the Lower
Orders at all they are aware of them as employees,
servants and tradesmen. But it is quite different for
the poor devils lower down who are struggling to live
genteel lives on what are virtually working-class
incomes. These last are forced into close and, in a
sense, intimate contact with the working class, and I
suspect it is from them that the traditional upper-
class attitude towards "common" people is derived.
(156)
Such a description implies a great deal for Hamilton's
position, and looking at what he might have been expected to
do shows how he used his own class position as an
opportunity for illumination. Hamilton uses his knowledge of
this borderland, not to perpetuate the usual "attitude of
sniggering superiority" (156), but to examine its residents
and the pressures under which they live. Because this class
functions as the "shock-absorber," its members are all too

aware of the pressures exerted on them. On the front line,
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as it were, they must interact daily with people of other
(lower) classes, contact which must reveal the lack of
disparity in financial resources. What separates this
shock-absorber class from those beneath them is more "socio"
than it is "economic"; they maintain their tenuous status
through careful husbandry of limited financial resources and
will power. Their close contact with the lower classes, and
the inescapable awareness of how tenuous their position is,
combine to create a terrible fear: without constant
vigilance, they could lose the small bit of prestige they
retain, a prestige which must be all-important to them
because in it lies the only advantage they possess in a
class-oriented social system.

Orwell's model for class-interrelations corroborates
the wisdom of Hamilton's novelistic choices, just as
Orwell's life matches up with Hamilton's in several key
aspects. "As for the terribly difficult issue of class-
distinctions," Orwell advises at the end of Wigan Pier,

the only possible policy for the moment is to go easy

and not frighten more people than can be helped.

If you belong to the bourgeoisie, don't be too eager to

bound forward and embrace your proletarian brother;

they may not like it, and if they show that they don't
like it you will probably find that your class-

prejudices are not so dead as you imagined. (263)
Hamilton never went in for the sort of intervention Orwell

warns against, the kind that was all too common among
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middle-class intellectuals of the thirties. When Hamilton's
brother faults him for never having had any real contact
with the working class, he misses the point.

Orwell has been for some years a whipping-boy of the
Left; for exampie, Andy Croft's openly Leftist study
complains often and bitterly about Orwell's sell-out. It
must be said that his task, like Hamilton's, is a
particularly difficult one: important, but often-neglected
and liable to carping criticism (such as that from Bruce
Hamilton mentioned above). Victor Gollancz, in his foreword
to the Left Book Club edition os Wigan Pier admits on the
one hand that "the whole of this chapter [eight] throws a
most interesting light on the reality of class distinctions.
I know, in fact, of no other book in which a member of the
middle class exposes with such complete frankness the
shameful way in which he was brought up to think of large
numbers of his fellow men" (xv), but condescends to Orwell
by claiming that "the fact is that . . . Mr. Orwell is still
a victim of that early atmosphere, in his home and public
school, which he himself has so eloquently exposed"

(xvii).} orwell's matter-of-fact thoroughness is thus to
be used against him. While Gollancz ostensibly appreciates
Orwell's honesty, he turns it against Orwell to claim that
he has not risen above the very thing he has so fully laid
out for our instruction; had Orwell not provided the frank
exposé, he could not be so handily accused of self-

deception.
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The implications of Hamilton's class transgression are
particularly important in the context of his literary
generation. While all commentators acknowledge that
Hamilton crossed class divides during his life, the
particularly vexed question of class in England denies
simple readings (as Orwell shows), and some would have it
that Hamilton's behavior was no more than "clearly an upper-
class lark" (McKenna, "Confessions" 232). In a curious
paradox, many of the Leftist critics who write about
Hamilton seem intent on elevating his socio-economic status,
minimizing his participation in the milieu of his fiction
(and thereby minimizing the value of that participation) in
order to create a standard of the upper-class intellectual
that simply will not withstand scrutiny in light of
Hamilton's life. McKenna's passing characterizations of
Hamilton strike this note, describing him as "the
upper-middle-class Communist writer Patrick Hamilton" and
"Westminster 0ld Boy and Savile Club Member. "} Many
objections can be made to such descriptions, including the
facts that Hamilton never joined the Communist Party, and
that he left Westminster after two terms, aged fifteen,
never to resume his formal education. His financial
situation is of particular importance, however, and his
financial support, before he began making money from his
writing, came from his sister, Lalla, and her married
boyfriend, Sutton Vane, who had made enormous profits from

Vane's play, Outward Bound. Hamilton's financial support
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originated in an illicit liaison connected with the stage,
rather than from respectable, and respectably-aged, family
coffers.

McKenna's characterizations of Hamilton are no more
misleading than Andy Croft's presentation of Bruce
Hamilton's personal history and literary accomplishments.
While the information Croft outlines is literally true, it
suggests an altogether different mode of life than that
lived by Bruce Hamilton, and one in marked contrast to the
generalizations offered by Nigel Jones (185) and Bruce
Hamilton himself (80), that of Bruce Hamilton as a young man
rather at a loss for what to do with his life. Croft's
characterization of Bruce Hamilton is illuminating, however,
because it suggests a possible explanation for the Left's
emphasis on upper-middle-class writers. The context for
Croft's introduction of Bruce Hamilton (and his brother) is
an argument that in the 1930s it was already-established
intellectuals and writers who turned Left rather than Left-
thinking people who took up literature (122). This
combination establishes both quality (successful writers and
recognized thinkers) and disinterestedness (people who did
not stand to gain economically from Leftist principles).
Such a position can lead not only to over-estimating initial
status (as thinker, writer, socio-economic elite) but can
obscure subsequent developments. Both problems occur in
Leftist discussions of Hamilton's class.

What is provocative and unusual about Hamilton's life
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is not that he drank heavily, nor that he took an interest
in Marxism, least of all that his sex life was
unsatisfactory, but that he became something other than what
Westminster was intended to train him for; he crossed some
real frontiers. His example forces reconsideration of class
issues; the Leftist critics appear to be projecting from
what he might have been but chose not to be, rather than
examining what his life created. Many features of
Hamilton's life suggest that the label "upper-middle class"
is inaccurate; these include his lack of education, his
peripatetic existence both before and after reaching
adulthood, the general seediness of his life and apparent
preference for such modes of living, the fact that his
second wife, Ursula Stewart, considered marriage to him her
own "upper-class lark," and a reliance on income produced by
his writing (in later years, this meant royalties from
earlier work).

All critics would do well to bear in mind Raymond
Williams' warning that "a man cannot be interpreted in terms
of some original sin of class" (C&S 292). Furthermore, the
Hamilton family fortunes began to decline when Hamilton was
still a young man. Nigel Jones reports that Hamilton's
introduction to boarding-house life occurred in 1916, when
he was twelve:

in reduced circumstances, Nellie [Hamilton's mother]

was forced to dismiss her last two servants and move

into a genteel boarding-house. . . . From 1916 until he



60

was able to afford a comfortable flat of his own in the

late 1920s after his first success as a writer, Patrick

spent a considerable portion of his life as a guest in

a series of boarding-houses, rented rooms and small

private hotels in London, Hove and Brighton. (49-50)
What Jones describes is not an upper-middle class existence,
and it required the income from his writing to allow
Hamilton his flat in London and membership in the Savile
Club.

Hamilton's example raises some interesting questions
about class. Jones offers a useful summary when he writes
that "most of [Hamilton's] male literary contemporaries--
people like Greene, Waugh, Lowry, Auden and Isherwood--went
from the security of wealthy homes, public schools and
Oxbridge straight into jobs as teachers or tutors and thence
to literary and financial success" (50). Hamilton matches
up with this picture at only one stage: the final one. It
is debateable whether Hamilton ever belonged to the upper-
middle class. His mother was the previously-divorced
youngest daughter of a dentist. His father, although the
inheritor of a large fortune and educated at Cambridge, was
forty at the time of Hamilton's birth, with the fortune
rapidly disappearing and no profession to fall back on other
than his rather dubious literary productions. If Hamilton
was upper-middle class as a child, at some point he ceased
to belong to that class, although it would be a challenging

task to label the rather ambiguous status he achieved.
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David Gervais, in Literary England: Versions of

"Englishness" in Modern Writing, discusses George Orwell's

shifting class allegiances in terms which shed some light on
Hamilton's situation. Orwell, Gervais argues,
needed to detach himself from his background as a

matter of conscience. A book like The Road to Wigan

Pier is about losing a class as well as discovering

another. 1Its solidarity had to be based on a voluntary

alienation (though in Wigan Orwell always had the

accent of a gentleman).15
Orwell's example makes Hamilton's shift seem less
deliberate, more a matter of finding his true place rather
than exercising his conscience. The difference between
Hamilton's class shift and Orwell's can be seen in Orwell's
greater distance from his subject matter. Distance from
both his own background and his new interests is one result
of Orwell's program of voluntary alienation. 1In Gervais's
terms, this is "prefer{ring] to study society at one remove.

. Underlying . . . Orwell's dourness is the same
detached stance of the anthropologist and the traveller"
(158). Hamilton's point of view, while detached enough to
be credible, is more engaged than Orwell's; he became part
of what his fiction describes.

