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This thesis analyzes the drama and prose fiction of the upper-middle-
class Communist writer Patrick Hamilton (1904-62), drawing on a
considerable amount of primary material. Part of the purpose of the
thesis is to restore Hamilton's reputation as a writer of significance by
effecting a judicious critical assessment of his unjustly neglected
oeuvre. It is argued that throughout his work are discernible traces of a
crisis of hegemony which afflicted the British ruling order in the inter-
war period and of which one aspect is of special relevance here -- viz., a
certain problematization of Victorian and Edwardian codes of English
bourgeois masculinity engendered by the Great War and its shell-shocked
aftermath and peculiarly operative among those ex-Public School writers
who, like Hamilton, were born around the mid-1900s, and became
prominent in the 1930s. One, well-known, consequence of this crisis was
a sexualized transfer of allegiance by some bourgeois literary
intellectuals to the Soviet Union and the working-class; another was a
gravitation towards (crypto-) Fascism. From the time of his 1926 novel,
Craven House, Hamilton sought to anatomize the potential for fascistic
‘evil' latent in the southern English petty bourgeoisie. It is demonstrated
that his fictional analyses were rendered more profound by his
intellectual assimilation of Marxism from 1933 onwards. It is also
shown that the specific appeal of Soviet Marxism for this writer resided
in its quasi-religious capacity to satisty a craving for authenticity in a
social world characterized by deceitful quotidian role-playing and, in the
drama especially, to facilitate the unmasking of villainy and subserve an
obsession with revenge. Congenial to this brand of Marxism, it is
contended, is the monologic tradition of the realist novel, to which
Hamilton's fiction almost invariably conforms. The Protestant discourse
of confession which nurtures that tradition is often discernible in the
impulse to confess which tends to characterize the rendition of the
sexual in Hamilton's texts and, in general, his problematic representation
of gender and sexuality is closely scrutinized. 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.
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Chapter One
The Beaching of an Anti-Fascist

Whatever became of Patrick Hamilton? He was an
extraordinarily good novelist and brilliant writer of stage
and radio thrillers. He had an important part to play as one
of the urban socialist writers of the Thirties and Forties.
And he had his own remarkable way of writing about
loneliness and obsession in seedy city streets and pubs.

Hermione Lee, speaking on 'The Late Show', BBC-2, 27
February 1989.

No decade in the past hundred and fifty years has been so
barren of imaginative prose as the nineteen-thirties.

George Orwell, 'Inside the Whale', in Inside the Whale and
QOther Essays (1957), London, 1962, 39.

In 1951, Patrick Hamilton wrote delightedly to his brother,

Bruce, of the publicity generated by the publication of his

tenth novel, The West Pier (the first of a projected series of
books based on the criminal character of Ernest Ralph Gorse):

| got an entire page in the Tim Literar lement -- this being
enormously headed: Patrick Hamilton's Novels. Reading this, one cannot

but feel that one is at last "home" as a novelist .... The B.B.C. also gave a
half-hour talk (tremendously laudatory) on the books and personality of

P.H.1

Although this programme was given by Hamilton's friend
Arthur Calder-Marshall, nevertheless, like the TLS spread, it
serves as an index of the considerable prestige which had
accreted to this writer by the early 1950s. The four decades
since have somewhat obscured Hamilton's achievement. The

! Cited in B. Hamilton, Patrick -- a Tragedy: the Story of a Personal
Belationship, unpublished typescript, ¢.1970, 476 [hereafter PAT)].
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literary history of the 1930s and 1940s has been constructed
for us largely in terms constituted by the myth of the 'Auden
Generation' as construed, pre-eminently, by the George Orwell
of 'Inside the Whale'.

Patrick Hamilton is only one of a constellation of British
Marxist writers of the period whose work has tended to be
neglected in favour of those who seemed to renege on their
youthful Leftism during the early years of the Cold War.2 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 limitations, this body of work can be rendered
valuable to a radical audience of the 1990s and beyond.

The novel which sparked the 1951 panegyric was partly
inspired by the career of the notorious sadistic murderer
George Neville Heath, who whipped to death a masochistic
female partner in a Bayswater hotel on 21 June 1946.3
Heath had been involved with 'a fast and sometimes criminal
set of ex-officers and former public schoolboys'4 which
haunted the fashionable and sleazy areas of post-war London
where flourished the culture of the 'spiv'. From the time of
the 1926 novel Craven House (and the 1926 General Strike),
Hamilton had sought to anatomize the fascistic potential for
‘evill among the southern English petty bourgeoisie. The
Heath-like character of Gorse, with his ‘'toothbrush

2 For a recent wide-ranging and sympathetic account of the radical prose

fiction of the Thirties see A. Croft, Red Letter Days: British Fiction in the
1930s, London, 1990.

3 F. Selwyn, Rotten to the Core? The Life and Death of Neville Heath,

London and New York, 1988, 6.
4 Ibid., 22 .
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moustache'® and his somnambulistic love of 'trickery and
evil for their own sakes'.8 was conceived of as the
apotheosis of this middle-class maleficence, and it is no
accident that his first victim should be Jewish.”

By the time of the composition of the 'Gorse' books,
however, the political context in which Hamilton's best work
had been written had changed. Fascism had been defeated in
Europe and stymied at home. An American-led economic
boom, together with the Cold War, defined the political
situation in what Perry Anderson once called that 'anguished,
parched decade'® for the British Left. Hamilton -- who was
a reclusive fellow-traveller of the Communist Party rather
than an involved activist® -- found himself beached and
isolated on the sands of quietist affluence and widespread
anti-Sovietism. Accordingly, some of the righteous

S P. Hamilton, Mr. Stimpson and Mr. Gorse (1953), London, 1987, 13.

8 Ibid., 8.

7 P. Hamilton, The West Pier (1952), London, 1986, 18-21.

8 P. Anderson, 'The Left in the Fifties', New Left Review, 29, January-
February 1965, 4.

9 There exists some confusion as to the precise nature of Hamilton's
relationship with the CPGB. His close friend Claud Cockburn (to whom he was
introduced, at King Street, by William Gallacher) testifies that Hamilton was
'never a Communist' but was well-read in Marxism [see C. Cockburn,
Crossing the Line, London, 1958, 179]. However, Arnold Rattenbury (who
met Hamilton several times whilst working of the Communist literary
journal Qur Time in the Forties) is adamant that he 'was certainly on my
membership list when | was convening Writers meetings in 1944/5
onwards' [from a letter to the present writer, dated 16 August 1989].
Neither | nor a current Hamilton biographer, Nigel Jones, have been able to
turn up a Party card for Hamilton and | think we must conclude that he was a
kind of licensed fellow-traveller. This status is borne out by a letter from
Communist literary intellectual Montagu Slater in the private archive of
Hamilton material belonging to the author's sister-in-law, Mrs. Aileen
Hamilton [hereafter this archive is referred to as AHA]. Dated '30 October,
the letter contains a request for Hamilton to join Naomi Mitchison and James
Kirkup (among others) on a Writers Delegation to the USSR. (There is,
incidentally, no evidence that he went).
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indignation against oppression that pervades his earlier work
is missing from the Gorse series.!0

As | shall demonstrate, Hamilton's prose fiction is mostly
written from within a 'Protestant' realist tradition congenial
to the particular brand of Marxism he espoused; but in the
novels he wrote during the early Cold War period the
narrative voice is monologic in a particular manner. The
orchestrating discourse of these novels is akin to that of an
insouciantly jocular barrister whose brief is to prosecute a
tricksy criminal for whom he entertains a sneaking regard.
The narrative is punctuated with such juridic tropes as, 'it is
beyond dispute that it is from this type of criminal that the
most atrocious criminals emerge','! and, 'What, it may be
wondered, were Gorse's motives in all this? They were,
roughly, threefold.''2 From time to time the narrative voice
adopts a 'Dear Readerish' mode -- as when the 'youthful gentle
reader'13 is assured that men of the ilk of Esther Downes'
grandfather (a consumptive 'runner' based at Brighton Station)
actually ‘'existed in the Edwardian era'.'% The very

10 Unfortunately there is not space enough here to undertake a detailed and
comprehensive analysis of the 'Gorse' novels -- though it should be stressed,
of course, that the focus of this thesis is on Hamilton as a writer of the 1930s
and 1940s.

11 Hamilton, 1986, 10.

12 |pid., 120.

13 bid., 74.

14 |bid. The description of the unfortunate Mr. Downes senior in The West
Pier is squarely based on an important episode from Hamilton's childhood, and
is just one indication of how strongly this author's formative years were
figuring in his consciousness during the 1950s. The following is Bruce
Hamilton's account: ‘It was years afterwards that he told me how once he had
been coming from Brighton Station with Mummie in a "fly*. She must have
been returning from some visit, because there was luggage. And, all the way
from the station to Number Three, the cab was pursued by a "runner”; one of
those pitiful creatures, unemployed and unemployable, who sought a
subsistence by chasing after horse-drawn cabs in the hope of earning a few
pence by helping with luggage at the end of the journey. Patrick, sitting with
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obtrusiveness of this authorial voice increases the 'dialogic’
potential of the fiction by implicating the reader as one
listening to a speaking voice; this is, however, at the expense
of the non-Gorse characters -- who are, in any case, nowhere
granted much autonomy in the fictional world of Patrick
Hamilton.

Certainly, very little power is invested in Esther Downes,
the pretty Brighton shop-girl who is defrauded of her savings
by Gorse in The West Pier. Like Pinkie in Brighton Bock, Gorse
is presented as a diabolic, misogynistically asexual, figure
who ruthlessly exploits a naive young woman. Unlike Pinkie,
though, Gorse is a former (minor) Public Schoolboy who
shrewdly manipulates Esther's snobbish 'great hankering after
gentlemen'!® in pursuing his nefarious schemes. We have
here the ultimate Hamiltonian villain, endowed as he is with
a passion for militarism imbibed at his prep school,1® an
explicitly Satanic degreee of indifference to humanity!”7, an
'unwholesome'!8 linguistic register (fustianly reminiscent
of Patrick's pro-Fascist father and would-be historical
novelist, Bernard Hamilton),1® and a 'desire to be connected

his back to the cabman, watched the man in fascinated horror; but | am sorry
to have to tell that Mummie ordered him away peremptorily on reaching
home, without giving him a halfpenny. Patrick was appalled. He was never to
forget the poor fellow's sweating face, laboured breath, and consumptive look.
It was perhaps his introduction to the world's suffering.! [PAT, 68].

5 Hamilton, 1986, 76.

16 bid., 15.

7 Ibid., 57.

18 bid., 51.

19 See chapter four for references to Bernard Hamilton's politics, and an
account of his characteristically orotund and archaic prose-style. It is
convenient to recall at this point that the entire Hamilton family were
players in the writing game. Bernard's wife, Ellen Adele Hamilton (née

Day) had published a few short stories in the Strand and, under the
pseudonym ‘Olivia Roy', wrote romantic novels with titles like The Husband
Hunter and The Awakening of Mrs, Carstairs [PAT, 28]. Her daughter, Helen,

adapted some of her brothers' novels for the stage, radio, and television, and
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with the motorcar business'?? (invariably a hallmark of evil
in a Hamilton character).

The principal device which Gorse uses to separate Esther
and his former school-mate, Ryan, is singled out as
particularly emblematic of his 'evil' -- viz., the sending of a
series of 'disgusting' anonymous post-cards.?! Yet there is
surely a Laclosian ingenuity about Gorse's chicanery in this
regard that commands admiration. Much of the humour of The
West Pier derives from the conversational misunderstandings
generated by the suspicions planted by Gorse in the 'minds' of
Ryan and Esther -- neither of whom is endowed with
sufficient wit to confront the other with the anonymous
missives. The narrator never allows Gorse's victims to
suspect the truth for very long ('Ryan somehow disliked and
distrusted Gorse, but it would be absurd to think him capable
of baseness of such an order.)22  Esther's incessant
objections to Gorse's suggestions are inexorably smoothed
over, one-by-one, until she is stripped of every penny she
owns and the narrator is 'forced' to comment: 'Much as we may
dislike the character of Gorse, it must be conceded that he
did things thoroughly.'23

In a letter to his brother, Hamilton once described Gorse as
'a really wonderful monster of a villain' who would 'at |ast

wrote at least one play of her own -- 'Honour Thy Father', performed at the
Arts Theatre Club in 1938 [Ibid., 452]). Bruce Hamilton published a range of
novels; of the ten of them he mentions in the first draft of his memoir of his
brother he singles out the autobiographical_So Sad. So Fresh (1952) as the
best of which he was capable [PAT, 513]. He records that Patrick was
'indifferent’ to the favourable press accorded the latter and that he was once
heard to declare, "™I'm the only writer in this family™ [Ibid., 514].
Hamilton's second wife, Lady Ursula Stuart, was also, under the pen-name
‘Laura Talbot', a novelist.

20 Hamilton, 1986, 51.

21 Ibid., 111.

22 |pid., 158.

23 |pid., 239.
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get his deserts'.?24 However, the Gorse tetralogy was never
finished and, as Bruce Hamilton puts it, its anti-hero 'may be
thought of as brewing mischief to this day'.2®> The impish
word 'mischief' here bespeaks the unintended attractiveness
of Gorse, who never actually whips, rapes, or murders anyone.
Moreover, the narrator is always on hand to put Gorse safely
in his lower-upper-middle class place. For example, his
wearing of an old Westminster tie without entitlement is
stigmatized as an error by Hamilton, the genuine Old Boy.26
One soon realizes, however, that this treatment of Gorse
merely functions, in effect, to grease the wheels of his plots.
In other words, the oft-repeated authorial assertion that
Gorse's ‘'strange, sudden, appalling blunders'27 will
ineluctably lead him to the scaffold is undermined by the
smooth resolutionary movement of the narrative which it
simultaneously enables. The (unwitting?) complicity of the
narrator with his evil genius is betrayed by such admissions
as, 'Gorse, had he not been what he was, might have been a
highly successful novelist'.28 Words of approbation indeed.
And what (average) male reader is likely to withold all
admiration from a character endued, we are told, with a
'peculiar insight into women's minds'?29

The woman whom Gorse (literally, since he secretly reads
her diary) 'reads like a book' in Mr. Stimpson and Mr. Gorse
(1953) is Mrs. Joan Plumieigh-Bruce, the Anglo-Indian
Colonel's widow who habitually holds court among the
middle-aged businessmen who throng her nook at 'The Friar', a
mock-Tudor pub in Reading. Through the insufferable
language she deploys is flensed the class fraction to which

24 Cited in PAT, 475.

25 B. Hamilton, 1972, 137.
26 Hamilton, 1986, 116.
27 bid., 192.

28 |pid., 233.

29 |bid., 174.
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she belongs. Features of this discourse include: 'native’
lexical items like 'taboo'3? and the suffix, '-wallah'31
(invariably applied to members of 'the middle-class
respectable professions');32 military terms like 'Rules and
Regulations';33 and characteristically clichéd petty-
bourgeois collocations such as "voracious™ with 'reading'.34
Her literary style -- with its 'use of Wardour Street English
gone mad',3% its spurious alliterativeness and so on -- links
her both with Hamilton's father and the rest of 'The Friar'
crowd. Another linguistic badge of unity with the latter is
her fluency in 'Oirish’, a mode of speaking perceptively
flayed as both patronizingly chauvinistic and queerly
Narcissistic.36  All things considered, Joan Plumleigh-Bruce
is an appalling character for whom little sympathy can be
felt when Gorse (now aged twenty-five) swans off with five
hundred pounds of her savings. And certainly, to a (pro-)
feminist reader familiar with Hamilton's fictional women --
who can be reasonably taxonomized as asexually 'good', as
victims-on-display, or as femmes fatales -- the depiction of
Mrs. Plumleigh-Bruce comes as a comparative relief
(understandable qualms about the narrator's equation of her
spiritual dislike of the working class and her physical dislike
of men37 notwithstanding).

