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INTRODUCTION

It is a mystery that for many years the work of one of the century’s most darkly hilarious and penetrating artists fell into near obscurity. Doris Lessing declared: ‘I am continually amazed that there is a kind of roll call of OK names from the 1930s … Auden, Isherwood etc. But Hamilton is never on them and he is a much better writer than any of them’.

Recently, however, Hamilton’s novel The Slaves of Solitude was adapted for the stage, and the films of his taut thrillers, Gaslight and Alfred Hitchcock’s adaptation of Rope are now considered classics. He is regularly championed by contemporary writers such as Sarah Waters, Dan Rhodes and Will Self.

Patrick Hamilton was one of the most gifted and admired writers of his generation. With a father who made an excellent prototype for the bombastic bullies of his later novels and a snobbish mother who alternately neglected and smothered him, Hamilton was born into Edwardian gentility in Hassocks, Sussex, in 1904. He and his parents moved a short while later to Hove, where he spent his early years. He became a keen observer of the English boarding house, the twilit world of pubs and London backstreets and of the quiet desperation of everyday life. But after gaining acclaim and prosperity through his early work, Hamilton’s morale was shattered when a road accident left him disfigured and an already sensitive nature turned towards morbidity.

Hamilton’s personality was plagued by contradictions. He played the West End clubman and the low-life bohemian. He sought, with sometimes menacing zeal, his ‘ideal woman’ and then would indulge with equal intensity his sadomasochistic obsessions among prostitutes. He was an ideological Marxist who in later years reverted to blimpish Toryism. Two successive wives, who catered to contradictory demands, shuttled him back and forth. Through his work run the themes of revenge and punishment, torturer and victim; yet there is also a compassion and humanity which frequently produces high comedy.

In the 1930s and 40s, despite personal setbacks and an increasing problem with drink, Hamilton was able to write some of his best work. His novels include the masterpiece Hangover Square, The Midnight Bell, The Plains of Cement, The Siege of Pleasure, a trilogy entitled Twenty Thousand Streets Under the Sky and The Gorse Trilogy, made up of The West Pier, Mr Stimpson and Mr Gorse and Unknown Assailant.

Impromptu in Moribundia is something of an anomaly in Hamilton’s career – and by far his most overtly political novel. Its protagonist John Sadler is transported by a futuristic machine to Moribundia, an uncanny world which partly resembles 1930s London. Viewed from a certain angle, Moribundia is the definitive communist fantasy, free from the tyranny of wage labour. Yet its society is staunchly materialistic: worshipping cleanliness, helpless in the face of illness. A woman buys a new brand of soap and transforms from a gawky spinster into a sought-after beauty. The protagonist catches measles and a doctor declares him near death.

As a critique of consumerism and class, Impromptu places Hamilton within a tradition of English satirists such as Aldous Huxley, who interpreted the hypocrisies around them through allegory and dystopia. But unlike Brave New Word, Moribundia – with its radical reimagining of worker’s pay and leisurely working-class – is not a straightforward dystopia. It is contradictory, and gloriously irresolute.

J. B. Priestley described Hamilton as ‘uniquely individual … he is the novelist of innocence, appallingly vulnerable, and of malevolence, coming out of some mysterious darkness of evil.’ Patrick Hamilton died in 1962.


 


‘… the universe begins to look more like a great thought
than like a great machine. Mind no longer appears as an
accidental intruder in the realm of matter; we are beginning
to suspect that we ought rather to hail it as the creator and
governor of the realm of matter … ’

SIR JAMES JEANS, The Mysterious Universe




There’s a breathless hush in the Close to-night –

Ten to make and the match to win –

A bumping pitch and a blinding light,

An hour to play and the last man in.

And it’s not for the sake of a ribboned coat,

Or the selfish hope of a season’s fame,

But his Captain’s hand on his shoulder smote –

‘Play up! play up! and play the game!’

SIR HENRY NEWBOLT
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