One essential feature of class shifts is that while
writers endeavoring to find a new place for themselves may
never fully become part of the new group, they will

definitely cease to be welcomed by their original class.
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Gervais points out that

As an old Etonian and former colonial civil servant,

Orwell knew that any feeling of solidarity with

‘ordinary' English life that he won through to was

likely to come at the cost of a sense of dislocation

from the class into which he had been born. To belong

to one England meant exile from another. (171)

Only latter-day Leftist critics could consider Hamilton part
of the upper-middle class.

Hamilton's situation can also usefully be compared to
Arthur Calder-Marshall's. Calder-Marshall provides an even
better basis for comparison with Hamilton than does Orwell
because, like Hamilton, he lived a surprisingly transient
existence for a member of the socio-economic class into
which he was born. As Calder-Marshall describes in his

memoir, Magic of My Youth,

My father was possessed of a restless spirit which took
him abroad for years at a time and sent his family
posting from one furnished house to another. He was,
he was fond of saying, a modern Ishmael; and in the
fifteen years of my life before he bought my
grandfather's house at Steyning, we had lived in eleven
different houses. It was an interesting experience,
because the home life of our landlords, revealed by
diaries, letters and even account-books, provided us
with vicarious enjoyments denied to children in more

settled homes.16
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In spite of this existence, however, Calder-Marshall
received a public school education which culminated in an
Oxford degree, in sharp contrast to the irregularity and
paucity of Hamilton's formal education, which ended at age
fifteen when he left Westminster after two terms (although
he later took a short course in shorthand and typing--
definitely not in the pest Oxbridge tradition).

Calder-Marshall was deliberately slumming in the cause
of Leftist politics and, in fact, Julian Maclaren-Ross
offers some amusing anecdotes about Calder-Marshall's

1 Calder-Marshall's slumming and

earnest communism.
Hamilton's regular mode of existence share telling points of
intersection. For instance, when, at the end of Magic of My
Youth, Calder-Marshall writes that "the house where
Vickybird was staying was in a pleasant, shady street, a lot
posher than the place where I was rooming in Hampstead"
(221), he is consciously placing himself in a non-posh
(anti-posh) location. Comparing the time frame of Calder-
Marshall's revelation with the Hamilton biographies reveals
that Calder-Marshall is referring to the Hampstead pub where
he and Hamilton first met (while both were lodging there).
While Calder-Marshall was in the pub as an exercise in
gathering material, Hamilton was there unselfconsciously, by
preference.

Indeed, this period in Calder-Marshall's literary

career follows shortly after his attempt, under the same

motivation, to "go native" as a schoolteacher. He describes
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his decision in terms which suggest his earnest desire to go
into the trenches of non-privileged existence, all to serve
the cause of gathering material for a Leftist novel:
University standards might appear absolute in the
academic world, but they were incredibly remote from
the hurly-burly of the novelist's world. Fitzrovia
which I had considered in some way a counterbalance was
really just as parochial and far more depressing.
Contact with life in the raw was what I needed; and was
life ever rawer than in a school? (206-07)
So Calder-Marshall went to an employment agency and
announced that " 'I've come to the conclusion that I have
been over-educated. I want to declass myself. I should
like a job in the worst school you have on your books' "
(207). Such a spirit is far removed from Hamilton's matter-
of-fact immersion in the world of second-hand car salesmen,
would-be actresses, boarding houses and pubs.
Calder-Marshall's novels are identified by Frank
Kermode as instances of thirties fiction much esteemed at
the time but now largely ignored, another connection to
Hamilton's position. Commencing to discuss the public
schools of the period, Kermode deliberately "begin[s] by
saying something concerning a now-forgotten public-school
novel for which, as I remember, my contemporaries had in
those days considerable respect. Arthur Calder-Marshall's
Dead Centre, published in 1935, describes, with a certain

originality of form, the vicissitudes of a school year"
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(22). Julian Symons finds "some of Arthur Calder-Marshall's

novels, including Dead Centre and About Levy, . . . more

successful [than much proletarian fiction of the thirties]
because of a less obvious emphasis on social concern and a
more limited scope" (167). Curiously, the novel that
Calder-Marshall was researching when he met Hamilton turns
out to be what Kermode describes as "a more ambitious novel,

also much admired in its time, called Pie in the Sky (1937);

it contains many instances of social injustice" (24). Such
a summary suggests both its values (ambition, contemporary
admiration) and its limits (its "many instances of social
injustice" are in a tediously raw form). Hamilton's work
has aged much better.

In fact, Calder-Marshall functions in History and Value

as an accurate indicator of the thirties; well-respected
during the period, with 'typical' attitudes, behaviors, and
writings. Trying to convey something of the complex
interrelations between the Communist Party and the middle-
class Left, Kermode asserts that "Arthur Calder-Marshall can
once again give us an idea of the mood of the bourgeois
convertites [in his] book called The Changing Scene" (37).
Calder-Marshall is a noteworthy counterpart to Hamilton in
terms of political ideology and what might be called
"thirties experience;" the differences serve to illuminate
Hamilton's position and the merit of his writing.

Class and experience come together in the specific

incident that McKenna has in mind as "clearly an upper-class
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lark" complete with "fetchingly camp description"
("Confessions" 232): Hamilton's night in the doss house.
McKenna's position seems to be that since Hamilton spent
only one night in the doss-house, that experience has no
value. Certainly Hamilton's own earning power kept him from
needing doss-houses, but, unremarked by McKenna is the fact
that Bob, the character who experiences the doss house in

The Midnight Bell, is also just passing through, temporarily

brought low by his own bad judgment, problem drinking, and
obsession with Jenny. It is too limiting, regardless, to
isolate the single night in the doss house; that experience
was part of Hamilton's sustained contact with the lower
reaches of pub culture. Notably, McKenna does not take

issue with the credibility of The Midnight Bell's doss-house

episode; instead, he is addressing the issue of Hamilton's
attitude toward his own experience. Certainly to have been
there at all, for a sharply observant writer like Hamilton,
puts him in a position to re-create the experience
fictionally. "At least we feel," David Gervais writes of
John Betjeman and his famous poem, "that he has actually
been to Slough" (187).18 So too has Hamilton "been there,"
and stayed for a long time; his observations and experiences
were used in constructing the distinctive fictional milieu

of Britain at its worst.
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Chapter 3

"CONVERSATIONAL CENTRES" AT THE FAUCONBERG HOTEL

Monday Morning (1925) is Hamilton's first novel,
written when he was twenty; he signed his Constable contract
on the novel three days after his twenty-first birthday
(French 55). The novel's protagonist, Anthony Forster, has
much in common with his creator. They have similar back-
grounds and interests, they make a start on undistinguished
careers in the theater, and both aspire to be writers.
Monday Morning leads naturally into the graphic features of
the narrative style favored by Hamilton, in which emphasis
is given through capital letters, italics, and quotation
marks. The novel also inaugurates Hamilton's habit of
requiring some unusual typesetting. In almost every
Hamilton novel, there is some feature requiring
extraordinary typography; here, it is Anthony's drafts,
complete with linings-out.

Anthony's chosen vocation as a writer mirrors
Hamilton's own, but with a difference that marks Hamilton's
control of his craft even at age twenty, writing his first
novel. Hamilton actually wrote his novel, making humorous
capital out of Anthony's inability to do more than fantasize

about his own novel. Hamilton's title refers to Anthony's
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oft-repeated resolutions to begin life--or at least his
novel--on the following Monday morning.

Anthony's novel, as it appears in Monday Morning, never

amounts to very much. At times, Anthony's unwritten novel
appears to merge with the novel Hamilton has written. While
sitting in the train en route to London after the death of
his aunt, for instance,
For no reason the name "Fuller Maitland" leapt into his
brain. . . . He wondered who Fuller Maitland was. He
had seen his name somewhere. It would be rather a good

thing to put into a novel. A man who suddenly thought,

for no reason, of the name "Fuller Maitland." At a
critical moment. . . . He found another comfortable
position and began to doze. . . J

Might this be Monday Morning? Speculation is cut off by

Anthony's doze, and Anthony's notion of "a critical moment"
falls to one side, obscured by the mundane realities of a
journey by train. Hamilton's preference for the everyday
and material over the drama of the "critical moment" signals
his choice of subject matter. It is the details of his
chosen milieu that receive priority; sociology supplants
drama.

Anthony's vague ideas concerning the subject matter and
objectives for this novel remain unchanged throughout Monday
Morning:

An unhappy but vivid ending would be desirable, so as

to make it true to life. Also there would be the
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frequent use of a word often represented in these days

by its coy synonym "sanguinary." Frequent use. This,

too, would serve to make his novel true to life. (26)
Such ideas signal one of the most significant differences
between Anthony's novel and Hamilton's. The "true to life"
novel Anthony imagines is not true to everyday life at all;
it is melodramatic, the never-plotted events intended to
illustrate clichéd and abstract themes. Hamilton's novel,
in marked contrast, is realistic and rooted in the domestic
round of the marginal people he concentrated on throughout

his career as a writer. Monday Morning illuminates life in

a residential hotel which is populated by transient and
financially insecure, yet respectable, people.