The impulse towards typification evinced in the
characterization of Joan Plumleigh-Bruce is accentuated by
the nature of the narrative voice in the Gorse novels. The
'Dear Readerism' of these texts combines with the 'campness'

30 Hamilton, 1987, 15.
31 bid., 3.

32 bid.

33 bid., 15.

34 |bid., 37.

35 Ibid., 220.

36 |bid., 35-6.

37 ibid.,99.
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evident throughout Hamilton's writing to produce a
punctiliously pigeonholing discourse. Eve Sedgwick's apergu
into the gossip-driven nature of some male homosexual
literature is illuminating in this regard:

The writing of a Proust or a James would be exemplary here: projects
precisely of nonce taxonomy: of the making and unmaking and remaking
and redissolution of hundreds of old and new categorical imaginings of all

the kinds it might take to make a world.38

Exemplary here also would be the opening passages of The

West Pier:

There is a sort of man -- usually a lance corporal and coming from the
submerged classes -- who, returning to England from military service in
distant parts of the earth, does not announce his arrival to his relations.
Instead of this he will tramp, or hitch-hike, his way to his home, and in
the early hours of the morning will be heard gently throwing pebbles up
at his wife’s window.

It is impossible to say whether he does this because he hopes to
surprise his wife in some sinful attachment, or whether it has never
occurred to him to use the telephone, the telegraph service, or the post.
It the latter were the case one might suppose him to be merely
unimaginative: but this type of person is actually far from being
unimaginative.

What concerns us here is that such a person certainly belongs to a

type, rare but identifiable.3°

The narrator then goes on to itemize the characteristics of
this putative 'type' (‘almost exclusively a male species')40 -
- viz., a 'dumbness and numbness amidst a busy and loquacious
humanity', a gravitation towards the Army, and a certain
'slow, pensive' opacity.4?  Finally, the existence of
'innumerable variations within this species'4? is adverted to

38 E. K. Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, London and New York, 1991,
23.

39 Hamilton, 1986, 9.
40 |pid.
41 pid., 9-10.
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before Gorse is specified. It is the boldness of assertion
which is immediately striking about these passages,
established from the outset by the concreteness of the
opening anecdote. And then there is the contrived semblance
of apparent discrimination and seemingly puzzled
consideration: 'lance corporal or corporal’, 'tramp, or hitch-
hike' are examples of the former, and the trope, 'impossible to
say', an example of the latter. Of a piece with this penchant
for 'nonce-taxonomy' is a surfeit of sententiousness: the
statement, '[Gorse] was an incipient wine-snob (perhaps the
most unattractive form of snobbery on this earth)'43 from
The West Pier is one example of this; another (taken from Mr.
Stimpson and Mr. Gorse) instantiates the temptation to
spurious Wildean generalization inherent in this kind of
sententiousness -- 'This curious sort of thing [i.e., Gorse's
swindling of Joan Plumleigh-Bruce] is constantly happening in
provincial towns', we are instructed.44

This kind of narrative discourse lends itself well to so-
called 'black' comedy, and the adverb in the following
description by John Russell Taylor of the Gorse saga is surely
not infelicitous: '[a] darkly hilarious dissection of middie-
class England between the wars'.45 Hamilton himself seems

to have conceived of the Gorse series as comical in nature; 'l
have found a wonderful formula for a Human Comedy'46 he
once wrote to his brother. The Balzacian adjective qualifying

the comic here crops up in the TLS review of Mr, Stimpson and
Mr. Gorse: 'inhuman in its handling of inhumanity'4’ was the

42 |pid.

43 |bid., 95.

44 Hamilton, 1987, 297.

45 J. R. Taylor, 'Patrick Hamilton', London Magazine, vol. 6, no. 4, May
1966, 58.

46 Cited in PAT, 477.

47 Times Literary Supplement, 26 June 1953, 409.
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verdict there. This lack of 'humanity' has proved bothersome
to liberal critics like Walter Allen who complains that the
characters in the first two Gorse books are 'not explored in
depth';48 instead he judges them to be, 'mere accretions of
generalizations about broad categories -- real or otherwize -
- of human beings, given the illusion of life by their author's
air of knowingness about their habits and haunts'.4® This
rather naive, liberal-humanist, conception of ‘'character' s
one which we find Hamilton dejectedly internalizing in one of
his letters to his brother: 'In Mrs. Plumieigh-Bruce ... | have
written about a type, while completely neglecting to create
an individual -- the result being lifelessness and
unreality'.>0 (As if the category 'individual' were
unproblematic in either ‘fiction' or 'reality'!) The note of
defeat sounded here betokens a weariness with the Gorse
project rendered more explicitly in another context:

| don't think I'd ever have embarked on a series (almost a serial) if | had
known what it entailed. When one writes an inferior isolated book one
can, after a year or so just write it off as inferior. But with one of a
series, one's confidence is shaken, and one's work and enthusiasm about

the whole thing is seriously endangered.?'

This jadedness finds expression, moreover, in the very letter
of the text. In Mr. Stimpson and Mr. Gorse we catch the
narrator sighing, 'As Gorse's methods with Mrs. Plumleigh-
Bruce have been so often demonstrated and illustrated before,
it would be wearisome to give in detail the conversation
about the car which took place between the two.'92
Ultimately, Hamilton's increasingly jejeune Gorse books

48 w. Allen, Tradition and Dream: The English and American Novel from the
Twenties to Our Time, London, 1964, 202.

49 bid.

50 Cited in PAT, 528.

51 Cited in ibid., 529.

52 Hamilton, 1987, 274.
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represent a decadence. there is accomplishment here still,
but the narrative voice seems unable to muster the same
degree of political indignation as animates the earlier works.
Nevertheless, the first two of these novels ill-deserve to be
trashed, a /a Priestley,®3 and indeed it could be argued that
their very 'decadence' renders them more palatable to a
modern audience than, say, Craven House -- hence Allan
Prior's recent successful dramatizations of The West Pier and
Mr, Stimpson and Mr. Gorse.5*

The very success of the Prior adaptations points up a
paradox in the case of Patrick Hamilton (to use a juridical
trope appropriate for this justice-obsessed writer). For
whereas some of his work -- such as the stage thrillers Rope
and Gaslight, and the radio plays Money with Menaces and To
the Public Danger -- has famously inhabited the realm of
mass culture, his name is much less well known. In the field
of literary history, the most egregious recent example of this
neglect is the fact that Valentine Cunningham's gargantuan
study, British Writers of the Thirties (1988), does not even
mention Patrick Hamilton's name. Perhaps an explanation for
this lacuna is to be sought in Cunningham's unwarrantedly
severe denigration of Arnold Rattenbury's laudation of both
Hamilton and the Left Review scribes -- a viewpoint bodied
out in the collection of essays edited by John Lucas, The

53 4. B. Priestley, 'Introduction’, P. Hamilton, Hangover Square (1941),
London, 1956, repr. with intro. by J. B. Priestley, 1974, 7.

54ML_S_timns_o_n_an_d_ML_Gg_[§g was expanded by Allan Prior into a six-part
London Weekend Television Series called 'The Charmer', first broadcast in
1987. The woefully mis-cast Nigel Havers played Gorse and Rosemary Leach,
Joan Plumleigh-Bruce. Bernard Hepton played a (successfully) vengeful
Donald Stimpson and Fiona Fullerton a new character called Clarice Manners
- an upper crust young woman willing to join in Gorse's sado-masochistic
games. Gorse is, in this version, eventually hanged for murder, having failed
to worm his way into 'Society’. The West Pier was also adapted by Prior and
performed (appropriately enough) in Brighton, at the Pavilion Theatre, from
28 March to 8 April 1990. George Dillon was a rivetingly sinister Gorse and
Tracy Brabin a simpering Esther Downes.
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1930s: A Challenge to Orthodoxy (1978). His case against

this heterodoxy seems to be wilfully misconstrued since it
imputes to the Rattenbury-inspired reading a quixotic
ideological project that is, in truth, quite foreign to it --
namely, to substitute the Auden Gang with Randall Swingler
and company. Cunningham concedes that, 'Edgell Rickword,
Montagu Slater, Randall Swingler, and other fiercely

uncompromising writers belong to the literary '30s’, then
adds irrelevantly, 'They don't however comprise the whole,
nor central part of the decade.”®® (No prizes for guessing
who does.)®® The excessive downgrading of the achievement
of the CPGB's pronouncedly English intelligentsia is one
structural to the position of address built into British
Writers of the Thirties, which is reminiscent of a Guardian
editorial about an industrial dispute. Brooking no
compromise, Cunningham writes: 'My account of the '30s ....
refuses to concede the extremist case to either the Jola-ists
or the Marxists of the '30s'.57 This account tends to think
the British literary Thirties in terms of a binary opposition
that was never the whole story: 'At the heart of '30s critical
disagreements is the contention between the opposed ideas
about language and writing that issued on the one hand in
Finnegans Wake ... and on the other in Moscow-based
Socialist Realism',%8 asserts Cunningham. And yet, as |
shall show in chapter eight especially, the Zhdanovite
doctrine of Socialist Realism had remarkably little influence
on that brigade of British Communist literary intellectuals

who clustered around Left Review and Qur Time. Having

5 v. Cunningham, British Writers of the Thirties, Oxford, 1988, 17.

56 For a recent acerbic critique of the ‘Auden Generation' myth which
dominates the reading of 1930s poetry, see A. Caesar, Dividing Lines; Poetry,
Class and Ideology in the 1930s, Manchester University Press, 1991.

57 Cunningham, 1988, 4.

58 bid.
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evoked and commentated on this rather dubious tug o' war,
Cunningham is able to snip the rope and reiterate (albeit in
more detail) the deadly familiar story of The God that Failed:
and indeed it is of little surprise to find him at the end of his
tome writing of how the '30s experience constituted 'a voyage
out of Utopian notions of innocence into a kind of Christian
awareness of sin'.5°

Despite the preceding comments, however, the fundamental
achievement of British Writers of the Thirties ought not to be
scanted. Its imaginative recreation of a multi-layered
discursive structure of feeling imbricated in an entire
literary generation yields many telling connections.  For
example, Cunningham's concatenation of male homosexuality,
the legacy of the Great War ('the absent soldier father'),80
and a particular strain of upper-middle-class Thirties English
radicalism is convincing and vindicates the welcome
historicity of his semiological enterprise.

Unfortunately, though, Cunningham's analysis of the
sexualized 'going over' of a generational segment of bourgeois
literary homosexuals to the side of the (male) workers in the
agon of classes®! is tainted with what could be construed as
an element of homophobia. It is surely rather callous to
register only in passing that 'the way literary homosexuals
conducted their literary affairs' took place in 'a legal context
not of their own making'.62 1930s 'cottaging' in pursuit of

59 |bid., 467.

60 |bid., 54.

61 A good example of which is given in the following comments by
Christopher Isherwood (in a television interview in 1974): 'What | in fact
started to encounter was the German working class: and there was an escape
there from the upper-middle class to which | belonged -- sort of landed
gentry background. And | wanted to be with these boys, not really just for
sexual reasons, nearly so much as to escape into another sort of world.’
[Cited in A. Sinfield, Literature, Politics and Culture in Postwar Britain,
Oxford, 1989, 65.]

62 Cunningham, 1988, 150.
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men in uniform is certainly readable as a thrillsome 'way of
being ... in the First War by proxy',63 but one should not
forget that it was also an index of a terrible degree of
oppression. Nevertheless, Cunningham is, one must concede,
justified in pointing out that the generational 'misogyny ...
rife in this period'®4 was not irreconcilable with the
espousal of a specific kind of male homosexual identity. For
example, Isherwood conceptualized his own sexual identity as
a choice which we can see as both rebellious and matrophobic:

Damn Nearly Everybody. Girls are what the State and the Church and the
Law and the Press and the Medical Profession endorse ... My mother
endorses them too. She is silently, brutishly wiling me to get married
and breed grandchildren for her .... If boys didn't exist, | should have to

invent them.6%

This choice was made in the context of what has been
described as 'a more widespread crisis of masculine identity,
connected ... with a political scepticism offset by a craving
for ambivalent strong leader-figures'6® prevalent among ex-
Public School male intellectuals born around 1904. This
particular generation had experienced the Great War (and its
shell-shocked aftermath) at a culturally close second hand,
registering its problematization of the codes of masculinity
inherited from the Victorian and Edwardian periods, and yet
also feeling obscurely guilty.67  Here is Isherwood
(famously) again:

we young writers of the middle 'twenties were all suffering, more or

63 |pid., 55.
64 |pid., 151.

85 C. Isherwood, Christopher and His Kind, London, 1977, 17.
66 The Birmingham School of Contemporary Cultural Studies English Studies

Group, 'Thinking the Thirties', in F. Barker et al. (eds), 1936: The

Sociology of Literature -- Practices of Literature and Politics, Coichester,
1978, 6.

67 See chapter two for the detail of this argument.
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less subconsciously, from a feeling of shame that we hadn't been old
enough to take part in the European war .... Like most of my generation, |
was obsessed by a complex of terrors and longings connected with the
idea of "War." "War," in this purely neurotic sense, meant The Test. The
Test of your courage, of your maturity, of your sexual prowess: "Are you

really a Man?"68

Noel Annan has pointed out that the cult of homosexuality
which 'during the inter-war years suffused European culture'
derived much of its torque from a reaction against 'the
Victorian ideal of marriage', in general, and the glorification
of 'the innocent wife and child-bearing mother',6° in
particular. And so an entire generation of bourgeois male
writers conjoined political radicalism with a repudiation of
the role of paterfamilias. The impact of this generational
crisis of masculinity upon the life and work of Patrick
Hamilton (born into an upper-middle-class family in Hassocks
in 1904) will be made clear during the course of this
study.”’0  For the moment | wish to stress that this
phenomenon is merely a part of a more general crisis of
hegemony which afflicted the European ruling order between
the wars. It is perhaps underappreciated that the
endungeoned considerations of Antonio Gramsci on the

68 C. isherwood, Lions and Shadows, 1938, London, 26.

69 N. Annan, 'In Bed with the Victorians', New York Review of Books, 20
November 1986, 15. | was directed to this article by a reference in Frank
Kermode's History and Value (Oxford, 1988, 25); in general, Kermode's book
makes much of the sexualized nature of the 'going over' of a swathe of upper-
middle-class intellectuals to the side of the workers in the class struggie in
the 1930s.

70 Hamilton's rejection of the conventional role of bourgeois husband and
father is particularly remarkable. Indeed, so opposed was he to procreation
that he compelled his brother to use contraceptives [PAT, 354]. His first
marriage, to Lois Martin, was sexually dead [B. Hamilton, 1972, 64-5], and
his second, to Lady Ursula Stewart, was childless. For a full account of the
life of Patrick Hamilton, see the forthcoming biography by Nigel Jones,

Ihrough a Glass Darkly (Scribners, London, November 1991).
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dialectic of coercion and consent in the rule of the
bourgeoisie took off from a historically specific situation:
the failure of 'hegemony' in 1920s ltaly.”?  The central
political question of the Twenties and Thirties was,
according to Gramsci: 'How to reconstruct the hegemonic
apparatus of the ruling group, an aparatus which
disintegrated as a result of the war, in every state
throughout the world?'72 Part of the problem was the
sexually-freighted disaffection of bourgeois youth with the
old order -- and this was to be made all the more acute with
the polarization of those self-same youth by the form which
the resolution of the bourgeoisie's crisis of hegemony tended
to take: Fascism or crypto-Fascism. Gramsci contended that
this (relative) shift in the economy of bourgeois power,
involving (inter al) the supra-class elevation of the figure
of 'the charismatic leader',”3 from the pole of consent to
that of coercion occurred not just in ltaly and Germany, but in
Britain too:

A Caesarist solution can exist even without a Caesar, without any great,
"heroic" and representative personality. The parliamentary system has
also provided a mechanism for such compromise solutions. The “"Labour"
governments of MacDonald were to a certain degree solutions of this
kind, and the degree of Caesarism increased when the government was

formed which had MacDonald as its head and a Conservative majority.”4

Nor was the United Kingdom bereft of hard-core Fascism.
Oswald Mosley's British Union of Fascists, founded in the
autumn of 1932 and twenty-thousand strong by 1934,75

71 ¢f. Nicos Poulantzas: 'The inability of any class or class fraction to
impose its hegemony is what characterizes the conjuncture of fascism'. [In

Fascism and Dictatorship (1970), trans., Judith White, 1974, London,
1974, 72.]

