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      	Born in Dorset (England) in 1931.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Spy Who Came in from the Cold (1963), novel


          	The Night Manager (1993), novel


          	The Constant Gardener (2001), novel

        

      

    


    John le Carré, born in Dorset, England in 1931 as David Cornwell, is an internationally renowned writer of espionage novels and short stories. After studying at the University of Oxford and enjoying a brief teaching career, le Carré was employed by the British Foreign Service in West Berlin, where he learnt many of the informed details about espionage and international relations that are found throughout his works. While working for MI5 and MI6, le Carré began writing, and launched a career as a novelist spanning over 50 years and dozens of books with his first work, Call for the Dead (1961). His first successful novel was The Spy Who Came in from the Cold (1963), which was an internationally acclaimed bestseller. His espionage novels are often set during the Cold War and feature British intelligence agents in a more bureaucratic and realistic light, compared with the traditional glamorisation of spies in popular fiction. Many of his books and stories have been successfully adapted for the cinema and television, and he is now one of the most well-respected and celebrated English novelists of the postwar period.

  


  
    TINKER TAILOR SOLDIER SPY


    SPYING ON THE SPIES


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Le Carré, J. (2017) Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy. London: Sceptre.


      	1st edition: 1974
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    Published in 1974 and set in the previous year, Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy is the first of a trilogy of le Carré novels known as The Karla Trilogy, which feature the character of the retired English spy George Smiley and his nemesis, the Russian spymaster Karla. Smiley is a character who appears throughout le Carré’s work, including in his very first novel The Spy Who Came in from the Cold. The plot of Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy, which details the rooting out of a mole in the British Intelligence Service (known fictionally as the Circus), is said to draw from real-life British double agents during the Second World War and the first stages of the Cold War labelled the Cambridge Five (called so because they had been recruited out of the University of Cambridge), who covertly supplied sensitive information to the Soviet Union. The novel is well-regarded and critically acclaimed for its realistic portrayal of the world of espionage, and was made into a feature-length film in 2011 starring Gary Oldman, Colin Firth and Benedict Cumberbatch.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    OUT OF RETIREMENT


    George Smiley, a retired agent for the British Intelligence Service – known as the Circus – is approached by Peter Guillam, an old colleague and the head of a department called the ‘scalphunters’, which deals with assassinations too conspicuous for overseas agents. He tells Smiley that there is rumoured to be a spy deep in the heart of the Circus known as Gerald, planted by Karla, the mysterious head of the Moscow Centre. This information was unearthed by Ricki Tarr, a disgraced agent who came across a Soviet defector. Smiley and the former head of the Circus, Control, were forced to retire from their roles after a disastrous mission in Czechoslovakia during which Jim Prideaux, then an agent, was shot and captured by the Soviets. This mission, codenamed Operation Testify, had also been following Control’s suspicions of there being a mole within the Circus. Smiley chooses to confront the past and agrees to help Guillam discover the identity of the mole.


    Smiley returns to Oxford, where he went to university, and talks to Camilla, a former researcher for the Circus, about Polyakov, a Soviet diplomat working out of London who she strongly suspected of espionage in the 60s, but who she was eventually told not to investigate by the new head of the Circus, Percy Alleline. Polyakov was trained by Karla, and Smiley suspects that he has links with the mole in the Circus.


    INVESTIGATIONS


    Smiley makes the Hotel Islay in Sussex Gardens his base of operations, getting Guillam to steal and drop off information to him in his investigations. In particular, he gets him to provide him with intelligence relating to Operation Witchcraft, a high-profile intelligence gathering operation organised by Alleline (who at the time was rising through the ranks), from a source labelled ‘Merlin’, as well as any information on Prideaux and the circumstances surrounding Operation Testify. Smiley reads of Control’s resentment of Alleline, a careerist and an untrustworthy man who eventually replaced him as head of the Circus. He details the suspiciously invaluable nature of the reports Alleline was producing via his contact ‘Merlin’ and how the importance of the reports seemed to raise Alleline’s profile within the Circus, leaving out Control, who became more and more distrusting of Alleline and his colleagues around him.