Thinking of the novel as primarily about hotel life
explains why Anthony and Diane's romance is, as most critics
have noted, only realized intermittently. Sean French
observes that while "the narrator wants to despise Diane"
and presents her as shallow and conceited, "he also wants
the reader to forget about these criticisms and consider her
an ideal heroine as the book reaches its climax" (57).
Monday Morning is not principally about the romance--or
Anthony's novel-writing or theatrical career--but about the
codes which govern life at the Fauconberg and in rented
rooms on the road. The romance is mere window dressing in a
shop devoted to recording a brand of everyday existence
often overlooked in literature.

Another novelist who chose hotel life to be the subject
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of her first novel is Elizabeth Bowen, whose Heat of the Day

provided a contrasting take on the characteristic Hamilton
milieu in the first chapter of this study. Bowen, six years
older than Hamilton, had published collections of short
stories before The Hotel (1927), but it was her first novel.
That both Hamilton and Bowen chose a hotel as the setting
for their first novels is intriguing, particularly since the
two novels came out within two years of each other. Bowen's
treatment of the subject provides an illuminating foil to
Hamilton's, but there are more points of agreement here than
are to be found in their later work.

Bowen's hotel is "away," on the Italian Riviera, and
its residents are higher on the socio-economic scale than
the inhabitants of Hamilton's Fauconberg. Bowen's
characters are not, however, wealthy (they are not James or
Wharton characters); they must watch their spending. The
men are university-educated--Victor Ammering, for instance,
although a drab and aimless young man, has a "Public School
and University education”"--and all are mostly idle. They
live a leisured existence. These are people who would not
go to Brighton; Mrs Pinkerton dismisses Nice as "a kind of
French Brighton."2

Hamilton's novel gives a feeling of closeness, while
Bowen's perspective is more that of an outside observer.
The details of hotel life that interest both novelists,

however, lead them into unexpected similarities. Bowen's

description of dining-room protocol, for example, reads like
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Hamilton. Behind the double doors into the dining room,
Bowen writes,
one could see visitors take form with blank faces, then
compose and poise themselves for an entrance. Some who
thought punctuality rather suburban would gaze into the
unfilled immensity of the room for a moment, then
vanish repelled. Others would advance swimmingly and
talk from table to table across the emptiness,
familiarly, like a party of pioneers. Men came in
without their wives and did not always look up when
these entered. (18)
Bowen also uses some of the same theatrical images Hamilton
tends to favor. 1In these hotel novels, routine events
become productions: "Tessa and Sydney had been sitting on
interminably; they had watched from rise to fall of the
curtain the whole drama of lunch" (21).
The fundamental attitude presented by the two

novelists, however, remains quite different. Imagining the

Saracens attacking the hotel, Sydney asks Milton " 'how many
of us they would really care to take away?' " (35). Her
conclusion is " 'not many,' " for she "sees" the other hotel

guests "as they were to remain--undesired, secure and null"
(35). Such a tone suggests the importance of what Hamilton
records in his hotel and boarding house novels--he examines
those "undesired, secure and null" people in order to show

that they are more than Sydney believes them to be. 1In The

Hotel, Bowen attends to Hamilton-type residents of the
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hotel, and does so sympathetically, but they are the
character actors who frame the Bowenesque stars. Hamilton
makes them the principal actors and draws our attention to

thenm.

LIFE IN A RESIDENTIAL HOTEL

That hotel life will be a principal focus in Monday
Morning is evident from the beginning of the novel. The set
piece which opens the novel shows readers Anthony's room in
Hove. The description of the Hove room is calculated to
establish Anthony as a typical young man through the art he
chooses for his walls, and the presence of such objects as a
cricket bat, a thrice-smoked pipe and a chess board. Direct
presentation of Anthony comes when he is standing on the
steps of the Fauconberg on a January day; one of his first
Monday mornings in the novel.

His first encounter with the Fauconberg is when its
"proprietress" shows him over the hotel. She

came and brightly welcomed Anthony. She took him to

his room. She showed him the billiard-room, the ball-

room, and the dining room. She told him the time of

the meals, and she said "Nowadays they don't dress for

dinner unless they want to." Then, after laughing

instructions for finding his room again, she left him.

(6)
The Fauconberg's topography and rituals are thereby

established immediately, although, as it transpires, most of
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the residents do wear "evening dress" (9) for dinner, thus
refuting her report.

Anthony's relation to his various on-the-road
landladies is clearly difficult, marked by deference on his
part. Confronted with his first landlady on the theatrical
tour, in Sheffield, he is in agonies of indecision about
what is expected of him. He considers going in to town, but
frets about how to notify his landlady:

if he went downstairs he might meet the girl, and he

couldn't very well say, "Will you tell your mother I'm

going out, but I'll be back in time for supper?"

Perhaps she wasn't the landlady's daughter, and perhaps

the landlady didn't mean to give him supper.

On the whole it was best to wait, and if the
landlady didn't come up to him, he would wait till ten,

and then go to bed. (185-86)

His actions are circumscribed by fear of offending the all-
powerful landlady, and he is prepared to go without his trip
to town and his supper rather than risk affronting her
dignity. On a subsequent tour, now wiser and more
experienced, Anthony seizes on Mr. Brayne as

the best person to lodge with. There was no quaking

before the landlady with Mr. Brayne. When Mr. Brayne

wanted more coal Mr. Brayne went to the top of the
stairs and asked for more coal. And when he wanted hot
water at any quaint time he asked for it. And he asked

for a kettle at nights with which to f£ill his hot water
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bottle, and if it wasn't there he asked for it. And he

bought most of the food, and would always severely

audit, if not actually dispute, his landlady's bill at

the end of the week. And Anthony benefitted by all

this. (263-64)
The brave demands of Mr. Brayne suggest, more than anything
else could, just what the timid lodger could expect to do
without: sufficient coal for the fire, hot water, a kettle
at night, decent food. The psychological warfare between
lodger and landlady is exposed through Mr. Brayne's
victorious assault, and the financial battle is hinted at
through his severe audits and disputes of the landlady's
bill.

Financial issues in Monday Morning are linked

inextricably with some kind of personal or domestic
consequence. What interests the narrative about Anthony's
stage career, for example, is not his theatrical
achievements, but his salary and concomitant domestic
arrangements. When hired at Brayne's instigation for "The
Coil," Anthony is "to assist the stage manager, play a small
part, and have six pounds a week" (151); when he loses the
assistant stage manager job because he has no idea what a
prop might be, his salary is "reduced to four pounds" (158)
and he is relieved to be rid of the assistant stage
manager's responsibilities. On a later tour, he is "given a
much larger part with a much larger salary"--ten pounds a

week (270). All of Anthony's dealings with "The Coil"
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follow this pattern of specifics concerning living
arrangements and rates of pay with no information about the
play itself, or even Anthony's role in it. Hamilton
provides only a brief glimpse of Anthony's first entrance on
stage, so we know he is wearing evening dress and is
presumably a foppish young man, but that is all the
information provided. Knowing little about his original
small part, the reader knows even less about that "much
larger part."

Inherited money is a further source of income for
Anthony, and it too is linked to domestic detail. After the
death of his aunt, "Anthony now had three pounds ten
shillings a week of his own. This was to be sent to him
every week. When he was twenty-one, he understood, he was
to have quite a decent amount of money. Not enough to marry
on, but quite a decent amount of money" (87-88). That
additional income turns out to be "about eight pounds a
week. On that they could be comfortable. (They only charge
two pounds ten shillings per head at the Fauconberg and
pPlaces like it. That's three pounds extra for enjoyments and
dress.)" (220-21).

Hamilton often makes explicit the connections between
income and purchasing power, to the point of identifying the
wasteful or trivial allocations his characters make. In
Hangover Square, for instance, Bone thinks of his financial
resources in terms of actual--as opposed to ideal--

expenditure. Bone plans carefully how he will survive on
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the bit of money he has left from his mother, and concludes
that "if he could live down to four pounds a week (and he
somehow did manage, or nearly manage, to do this in spite of
everything)" he can go on for quite some time. The need to
"live down," however, does not preclude Bone from budgeting
his income into wasteful categories of expenditure; his
budget translates directly into "two pounds a week for
living, two pounds for drinks and smokes and Netta."] The
Christmas money from his aunt, a hoped-for windfall,
represents nothing other than "ten pounds of concrete,
Clearly visualised pleasure, with a beginning and an end--
ten pounds' worth of Netta's company. He was going to keep
it in a separate pocket, and see when it had gone" (45).
Indeed, his Christmas money is "ten pounds extra now, to
SP@nd all on smokes and drinks and Netta!" (19). Not only
do@sxs he know where the money will go, but he thinks of the
COnnection between money and purchase as being so clear that
he <an convert directly from the pound figure to the rather
Vagwe commodity of Netta's company. This is not a direct
tlril‘xsaction; he will spend the money in Netta's company but
iy d not give it to her in exchange for her company.