72 A Gramsci, Selections from Prison Notebooks, ed. and trans., Q. Hoare
and G. Nowell-Smith, London, 1971, 228.

73 Ibid., 211.
74 |pbid., 220.
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represented another kind of resolution of the inter-war crisis
of bourgeois masculinity than that of the Auden Gang.”® It
was the rise of Fascism both at home and abroad which, above
all else, turned writers like Patrick Hamilton to the
revolutionary Left. As Noreen Branson and Margot Heinemann
put it:

all over Europe democratic strongholds appeared to be going down in
front of Hitler, Mussolini, Franco, with, it was believed, the connivance of
the British Government. And there seemed to be a sinister parallel in the
government's tolerance of Mosley and its behaviour towards the fascist

dictators abroad.’”

Hamilton's migration to the far Left took a very specific
form though. His adherence was first to the (available) texts
of Karl Marx, then to the Soviet Union, and then to the CPGB
(especially its Left Review/Qur Time segment). The
Trotskyists he impugned as full of 'filthy humbug and
invidiousness',”® while he venerated Stalin as a 'great man'
endowed with a prose style both 'lucid' and ’'semi-
paternal'.”® The Marxian element in Hamilton's work is, in

part, explicable in terms of a quasi-religious craving for
authenticity in a social world dominated by quotidian play-
acting. In this respect, the appeal of an especially muscular
form of Marxism most probably resided in its claim to be able
to penetrate the Mask of Appearance and lay bare the True
essence of the Real in an especially no-nonsense manner. And

7S N. Branson and M. Heinemann,_Britain in the Nineteen Thirties, London,
1971, 281.

76 T. Mason makes the point that, in Germany, the 'activist Nazis .... were
for the most part young middle-class men in a state of partial but violent
rebellion’. [In 'Open Questions on Nazism', R. Samuel (ed.), People's History
and Socialist Theory, London, 1981, 209.]

77 Branson and Heinemann, 1971, 295.

78 p_ Hamilton, letter to B. Hamilton, Norfolk, 1938 or 1939 [AHA].

79 p. Hamilton, letter to B. Hamilton, 35a Hart Street, Henley, 23-7 April
1939, 5 [AHA].
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certainly we shall find, in the discussion of Hamilton's prose
drama and fiction in this thesis, the theme of unmasking to
be almost naggingly reiterative. Often it is combined with a
(sometimes sentimental) valorization of the Theatre -- which
is where Hamilton went to University; and it is always
facilitated by the ostensibly Truth-bellowing theodicy of
Stalinism.

Hamilton's attachment to ‘'dialectical materialism' could
well be construed as a form of addiction; and like his
addiction to alcohol,89 he was to sustain the habit until his
death, from cirrhosis of the liver, on 23 September 1962.

When Michael Holroyd says of Hamilton that he 'drank to be
rid of himself'81 he is, at best, half-right. Primarily, like
many other revolutionaries, he drank to get rid, temporarily,
of capitalism. And, as a goodish Marxist, he would have
recognized his drinking as an imaginary resolution of a set of
real contradictions. The American Trotskyist leader James P.
Cannon is an example of another (better) Marxist who
periodically hit the bottle in order to 'get away from some
insurmountable problem'82 thrown up by the political
struggle against a seemingly unbudgeable social system. In a
recent study of the social meaning of addiction, Stanton Peele
points out that: 'A society -- and all the subsocieties to
which people belong -- creates a need for an addictive
experience by setting forth key values that are not
realizable.'83 There must have been many moments in (say)

80 try to thematize Hamilton's alcoholism specifically (in relation to
confessional discourse, the gender politics betokened by his work, and his
Marxism) in a paper entitled ""Confessions of a Heavy-Drinking Marxist":
Addiction in the Work of Patrick Hamilton' -- presented to 'Literature and
Addiction’, an interdisciplinary conference held at the University of Sheffield,
4-7 April 1991.

81 M. Holroyd, speaking on 'The Late Show', BBC-2, 27 February 1989.

82 5. Gordon, in L. Evans (ed.), James P. Cannon As We Knew Him; By
Thirty-three Comrades, Friends and Relatives, New York, 1976, 58.
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Henley-on-Thames in the 1940s when the values set forth by
the subsociety with which Hamilton fellow-travelled, the
CPGB, seemed unrealizable, and it is to his credit, in my view,
that he kept the faith exemplified in the following 1950s
anecdote while others of his generation had, so to speak,
given up the ghost:

"The Communist Manifesto” (1848) begins with the words "A spectre is
haunting Europe: it is the spectre of Communism".

This nowadays reminds me of the ghost story about the man who woke
in the middle of the night and saw a hideous spectre grimly pointing at
him. This went on for about three minutes. Then the man said "Well -- if
you've got nothing better to do, | have" and settled down in the bed and
went fast asleep.

| fear that the "spectre haunting Europe" has been given exactly the
same treatment as the one in the story.

It seems that Capitalism is a sort of Rasputin, who, you'll remember,

simply would not die .... But at last he died -- and so will Capitalism.84

83 5. Peele, The Meaning of Addiction: Compulsive Experience and its
Interpretation, New York, 1985, 129.
84 p. Hamilton, cited in PAT, 547.
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Chapter Two
Revenge of the Male Hysteric

T here they savour a freedom from all social constraints, they
compensate themselves in the wilderness for the tension
engendered by protracted confinement and enclosure within the
peace of society, they go back to the innocent conscience of the
beast of prey as triumphant monsters who perhaps emerge from a
disgusting procession of murder, arson, rape, and torture,
exhilarated and undisturbed of soul, as if it were no more than a
student's prank, convinced they have provided the poets with a lot
more material for song and praise. 0ne cannot fail to see at the
bottom of all these noble races the beast of prey, the splendid blond
beast prowling about avidly in search of spoil and victory ....

Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals and Ecce
Homo, trans., Walter Kaufmann, New York, 1969, 40-1.

'Master of Melodrama': this was the appellation which
occurred most naturally to the writer of the New_ York Times
obituary for Patrick Hamilton in 1962. 'For more than 30
years,’ commented the obituarist, 'Anthony Walter Patrick
Hamilton raised goosepimples on millions of theatregoers, and
his plays are likely to continue to do so as long as thriller
melodramas remain popular.'! Today, Alfred Hitchcock's Rope
(1948) and George Cukor's Gaslight (1944) are better known
than their original author, whose own versions remain out of
print -- despite a feminist-influenced resurgence of interest
in melodrama as a genre which foregrounds women.2

1 New York Times, 25 September 1962, 37.
2 A feminist production of Gaslight was staged at the Albany Theatre in
London in late 1990, directed by Teddy Kiendl. Its programme features a

quote from Adrienne Rich's On Lies Secrets and Silence which back-handedly

testifies to the play's real presence in anglophone culture: ‘Women have been
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In this chapter, | shall discuss Bope -- Hamilton's 'De
Quinceyish essay in the macabre'® -- and in the next, | shall
deal with both Gaslight and The Governess (a 'Victorian
melodrama' performed in 1946). My discussion of these pieces
will be informed especially by the historical and theoretical
work of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Elaine Showalter on the
concepts of homosocial/sexual bonding and 'male hysteria'.4
| shall begin, therefore, with an account of that inter-war
'crisis of masculinity' which seems to have bedevilled many of
the male writers of Hamilton's generation and social class,
and which was, in him, particularly pronounced. By the end of
the discussion of Hamilton's stage thrillers, it should be
possible to educe discernible connections between, their
symbolic content and dramatic forms, the ‘crisis of
masculinity', and the Stalinophile politics which Hamilton
came to espouse.

In her work on the homosocial bonding between men which
promotes the marginalisation of women in our society, Eve
Sedgwick foregrounds the traumatic homophobia which lies at
the heart of patriarchal culture:

Because the paths of male entitlement, especially in the nineteenth
century, required certain intense male bonds that were not readily
distinguishable from the most reprobated bonds, an endemic and
ineradicable state of what | am calling male homosexual panic became the

normal condition of the male heterosexual entitlement.®

driven mad, "gaslighted" for centuries by the refutation of our experience and
our instincts in a culture which validates only male experience.' [See A.
Rich, 'Women and Honour: Some Notes on Lying', in On Lies, Secrets and
Silence, 1979, repr., London, 1980, 190.]

3 Patrick Hamilton, Rope, London, 1929, ix.

4 See: Eve Kosovsky Sedgwick, Between Men, New York, 1985, and Elaine
Showalter The Female Malady: Women, Madness, and English Culture, 1830-
1980, London, 1985. | would like to thank Paddy Lyons, of the English
Department at the University of Glasgow, for suggesting the relevance of Eve
Sedgwick's work to a reading of BRope.

S Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 'The Beast in the Closet; James and the writing of
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This 'panic’, generated along the continuum of male
homosocial/sexual relations has been catalysed and
intensified historically inside certain introversively
masculine enclaves within British culture: such as the Public
Schools, Oxford and Cambridge colleges, and the armed forces.
Sedgwick singles out the army as a prime exemplification of
the simultaneous 'prescription of the most intimate male
bonding and the proscription of the (remarkably congnate)
"homosexuality™.® In this milieu, 'promotion' and repression
are intensified and produce particularly vivid results.

The incubus of the Great War entailed a traumatic 'return of
the repressed' for many of the young men born in the decade
prior to that of the so-called 'Auden Generation'. The
intensified code of masculinity by which the soldiers were
expected to live and die was too much for many. By the end of
the war some eighty thousand cases of 'shell shock' had passed
through army medical facilities, and there were twenty army
hospitals dedicated to the care of 'male hysterics'.” Having
been previously accultured in the ‘'emotional disguise of
civilian life'8, these young men had reacted to the horrors of
the war by repressing signs of fear, and had thereby fallen
mentally ill. The English psychiatric profession thus found
itself compelled to apply neurasthenic categories, which it
had formerly reserved for women, to the ‘flower of English
manhood'; apposite indeed since it was clear that 'the Great
War, the "apocalypse of masculinism" feminized its conscripts
by taking away their sense of control."

This 'feminization' extended, naturally enough, to quasi-

Homosexual Panic', in Ruth Bernard Yeazell ed.,_Sex, Politics and Science in
the Nineteenth Century Novel, Baltimore, 1986, 151.

6 Sedgwick, 1986, 152.

7 Showalter, 1985, 1689.

8 Showalter, 1985, 170.

9 Ibid., 173.
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homosexual attachments and even homosexual practices. Those
officers culled from all-male Public Schools would, of course,
have been readily familiar with such modes of behaviour, but
also more generally, as Paul Fussell puts it, 'the atmosphere of
the war was intensely, if unconsciously homoerotic'.10
Indeed, according to Elaine Showalter, some of the most
celebrated writers who served in the trenches -- Wilfrid
Owen, Siegfried Sassoon, lvor Gurney, and Beverly Nichols --
were both shell shock cases and (at least latent) homosexuals.

However, the literary survivors of the carnage were
somewhat tardy in getting their experiences into print. The
paucity of recollective literature written by veterans,
published during the early and middle Twenties pays mute
testament to the repression that was underway. Showalter
discusses the role played by women novelists like Rebecca
West and Virginia Woolf in mapping the connections between
war-time 'male hysteria' and that whole gamut of routine
bourgeois male social obligations obtaining in peace-time.l?
However, | wish to argue that an analogous articulation-by-
proxy of the psycho-social difficulties induced by the War can
be discerned in the work of writers like Christopher Isherwood
and Patrick Hamilton: authors attuned to a certain crisis of
upper-class masculinity but bereft of any terrible trauma
needing repression.

Like Hamilton, the 'Auden Gang' had experienced the
mythologies of the War at a culturally close second-hand --
as adolescent Public Schoolboys -- and had come to maturity
in its shell-shocked aftermath. In his novel, The Memorial
(1932), Isherwood conjoins war-induced neurasthenia and
homosexuality in the figure of Edward Blake -- a wounded
airman, ridden by gquilt because of his own survival in the
context of the death of his best friend and idol, who leads a

10 paul Fussell, cited in Showalter, 1985, 171.
11 Showalter, 1985, 191-4.
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dissolute life, fronted by a mock-marriage and spiced with a
succession of one-name boys. Constant dissimulation, eternal
posturing, intermitent periods of exile, and abject failure are
his lot in life.

By contrast, Patrick Hamilton's 'Edward Blake' -- Rope's
foppish poet and wounded ex-officer, Rupert Cadell -- cuts a
rather different figure. The agent of retribution against the
play's Nietzschean killers, Cadell rouses himself from his
Firbankian languor to impeach the society which breeds their
kind:

One gentleman murders another in a back alley in London for, let us say,
since you have suggested it, the gold fillings in his teeth, and all society
shrieks out revenge upon the miscreant. They call that murder. But when
the entire youth and manhood of a whole nation rises up to slaughter the
entire youth and manhood of another, not even for the gold fillings in each
other's teeth, then society condones and applauds the outrage. How then
can | say that | disapprove of murder, seeing that | have, in the last Great

War, acted on these assumptions myself?12

Of course, contrary to the ironic rhetorical question, he can
disapprove since his experience of the War has problematised
the meaning of 'manhood' which officially framed it: adrift of
his old masculinist moorings, he can discern the link between
the murderous proclivities of the fascistic Wyndham [sic]
Brandon and that 'manly' defence of 'little Belgium' whose
scars he continues to bear.

The repression by Hamilton of his own probable
homosexuality can be plausibly traced back to his time the
Colet Court Preparatory School where the older boys habitually
beat those juniors who refused to engage in mutual
masturbation -- a practice which, according to his brother
Bruce, induced in the young Patrick 'fascination, tempered by
some disgust and strong moral reprobation'.'3 This horrified

12 Hamilton, 1929, 64.
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fascination at the spectacle of male homosexuality later
wrote its way into the semiotics of Bope. During his time at
Westminster, he became obsessed by 'lascivious thoughts'!4
concerning a boy who was known throughout the House (which
was Grant's) as the resident 'whore' -- although it would seem
that his 'lack of enterprise' ensured that his desires went
unconsummated.!® Bruce Hamilton also testifies that his
brother's first marriage was not consummated on honeymoon
in Brittany at the end of 1930,'® and records a rather
peculiar comment made to him by Patrick at Henley in 1946:
'What a pity one of us isn't a woman. Then we could have got
married and been together always'.'? Patrick Hamilton
evidently had his own dimension of 'homosexual panic' to add
to the inter-war crisis of masculinity.

However, whether repressed homosexual!® or simply
heterosexual manqué, one feature of the life of Patrick
Hamilton does open itself out, almost too easily, to textbook
psychoanalysis: his troubled relationship with his father,
Bernard -- who, among other things, was a would-be historical
novelist with a flair for self-dramatisation and a bitter envy
of his son. In the 1900s and 1910s, his long absences from the
family home were punctuated by tyrannical visits during which
he would upbraid his small children in 'parade-ground

13 pAT, 92.

14 \bid., 123.

15 1bid., 124.

16 B. Hamilton, 1972, 64.

17 Ibid., 108.

18 Hamilton's repressed homosexual tendencies resurfaced towards the very
end of his life. Of his nephew (the present Earl of Shrewsbury) he is
reported to have said (to his second wife, Lady Ursula Stewart): "I love
Charles. | love that boy. | wonder why he is so attractive. Beautiful -- |
imagine Lord Alfred Douglas must have looked rather like that, but he, |
suppose, was rather a little beast.” See PAT, 664.
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language'.1® Yet rather than simply recoil from his bullying
father, Patrick proceeded to emulate Bernard in every possible
respect, whilst at the same time frustrating the latter's
attempts to spoil his chances of a literary career. With regard
to one such attempt, Hamilton wrote to his father in the
following terms: 'l very much appreciate your kindness and
care for me, but | must ask you, on no account to attempt to
get a job for me, as | would not take it, however good it might
prove.'?0  Thus we have perhaps an instanciation of the
Freudian fable of the sadomasochistic ego, whose smouldering
resentment of the super-ego is matched only by its continual
craving for the 'Father's' love and approbation.21

Bernard, 'nobly trying to conceal some inevitable
chagrin',22 was present at the opening night of the production
of Rope presented by Reginald Denham at the Ambassadors
Theatre on 25 April 1929,23 in which the murderers were
played by Brian Aherne and Anthony Ireland, and the part of
Rupert Cadell was played by Ernest Milton. These
performances Denham described among 'the most exciting ... to
be enacted between the two world wars';24 the play itself --

19 B. Hamilton, 1972, 7.

20 p, Hamilton, letter to Bernard Hamilton, West Kensington, 28 August
1924 [AHA].

21 The formulation used here derives from Terry Eagleton's exposition of
Freud's conception of the human psyche as sadomasochistic in_The Ideology of
the Aesthetic (Oxford, 1990): for example (275) -- 'If the self craves its
own confinement, then, it also reaps delight from seeing its gaolers brought
low -- even if the result of this, in an increasing dialectic, is guilt, further
submissiveness, and yet more pleasure in dethroning the despot.'

22 B. Hamilton, 1972.,56.

23 The first performance of the play was enacted by The Repertory Players

at the Strand on 3 March 1929 -- R. Denham, Stars in My Hair; Being
Qanmn_mmmMﬂmmm London, 1956, 147.
24 |bid., 1
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which ran for nine months first time around -- he described as
'‘epoch-making'.2® Before extracting for fuller discussion
some of the motifs of this 'horror play',2® | shall outline its
plot and detail its characterization.

The plot, famously but here briefly, is this. The scene is laid
in the late 1920s. Two wealthy Oxford undergraduates,
inspired by a fascistic (mis)reading of Nietzsche, have
murdered a fellow student at their shared Mayfair flat and
have concealed his corpse in a trunk. The action of the play
then unfolds during the dinner party which they hold that
evening -- with food laid out on the altar-like trunk itself and,
in a quasi-cannibalistic ritual, consumed by, among others, the
dead student's father and his aunt. The two murderers seem to
be homosexual and their crime is eventually exposed by the
play's other gay character -- the ex-army officer-turned poet,
Rupert Cadell.

In The Light Went Out, Bruce Hamilton suggests three

stimuli for Rope: the notorious Leopold-Loeb 'killing-for kicks'
case in Chicago; Patrick's fascination for 'the dramatic
possibilties of having a languid, affected, and seemingly
ineffective character coming out with tremendous force at a
climactic crisis'; and the social situation of the overstaying
guest.2’” The first of these influences was explicitly
repudiated by Hamilton in a misguidedly apologetic preface to
the published text of Bope: 'l cannot recall this crime having
ever properly reached my consciousness until after "Rope" was
written'.28  However, the context of this remark is an
attempted denial of the accusation that he had written a

25 |bid.

26 Hamilton, 1929, viii.
27 B. Hamilton, 1972, 55.
28 Hamilton, 1929, ix.
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tawdrily sensational crime play. In any event, Rope invokes
the famous Chicago killing almost automatically by virtue of
its period and subject-matter.

On 31 May 1924, at the height of the Jazz Age, Richard A.
Loeb and his lover Nathan F. Leopold confessed to the
motiveless murder of an adolescent schoolboy called Bobby
Franks. Like their victim, the two killers were the sons of
immensely wealthy local businessmen. They were, in addition,
adherents of a fascistic conception of Nietzsche's
Ubermensch. Nathan, in particular, was exceptionally
intelligent -- reportedly endowed with an 1Q of 200 and
already, at the age of nineteen, a Phi Beta Kappa university
graduate.2%  Together with his eighteen-year-old friend,
Richard Loeb (who had just recently graduated from the
University of Michigan), Nathan was rescued from the electric
chair by the advocacy of Clarence Darrow, a celebrated
socialist lawyer with a reputation for defending difficult
cases. Rather less mercy was to be extended by the ex-
'Nietzschean'30 socialist playwright Patrick Hamilton to 'his’

29 M. McKernan (ed.), The Crime and Trial of Leopold and Loeb, London,
1925, 111.

30 Hamilton's enthusiasm for Nietzsche dates from early 1927 and was,

from the beginning, couched in terms parodic. A letter to Bruce Hamilton of
14 March 1927 features "a parody of the work of the celebrated Mad
Philosopher -- Neitsche [sic]' which imitates one of the discourses in S0
Spake Zarathustra. Nevertheless, he described this book (in another letter -
- of 6 April) as 'the greatest, most inspiring book ever', and tried to live his
life according to its precepts. He adhered to a very rationalist version of the
philosophy of Nietzsche, hoping it would help him to forswear the temptations
of the bottle and the flesh. For example, he 'spake’ thus to his brother in a
letter written in February 1927: ‘'when you take pride in conquering
yourself, do not flatter your Will for having accomplished it, but flatter your
Intelligence. By which | mean this -- that all decisions to forego a delight
rise from nothing but your logic and your brain, which make it clear to you
that the indulgence of that delight will be harmful and give you more sorrow
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Leopold and Loeb. Interestingly, the two self-styled Chicago
supermen were Hamilton's exact contemporaries -- scions,
like himself, of a bourgeoisie with post-war hegemony

problems.

The principal villain of the Hamilton piece is called
(perhaps significantly) Wyndham Brandon3! and is described
in the play-text as ‘'tall, finely and athletically built and
blonde ... quietly and expensively dressed ... and very well
off."32 To one only superficially acquainted with the cultural
codings with which the category 'homosexual' has been
freighted over the last century, such a description might seem
anomalous. However, the cultivation/cultification of an
intensified machismo has always been a constituent element
of the culture of the bourgeois segment of the English
homosexual community (manifest, for example, in the
relentless pursuit of clean-limbed young Guardsmen by what
Fussell calls the 'gentle literary fantasists'33 of Victorian
England); as Eve Sedgwick writes:

Unlike aristocratic homosexual men whose strongest cultural bond was

in the end than the delight can outweigh .... it needs a brilliant jntelligence
(such as you and | claim to have) in order to See what is harmful. When you
know a thing is harmful you cannot do it'. This same letter evinces the
germinating seeds of a commitment to Marxism in the way if foregrounds
Zarathustran aphorisms, such as the one cited below, which bespeak a
problematic of 'necessary sacrifice' and teleologism consonant with the
theodicy of Marxism-Leninism: 'l love those who do not seek behind the stars
for a reason to perish and be sacrifices, but who sacrifice themselves to each
in order that earth may someday become beyond-man's. | love him who
liveth to perceive, and who is longing for perception in order that someday
beyond- man may live. And thus he wills his own destruction.' (All extracts
are from letters in AHA).

31 Significantly, that is, not just because of the christian name of Wyndham
Lewis, but also because Bernard Hamilton always used to boast that he was
descended from the ducal families of Hamilton and Brandon -- see PAT, 2.

32 Hamilton, 1929, 19.

33 p. Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, Oxford, 1977, 279.
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with Catholic Europe (especially with the countries where the permissive
Code Napoleon was in force), the educated middle-class man looked to
Classical Sparta and Athens for models of virilizing male bonds, models in
which the male homosocial institutions (education, political mentorship,
brotherhood in arms) and the homosexual seemed to be fully continuous,

and fully exclude the world of women.34

The figure of Wyndham Brandon can be read as incarnating a
proto-fascist variation on this theme.3® Unsurprisingly, his
philosphical heroes are Thomas Carlyle ('He's got guts,
anyway', he says to Cadell in defence), and Nietszche.36

Rope also reveals Brandon to be a gallows-humourist - one
who brazenly and amusingly adverts to his crime under that
classic sign of the 'love that dare not speak its name’, irony. In
the following interchange, Brandon skates on thin ice by toying
with the suggestion of one of his dinner-guests, Leila, that he
has concealed a dead body in the trunk.

Brandon. Yes. I've got the key [to the trunk]. It's in my waistcoat pocket.
Leila. Well - hand it over and let's have a look inside.

Brandon. I'm hanged if | do.

Leila. But why not my dear? if you're (tug) really (tug) innocent -
you can prove it, dear.

Brandon. But how often do | have to tell you, Leila, that | am not
innocent? My hands are red with a crime committed less than three hours
ago.%’

Brandon then succeeds in diverting Leila by indulging her in the

34 Sedgwick, 1985, 207 .

35 Hamilton's stylization of Brandon as an Aryan blackshirt (and of Granillo
as a Latin Catholic) can be construed as a device whose purpose was to defuse
the anti-semitism surrounding the press publicity given the Leopold-Loeb
case (both murderers were of German-Jewish stock and the killing was
assimilated into the traditional Christian discourse of ritual murder).
Whether this device was successful (or indeed could have been successful
given the notoriety of the case in the Twenties) is a moot question.

36 Hamilton, 1929, 50 and 87.
37 Hamilton, 1929, 61-2.
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'strongman’ mini-drama which she devizes for both himself
and fellow guest, Kenneth Raglan. Kenneth, as we have
already learnt, had 'fagged' for Brandon at their old Public
School: gushingly, he informs the latter, 'Of course, | used to
think you an absolute hero in those days'.3® For his part,
Brandon recalls nostalgically the days when he 'was always
more or less popular with the juniors.'3® Considerately, he
gives Kenneth a reminder of those half-forgotten schooldays in
the form of the vicious 'Chinese Burn' which terminates Leila's
little game.

The other half of the play's bachelor boy couple, Charles
Granillo, also traces the roots of his relationship with
Wyndham Brandon back to the dormitories and gymnasia of the
selfsame Public School. However, unlike Brandon, Granillo
stands heir to that traditional lineage, on the margins of
English culture, of the aristocratic homosexual. This figure
connotes a rather different set of features, which ‘include
effeminacy, connoisseurship, high religion, and an interest in
Catholic Europe.'¥0 The text of the play describes Wyndham's
'Granno' as 'expensively and rather ornately dresed in a dark
blue suit. He wears a diamond ring. He is dark. A Spaniard. He
is enormously courteous -- something between a dancing-
master and a stage villain.'41

This stereotypical understudy for a Jacobean stage
malcontent is, however, depicted quite favourably by Hamilton:
'To those who know him fairly well, and are not subject to
Anglo-Saxon prejudices, he seems a thoroughly good sort.'42
This portrayal of Granillo is one which contrasts significantly
with that of Brandon -- namely, as a pathological Aryan.
Indeed, Granillo's whisky-sodden remorse and his hysterical

38 |bid., 26.

39 bid.

40 Sedgwick, 1985, 93.
41 Hamilton, 1929, 19.
42 |pid.
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jumpiness provide much of the play's incidental, almost
Ortonesque,43 humour: one example is the heart-stopping
scene in the dark near the beginning of Act Two, where
Granillo accidentally touches the silhouetted body of Brandon,
who is perched on the trunk, and emits a 'muffled scream' of
terror.44 In a similar vein, we have the following ‘'hysterical'
exchange between the two murderers concerning the
incriminating cinema ticket which had belonged to their
victim, Ronald Kentley, and which by this moment is in the
possession of Rupert Cadell:

Brandon. You've got that little ticket, haven't you? You'd better give it me
and we'll destroy it right away now.

Granillo. What ticket?

Brandon. Ronald's ticket.

Granillo (vaguely, only half realising the significance of what he has
been asked). What Ronald's ticket?

Brandon (tersely, yet still quite coldly). Oh, don't dither, Granno. Ronald's
ticket, Ronald's Coliseum ticket.

Granillo. Ronald's Coliseum ticket.

Brandon. Sh! Not so loud, you fool. Yes.

Granillo. | haven't got the Coliseum ticket.

Brandon. Don't be a fool Granno. | gave it to you.

Granillo. You didn't give it to me.

Brandon.(clenching his hands and looking at the other). Granno! 45

Granillo's dumbly repetitious responses here are of a kind
familiar to us all -- the genus of the desperately wishful lie.
He now embarks upon a frantic search of his pockets before
resuming an absurd attitude of feigned ignorance:

Granillo (hoarsely). You didn't give it to me. | never had it.
Brandon (looking at him with a kind of calm rage). | gave it into your
hand.

43 |ndeed, the central theatrical semiotic of Rope -- the onstage spectacle of
a corpse in a box -- is, obviously, reminiscent of that of Loot (1967),
Orton's great burlesque of melodrama.

44 Hamilton, 1929, 51.

45 Ibid., 54.
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Granillo. You didn't. | never had it .

Brandon. | gave it into your hand!

Granillo. See if you've got it.

Brandon. | haven't got it, | tell you. Where is it?....

Granillo. Shshshsh! | put it in my waistcoat pocket.

Brandon (shouting). You put it in you waistcoat pocket! You put it in your

waistcoat pocket! Where is it now! Where is it now! 48

As Rupert now stealthily enters the room, the audience is
confronted with a familiar scene which tends to engender an
identification with the plight of Brandon and Granillo: have we
not all been discovered by a guest at some time, while
embroiled in a row that has gone from a whisper to an
imprudent scream? The audience thus finds itself implicated
in the 'bad jest' perpetrated by Granillo and Brandon and the
'thrilling' question which increasingly foregrounds itself is:
'Will they get away with it?' The other 'thrilling' aspect of the
situation which likewize constructs the spectator as
fascinated voyeur devolves from the connoted relationship
between Brandon and Granillo. As David Miller puts it of the
Hitchcock film version:

we are continually put in the position of being just about to see what we
are waiting for; and the desire for the spectacle of gay male sex is
intensified accordingly into that pleasurably (because all but unpleasantly)

prolonged state of suspension we call suspense.4’

The man who puts an end to the first aspect of the play's
sense of suspense is Brandon's very own schoolboy hero, the
twenty-nine year-old Rupert Cadell: now lame in one leg and
rather 'foppish in dress and appearance', 48 but with a sword
sheathed in his walking-stick.4®  His conversation is

46 |bid., 55.

47 D. A. Miller, 'Anal Rope', Representations, 32, Fall 1990, 124.

48 Hamilton, 1929, 31.

49 |nterestingly, the Hamilton children grew up believing -- rightly or
wrongly -- that among the family heirlooms was a sword-stick which had
belonged to Lord Byron. This is plausible because one of their ancestors, a



35

hallimarked by affectations which verge 'on effeminacy':®0 he
speaks in a syntactically complete register which bespeaks a
neatly polished linguistic self-regard. Typical of his penchant
for the epigrammatic is his comment to Granillo about his
literary magnum opus: ‘it promises to be not only one of the
best things | have ever written, but the very best thing | have
ever read.”®! In this, and in his liberal use of alcohol as an
intellectual stimulant, he can be read as the play's 'Patrick
Hamilton' figure. (Cadell even refers to the lure of
'Omarism'>2-- the doctrine which valorizes evanescent
pleasures and which was celebrated in literary London at the
Omar Khayyam Dining Club of which Patrick had recently
become a member.)>3

If Cadell's vengeance on the murderers then betokens a
wish-fulfillment for Patrick Hamilton -- the triumph of a
'‘Scarlet Pimpernell' figure who re-affirms his problematic
masculine identity by brandishing a secreted rapier at villainy
-- he also explicitly represents the 'public in general'.54 And
it is in society's name that he berates the malefactors at the
finish: 'You are going to hang, you swine! Hang - both of you -
hang!'9® By betraying them like this, by whistling up those
front-line custodians of the heterosexist mores of bourgeois
society, the police, Cadell could be construed as constituting
himself as a 'good' sexual subject, in opposition to Brandon and
Granillo. However, it is also possible to read, and to produce,

Colonel Thomas Wildman, was a friend of Byron at Harrow, and later bought
Newstead Abbey from him in 1817 for £94, 500. See PAT, 3-4. Like
Cadell, of course, Byron was a lame-footed, foppish fighter with homosexual
inclinations.