Monday Morning offers a more innocuous instance of this
.‘chod of perceiving and managing money. When Anthony
QQQ ides he will buy Diane the pendant (for nineteen pounds),
thﬁ bulk of the money will come from what he saved while

Q\‘lring with "The Coil," but there is "a rather fascinating
N

.

§y of getting"” the rest of the purchase price. The details
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of Anthony's scheme are classic Hamilton, as is the idea

that it is "fascinating" rather than boring, sordid, or

embarrassing. In short, Anthony will skip lunch for a fixed

period of time: "At the Fauconberg they would charge him

fifteen shillings the less if he went without his lunches.

He would go without his lunches and eat bread and cheese in

his room. This for two weeks and he would have enough
money" (222-23). After buying the pendant, however,
"Anthony did not enjoy the subsequent lunchless fortnight"
(225); the plan was more agreeable than its implementation.
His scheme of improving his French over lunch comes to
nothing, of course, and his lie to the hotel about having
his Junches out traps him in his room; he is reduced to
RisSe@rably eating his bread and cheese and having a bath.
The inescapable connection between money and material living
is mever overlooked by Hamilton, and it is captured here in
the context of the complicated code governing life in a
Tes idential hotel. Anthony is insufficiently anonymous to
be @&ble to go out for his lunch, and sufficiently cowed by
hotel mores to wish to avoid giving offence.

Introspection on the part of Hamilton's characters
often takes the form of cliché; characters think in expected
wqys and make stereotypical resolutions for change.

Al'l";l'xomr‘s novel-writing plans, Diane's schoolgirl plots, Mr.
Bl\Q.yne's life goals; all these fit the usual Hamilton

b§
Xtern. Not having been taught to think independently or
h T

§Zl.ue their own status, Hamilton's characters rely upon
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prefabricated patterns of thinking, feeling, even aspiring
to change. Their lack of independence is one marker of how
narrow, yet noteworthy, a class segment Hamilton has
captured in his fiction. 1In Wigan Pier, Orwell identifies
enforced passivity as a burden of the working class: "This
business of petty inconvenience and indignity, of being kept
waiting about, of having to do everything at other people's
convenience, is inherent in working-class life. A thousand
influences constantly press a working man down into a
passive réle" (49).

However, when Orwell talks about the activity of the
"other" class, as in the following passage, he is clearly
describing a class other than that which populates
Hamilton's milieu:

A person of bourgeois origin goes through life with

some expectation of getting what he wants, within

reasonable limits. Hence the fact that in times of
stress 'educated' people tend to come to the front;
they are no more gifted than others and their

'education' is generally quite useless in itself, but

they are accustomed to a certain amount of deference

and consequently have the cheek necessary to a

commander. (49)

Hamilton's characters, then, seem to be neither fish nor
fowl. Neither totally acted upon, nor possessing mental
independence and self-confidence, they perch precariously on

a border which seems to possess the drawbacks of both
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adjacent classes with few of their advantages.

Bowen's characters, in contrast to Hamilton's, strike
out into self-consciously individual territory. In The
Hotel, Cordelia Barry, though only a schoolgirl, articulates
the essential dullness of hotel dwellers; they are not
exciting enough, they do not meet the normal standards for
novelistic analysis. When Milton tells Sydney and Cordelia
that he comes to the hotel "for people," their response is
unanimous:

"Oh!" they both exclaimed. "What an extraordinary

thing to come for! -- To come here for," Sydney added.

"Don't you know any people? Do you like them so
much?" Cordelia inquired. "How funny! I only like
people in books who only exist when they matter. I
think it is being in danger or terribly in love,
discovering treasure or revenging yourself that is
thrilling and that you have to have people. But people

in hotels, hardly alive . . . !"

"Well, you don't know what may not be happening to
them," Sydney, emerging from her detachment, felt it
necessary to point out instructively. (81-82)

This idea, presented by Cordelia in melodramatic terms, is
obviously not to be taken at face value. Bowen is, after
all, writing a novel about a group of hotel residents.
Nonetheless, the novel contains two major groups of
characters: the Hamilton-type hotel dwellers, and characters

more typical of Bowen's later work. The "major" characters
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are of prime interest in the novel's agenda while the
Hamilton-types are scenery, window dressing. Bowenesque
characters are the principal actors: Sydney, Mrs. Kerr,
Ronald, and Rev. Milton. Hamilton types include the two
spinsters (Miss Pym and Miss Fitzgerald), the Lee-Mittisonms,
Colonel Duperrier and his invalid wife The spinsters' first
names are mistaken in the narrative, signalling their
essential lack of importance. Early in the novel, Miss
Fitzgerald is Emily (5 and 7), but later, she is Eleanor
(109).4

Miss Pym, however, is the first to discover Mrs. Kerr's
character flaws. Miss Pym and Miss Fitzgerald "drew in each
other's ideas and gave out their own by a gentle process,
like breathing"” (8); with Mrs. Kerr, however, "her waves
came back bewildered, broken against something. She could
not bear the ordeal of this gracious listening. Was Mrs
Kerr like this when Sydney Warren talked?" (9). And of
course, it will be revealed much later that Mrs Kerr was
awful to Sydney, that what everyone (Sydney included)
thought was a wonderful friendship was a cruel manipulation
of a younger woman by an older. Sydney herself ends up
"bewildered, broken against something" in Mrs. Kerr.

The two spinsters do have an importance in the closed
world of the hotel. They are characteristic of this
lifestyle, people with empty lives and no family. They
have, primarily, each other. The aftermath of their

terrible row opens the novel, and the problem flickers
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throughout. Final closure is granted by their
reconciliation: "The Hotel from up here was as small as a
doll's house; shoulder to shoulder they sat and looked down
on it. Hand in hand, reunited, in perfect security, they
sat and remembefed that day" (175). The hotel itself
features in their reconciliation; it is part of their
reneved peace.

The spinsters lend themselves to the kind of
capitalization Hamilton uses. Miss Pym thinks of their
quarrel as "a Moment, not a succession of moments" (8), and
she talks to Mrs. Kerr of "Straightforward Persons who can
be frank with themselves and admit that they do like to
escape the difficulties of Life and the unpleasantness--if
they can do so without depriving themselves of experience or
evading Responsibilities, or hurting Other People' " (8).
The hotel denizens, Miss Pym and Miss Fitzgerald, think and
speak in the sort of clichés Hamilton's characters are
forced to live by.

The Lee-Mittisons are also lifelong hotel dwellers, and
have tried to build a full life around hotel mores. When Mr
Lee-Mittison is first introduced, at lunch, he is "going a
round of the tables with an open botany-case" (18). The
Lee-Mittisons work constantly at trying to build and
maintain relationships with their fellow guests, but always
with Mr. Lee-Mittison as a kind of father figure in the
center:

The Lee-Mittisons always went out of their way to be



85

pleasant to strangers, making efforts to draw them as

soon as possible into the social life of the Hotel

centring round Mr Lee-Mittison. They had been
predisposed in Milton's favor by the fact that he had
come downstairs to breakfast and ordered an egg: this
seemed to them virile. Very few people came down to
breakfast, a discouraging meal to which the Lee-

Mittisons by a punctual appearance and bright nods

round tried in vain to impart an atmosphere. (30)

Such efforts, however draining, are clearly doomed to
failure. The hotel and its conventions dictate how the Lee-
Mittisons proceed; they read Milton's presence at breakfast,
and the egg he orders, as telltale indications of his
character. Further, they work with the "discouraging meal"
they are given, rather than cutting off in a different
direction.

These things make the Lee-Mittisons pathetic,
especially in light of their long history of living in
hotels. They are rootless, and their years of constant
social effort have exhausted them. When Mrs. Lee-Mittison
tries to picture living in an Italian house, she cannot get
across the threshold because she knows so little of life in
one's own house she cannot even imagine it. Her happy
fantasy disintegrates at that point:

The villino suddenly dropped away from her eye as

though she had put down a telescope, and as her life

sprang back into focus she must have been dizzy, for
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she felt sick at the thought of their hotel bedrooms
that stretched, only interspersed with the spare-rooms
of friends, in unbroken succession before and behind
her. She felt sick at the thought of for how many
mornings more she would have to turn the washstand into
an occasional table by putting away the basin and jug
in the cupboard and drape with Indian embroideries the
trunk in which they concealed their boots. (36-37)
Bowen feels sorry for them, which is better than the
contempt usually manifested by novelists, but still more
remote than Hamilton's concern. His novels identify with
this class of people, while The Hotel observes them

sympathetically from outside.

CONVERSATIONAL CENTRES

Hamilton's descriptions of the social mores which
prevail in the Fauconberg are heavily framed, as one would
expect for an author taking on a relatively rare novelistic
subject. Hamilton's introductions to hotel mores are both
blunt and prescriptive; they are a clear fictional rendering
of inside information and social nuances, the gathering of
which required remarkable gifts for discerning observation.