50 Hamilton, 1929, 31.

51 |bid. 42.

52 |bid., 75.

53 B. Hamilton, 1972, 49.

54 P. Hamilton, 1929, 82.

55 Ibid., 90.
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Cadell's exposure of their crime as an act which does not
imply a renunciation of the sexual orientation he seemingly
shares with them.

After all, righteous avenger though he may be Rupert Cadell
is not above lampooning the inanities of the heterosexuals in
the room. In so doing he also plays the functional role of
comically dissipating tension. For example, after Leila has
stumbled unwittingly, and he has tumbled wittingly, onto the
truth of the 'chest picnic', Rupert takes time out to parody the
prattle about the movies which Leila and her incipient partner,
Kenneth, launch themselves into:

Leila. Talking of murderers -- have you seen that new thing on at the New
Gallery?

Raglan. Yes, | saw that. Isn't it good?

Leila. Yes. Isn't it good? | didn't like her, though, much -- the woman
[just to clarify her gender!] -- | didn't think she was much good.

Raglan. No, she wasn't much good [even polite disagreement is occluded
by this kind of interaction]. That other film was good, though, wasn't it?
[the previous topic has evidently been exhausted already]

Leila. Yes. Wasn't it good?

Raglan. Yes, it was good, wasn't it?

Rupert. The Lord look down upon us. We have fallen amongst fans.56

The banalities now start to come fast and furious as the
conversation becomes ever more vacuous:

Leila. But then John Gilbert always had a moustache, didn't he?

Raglan. Oh no. Rather not. I've seen him in thousands of ones without.
All the early ones.

Rupert (despairingly). The early ones!

Leila. By the way, did you see Ronald Colman in that thing with Vilma
Banky? I've forgotten what it was called -- the Wonderful Something --
or something -- you know -- it was all sort of -- you know....

Rupert. |, for one, at the moment of speaking, do not.

Raglan. Yes, | know what you mean. The Wonderful -- I've forgotten what
-- it was jolly good, wasn't it ? What do you think of her -- Vilma Banky?
Leila (disparagingly). Oh -- | don't know .... Like all these, you know....
Rupert. | once went to the pictures and saw Mary Pickford.

56 |bid., 38.
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Raglan. Oh -- how did you like her?

Rupert. Oh, | don't know. Like all these,57 you know....

Leila. What was she in, anyway?
Rupert. | can't quite recall. The Something Something, | think. Or

something like that. (Pause.) Something very like it anyway.58

In this parodic demolition of film causerie, Cadell operates as
the chosen vessel for Hamilton's fort é -- the anatomisation
and critique of hackneyed social discourses.

Bope's heterosexual characters function then as mere foils
to the barbed wit of its gay young villains and hero; indeed,
the entire action of the play consists of an elaborate practical
joke played by Brandon and Granillo and detected by Rupert
Cadell but completely missed by Kenneth, Leila, Mrs.
Debenham, and Sir Johnstone Kentley. The three male
homosexual characters are epistemologically privileged while
the four heterosexuals are placidly nescient. And while the
former are given all the good lines, the latter are restricted to
platitudes. Consequently, Hamilton's Rope seldom ‘'feels' like
an anti-homosexual play, so valorized is its dominant
discourse of high camp.>®

57 There is a similar interchange featuring this dismissive phrase in
Hamilton's first novel, Monday Morning, London, 1925, 13. It is used in that
instance to debunk the literary pretensions of Anthony Charteris Forster.

58 Hamilton, 1929, 39-40.

59 Later in life, Hamilton encapsulated his own views on homosexuality in a
1954 letter to Bruce in which he fulminates against the 'sensational
prosecutions’ then being brought by the police in the wake of the defections of
Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean: 'The police, naturally, love to victimize any
one well known. Press and public too .... Here you have a perfectly ordinary
young man (with a liking, no doubt, for Boy Scouts, Airmen, and other male
whores) being fantastically pilloried -- and convicted on the word of the male
whores.... In my tolerance for homosexuality | personally go further than the
average civilized person, who is so often heard saying that it is all right
provided "they don't corrupt the young". | don't see this. | don't think the
young are corruptible. | think that homosexuality is something constitutional
-- you either have it or not' [PAT, 545]. The notion expressed here that
homosexuality is an entirely innate condition rather than a possibility open to
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Kenneth, also at Oxford, is described disdainfully by Brandon
as 'about the most perfect specimen of ordinary humanity
attainable'.60 He arrives on stage, overdressed and nervous.
His opening conversational gambits consist of inane echo-
questions:

Brandon. And of course all this place is simply covered (pouring) with
books.

Raglan. Covered with books?

Brandon (coming down with drink). Yes. l've come into a library.

Raglan. Come into a library?61

'Gin and It' in hand, Kenneth then proceeds to descant
affectedly upon his passion for Edgar Wallace. His female
counterpart, Leila, 'has no ideas' and also shares Kenneth's
'tendency to conceal that deficiency with a show of
sophistication. Her conversation is ridden with cliche and
Hamilton stocks her parole with pretentious, 'many-syllabled
and rather outré words.'®2 For example, the modish word
'weird' recurs five times in six consecutive utterances in an
early exchange.53

Admirably accomplished though this linguistic hallmarking
of Kenneth and Leila may be, however, its neatness should not
blind the radical spectator to its sexist implications in Leila's
case. For Leila in particular is satirized for daring to wear

most people, only partly ‘biological’, is not one which is likely to find much
favour with lesbian and gay activists today -- however, these are surely not
the words of a homophobe.

60 Hamilton, 1929, 18.

61 Ibid., 23.

62 |bid., 26.

63 |bid., 27-8. The colloquial vocable which is most frequently attached to
the discourse of Brandon, Granillo, and Rupert is 'queer': see Hamilton,
1929, 42 (twice), 49 (once), 50 (once), 56 (Once), 73 (once), and 88
(once). According to the QED, this word was -- in the meaning of ‘male
homosexual' -- originally of U.S. provenance, and was first used, in print, in
an English context by Auden. Hamilton may well have picked up its 'slang’
meaning in the theatre in the Twenties.
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the mask of irony without proper male entittement. Time and
again she skittishly alludes to the body in the trunk in a
desperately ironic mode -- 'Oh my dear! You've forgotten! ....
He's got his murdered man in here!'®4 This debarring of Woman
from the Club of lrony is reminiscent of a similarly occlusive
move made by Christopher Isherwood in Goodbye to Berlin
when he continually positions Sally Bowles as a scatter-
brained, anti-semitic, ingénue. Sally is a frequent victim of
Isherwood's penchant for irony. Moreover, when she has the
audacity to try on a bit of this irony for herself, both she and
her butt are outflanked by first 'Christopher’, as focaliser, and
then Isherwood, as narrator:

'You know, Fritz darling,' said Sally, puckering up her nose at me , "/
believe the trouble with you is that you've never really found the right
woman."

" Maybe that's true --" Fritz took this idea very seriously. His black eyes
became liquid and sentimental; "Maybe I'm still looking for my ideal."

'But You'll find her one day, I'm absolutely certain you will." Sally included
me, with a glance, in the game of laughing at Fritz ...

"Don't you think so?" Sally appealed to me.

"I'm sure | don't know," | said. “Because I've never been able to discover
what Fritz's ideal is."

For some reason this seemed to please Fritz.6

Being 'in the know' about the subtextual gay lifestyle pursued
by William Bradshaw/Christopher Isherwood, the reader is
thus empowered to smirk at Sally's stabs at being
sophisticated, just as being 'in the know' about the corpse in
the trunk elevates the spectator above Leila Arden in Bope.
The play's only other female character, Mrs. Debenham, is
described  pithily in the text as 'a nonentity':66 which indeed
she is. Her brother, Sir Johnstone Kentley, also has little to

64 |bid., 61.

65 Christopher Isherwood, Goodbye to Berlin (1939), London, 1977, 32-
3

66 Hamilton, 1929, 29.
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say for himself: however, there is embodied in the character of
the victim's father a symbolic value absent from that of his
Aunt. Unlike the brash Wyndham Brandon, Sir Johnstone is a
listless and gentle old patrician who 'has been in a position of
total authority throughout the greater part of his life, and has
no need to assert himself'.87 The gratuitous act of violence
inflicted on the Kentley familty in Bope can then be read as a
blow against the ancien régime, cognate with the seduction of
a portion of the British ruling-class by Fascism in the 1930s.

The victim of this acte gratuit is the biggest foil of them
all: Ronald Kentley, that dépplegdnger for Kenneth Raglan who
was 'so frightfully good at sports'®® and whose motivating
fear in life was -- in Brandon's words -- that they would not
'think him a man'.6® We never actually see this body in the
trunk/closet; instead the corpse of Ronald Kentley functions
as a given, or as a 'lack' -- a mere object of that desire to Kkill
which is at the heart of Rope/rape.

The killing for kicks of the athletic Ronald Kentley by
Brandon and Granillo is the first aspect of this play with
which | wish to deal in more depth; related to this theme is
the homosexual encoding of the two killers and it is this
feature which | shall discuss second. The 'shame' Hamilton
evidently felt over Rope, his obsession with retributive
punishment as instanced in the play, and the description of it
as an 'anti-capitalist thriller' will then each be discussed in
turn. Finally, | shall comment on Alfred Hitchcock's
bowdlerised film version of the play.

The Nietzschean leitmotif of Bope -- that of the motiveless
murder -- is most famously to be located in the work of Andre

Gide. The café waiter in the latter's Le Prométhée mal
enchainée expounds the doctrine of l'acte gratuit in the

67 Ibid., 35.
68 |bid., 25.
69 |pbid., 35.
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following terms:

Non, mais gratuit: un acte qui n'est motivé par rien. Comprenez-vous?
interét, passion, rien. L'acte desinteressé; ne de soi; l'acte aussi sans but;

donc sans maitre: I'Acte autochtone?’ 0

In Les Caves du Vatican, written on the eve of the Great War
and translated into English two years prior to the publication
of Bope, Gide distilled the celebration of casual murder as the
epitome of human liberation into the action of his
prepossessingly sinister bisexual character, Lafcadio WIluiki,
who pushes a stranger off the Rome to Naples train.”?

Hamilton's play might seem to be an extended study of this
putatively transgressive act: it is also, however, a critique.
For the gravamen of Bope is the point that there is no such
thing as 'une acte autochtone'; instead, all actions are dyed
indelibly with social meanings, all 'individual' identities are
culturally encoded. Wyndham Brandon finds himself enmeshed
in a sub-Nietzschean discursive fantasy which has deadly
implications for him also; he did not invent the 'blond beast'
persona of which he is, in a sense, the misguided victim. As
Rupert Cadell trenchantly informs him, the aestheticized
autotelic murder can never coincide with its idea of itself:
consequently, 'murder will out":

Rupert. Because, dear Brandon, that sort of murder would not be
motiveless murder at all. It would have a quite clear motive. Vanity. |t
would be a murder of vanity. And because of that, the criminal would be
quite unable to keep from talking about it, or showing off -- in some
fantastic way or other .... He won't hide it up. He wants to boast about it --
and say something -- do something -- it may be something only just

slightly outré -- which gives him away.”?

70 C. D. Bettinson, Gide:Les Caves du Vatican, London, 1972.

71 A. Gide, The Vatican Cellars (1914), trans. D. Bussy, 1927, London,
1969, 187.

72 Hamilton, 1929, 67.
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The point is highlighted by Deborah Cameron and Elizabeth
Frazer in their radical feminist investigation of the

phenomenon of sexual murder, The Lust to Kill, when they
remark of Gide's proto-existentialist position: ‘'anti-social
acts are not always asocial acts: they are frequently

underpinned by existing social meanings.'”3 And subject
therefore to social retribution of the kind evinced in Rope;
retribution which is consonant with The Lust to Kill's central
plea:

We must aspire to an equal and feminist future in which murder is no
longer a metaphor for freedom, in which transcendence is not the only

possible self-affirmation and in which the lust to kill has no place.”4

The worthiness of this sentiment would seem to be vitiated
somewhat for a radical audience of today by Hamilton's
ostensively 'unsound' depiction of his killers as homosexuals.
Once again, though, an affinity can be found in the work of the
great homosexualist writer, André Gide -- albeit one devoid of
Hamilton's condemnatory edge. The text of The Immoralist
(1902, translated, 1930), traces out the line of development of
its main protagonist, Michel, from Occidental bourgeois
respectability towards an amoral Oriental bisexuality beyond
'culture and decency and morality'.”® Conventional married
love is conceptualized by Michel as entropizing, and is
correlated with the total regulation of natural forces. 76

Gide is careful, however, not to extol Michel's philosophy:
the first-person narrative is framed by an authorial Preface

73 Deborah Cameron and Elizabeth Frazer, The Lust to Kill: A Feminist
mmlgang_n_o_ts_e_xuaLMur_dﬂ Cambridge and Oxford, 1987, 61.

70 pid., 1

7S Andre Gide, The Immoralist (1902), trans. D. Bussy, 1930, London,
1960.

76 Ibid., 71.
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which posits the book 'as little an inditement as an
apology'’7 and by a distancing letter, from a narratee.
However, it is the godless Michel who conquers tuberculosis by
virtue of his will-to-power, while his pious wife, Marceline,
succumbs to the disease. Gide also depicts the increasingly
frequent nocturnal forays made by Michel as liberating,
whereas, by contrast, Hamilton's Rupert Cadell is made to
condemn by allusion such profligacy. The pertinent passage
here is that in Act Three wherein Rupert announces his
ambition to do 'up to date' Oliver Goldsmith's Nightpiece’?8
and thereby make contemporary the condemnation of the night-
stalking reprobates to be found there:

But let me turn from a scene of such distress to the sanctified hypocrite,
who has been talking of virtue till the time of bed, and now steals out, to
give a loose to his vices under the protection of midnight; vices more
atrocious, because he attempts to conceal them. See how he pants down
the back alley, and, with hastening steps, fears an acquaintance in every
face .... May his vices be detected; may the morning rise upon his shame: yet
| wish to no purpose; villainy, when detected, never gives up, but boldly

adds impudence to imposture.”®

Unlike Goldsmith, however, Hamilton clings pertinaciously to
the possibility of exposure and revenge, in his puritanical re-
accenuation of Gide's preoccupations.

A deeper taproot, perhaps, of the 'killing for (sexual) kicks'
depicted in Bope is what John Bayley describes as Hamilton's
literary mortmain from his (sometimes) Calvinistic father: 'a
touch of Scottish diablerie with affiliations in James
Hogg'.80 And certainly the eldritch pursuit of George Cowan
by Robert Wringham, which is the substance of the 'Editor's

Narrative' in The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a

77 Ibid., 7.
78 Hamilton, 1929, 76.

79 QOliver Goldsmith, The Collected Works of Oliver Goldsmith, vol. i, ed.,
Arthur Friedman, Oxford, 1966, 432-3.

80 John Bayley. London Review of Books, 1 October 1987, 6.
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Justified Sinner(1824), 'offers a portrait of male homosocial
desire as murderous ressentiment',81 which is reminiscent of

Rope. What Eve Sedgwick says of Robert in Between Men maps
point-for-point onto Wyndham Brandon, who also

conceptualizes himself as a ‘justified sinner':

Robert cannot desire women enough to be able to desire men through them;
instead, identifying hatingly with them he hatingly throws himself at the

man who seems to be at the fountainhead of male prestige.82

Can this affinity with a novel in the the Gothic tradition
also be said to signify a shared set of homophobic thematica?
Hamilton does, after all, seem here to construct homosexual
men as natural Kkillers, indulging in unnecessary murder as
insouciantly as ‘'they' (could be said to) indulge in
(procreatively) unnecessary sex: is this not classic paranoid
homophobia? Moreover, BRope also portrays its main
homosexual killer, Wyndham Brandon, as fascistic: could this
not be construed as an outrageous insult to the gay men who
perished in the Nazi concentration camps?

To be fair to Hamilton, the affirmative due to these
questions must needs be contextualized historically. At the
end of the Twenties, the Nazi movement was not especially
known for its animus towards towards Germany's 1.2 million
sexually-active homosexuals. It is likely that many Party
leaders regarded homosexuality as an index of moral decline,
and loathed the famous Magnus Hirschfeld 'Institute of
Sexology' in Berlin, which they duly closed. However, Hitler
himself seems to have been indifferent to the sexual
proclivites of Ernst ROhm, chief-of-staff of that half-million

81 Sedgwick, 1985, 102.
82 Ibid. 102.
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strong plebeian army, the SA.83 Only later, obsessed with the
low birth-rate, did the Third Reich turn on homosexual men
with an unbridled genocidal savagery.

In the late Twenties this lay, however, in the future, and
throughout the Thirties British Leftists were quite often
reprehensibly culpable of conflating fascism with an ultra-
masculine homosexuality. For example, as late as 1940,
Victor Gollancz's 'Left Book Club' could publish, without
comment, a dystopian feminist novel entitlted Swastika Night
by Katherine Burdekin, which depicts a future Nazi Europe,
societally constituted by male homosexual bonding and based
on the absolute reduction of women to the status of hideous,
segregated, breeding animals. Similarly, Rex Warner's anti-

totalitarian satirical allegory The Wild Goose Chase (1937)

stigmatizes androgynous bisexuality -- literalized in a de-
gendering surgical operation -- as apolitically complicit with
a peculiarly English form of fascism.

Moreover, Rope's portrayal on stage of three gay men, in a
play which was to become an enormous commercial success,
was, arguably (though not, of course, indisputably),
transgressive in and of itself in 1929. Troublesome enough
certainly to embarrass the older, more conservative Bruce
Hamilton into an anxious and absurd disclaimer in his
biography of his brother:

Brian Aherne as the First Murderer, Brandon ... was also a tower of
strength.  His powerful masculinity was needful, for with a weaker
Brandon Rope is rather curiously [sic!] apt to seem like a play about

homosexuals.84

83 See, Hans Peter Bleuel, Strength Through Joy: Sex and Society in Nazi

Germany, London, 1973, 96.
84 B.Hamilton, 1972, 57.
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This disavowal would have been unlikely to appease the
righteous wrath of the British Empire Union who wrote angrily
to the BBC, following the radio broadcast of Bope (transmitted
in January, 1932), in the following terms: 'a play of this
description cannot but encourage in morbid and degenerate
minds that morbid tendency which leads to the crimes
depicted in this play.'®°[My emphasis].

Furthermore, BRope's three homosexual characters are not
simply despicable, by any means. Indeed, the most 'Wildean' of
them all is none other than Hamilton's instrument of
vengeance, Rupert Cadell -- who, moreover, postpones the
scene of discovery until after the heterosexual characters

have vacated the stage.86 Also, as | commented earlier, the
play itself tends to function in such a way as to generate
identification with the plight of Brandon and (especially)
'‘Granno': will they, we are tempted to wonder, 'get away with'
the murder of the 'closet' in the cassone, whose representative
on earth is that upper-class twit, Kenneth Raglan?

This rather flippant account of the spectator's dilemma

82 cited in, Val Gielgud, British Radio Drama: 1922-56, London, 1957,
166.

86 1t could, on the other hand, be argued that in so doing Rupert is simply
protecting the innocently ignorant characters, and as postioning himself to be
their prolocutor at the finish. The availability of this interpretation would
depend on how the piece was produced, and how received by a specific
audience. My own particular problem with the ending lies in its
uninterrogated endorsement of a retributionist theory of justice -- a
pertinacious element in Hamilton's work, especially in his drama.
Nevertheless, | see no reason why Brandon and Granillo's crime should go
unchecked: it is true that Fascism is often transgressive, but transgression is
surely not always a positive term for radical thought. In any case, it is
unreasonable to overlook the fact that the very form in which the play was
cast, and the 1920s West End audience for which it was originally written,
demanded the triumph of 'good'.
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lies, however, at the heart of what Hamilton described, in a
letter to his brother written in 1939, as the 'slight feeling of

shame' that he had 'always had in "Rope"."87 This feeling of
shame -- ascribable, most probably, to the play's amoral
'surfacism' -- is also attested to by the very fact that
Hamilton should have felt compelled to write a 'Preface on
Thrillers' for the published edition of the play. In this
Preface, he invokes, 'Poe and Ambrose Bierce, and portions of

Shakespeare, and portions of Dickens,88 in support of the
properly 'disgusting' nature of the thriller genre. He then goes
on to adduce the allegedly cathartic effect of the 'stimulant of
horror' as a justification for having written within, and
profited enormously by, such a mode: 'in "Rope" | have gone out
to write a horror play and make your flesh creep .... If | have
succeeded you will leave the theatre braced and recreated,

which is what you go to the theatre for.'8° Yet, this
rationalization notwithstanding, the sense of 'shame' remained
with Hamilton throughout the Thirties: why was this so?

In part, the answer lies, | think, with the sense of disquiet
ineluctably induced by the moral ambiguity which the
aestheticization of murder in Rope bespeaks. A 'de Quinceyish
essay in the macabre', the play's moral purpose is as
predictably subverted by Style as is, for example, the opium-
eater's classic treatise, On_ Mur
Eine Arts (1827). In the latter, the lecturer's initial move is
to separate out the ethical and the aesthetic as equally valid
categories by which to assay an act of murder; however, the

87 Letter from Patrick to Bruce Hamilton, Henley-on-Thames, 23-27
April 1939, 4 [AHA].

88 Hamilton, 1929, viii.

89 Ibid., viii-ix.
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aesthetic inevitably begins to privilege itself as the 'lecture’
develops:

Murder ... may be laid hold of by its moral handle ... or it may also be treated
aesthetically, as the Germans call it -- that is, in relation to good

taste.90

People begin to see that something more goes to the composition of a fine
murder than two blockheads to kill and be killed - a knife - a purse - and a
dark lane. Design gentlemen, grouping, light and shade, poetry, sentiment,

are now deemed indispensable to attempts of this nature.®!

The German aesthetics to which De Quincey is referring, was
developed in the eighteenth century from Baumgarten through
to Kant as a discourse which occupied that terrain ignored by
Cartesian High Rationalism -- namely the particularities of
sensuous human experience; it was thus a discourse of the

body.%2 In British literary culture in the epoch preceding De
Quincey's, however, 'aesthetics' had become congruent with the

project of 'Manners'. As Terry Eagleton puts it:

Manners for the eighteenth century signify that meticulous disciplining of
the body which converts morality to style, deconstructing the opposition
between the proper and the pleasurable. In these regulated forms of
civilized conduct, a pervasive aestheticizing of social practices gets under
way: moral imperatives no longer impose themselves with the leaden
weight of some Kantian duty, but infiltrate the very textures of lived

experience as tact or know-how, intuitive sense or inbred decorum.93

90 T. De Quincey, Murder as One of the Fine Arts. The English Mail Coach and
Other Writings, vol iv of The Works of Thomas De Quincey, "The English
Opium Eater", Edinburgh, 1862, 7.

91 Ibid., 5.

92 The formulation of my argument here is indebted to the first and second
lectures delivered by Terry Eagleton in October, 1987, at the University of
Oxford, in his series entitled 'Aesthetics and ldeology from Kant to Derrida':
now materialized as the first two chapters of The Ideology of the Aesthetic,
Oxford, 1990.

93 T. Eagleton, Oxford, 1990, 41.
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With De Quincey, this aestheticization of human life colonized
the territory of murder -- that ultimate stylization of one
body by another. In the case of Bope, the body-sculpture in the
trunk -- the corpse of Ronald Kentley -- is eroticized,
endowed as it presumably is with a strangulation-induced
erection.

In the 1854 Postscript to On Murder, Considered as One of
the Fine Arts, De Quincey suggests that this earlier essay was

analogous to Jonathan Swift's A _Modest Proposal, whose very

'monstrosity was its own excuse'-94 However, this is not
entirely correct. For Swift's satirical tract was a bitterly
ironic polemic against English indifference to the fate of the
Irish people; its egregious hypothesis has a cutting edge
noticeably absent from De Quincey's entertaining accounts of
the circumstances surrounding actual murders.

The fear that a similar lack was immanent to Rope is the
highly plausible explanation for Patrick Hamilton's 'shame’
concerning the play, especially given his obsession with
retributive punishment. The ITimes Lliterary Supplement wrote
of Hamilton that he 'was in the best sense an adolescent
writer, delighting is the final scene when the villain gets his
comeuppance';®® but it is, | think, better to locate Hamilton's
craving for the vengeful Law of the Father in childhood, rather
than in adolescence. This quasi-religious cast of mind, with
its concomitant faith in a Last Judgement, finds its wrathful
articulation in Rope in the commination delivered against the
killers by the seemingly emasculated figure of Rupert Cadell:
'for your cruel and scheming pleasure, you have committed a
sin and a blasphemy against that very life which you now find
yourselves most precious'.%6 A 'sin and a blasphemy': odd
words these for such a self-confessed atheist as Cadell;

94 De Quincey, 1862, 67.

95 Times Literary Supplement, 14 July 1972, 796.
96 Hamilton, 1929, 89.
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shibbolethic words ritually invoked to serve an attempted re-
affirmation of masculinity.

Inscribed within this puritannical topos is, however, a sub-
text which could be more properly described as socialist in
proclivity. According to Arnold Rattenbury, who met Hamilton
during the War whilst working under Randall Swingler at Qur
Time, Patrick regarded both Rope and Gaslight as ‘'frontal
assaults on capitalism'.®7 This genuflection towards
socialism is more pronounced in later plays -- which post-
date his conversion to Marxism in 1933 -- such as The Duke in

Darkness (1941), and The Man Upstairs (1954). However, its

presence in Rope is, as | argue below, discernible also --
albeit in a more exiguous form.
In his assessment, in Theatre Today in 1946, of Hamilton's

achievement as a dramatist, Eric Capon registers the import of
Wyndam Brandon as a fascistic type, and suggests a
correspondence with the sinister activites of a Mayfair-based
'gang of young men with the highest social pretensions and an
almost mystical pursuit of violence',®® who terrorized London
in the early Thirties and inclined themselves towards Mosley
as the decade wore on. The allusion to Goldsmith's A _City
Nightpiece by Rupert Cadell, referred to earlier, suggests a
deeper critique of that inter-war malaise of English bourgeois
society which could be said to have fomented such well-heeled
hoodlums as Wyndham Brandon. In the original text, which
Cadell wishes to resurrect in order to indict the decadence of
the great capitalist metropolis of contemporary London, Oliver
Goldsmith fulminates against the immorality of Ancient Rome:

Here stood their citadel, but now grown over with weeds; there their
senate-house, but now the haunt of every noxious reptile; temples and

97 Arnold Rattenbury, in conversation with the present writer,15 August
1988.

98 Eric Capon, 'The Strange Case of Patrick Hamilton, Theatre Today, iii,
December,1946, 6.
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theatres stood here, now only an undistinguished heap of ruin. They are
fallen, for luxury and avarice first made them feeble. The rewards of
state were conferred on amusing, and not on useful members of

., 99
society.

'Their senate-house": the phrase recalls Lenin's description of
the Houses of Parliament to Trotsky, on the latter's arrival in
London in 1902;100 'the useful members of society’ invokes
that class of people to whom Hamilton was to look for
ultimate social vengeance.!01

In the year following Capon's conspectus of Hamilton's

drama in JTheatre Today, the British Press was full of

presentiments concerning Alfred Hitchcock's filmed version of
Rope. It was to be the first colour film made by the 'master of
suspense' and was to keep faith with the stage version by
being shot uninterruptedly at one shooting: it was, in short, to
be a major cinematic event.192 As it turned out, the technical
peculiarities of the production proved deleterious to the piece:
garish 'Techicolour' was evidently inapt for a 'homosexual' play
to which darkness and concealment were so crucial;103
moreover, the necessity for the camera to duck behind objects

99 Goldsmith, ed. Friedman, vol i, 1966, 431.

100 Leon D. Trotsky, My Life (1971), London, 1975, 147.

101 1t should be emphasized, though, that when BRope was written, Hamilton's
politics were more naively liberal than socialist. For example, the figure of
Sir Johnstone Kentley is sentimentally presented as a good-hearted bookish
old patrician whose ‘Universe' will, as a result of his son's murder, be
'blackened and distorted beyond the limits of thought' (to use Cadell's words)
[89].

102 pavid Millar correctly makes the point that all the blether about the
technicalities of the film have tended to obscure what is really interesting
about Bope -- viz. its connoted representation of male homosexuality: see
Miller, 1990, 115-7.

103 Reginald Denham stressed the importance of darkness to the execution of
the original production of Bope in his memoirs. He records that during the
first ten pages of the script the stage was only illuminated by candles -- to
great effect, apparently. See Denham, 1956, 148.
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while a new camera took over, inevitably entailed a loss of
precision. According to Bruce Hamilton, although his brother
had been 'hoodwinked into actual participation in the early
stages'194 of the making of the Hitchcock version, he disliked
the final product 'intensely.'105

Substantively, Hitchcock's version of Rope (like George
Cukor's version of Gaslight) was something of a palimpsest.
Yet, Hitchcock would, on the surface, seem to have been the
ideal director for the film: he had much in common with
Hamilton, being of much the same age, coming from southern
England, and, more to the point, fascinated by the theme of
guilt-sharing; he also shared Hamilton's penchant for the
comic dissipation of suspense. However, producing for an
American market at the end of the Forties, Hitchcock was
compelled to re-mould the play accordingly.

Judging in part on the basis of the 'Book of the Film' of Rope,
written by D. G. Ward and derived from the Arthur Laurents
screenplay, the film makes the following divigations. Firstly,
the play is is subtly changed to suit a more homophobic and
less positively camp sensibility:106 Brandon (played by the
immaculately dressed John Ball) is depicted as an effete
heterosexual with ‘'leanings', rather than as a 'macho’
homosexual; he stutters and has problems with a champagne
cork. Moreover, a motive of heterosexual revenge is imputed
to his killing of (here) David Kentley. Philip (that is, Granillo),
the focaliser of Ward's novelisation, foregrounds Brandon's
motivation thus: 'He [Philip] had never gone out with her [Leila,
here 'Janet'], but he had seen her often, particularly during her
pre-Kenneth period, when for a time Brandon had pursued her
vigorously.'197 Similarly, Rupert Cadell is not, as he was in

104 B, Hamliton, 1972, 97.

105 |bid., 122.

106 For a trenchant critique of the homophobia of Hitchcock's BRope, see
Miller, 1990.

107 p.G. ward, Alfred Hitchcock's 'Rope': Book of the Film, London, 1948,
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the stage play, a near contemporary of the killers, mixing in
the same social/sexual milieu and traumatized by the Great
War and its massive crisis of masculinity. Instead, he is an
avuncular old schoolmaster-turned-publisher, played in the
film by the hopelessly mis-cast James Stewart.

Secondly, all of the play's heterosexual ciphers are
transmuted by the film into powerful characters. Leila
becomes ‘Janet’, an independent woman who works for a
woman's magazine, and is affianced to the body in the trunk.
Her most recent affair was with Kenneth and she had
previously been involved with (of all people!), Brandon.
Kenneth meanwhile is transformed into 'one of the few really
bearable people he [Philip] had ever known [sic!]','08and the
victim's father is now a belligerent old man, ready to trade
verbal blows with Brandon over Dostoevsky's Crime _and
Punishment.