The report of Anthony's first evening in the lounge
describes what people wear, what they talk about, and how
the conversations proceed. This scene takes place during
the 1lull before dinner, while the residents are waiting for

the gong to signal the exodus to the dining room. Most of
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the residents are in "evening dress. The women were mostly
in black lace dresses" (9). As the social round proceeds in
the lounge, "frequently there would be the clicking noise of
a key at the front door, and young men with double-breasted
blue overcoats would come in; they were tired, untidy,
office-dirty, and they went upstairs" (11). These people
aré never identified as part of the conversational scene;
when they come down, rid of their office dirt and Tube
grime, they have been somehow transformed into hotel
residents, and the narrative is not interested in their day
jobs.

Conversation proceeds formally, along fixed lines.
While Anthony tries to look engrossed in his cigarettes and
an old letter,

All about were conversational centres for Bridge,

Dancing, "The Beggar's Opera," Setting up as a

Dressmaker, The celibate disposition of the Prince of

Wales, The Differentiation between Einstein and

Epstein, The Adventure of Mrs. Jackson with a Rude 'Bus

Conductor. The wife of the Lord Carson man told a

young man that she would tell his mother about him.

One of the knitting old ladies said that she thought

his mother knew. (10-11)

Hamilton's eccentric use of capitalization serves here to
set apart these topics and suggest their artificial nature.
The mixed bag of topics listed indicates clearly how trivial

they all are--not just the obviously silly topics, but, by
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extension, even erstwhile serious topics can be assumed to
undergo a silly discussion. Finally, to describe them as
"conversational centres" rather than conversations
underscores the formal, choreographed nature of resident
interactions.

The behavior required of one in Anthony's position,
revealed implicitly from the beginning, receives a formal
airing-out near the novel's mid-point. Hamilton spells out
clearly the social expectations, including specific examples
of both prescribed and proscribed actions:

The right procedure, if you were a new arrival at the

Fauconberg Hotel, was to sit quietly in the lounge,

smile weakly at the jokes, not to speak, but to wait,

and hope, till some intrepid and particularly
chivalrous person spoke to you. If that happened you
might make a diffident reply, and perhaps tell a very
short story. Then you had to wait until somebody
offered to play billiards or Bridge with you for the
evening, or until Betty took you up. Soon you would be
talked about as quite a nice new arrival, and
interesting too, and soon you would be one of them.
You were certainly not supposed to presume at the
outset that a hotel was a hotel and that you had the
same conversational rights as anybody else--the same
conversational rights, for instance, as the people who
could remember Mr. Braddon (they always called him

Jackie; poor fellow; got killed in Soudan), or the
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people who remembered the hotel three years ago. (It

was a far jollier place then. The life seemed to have

gone out of it now, somehow.)

This is why Mr. Brayne gave offence when he first
arrived at the Fauconberg. Anthony found him, one
morning a little before lunch, talking fluently and
unconsciously to those around him, with no respect for
conversational rights whatever. (141-42)

The expectations are precise in spite of being unspoken; the
established residents expect new arrivals to follow the
unwritten rules and then, as a matter of course, those
newcomers will become "one of them." Mr. Brayne's
extravagant willfulness marks him out here, as before, as
unusually independent of the conventions which keep most
residents in their place.

The artificial manner in which Hamilton has chosen to
present dialogue draws attention to it, both to its content
and to its formulaic nature. Once Anthony finds his first
tour lodgings, in Sheffield, the landlady takes him to his
room, where the pair engage in the following conversation:
"Here it was observed that the weather was much colder, that
the train was late, that it had been raining all the morning
in Sheffield, that the English climate was fickle, that
Anthony should be brought tea and bread and butter" (184).
Their exchange is not presented as dialogue in the usual
fashion, but rather, as a list of topics. A curious follow-

up is the fact that Anthony's conversation with the
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prostitute he encounters in Piccadilly is composed of the
same topics--the cold and the general nastiness of the
English climate (301-02)--suggesting the artificial rigidity
of all social contact.

Notable too is the way misunderstanding can be masked
by an appearance of mutual comprehension. Anthony and his
Sheffield landlady also provide an instance of that
phenomenon. He returns home very late, presumably at no
small inconvenience to her, but she brings him bread,

cheese, and cocoa. Knowing full well that he is very late,

Anthony says " 'I hope I'm not late.' " She replies to his
misrepresentation, " 'Ah, well, what does it matter so long
as it was a nice girl!' She laughed at this, and Anthony

joined in, with the air of one who says, 'We two understand
each other perfectly, don't we?' " (194). The reader knows
that Anthony has been alone at the movies, and then with
some men from the cast--there was no girl, nice or
otherwise. The air of perfect mutual comprehension is
wholly false.

Anthony's first meal in the Fauconberg is at a table
set for two, with a "thin, elderly woman" (12) as his table
partner. Their demeanor too suggests the rigid difficulties
of boarding-house life; they experience awkward pauses and
"bad silences," and the arrival of their food, which
requires part of their attention, is felt by both as a
social relief. Their topics are also detailed precisely and

artificially: "the conversation ran from Germany to London,
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to crowded trains, to Richmond Park, and suddenly to John
Masefield, because she had heard him lecture a few days ago.
Thence to English Poetry and Literature. . . . Then to
Foreign Literature" and finally, "while consuming the flimsy
sweet they came to more personal matters" (13).

Later, when Anthony is more fully assimilated into
Fauconberg society, thg novel reports on a rainy after-lunch
in the lounge. The social intercourse is more intimate than
it has been in previous scenes, but the conversation is
presented in the same manner as before. 1In the lounge,

the people talked about "Monsieur Beaucaire," and about

Valentino, and Novarro, and Moreno, and Novello, but

they couldn't see what other people saw in them at all.

And they talked of playing cards. The children talked

of playing hide and seek and thought they were going to

have a very enjoyable afternoon. Anthony talked to

Diane. (91)

Conversation is the heavily-ritualized field of combat for
boarding-house dwellers. It is the main arena open to them
in the constrained existence they must, of necessity, lead.
Mr. Brayne's refusal to shoulder his responsibilities
suggests how these conventions can be used aggressively, to
keep others out, or, as he chooses, to muscle in on the

society over the unvoiced objections of others. Craven

House will do still more with this element of boarding-house
existence, and in The Slaves of Solitude, with the

introduction of Mr. Thwaites and his eccentric and



92
domineering verbal style, it will become of paramount

importance; even in Monday Morning, however, the reader

cannot overlook its essential nature.

Like the residents of the Fauconberg, Bowen's
characters in The Hotel are locked in social ritual. Both
novels attend to the protocols obtaining in such hotel
activities as meals, dances, and afternoons in the sitting-
room. The characters, particularly those in the Hamilton-
type category, literally cannot deviate from the code set
out for them. This is particularly true of their
conversational exchanges. After Sydney destroys their
tennis match, for example, Colonel Duperrier "had several
pleasant remarks in reserve to brush away Sydney's
discomfiture, but some kind of an explanation from her was
needed to unlock them; he did not know how to begin. She
did not apologize, and his embarrassment grew" (12). Since
Sydney will not initiate the typical exchange, Duperrier
cannot proceed.

Psychological depth is prized by Bowen, while Hamilton
largely avoids it to present social--or sociological--depth.
Part of the attraction of The Hotel is its combination of
Hamilton's kind of emphasis with the concerns more usually
associated with Bowen. The conjunction of the two
viewpoints is revealing, for the novel occasionally
illustrates what happens when the two collide. Conversa-
tional styles, ways of speaking to other characters, mark

the gulf between them. When Ronald Kerr asks Colonel
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Duperrier, Eileen and Joan Lawrence if Sydney and Milton are
in fact engaged, Eileen appeals back to Ronald:
"But you ought to know something about it, anyway; she
will have told your mother."

"I don't think she has," said Ronald vaguely.

"I'm afraid not. I suppose my mother's not the proper
sort of matron. She would hardly, I suppose, provide
the bosom that young women on these occasions are
supposed to require. I'm afraid she may perhaps feel
like I do, that one's friends, however various and
delightful they may be at other times, are least
interesting--while of course deserving all respect--at
these moments when they approximate most closely to the
normal. What people call life's larger experiences,"
said Ronald, "are so very narrowing."

"What a vocabulary you've got, Kerr," said Colonel
Duperrier, respectfully offering his cigarette-case.
"I've never heard such a flow of language. Write?"
(129)

There are several noteworthy features in this exchange.
Ronald's evaluation of his mother, for instance, is typical
of the complex thought behind Bowenesque character's
relations to others. Mrs. Kerr is indeed not the proper
sort of matron, so not only has Ronald thought a great deal
(an inordinate amount) about his mother and her character,
but he has come to an accurate understanding of her. The

condescension toward other, "normal," people which he shares
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with his mother would include nearly everyone in Hamilton's
entire ouevre. Duperrier's response is equally telling for
his side of the divide. His comment on Ronald's "flow of
language" is sharp, and the more interesting if one studies
Ronald's speech: the vocabulary is not in fact very
complicated, while the style creates the impression that it
is. Even more piquant ;s the Colonel's idea that Ronald's
pomposity makes him fit for writing, setting Ronald apart
from the ordinary people he mocks.