Thirdly, the film's deracination of the play from the
concrete discursive formation and social setting within which
it was originally imbricated -- namely a sub- Nietzschean
riposte to a culturally specific crisis of masculinity and the
English upper-class nexus of Public School/Oxford/Mayfair --
fatally re-accentuates Brandon's motivation. There is no
speech analagous to Cadell's commination against the carnage
of the Great War. James Stewart's final verbal assault against
Brandon implicates a somewhat different explanation for his
misdeed than that evinced by Ernest Milton in the stage
version:

There must have been something very deep in you, from the very first, that
let you do this monstrous thing - just as there has always been something
deep in me that could never let me do it - or be a party to it now. You've
strangled the life out of a fellow human being who could live and love as

you never could -- and never will again.109 [Stewart].

108 |pid., 15.
109 bid., 75.
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in that chest there -- now lie the staring and futile remains of something
that four hours ago lived, and laughed, and ran, and found it good. Laughed
as you could never laugh, and ran as you could never run.... And if you think,
as your type of philosopher generally does, that all life is nothing but a bad
jest, then you will now have the pleasure of seeing it played upon

yourselves.110 [Milton).

Hamilton's Rupert, in the latter quotation, makes no claim
either to have discerned the 'mark of Cain' in the genetic
makeup of Wyndham Brandon, or, for his own sinlessness (he
has himself killed). Instead, he takes Brandon's philosophy at
its word and throws his 'bad jest' back in his face. This makes
for a more intelligent ending than the film's banal invocation
of original sin, signifying, as it does, a philistine dismissal of
the effectivity of the ideological. The shift from the verb
'laugh' to the verb 'love' is symptomatic of the Hitchcock
versions's elucidation and amplification of the latent
homophobia present -- together with other, contradictory,
elements -- in the original play.

In concluding this discussion of Rope, it remains to remark
that, if Hitchcock's version of the play deserves its position as
a ‘'classic' of Hollywood cinema, then Patrick Hamilton's
original work -- resonating as it does with that culturally
important crisis of masculine identity which pervades much
inter-war English Literature -- deserves at least to be
remembered and discussed. Nevertheless, the sense of 'shame'
which he felt over this play continues to haunt any attempt to
serve it up as a straightforwardly anti-fascist piece.

110 Hamilton, 1929, 89.
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Chapter Three
The Policing of Female Vengeance

Here is a copy of Fanny for Henny,

To read all about her won't cost him a penny.

Why should it? What renders this saving of brass right?
She's paying the bill for a share of the Gaslight.

Picture the impact of Fanny on Henny!
Mark the old Casanova awake in him, when he
Recaptures the knockabout faith of his youth -
An Eye for an Eye, a Tooth for a Tooth!

Michael Sadleir, inscription on a copy of the first edition of
Fanny by Gaslight, presented to Patrick Hamilton, May 1940,

reproduced in Catalogue of Nineteenth Century and Modern
First Editions, Presentation Copies. Autograph Letters and

Literary Manuscripts, Sotheby and Co., London, December
1972, 33.

The move from Rope to Gaslight (1939) and The Governess
(1946) betokens a triadic shift in the drama of Patrick

Hamilton: to the mode of melodrama (within the thriller
genre); to a Stalinist theodicy; and to the figure of the
avuncular Inspector Rough as evil-quelling avenger. All three
aspects of this shift can be read as constituting further
moves in a cultural re-negotiation of masculinity -- as the
law-giving 'Uncle Joe' Stalin enters stage left, the foppish,
guilt-ridden Rupert Cadell exits stage right, his sword re-
sheathed. The melodramatic mode -- satirized obliquely in
the 'strongman' mise-en-abyme in Act Two of Rope, when the
imbecilic Leila Arden colludes with the 'Pearl White' persona
ascribed to her by Kenneth Raglan -- is wholeheartedly
embraced by Hamilton in Gaslight. However, the inscription
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of the latter play within the melodramatic tradition
engenders new tensions in the gender politics signified by
Hamiton's work, without, moreover, resolving the crisis of
masculinity by which it is beset.

| shall elaborate upon these comments later: first,
however, for the plot. Billed as a 'Victorian Thriller,
Gaslight was first performed on 5 December 1938, at the
Richmond Theatre, London, with Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies as
Mrs Bella Manningham, Denis Arundell as Mr. Manningham, and
Milton Rosmer as Inspector Rough. In the tradition of
nineteenth-century melodrama, or of ltalian Grand Opera, the
play operates so as to position, as the cynosure of all eyes,
the figure of a woman-in-torture.’ The victim in/of
Gaslight, Bella Manningham, is claustrated by her villainous
husband, who is intent on driving her into a lunatic asylum by
convincing her that she is an amnesiac and a kleptomaniac.
His putative purpose in so doing is to ransack more easily the
attic of their house in the Pimlico district of London for the
'Barlow Rubies' -- jewels which the previous owner of the
house, Alice Barlow (actually Manningham's Aunt), had
inherited from her husband, and which Manningham (then
called Sydney Power) had failed to locate when he had
murdered the old woman fifteen years previously. However,
the already married 'Mr. Manningham' is trumped by Inspector
Rough -- an erstwhile 'Scotland Yard' detective who had, as a
young officer, visited the scene of the original crime -- and
Bella is at liberty to escape to her relatives in Devonshire.

Gaslight was an enormous success; its run was 'by far the
longest among stage-plays of 1939'.2 and it moved, with
even greater success, on to the radio and into the cinema.
Two film versions of the play were made in the Forties, one
British and one American. The English version was made at

1| owe this observation to Mr. Patrick Lyons, of the English Department of
the University of Glasgow.

2 Kinematograph Weekly, 11 January 1940, B4.
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the Elstree Studios in 1939, with Thorold Dickinson as
director, Bridget Boland and A.R. Rawlinson as scriptwriters
and starring Anton Walbrook, Diana Wynward, and a rotund
Frank Pettingell in the three leading roles.3 The American
version supplanted this jewel in the crown of British
wartime cinema in 1944, with the film rights passing to
MGM.4 The American Gaslight (called in Britain The Murder

in_Thornton Square) was directed by George Cukor, and

featured Charles Boyer, Ingrid Bergman, and Joseph Cotten as
the main protagonists. The award of an Oscar to the young
Angela Lansbury did little to appease the wrath of the British
Press, which rallied patriotically to the original version (a
furore which mattered sufficiently to Patrick Hamilton for
him to record it in a scrapbook of press cuttings).

The uproar notwithstanding, however, the film versions
seem to have much in common. Paradoxically perhaps (but
certainly fortunately for a film with a victimized woman at
its centre), neither was directed by a dyed-in-the-wool
reactionary. Cukor was, in Ann E. Kaplan's phrase, 'an
unusually sensitive women's director', who had already
directed Judy Garland in Born Yesterday and Greta Garbo in
Camille; Thorold Dickinson's itinerary, meanwhile, included
anti-Nazi documentary films shot in Spain in 1938. However,
both films re-locate the play at a higher social level by, for
example, foregrounding a charity concert as a centrepiece,
and both are laden heavily with (largely spurious) 'Victoriana'.

The Manchester Guardian complained of the British version

that it was 'something considerably less chilling than the

3 Ibid.

4_News Review, 20th July, 1944. [Quotation lifted from a press cutting in
a scrapbook belonging to the Estate of the Late Patrick Hamilton; there is,
however, no sign of this publication at the British Library Newspaper
Library].

S Ann E. Kaplan, Women and Film: Both Sides of the Camera, Methuen,
1983.
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play,'® precisely because of this tendency to ‘'spread
itself'.” Both films also portray the villain as 'a bit foreign'
(Sydney Power becomes first 'Louis' then 'Sergius' Bauer).

It is in the fraught area of gender politics, however, that
the American filmed version of Gaslight departs most
markedly from the original play, and indeed from the
Dickinson film. As Jeremy Tambling points out, the Second
World War, with its 'pin-ups’' and also with its deployment of
women in industry, ‘'made the female body the object of more
obvious fetishized significance',® especially in the United
States: hence, the efflorescence of the 'woman's film' of the
late Forties, of which Gaslight is one of the prime examples.
The economic and cultural displacement of 'Rosie the Riveter'
was thus accompanied by a film genre which sought to
recuperate the domestic hearth as a valued realm for recently
independent woman.

Cukor's Gaslight achieves this over the dead body of the
Grand Operatic diva, Alice Alquist -- an autonomous and
beautiful woman, with high social status and considerable
wealth, who had organised a successful social life around
Nine Thornton Square. Hamilton's doddery Alice Barlow, the
victim's ‘'auntie', is thereby transformed into a female icon
who, as Ed Gallafent points out, signifies not 'the home as
nest, but as social theatre -- a suspect category within
ideologies of domesticity’.? Moreover, the jewels for which
Alice Alquist was killed had been bestowed upon her by a
royal afficionado and adorned the bust of the dress she had
worn as Theodora (in Handel's oratorio of that name?)

Those jewels have a metaphorical significance also -- as
Sergius Bauer, here the unrequited lover of Alice Alquist, not

6 Manchester Guardian, 12 June 1940, 4.

7 |bid.

8 J. Tambling,_Opera. Ideology and Film, Manchester, 1987, 28.

9 E. Gallafent, '‘Black Satin: Fantasy, Murder and the Couple in "Gaslight"
and "Rebecca"” ', Screen, xxix, 3, Summer 1988, 86.




59

her predatory nephew, knows only too well. As Gallafent
perceptively remarks, the jewels function as 'an emblem of a
sexual connection that can have no social existence, that
must be enjoyed outside the realm of the household.'1® And
it is le ménage (which in French can also mean ‘'couple’),
which the American version of Gaslight serves to re-affirm.
In this re-constitution of the couple, Cukor's Gaslight
replaces Charles Boyer with Joseph Cotten as Ingrid
Bergman's consort: ‘'which is to substitute North
Americanness and benign science (the good detective) for
Europeanness and suspect art (the bad composer).''! The
contrast between the endings of the (American) film and the
play are worthy of note in this respect. In a cameo scene,
structurally parallel to an earlier Boyer-Bergman 'clinch’, and
under the watchful eye of the spinsterly Miss Thwaites (who
had also beheld the earlier scene), Cotten approaches Bergman
on the fog-bound London rooftop as she wistfully meditates:

"This night will be a long night."

"But it will end. It's starting to clear. In the morning when the sun rises
sometimes it's hard to believe there ever was a night. You'll find that too.
Let me come and see and talk to you. Perhaps | can help somehow."

"You're very kind."12

However, as the curtain falls on the stage version, a
significantly different ending comes into view. Having
'slapped down' the hysterical Mrs. Manningham, Inspector
Rough tries to mollify her with some sentimental

paternalisms:

Rough. Now, my dear, come and sit down. Well, my child, there's all your

10 |bid., 101.

11 |bid., 103.
12 G. Cukor (director), Gaslight, 1944, London [MGM/UA Home Video],
1986, 1 hr., 47 mins and 58 secs to 1 hr., 48 mins and 17 secs.
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life ahead now. It's Devonshire cream for you, and the sparkle back in
your eyes. You've had a bad time. | came in from nowhere and gave you

the most horrible evening of your life ....

Mrs Manningham. The most horrible ... Oh no ... (with a sort of proud
defiance). The most wonderful .... Far and away the most wonderful.?3

Clearly, then, unlike the American film, Hamilton's original
play does not effect the same bold juxtaposition of Bella's
earlier incarceration by her malevolent husband and an
altogether more benign mode of domestic sequestration.

However, notwithstanding this partial departure, Gaslight
snugly locates itself within the historical genre of
nineteenth-century English melodrama. In a letter to his
brother, written in 1939, Patrick Hamilton says this of the
play: 'Without being a great work of art, | do think G.L. has a
sort of genuineness in its very bogusness - it is sincere "good
fun“, "theatre" - a sort of dramatic pastiche of Wilkie
Collins.''% The question of why a politically radical writer
like Patrick Hamilton should choose to work within such a
seemingly redundant mode as triumphant melodrama, is one
which | shall deal with synoptically in the conclusion to this
chapter. Here, however, | shall begin with an examination of
Gaslight's melodramatic hystericization of its implied
audience, deploying Wilkie Collins' The Woman in White
(1861) as a point of comparison. | shall then discuss, in turn,
the characterization of Bella, Manningham, and Rough, with
special reference to the gender politics implicated.

The core motifs of Collins' famous 'novel of sensation' can
be discerned also in Hamilton's play. Like Gaslight, The
Woman in White is constituted by the suspenseful elucidation
of secrets concerning questions of identity -- the
illegitimacy of Sir Percival Glyde, the true identity of Anne

13 P, Hamilton, Gaslight, London, 1939, 83.
14 P, Hamiiton, letter to Bruce Hamilton, Henley, 23-27 April, 1939
[AHA].
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Catherick's father, and so on. Like Gaslight, the Collins novel
both exhibits and ostensibly deplores the spectacle of the
claustrated woman -- Anne Catherick's mother, compelled to
reside at Welmingham by Sir Percival, Madam Fosco,
devotedly in thrall to the Grand Operatic Count, and his
'private rod';1® and Anne Catherick and her double, Laura
Fairlie, both immured, at different times, in the same asylum.

However, unlike Gaslight, The Woman in White also
valorizes completely that domestic asylum-as-refuge to
which Laura safely returns as the wife of Walter Hartright,
Limmeridge House. As D. A. Miller indicates: 'Laura thus
follows a common itinerary of the liberal subject in
nineteenth-century fiction: she takes a nightmarish detour
through the carceral ghetto on her way home, to the
domestic haven where she is always felt to belong.'! ©
Moreover, the 'Bedlam' in which Laura sojourns operates, for
her, as a finishing-school; in their London hideaway, she
behaves towards Hartright as an ideal Victorian child-wife
should:

we amused her in the evenings with children's games at cards, with
scrapbooks full of prints which | borrowed from the engraver who
employed me .... But to take her mercilessly from seclusion and repose ...

this, even in her own interests, we dared not do.1”

At the beginning of Gaslight, Bella is also a doll's house
denizen: 'Come along my dear', she says to 'her' Jack, 'you sit
on one side, and | the other - like two children in the
nursery'.1® By the end of the play she has, however,
clambered out of the play-pen.

15 W. W. Collins, The Woman in White (1861), Oxford, 1973, 200.

16 D. A. Miller, 'La Cage aux Folles: Sensation and Gender in Wilkie Collins'
The Woman in White', in Jeremy Hawthorn (ed.), The Nineteenth-Century
British Novel, London, 1986, 111.

17 Collins, 1973, 401.

18 P, Hamilton, Angel Street [U.S. title of Gaslight,London, 1939), New
York, 1942, 14.
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There are other Collinsesque features noticeable in
Gaslight -- for example, the notion of 'Justice', as an abstract
ideal which is necessarily superior to 'the Law' (its temporal
representative), and the violation of revelatory ‘private'
writing -- but | wish to focus here upon the common feature
of audience ‘'hystericization'.

In an illuminating essay (to which | have already adverted)
D.A. Miller argues that the Victorian 'novel of sensation’
simultaneously interpellates its reader as a masculine
subject whilst 'feminizing' that subject's responses. The
'masculine' reader is positioned as paranoid: 'From trifles and
common coincidences, he suspiciously infers a complicated
structure of persecution, an elaborately totalizing plot.'! 3
Hystericized by his reception of the novel, the reader finds
that 'his ribcage, arithmetically Adam's, houses a woman's
quickened respiration, and his heart beats to her skittish
rhythm'.20 His positioning thus conforms to the classic
formulation coined by nineteenth-century sexology for the
(newly conceptualized) condition of male homosexuality:
anima muliebris in corpore virili inclusa.