In The Hotel, in contrast to Monday Morning, key scenes

are filled with psychological depths and profound, although
often subterranean, communication. When Mrs. Kerr and
Sydney visit the patisserie, for example, almost ten pages
are given over to their complicated conversation; they speak
of their relationship, of Ronald's relation to each of thenm,
of abstract ideas of friendship. Mrs. Kerr, the novel makes
clear, is being cruel to Sydney, but at no point does either
character misunderstand a single nuance. The encounter ends
when Mrs. Kerr sends Sydney in to pay the bill:
To Sydney the cumulative effect of this succession of
touches (especially the last: herself brandishing with
commercial insistence a long bill that her bewildered
debtor felt unable to meet) was of vulgarity. The
attribution to herself of an irritable sex-
consciousness vis-a-vis Ronald did not hurt, but
sharply offended. Mrs Kerr, however, sitting there

with her half-smile, her evident deprecation of the
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interlude, her invincible air of fastidiousness, had

maintained her own plane, whereupon 'vulgarity' would

be meaningless. Sydney could only suppose that cruelty
as supremely disinterested as art had, like art, its
own purity, which could transcend anything and

consecrate the nearest material to its uses. (118)

The subtle method Mrs. Kerr has of administering all these
blows to Sydney, and Sydney's elaborate reading of Mrs.
Kerr's manner, would be impossible in a Hamilton novel,
where characters are apt to misunderstand far more direct
and simple communication than that employed in Bowen's
patisserie scene. Milton's encounter with Mrs. Kerr in the
hotel drawing room is of the same type; long, excruciatingly
subtle, yet entirely effective.

The shared inner life of these characters is contrasted
explicitly with their surfaces. At one point during the
patisserie scene, Sydney calms herself by imagining an
observer's perspective: "Presently she let herself fall back
on an outside consciousness of their both being well-
dressed, distinguished-looking and leisurely, and thought
how plainly this must appear from the other side of the
street and how, if she were someone else, she would stand on
the pavement and look at them" (115). The observed
encounter and its reality could not be farther apart. The
surface is brought to our attention in order to debunk it,

and to provide an ironic contrast to what is "real."
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HOME CIRCLE OR ISOLATION CHAMBER?

The Oxford English Dictionary's basic definition of
"home" provides a spectrum of possibilities, from the
prosaic "dwelling-place" to the more suggestive "home-circle
or household."’ The idea that "home" is "the dwelling in
which one habitually lives, or which one regards as one's
proper abode" offers the most potential for considering the
Fauconberg, "home" to people who lack a fixed home of their
own ("one's own house"). The positive aspects of hotel life
can make it satisfactory as a home, rather than a necessary
evil or makeshift arrangement. When he first arrives at the
Fauconberg, Anthony feels homesick for his previous hotel in
Sussex: "He thought of his aunt, and the things she would be
doing at this hour, down at Hove. He saw her sitting alone
at their table, choosing her dinner with the agreeable Swiss
waiter. . . ." (9, text ellipses). A sentimental gloss of
"home" is cast over the hotel in which Anthony lived
formerly, and these terms emphasize some positive aspects of
hotel life. Later, at the end of his first theatrical tour,
he is "looking forward to long, peaceful evenings at the
Fauconberg, and the return of Diane" (219). Evenings at the
Fauconberg can clearly serve as satisfactory evenings at
"home."

When Anthony imagines his life together with Diane,
hotels are an assumed part of that life, and the Fauconberg
itself can serve as "home." He does not imagine the two of

them away from the Fauconberg, but in the hotel and
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participating in its life: "Sometimes he simply dreamed
that he was back at the Fauconberg, and Diane told him that
she loved him, and they danced the last dance together, and
took a long walk after it" (269). When Diane and her mother
set off for their vacation in France, there is a crowd of
residents on the steps to see them off. After the taxi
drives off, there is a flurry of comments about Diane and
friendly jokes about Anthony's crush on her. The long-term
residents bond together as a near-family, an effect which
will become more pronounced in the small society of "paying
guests" in Craven House.

Holidays at the Fauconberg have special features which
depend upon the Fauconberg's being a large residential
hotel. The novel ends in the first hours of the New Year,
and both Christmas Eve and New Year's Eve are described in
Monday Morning. When Anthony returns again from tour, it is
Christmas Eve, and "the people of the Fauconberg had all
just gone into the dining-room for the biggest Dinner of the
year. . . a turmoil of not very funny fun" (292). New
Year's Eve is a fancy-dress ball, and at midnight everyone
"crowded on to the balcony of the Fauconberg . . . till they
heard the distance hurrying bells coming through the air of
the cold, clear night. Three cheers and some more dancing"
(310). Even Anthony, with his determined pseudo-
sophistication, finds the experience thrilling. The
enforced element of public involvement in one's life can

thus provide benefits as well.
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Nonetheless, while the Fauconberg can serve as a
pleasant enough home for some of its residents, the
implications of its being the place "one regards as one's
proper abode" can turn ominous. Hamilton does not focus on
the dark elements of hotel life in Monday Morning, but the
picture will become increasingly gloomy as his novels
mature. Sean French finds Hamilton's first novel
"significant" for "its technical strengths: the delineation
of character, the ear for dialogue, the skill of transition
between scenes, the sense of pace. In a book that is
reminiscent of P. G. Wodehouse, it is remarkable how much of
the Hamilton world is already there in embryonic form" (56).
Monday Morning is indeed the first charting of Hamilton
territory: the culture of boarding houses and tea shops; the
geography of Earl's Court and Brighton. In his early
novels, the dreariness of such a way of life is hinted at,
but the insouciance of youth manages to rise above it. The
milieu of Monday Morning is recognizably Hamilton's, but an
inherent optimism that the deserving can surpass their drab
surroundings creates a radically different impression than
that created by Hamilton's later novels.

An illuminating comparison can be made between the
Fauconberg Hotel's presence in Hangover Square with its
representation in Monday Morning. The repetition of the
hotel's name invites the comparison; the results suggest how
far the tone of Hamilton's fictional milieu has sunk over

the intervening sixteen years. The timid optimism of the
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earlier novel has given way to morbid gloom. George Harvey

Bone's return to the Fauconberg after his Christmas visit to

his aunt emphasizes his disaffection with his residence:
He went up the steps, and into the Fauconberg. He had
to pass through the lounge on his way upstairs. It was
all decorated for Christmas (he had forgotten that,
although he had seen it decorated before he went away),
and the only people about were some children who were
trying to play blow-football (evidently a Christmas
present) on one of the green baize tables normally used
for bridge. He knew nobody in the little hotel--the
large glorified boarding-house--and he did not mean to.
He just slept in a small room at the top, and came down
to breakfast when everyone else had gone. For the rest
he slunk in and out, only exchanging the time of day
with the gloomy porter. (23)

The decorated lounge seems a sham, an empty gesture to a

quality of life no one could attain at the Fauconberg; yet

this very same lounge is introduced in Monday Morning in

rather different terms. Upon his arrival, immediately after
unpacking his bag, Anthony
ran downstairs to what Mrs. Egerton had trained her
guests to call the Lounge. This was a sort of hall,
and entrance, and centre of the Fauconberg hotel. It
was a fair-sized room, deadened by thick carpets.
There was a large fireplace with a black and grey fire,

dull red, leather armchairs and sofas, and some small
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tables. In the centre a palm, and in one corner a

woman having tea. (8)
The lounge (Lounge) is here explicitly identified as the
"centre" of hotel life, and it is in this room that Anthony
socializes with Diane, and the city workers are seen
returning. Bone's relation to this room forms a marked
contrast to Anthony's.

Early in Monday Morning, Anthony reports to St. John,

his friend at the Earl's Court crammer's, that he's "
'staying at a sort of hotel place here' " where " 'the
people are rather weird, but one can keep absolutely apart'
" (38). As a summary judgment, this has some interesting
features. First, it is significant that Anthony describes
the Fauconberg as "a sort of hotel place" rather than just
as "a hotel." Anthony, after all, has been used to living
in residential hotels. Even more importantly, his idea of
keeping "absolutely apart" is exploded almost immediately,
most obviously through his romance with Diane de Mesgrigny,
but the novel reveals a whole series of relationships
constructed with fellow hotel residents. Some of these are
casual relationships while others are more developed, but
Anthony's life at the Fauconberg is founded upon a whole
edifice of resident interactions. "Keeping absolutely
apart" is a condition reserved as the fate of George Harvey
Bone in Hangover Square and the "rather weird" people are
harmless in Monday Morning.