Arguably, it is this selfsame female 'soul' which trembles
within the body of the 'male' spectator of Gaslight. This
would imply that the spectacle of Bella's tortured visage on
stage or screen entailed rather more than mere titillation for
the voyeuristic 'male gaze'.2! Nevertheless, there is a
powerfully sexist sub-text animating Manningham's
seemingly trivial objurgations of his wife. In falsely
accusing her of removing a picture,22 or losing a grocery
bill,23 Manningham is setting up a patriarchal discourse of

19 Miller, 1986, 104.
20 |bid., 100.
21 The phrase is E. Ann Kaplan's (see her book, Women and Film: Both Sides

of the Camera, London, 1983, 15).
22 Hamilton, 1942, 17.

23 |bid., 24-5.
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considerable menace. This discourse bespeaks a male
masochistic fantasy whose psychical premise is that the
wife who is careless in her disposal of domestic valuables
may very well be sexually 'careless' also. Highlighting the
role of the Victorian bourgeois wife as the 'point of
connection between sexual desire and the household's
systems of exchange',24 this fantasy constructs her as an
inherently untrustworthy custodian of the treasures of the
house. This lack of trust extends to her traditional role as
protective mother. Although Bella, as befits a melodramatic
heroine, does not actually have a child, she does possess a
little dog (missing, incidentally, from the American film
version), and is particularly desolated when Manningham
confiscates it. She tells Inspector Rough in Act One:

We have a little dog. A few weeks ago, it was found with its paw hurt. --
He believes -- Oh, God, how can | tell you what he believes -- that | had
hurt the dog. He does not let the dog near me now. He keeps it in the
kitchen and | am not allowed to see it! | begin to doubt, don't you see? |
begin to believe | imagine everything. Are you here? |Is this a dream,

too? Who are you? (Rises.) | am afraid they are going to lock me up.25

Bella here wears the distracted air of the semi-hypnotized
subject, somnambulistically intoning question after question,
while, subliminally, she strives to resist Manningham's
suggestions.

Placed thus -- teetering on the brink of insanity and
falsely accused of a promiscuous carelessness -- Bella
Manningham is stretched out on the rack for the sensational
delectation of the voyeuristic spectator. Feminist film
critics would therefore argue that she is the victim of the
'male gaze' -- especially so in the American film version of
Gaslight. This 'male gaze' -- which is also available to
women so the argument runs -- is refracted thrice: in the act

24 Gallafent, 1988, 94.
25 Hamilton, 1942, 38.
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of filming, through the man-held camera; in the film itself,
through the eyes of the male characters; and in the darkened
cinema, through the identification of the viewer with the
objectified image of the woman on the screen.2® In the
theatre, this voyeuristic gaze would, however, be less
operative. Nevertheless, an element of this nearly prurient
objectifying process is indubitably still latent in Patrick
Hamilton's Gaslight as well as in George Cukor's. Certainly,
Hamilton himself seems to have been oblivious to the sexist
implications of setting up the spectacle of a woman in
torture: in a 1939 letter to his brother, he insouciantly
writes of the French rights, 'what a scream an emotional
French actress would be as Mrs. Manningham!27

Can we then say of Gaslight (with regard now to female
spectatorship) that, like others of its type, it inevitably
bolsters 'the basic sense of worthlessness that already
exists' among women spectators by compelling them to
identify with such a ‘'powerless, victimized' figure?238
Should we agree with the contention of Mary Ann Doane's
essay, 'The "Woman's Film": Possession and Address', that, 'in
the one film genre (i.e. melodrama) that, as we have seen,
constructs a female spectator, the spectator is made to
participate in what is essentially a masochistic fantasy'?29
| think we should not, because Gaslight seems to me to
incarnate countervailing values which signify not feminine
submission, but rather female resistance and power. For
example, there can be discerned the smouldering resistance
of the imperfectly subjugated melodramatic heroine in many
of the utterances of Bella Manningham. The altercation
between her and her husband over the matter of the dog in Act

26 Kaplan, 1983, 14-15.

27 Hamilton letter, Henley-on-Thames, 23-27 April 1939 [AHA].
28 Kaplan, 1983, 30.

29 Summarized by Kaplan, 1983, 28.
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Three is a key instance. Now apprised of Manningham's true
identity, Bella stands before him, having been lured from her
locked bedroom by his threat to harm the dog:

Mrs. Manningham. (Unmoving.) Where is the dog? Where have you got
the dog?

Mr. Manningham. Dog? What dog?

Mrs.Manningham. You said you had the dog. Have you hurt it? Let me
have it. Where is it? Have you hurt it again?

Mr. Manningham. Again? This is strange talk, Bella - from you - after
what you did to the dog a few weeks ago. Come and sit down here.

Mrs. Manningham. | do not want to speak to you. | am not well. |
thought you had the dog and were going - to hurt it. That is why | came

down.30

Bella's sentences are curt, their cadences pointedly emphatic,
almost mechanical: 'l thought you had the dog and were going
to - [pause for breath, and then deliberately ... ] hurt it. That
is why | came down'. The carefulness of her delivery here
suggests an inward, coiled knot of tension. Earlier, by
contrast, her resentment had exploded 'hysterically': accused
of concealing the grocery bill, she had raged, 'This is a plot!
This is a filthy plot! You're all against me! It's a plot!31

However, it is at the climax of the play that Bella's
revenge over her husband is fully consecrated. Against the
paternal advice of Inspector Rough, she insists on confronting
'Manningham' alone, while he remains tied to a chair, helpless.
Affecting to search for a razor to cut his bonds, she
vengefully plays out the role of 'female hysteric' that he has
sought to construct for her:

Mrs. Manningham. Razor? What razor? (She holds it up, under his
face.) You are not suggesting that this is a razor | hold in my hand?
Have you gone mad, my husband?... Or is it | who am mad? (She throws
the razor from her) Yes. That's it. It's |. Of course, it was a razor.
Dear God -- | have lost it, haven't I? | am always losing things. And | can

30 Hamilton, 1942, 90-1.
31 bid, 25.
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never find them. | don't know where | put them.32

Frenetically, she darts about the room which has now become,
for Manningham, a carceral force-field; the tables have been
turned. Bella retrieves and names each of her 'lost' objects,
and turns, finally on her erstwhile captor:

Mrs. Manningham.... But how can a madwoman help her husband to
escape? What a pity -- (Getting louder and louder.) If | were not mad,
whatever you had done, | could have pitied and protected you! But because
| am mad | have hated you, and because | am mad | am rejoicing in my
heart -- without a shred of pity -- without a shred of regret -- watching
you go with glory in my heart!

Mr. Manningham. (Desperately.) Bella!

Mrs. Manningam. Inspector! Inspector! (Up to door -- pounds on door
then flings it open.) Come and take this man away! Come and take this

man away! 33

As Ed Gellafent says of this scene as played by Ingrid
Bergman, 'in acting the "madwoman in the attic" she rescues
the category from its role simply as melodramatic fantasy,
making it into a very literal vehicle for the expresion of her
anger'.34 In turning her oppressor's strategy around like
this, Bella inscribes herself less within the discourse of
Collins' simpering Laura Fairlie and more within that of Mary
Elizabeth Braddon's sensational Lady Audley.

The villain at the sharp end of this act of revenge, Sydney
Power, although in the lineage of the traditional
melodramatic malefactor, is also freighted with psychical
peculiarities which render him amenable to discussion in
psychoanalytic terms. Indeed, as Peter Brooks has argued,
psychoanalysis itself 'can be read as a systematic realization
of the melodramatic aesthetic, applied to the structure and
dynamics of the mind';3% in turn, the 'dynamics of repression

32 |bid., 106.
33 |bid., 107.
34 Gellafent, 1988, 102.
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and the return of the repressed figure the plot of
melodrama.'3® Hence, The Woman in White obsessively
repeats its primal scene -- the encounter between Anne
Catherick and Walter Hartright at midnight on Hampstead
Heath. Consonantly, in Gaslight, Mr. Manningham returns,
after five whole years of marriage, to the neighbourhood of
the late Alice Barlow in order to search, obsessively, for
those jewels he failed to locate on the night of the murder --
jewels which he cannot sell and does not need (in the
American film, Boyer mutters distractedly: 'Those jewels
which | wanted all my life. | don't know why.")37

Purely rational terms are, then, inadequate to explain
Manningham's bizarre behaviour. The lrish Times commented
bemusedly of the British film version that it was tantamount
to 'a lot of fuss about nothing'.38 The_Jewish Chronicle, for
its part, discerned a logical explanation for Manningham's
monomania: 'Paul Mallen [his name here] relentlessly pursues
his devilish scheme to drive his wife mad because she has
happened on a tiny clue to his secret."3® However, there is no
evidence whatsoever of this discovery in the text of the stage
versions of the piece, and the question of Manningham's
ostensible lack of motivation insistently foregrounds itself.
Why does he try to drive his wife insane? Why does he
intercept letters from his wife's family? Surely it would be
more convenient for him to permit her to stay with these
Devonshire relatives, and sup of their blessed cream?

The Manningham enigma can only be resolved by a recourse
to psychoanalytic terms which, moreover, write the ‘crisis of
masculinity’ back into the equation. The claustration of the
murdered woman's valuables and clothing within the boarded

35 P, Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination, New York, 1985, 201,
36 |bid.

37 Cukor, 1986, 1 hr., 47 mins and 2 secs.

38 |rish Times, 2 September 1940, 3.

39 Jewish Chronicle, 14 June 1940, 19.




68

up old house signifies a psychic repression which comes to
dominate the mental universe of Mr. Manningham. D. A. Miller
is again illuminating: 'the sequestration of the woman takes
for its object not just women, who need to be put away in
safe places or asylums, but men as well, who must monitor
and master what is fantasized as the "woman inside"
them'.40 The hystericization of the play's specator/voyeur
thus corresponds to the frantic rummaging of Sydney Power
through the drawers of his Aunt.

On one metaphoric level, therefore, the 'Barlow Rubies' are
emblematic of the devouring sexuality connoted by female
penetralia; at another, however, they signify the fetishistic
mysteries of the commodity. For Jack Manningham is not just
a male hysteric, he is also a quintessential bourgeois. In this
he signals a departure from the genre of the Victorian
melodrama, which throve on a popular animosity against the
aristocracy. Thus The Woman in White, written by the radical
liberal Wilkie Collins, features as its villains the wily Count
Fosco and the execrable squire manqué, Sir Percival Glyde.

By contrast, Manningham is depicted as a man of business.
In one of the early assaults on his wife's sanity, he pointedly
underscores her reluctance to exploit the servants as
evidence of her 'weak-mindedness':4! 'What do you think the
servants are for, Bella?' he asks before proceeding to detail
the wage-labour relationship by which they are 'freely'
subordinated.4?2 Eric Capon makes the point that Hamilton
preoccupied himself, in Gaslight and also in The Governess,
with a late Victorian upper-class milieu because he
conceived of it as incubating the 'modes of conduct'43still

40 Miiler, 1986, 101.

41 Hamilton, 1942, 6.

42 |bid., 5.

43 E. Capon, 'The Strange Case of Patrick Hamilton', Theatre Today, i,
December 1946, 7.
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prevalent among the bourgeoisie of the 1930s. Certainly
Hamilton carefully locates the origins of Manningham's evil in
one of the prime conduits of these Victorian mores, the
English Public School -- at school, Manningham tells his wife,
'there were two ways of getting what you wanted. One was
along an intellectual plane, the other along the physical'.44
This figure of the former Public School bully is one which
recurs throughout Hamilton's oeuvre.

The confounder of this paranoid bourgeois bully is the
avuncular Inspector Rough, who, with his faith in whisky as a
'medicine ... for the purpose of the removal of dark doubts and
fears',4% is the play's wish-fulfillment figure for Patrick
Hamilton. Like Rupert Cadell he is a confirmed bachelor, with
a curious penchant for 'dandy' clothes.#® However, although
Rough bestrides the play, straining to quell its Ilatent
hysteria, the purview of his 'manly’ dominion is limited: to
Bella's strength in adversity belongs, malgré Iui, the
ultimate victory. Furthermore, it is the feminine voice of
'Justice' which is invoked by Rough in his final confrontation
with Manningham: 'justice has waited too, and here she is, in
my person, to exact her due'.4’ Again we have the inscription
of the feminine within the masculine; again the foregrounding
of gender by the archetypal rhetoric of melodrama.
Nevertheless, Inspector Rough, although less interesting,
undoubtedly signifies a more stable sublimation of the crisis
of masculinity than does Rupert Cadell. As we have seen,
however, the stability of this resolution is soon
deconstructed by Gaslight's simultaneous activation and

traumatization of the 'male gaze'.
The focus of the 'male gaze' in Patrick Hamilton's other

Victorian melodrama, The Governess, is the 'fascinating'4®8
44 Hamilton, 1942, 95.

45 |bid., 39.

46 |bid., 55.

47 |bid., 102.
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and 'handsome'4® Miss Ethel Fry. The play of which the
latter is the insane anti-heroine enjoyed a wartime
provincial tour and was also performed at the Embassy
Theatre in London in 1946.°0 Unlike Gaslight, this companion
piece was never published and the original script (which
would have been filed at the Lord Chamberlain's Office),
appears to have been mislaid. Consequently, my discussion of
Ihe Governess is dependent on the (partially incomplete)
typescript of the radio adaptation made by Hamilton and
broadcast by the BBC in 1973 (accompanied by suitably
operatic music 'of a grotesque and foreboding character').5

Although set twenty years earlier than Gaslight, The
Governess is imbricated within the same social and
discursive parameters. Again, there is the same depiction of
the Victorian bourgeois home as theatre; and again there are
shades of the work of Wilkie Collins (this time The Moonstone
(1868) is the major influence). However, whereas Gaslight
foregrounds the spectacle of a woman-in-torture, the central
female protagonist of The Governess is depicted as a doomed
but powerful femme fatale, as a desired predator who
eventually incurs the kind of retribution typically meted out
to the attractive female villains of the genre of film noir.
However, as an unfilmed play, The Governess fails to iconize
its femme fatale in the manner typical of that mode; thus we
cannot say of Ethel Fry what is said by Janey Place of her
celluloid sisters: 'lIt is not their inevitable demise that we
remember but rather their strong, dangerous, and above all,
exciting sexuality.'>?

48 p. Hamilton, 'The Governess', typescript of radio play broadcast on BBC
Radio Four, 3 February 1973, 8.

49 |bid., 36.

50 Letter to the present writer from Enid Foster, Head Librarian at British
Theatre Association, 26 October 1989.

51 |bid., 23. The music was taken from incidental music to a production of

Ihe Tempest, composed by Arthur Sullivan.
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As with The Moonstone, Hamilton's play re-works elements
drawn form the infamous 'Road Murder' case of June 1860,
which featured the horrendous killing of the four-year-old
Francis Saville Kent by his stepsister, Constance, who, in a
public confession made in 1865 to a Dr. John Bucknill,
described herself as a creature possessed: 'She said she felt
herself under the influence of the devil before she committed
the murder'.53 Constance had, by the time of this confession,
already ‘'revealed her guilt in the course of auricular
confession'S4 at St. Mary's hospital in Brighton, after having
spent two years at a convent in France. This theme of the
'possession’ of an evil, yet religious, woman, by the desire to
snatch a child from its cot is one that Hamilton skilfully re-
works in The Governess.

Various details of the case of Constance Kent provided
additional material for both Collins and Hamilton. Inspector
Whicher, the detective from the Metropolitan Police who was
independently-minded enough to indict Constance Kent,
despite her upper-class social status, was to be the
prototype for both Sergeant Cuff in The Moonstone and (a
younger) Inspector Rough in The Governess. Whicher fared
rather less well than his fictional counterparts, being
hounded out of employment by the Press upon the release, in
late 1860, of Constance Kent.®® Hamilton also uses the
experience of the nursemaid, Elizabeth Gough, in his piece:
like Ellen in The Governess, the nursemaid at the Road House
awoke at five o'clock in the morni<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>