In Hangover Square, fellow residents are notably absent
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from the narrative. The hotel manager and the porter appear
as characters, but the other residents are only sketched in,
identified as people who speculate about Bone and his life.
Their speculations are largely negative:
Without knowing it he was something of a character in
his hotel. Practically only seen late in the deserted
breakfast-room each morning, and then again walking
late at night through the lounge to bed, he was yet
part and parcel of the small hotel as a whole, and
contributed to its atmosphere. . . . Many guests
wondered where he worked during the day. Because he
was out all day they were certain that he worked at
something, and because they could not gain the faintest
conception of what this was, they concluded that it was
something not altogether reputable. Only the porter,
to wvhom he gave a weekly tip of two shillings, knew of
the complete emptiness and unemployment of Mr Bone's
life. (208)
Indeed, Earl's Court itself has become demonic, instead of
the temporary landing place of those moving on to better
things. Even the furnishings take on a dark significance:
"that gas-fire--what sinister, bleak misery emanated from
its sighing throat and red, glowing asbestos cells! To
those whom God has forsaken, is given a gas-fire in Earl's
Court" (27). The fire is later likened to a demonic altar:
"That quite pleasant and not undignified little week-end was

now lost and to be forgotten for ever--converted into a
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small, cynical joke, to be offered up to the beast Peter and
the cruel, dissipated Netta on the altar of a gas-fire in
Earl's Court" (28). Bone's weekend at his aunt's, pleasant
and relaxing, cannot withstand the combined negative
influences of Netta and Peter on the one hand and Earl's
Court on the other. By emphasizing both the gas fire and
the district, this passage not only insists on the
participation of Netta, Peter, and Bone in the 'sacrifice,’
but suggests that Earl's Court is part of the problem.

That Hamilton was aware of this change cannot be
doubted. The second outside observer presented in Hangover
Square, John Halliwell, is described in terms not unlike

those employed in Monday Morning to describe Anthony

Forster. Halliwell appears only briefly, in the one chapter
given over to him, the first chapter of the eighth part. He
comes from Sussex, and begins his working life in London for
"a firm of insurance brokers in the City who thought highly
of him for his industry, integrity, and good nature" (201).
Halliwell lives in Earl's Court, and spends most of his non-
working hours
out of doors in the immediate neighborhood. For he was
alone in London for the first time, and at an age when
the external world generally bears a totally different
aspect than the one it bears to its more battered and
jaundiced inhabitants--at an age, indeed, when even the
scenery of S.W.7 might be associated with the beginning

of life rather than the end of all hope, and its
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streets and people charged with a remarkable mystery

and romance of their own. (201)
Halliwell's idea of worldliness is to frequent pubs, where
he indulges in the proto-typical Hamilton starter drink,
port:

most of all he preferred to go to the saloon bars of

public-houses, and having one or two drinks, watch and

listen to people who were older than himself. On these

occasions he would drink small glasses of port, which

was the only alcoholic drink he at all liked. He was

not even certain that he liked this, but he was anxious

to acquire the worldly feeling of liking and taking

drink, just as he was anxious to acquire the worldly

habit of going into public-houses. (201)
The cumulative effect of Hamilton's work is to suggest,
powerfully, how an innocent desire to "acquire" such worldly
feelings and habits can lead characters like John Halliwell
and Anthony Forster to inhabit conditions like those of
George Harvey Bone and Patrick Hamilton. At the conclusion
of Monday Morning, Anthony and Diane's encounter with the
drunken men is comic; but it attains a new gloom when viewed
retrospectively. Escaping the New Year's dance at the
Fauconberg to enjoy their new status as affianced lovers,
they walk "through the clear, resounding Squares." The
novel concludes thus:

Once they passed two drunk men. "Let us weigh the

matter out," said one drunk man to the other. "You're
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good fellow, but let us weigh the matter out."

Diane and Anthony slipped around a corner. "You
wait till we're married, Diane, I'll come back miles
worse than that. . . ." (312)

That Hamilton's first novel should end with the accurate
reportage of drunken dialogue is fitting; but the self-
prophecy of drunken excess concludes a comic novel on a dark

note.



NOTES

1. (London: Constable, 1925), 88-89, original ellipses.
Subsequent references cited in text.

2. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1943), 25. Subsequent
references cited in text.

3. (London: Constable, 1972 [f.p. 1941], 19. Subsequent
references to this edition cited in text.

4. This is not an error created by the Penguin edition.
The first American edition and the scholarly edition by the
novel's original English publisher both contain the same
discrepancy. (New York: Dial Press, 1928), 8, 10, and 182;
(London: Jonathan Cape, 1981), 7, 9, and 124.

5. The complete text of definition 2a: "A dwelling-place,
house, abode; the fixed residence of a family or household;
the seat of domestic life and interests; one's own house;
the dwelling in which one habitually lives, or which one
regards as one's proper abode. Sometimes including the
members of a family collectively; the home-circle or
household. 1In N. American and Australasia (and increasingly
elsewhere), freq. used to designate a private house or

residence merely as a building."”
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Chapter 4

REDUCED CIRCUMSTANCES: THE PAYING GUESTS OF CRAVEN HOUSE

The three novels which constitute Hamilton's "early"

period are Monday Morning (1925), Craven House (1926), and

Twopence Coloured (1928). Read as a group, these early

novels outline many of Hamilton's concerns. They are of
interest not only for their foreshadowing of the later
novels, but are impressive productions for such a young
writer, well worth reading simply for pleasure. Hamilton
described his mature view of Craven House when he reread it
in 1943 prefatory to revising it:
I have spoken of authors slowly reddening to the roots
of their hair over passages in their early books.
Sometimes they do this over their early books from
start to finish. Although it was written when I was

only twenty-one, I can definitely say that Craven House

does not come into this class; and that if it can still

find readers, I should still like it to be read.1

Hamilton was right to place a high value on Craven House; it

deserves to find readers.
In terms of its place in Hamilton's fictional milieu,
Craven House addresses the uncommon novelistic subject of

boarding-house life. After Monday Morning's Fauconberg
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Hotel, Craven House seems terribly intimate, and the setting
has moved from Earl's Court to the less transient, more
domesticated area near Kew called Southam Green, which is
clearly modelled on Turnham Green. Gone are the
cosmopolitan residents of the Fauconberg: the Swede who
takes Anthony out drinking, French Diane and her mother, and
the South American who wants Anthony to advise him on a
program of reading in English literature. The nearest
approach Craven House makes to a foreigner is Mrs. Nixon,
with her aggressive, yet false, Scottishness. Perhaps as
another manifestation of the transition to the smaller

boarding house, Craven House includes intimate scenes in

private areas of the house, which Monday Morning avoided.

These scenes reveal clearly, however, that residents remain
strangers to one another, even those who share a room. The
novel's protagonist, young Master Wildman, sharing a room
with his father for the first time, decides he should "take
this opportunity of studying a Major's habits in his natural
sources, so to speak, and thrilling to the adventure of it,
arranges a little aperture in the [bed] curtains for his
purpose"” (24). And indeed he is amazed by what he sees, all
of it perfectly innocuous: his father reading in bed, saying
his prayers, and finally, kissing goodnight his son, who is
feigning sleep. On the basis of that kiss, Master Wildman
exclaims to himself, " 'by jove, he must like me!' " (26),
as if the idea were new to him. Meanwhile, up the hall, the

Spicers are enacting their own version of long-married
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strangers sharing a room, their years of marriage
underscoring the strangeness.
Hamilton's touch has become even surer, his mastery of
how to present boarding-house life even more complete than

it was in Monday Morning. Craven House is more ambitious

than its predecessor, covering several time periods--1911,
1914, 1918, 1924--and presenting more numerous fully drawn
characters. The life of the house itself, as it existed
both before and after its human occupants, brackets the
action.

Hamilton uses Craven House to reveal the experience of
life in a small but genteel boarding house, of the sort
where the residents are "paying guests." He recreates the
closure of such a world, and identifies fully the
geographic, social, and financial contexts in which it
exists. Focusing on the conditions of life within Craven
House (both material and social), Hamilton informs us of the
mores of boarding-house life and the family-based structure
of relationships within it. While the novel's focus is

narrower than that of Monday Morning in some respects, the

treatment is more comprehensive: servants achieve
significance in the narrative, and the landlady's life and

character are portrayed unusually sympathetically.

THE CONTEXT OF CRAVEN HOUSE
Keymer Gardens, Southam Green, the neighborhood of

Craven House, is established directly and economically. The
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Green, the High Street with all its activities and
businesses, the District Line station: all are vividly
sketched in the first few pages of the novel. London itself
is in the background, and while it can be reached by the
District Line, its existence is vague, definitely elsewhere
and other:

the sound of the Southam Green High Road, a quarter of

a mile distant, and the sound of all London behind it,

beat faintly yet incessantly, like the roar of a

waveless sea, upon the inured ears of the inhabitants.

Such noises, nevertheless, were unable to disturb the

lazy peace manifest in Keymer gardens. They served,

rather, to emphasise the hush. (1)

After the residents of Craven House are asleep, '"sometimes a
faint cry arises, as of a whole city in agony, from the
plains of London behind. And through all the night, from
lost distances, engines are clanking, gruffly shunting,
whistling--the dim, hectic functionings of a nightmare"
(28).

Excursions made by the residents of Craven House, such
as Mr. Spicer's pub crawls and Master Wildman's vacation
treats, are to familiar Hamilton venues. Master Wildman's
"Easter holidays were short and rainy holidays, but none the
worse for being rainy. You were taken to the Moving
Pictures about once a week and once to the Theatre itself,
where you saw Sherlock Holmes in person, and afterwards had

a dazzling tea at Lyons' Corner House" (43). Lyons also



110
features in the children's illicit Gamage's outing; it is
part of Master Wildman's largesse toward Elsie. He takes
her there in an attempt to give her a great treat, with
rather mixed results: "It is very crowded in the small
Lyons' establishment they enter; it also takes them a great
time to get served; the waitress, who belongs to the
sneering school of assistants, is not over-civil. ('Got a
good mind to leave her tuppence,' threatens Master
Wildman. )" (79).

The war, too, receives typical Hamilton treatment.
Southam Green and Craven House experience their war much as
Thames Lockdon and the Rosamund Tea Rooms, in The Slaves of
Solitude, will experience theirs: in small, pinching ways.
The war years

were very unhappy and bewildering years for Southam

Green. . . . Years in which (apart from the stalking

affliction of Armageddon itself) a thousand local

inconveniences and petty tortures were experienced--
years in which the main streets grew mudded and more
mudded with the wretched hue of the national uniform,
and blocked with the forlorn, drab length of the food

queues--years in which the act of Shopping became a

sharp enterprise, a trial of wits and patience with the

retailer, who was no longer the ingratiating creature
of the old days, but master of the situation, and
taking surly advantage of it--years in which the

Servant Problem first arose in stark uncompromise, and
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an alarming bent in the Lower Orders towards Answering

Back first became acute--potato years, corned beef, and

Best Margarine (we like it almost as much as butter)

years. (97)
Not only does Hamilton focus on the domestic side, but he
does not present a heroic picture of life on the homefront,
with the middle classes happy to do their bit for the boys
and jolly Old England, choosing instead to consider "petty
inconveniences." Hamilton's choice of focus is accurate, in
the sense that the people he is writing about would be
likely to focus on it themselves. A Mass-Observer reporting
from Whitehall on Nuremberg night noted that where there
were large groups of people hanging about waiting for
something to happen or some news, "in all the talk groups
where they were of mixed company, built up from those
gathered around, the talk came down from the crisis to how
they lived in the last war and the present conditions"
(Britain 62). Earlier, this Observer reported one specific
instance of this phenomenon, where the conversation went
from "what the soldier has to go through, then the wages of
the soldier; this starts a talk on what people can manage to
live on" (61). This gradual transition is an important one,
and in concentrating on the daily and mundane, Hamilton is
in consonance with the "ordinary" people who populate his
novels.

Significant changes in relations between social classes

are also suggested by Hamilton's description of the war
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years, but the novel does not directly address the subject,
relying primarily on implicit criticism. As a rule,
political comment in the novel is implied, as in the
treatment of Mr. Spicer's war experiences. He did not have
the heroic war he envisioned during his soul-searching pub
crawl, but he did enlist and serve:

Mr. Spicer returned to domesticity with a quantity of

Little Stories (touching or otherwise); a vivid and

unutterable sense of the lurid bestiality of his short

experience in France, but no sense whatever of it being
in any way other than righteous, seemly, eternal, and
cumulatively expressive of the highest glories

achievable by men. (103)

Spicer's essential character remains unchanged, as witnessed
by his new trove of "Little Stories," as does his political
consciousness ("righteous, seemly . . .") but his experience
in France was real, not to be shucked off by his usual
methods for avoiding reality. While this sentence contains
a wealth of ironic political comment, it is implicit rather
than overt.

If the narrative does not offer political commentary,
however, that is because Craven House and its environs do
not do so either: "how far purely international and
political factors entered the question, it is not within the
scope of this chronicle to discuss. Nor was it discussed
with any great earnestness or at any great length at Craven

House" (93). Patriotism in Southam Green is a bit
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ludicrous; it

made itself felt in the neighbourhood, in the erection

of ordinary flags, beflagged royalties, beflagged

ministers, beflagged generals, beflagged bulldogs and
other beflagged popular symbols on, outside, or in
places hitherto consider exempt from decoration. There
was really little scope for more direct participation
amongst the rather elderly population of Southam Green.
. when all was said and done the high-intentioned
inhabitants of Southam Green had only flags and

reviling to fall back upon. (93)

The war, for those who remained in Southam Green, remains
remote. Flags, reviling, and "a thousand local
inconveniences" are the sum total of their experience of the
Great War.

It is further testament to the closed world of Craven
House that stereotyped characters are those brought in from
outside; only Craven House residents have more than one
dimension. Some of these outsiders are pure types, not
actually brought into the novel's action--"The Men" who fix
the chimney after a storm, for example, and "another (and
blackened) man, who appeared before breakfast, and who was
unseen by Miss Hatt's guests, but was nevertheless conceived
ideally by them, and in the nature of an eternal verity, as
the Sweep" (68). Their names, and the narrative comment,
draw attention to their existence as pure types. Other

outsiders make appearances, but, as non-denizens, are
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sketched in broadly and stereotypically. The removal men
(Ernie who sings, George and Mr. Ewart) and Edith's
connections who hold the Christmas party so fatal to Audrey
are examples of working-class characters, about whose
stereotyped presentation some critics have complained. None
of these critics have complained, of course, about the same
kind of treatment meted out to Anthony's coworkers at the
Xotopol Rum Company, like Mr. Shillitoe,

a large, fair and virile man of about forty years,

brought up at Westminster and Trinity College,

Cambridge, but never brought down again. Mr. Shillitoe

pronounced his long i's as long a's, and failed to

pronounce at all several consonants provided by the

language. The strained and high-pitched effort of his

voice was almost fascinating to hear. (127)
Barbara Cotterell, although a participant in several scenes,
is finally a one-dimensional figure; her situation,
accessories (the idiotic dog and the little dog-whip she
carries) and behavior are all extremely stereotypical. What
distinguishes the stereotyped characters from the fully-
drawn is not their social class, but their status in
relation to Craven House: the outsiders, regardless of
social class, are painted one-dimensionally, while the
residents are more nuanced in characterization.

In fact, one of Barbara Cotterell's main functions is
to clarify the social status of Craven House's residents.

She temporarily distracts Master Wildman from Elsie, causing
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that pair a great deal of unhappiness before they eventually
unite, but an equally important role she plays is that of
class foil. She is, personally, a contrast to Elsie, and
generically, a contrast to the social class represented by
the residents of Craven House. It is to the latter role
that the narrative first directs the reader's attention.
Elsie knows Miss Cotterell from school, and has invited her
to visit Craven House:
Now the introduction of Miss Cotterell . . . to Craven
House is not without significance, for it is the
meeting of two very clearly defined, but widely opposed
types of the Southam Greener, and Elsie has
accomplished a rarer thing than she knows. It is a
meeting between the Craven House class of persons, who
have long thrown down their higher social cards, and
taken to good humour, and a class of persons still
steadily at the game. . . . For Miss Cotterell
undoubtedly belongs to a class of persons now becoming
more and more common in Southam Green--an exalted class
of persons, who without having any more in actual
pounds, shillings, and pence, look in a rather superior
way at Craven House--being that class of persons who
possess a Car, and a little dog, and a polo-playing
uncle. (116)
Living in Craven House is a sign of social slippage, but the
distinction noted between social standing and "actual

pounds, shillings, and pence" is an important one. Craven



116
House is placed socially, but not economically, below the
Miss Cotterrel class of Southam Green residents, a fact
which helps pinpoint Craven House's station above a whole
imagined range of boarding houses which are both
economically and socially lower. If the residents have
slipped into Craven House, this implies, there are other
places waiting for them to slip into if they do not exercise

care.

BOARDING-HOUSE CULTURE
The novel opens with a static scene characteristic of
Hamilton's construction techniques (and a technique which
will be borrowed by his second wife for her novels)z; the
first action involves the landlady, Miss Hatt, and the cook,
Edith, preparing for the arrival of a new Paying Guest.
Such an opening signals the principal focus of the novel:
the texture of life in a small, genteel boarding house.
Hamilton uses the "selling" of Craven House to Major Wildman
as a clever mechanism for describing the basic material
conditions of life within:
When, two days ago, the retired Major Wildman stood
taking his leave at the door of Craven House--a
captured, though still verbally uncommitted and airy-
gestured, paying guest--[Miss] Hatt, already a little
intoxicated by her own timid but glib reiterations of
the beautiful luck and blessings falling in the course

of nature upon a Major taking up residence in such a
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house, capped the ecstasies of hot water at all times

of the day, fires in the bedrooms, hot-water bottles,

and three towels changed twice in the week, with the
rash and thoughtless promise, "Oh, yes? Well, we have

a five-course dinner, you know. That'd be starting

with fish, you know . . and dessert. . . ." (3)

But in fact, of course, dinner has not been so grand as all
that, and "Mrs. Nixon had hitherto learnt to expect nothing
before the joint in the evening fare, and to regard the
dessert, as it lay chilly upon the table, more in its
traditional and ornamental aspects than otherwise" (3).
Thus the reader is informed not only of the material
conditions of life at Craven house, but also which features
are important to Miss Hatt and the paying guests, and which
therefore might be judged inadequate and in need of
exaggeration.

Hamilton is interested in the actual texture of
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