    Eventually, the Witchcraft operation was given a special committee, made up of Alleline and three others: Roy Bland, Toby Esterhase and Bill Haydon – who is Smiley’s wife’s cousin with whom she had an affair. Smiley describes the slow deposition of Control as head of the Circus, and the suspicious nature of Witchcraft and Merlin. He finds that after Control’s death, the reports concerning Merlin changed dramatically – most significantly detailing his being given a house in London through which to work. Just after making this discovery, Smiley receives a phone call from a worried Guillam. The files on Operation Testify had been more difficult to acquire, and Guillam must steal the files from the Circus archives, which is an incredibly dangerous task. He is just about to succeed when Esterhase corners him and tells him that Alleline needs his help with something.


    INCREASING DANGER


    Alleline questions Guillam about Ricki Tarr, who he labels a defector – and who it is illegal for Guillam to contact. Guillam falsely claims not to have talked to him and is allowed to leave. He and Smiley question Tarr and find that he had failed to tell them that he has arranged for his wife and children to travel to England, alerting the Circus to his presence. Afterwards, they go to a restaurant and Smiley tells Guillam about the time he met Karla and attempted to get him to defect. Later that night, while poring over research, Smiley realises that Polyakov is an emissary between the mole, Gerald and the source Merlin, passing useless Soviet ‘secrets’ as reports to the British, and providing the Soviets with valuable British information – using the London property as a safe house.


    Smiley visits Sam, a bookie and the duty manager at the Circus the night Jim Prideaux was shot, to fill in details he finds have been taken out of the Operation Testify file. He learns that Alleline came soon after the news of the botched mission broke to take over, and that Bill Haydon suspiciously knew about the mission but not that an agent had been shot. Smiley continues his investigation, interviewing Max, who was Jim Prideaux’s bodyguard in Czechoslovakia during Operation Testify. He reads about Prideaux and Bill Haydon, who were friends at university before the war and whose relationship, it seems, went beyond mere friendship at times. Finally, he goes to see an old friend, Jerry Westerby, who tells Smiley that he heard a story about Operation Testify, according to which the Soviets knew all about the operation before it even happened.


    Smiley goes to see Jim Prideaux at the boys’ school where he works. Jim is irritable, haunted by his past and seems to have been abandoned by the Circus since Operation Testify. Jim reveals that the real reason behind Testify was Control attempting to find the name of the mole in the Circus. The mission was a trap as the Czechs knew he was coming, and he was captured and interrogated. Jim reveals that Karla interrogated him at one point and asked about Smiley. Jim revealed the real nature of Testify to him and was eventually let go. He claims that on returning home, after weeks of waiting, Toby Esterhase came to him and told him to forget everything.


    THE MOLE REVEALED


    Smiley and Guillam go to see Toby Esterhase and, after telling him what they know, get him to reveal the location of the London safe house where Polyakov and Gerald meet to pass information to and from the Soviet Union. In order to draw out Gerald, Smiley asks Ricki Tarr to send out a coded message to Alleline telling him that he has highly important information – which would spark a meeting between Gerald (who would have intercepted the message) and Polyakov. It works, and Bill Haydon arrives at the safe house; he is revealed to be the mole and to have betrayed them. Smiley discovers from Bill that he turned to the Soviets due to Britain’s diminishing influence in the world, and because of his dislike of America. Bill is found dead soon after talking to Smiley at the house in which he is imprisoned, though they do not know who killed him.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    GEORGE SMILEY


    George Smiley, a recurring character in le Carré’s novels, is a former agent for the Circus, one of the ‘old guard’ recruited in the build-up to the Second World War (1939-45). He is forced into retirement after the disastrous fallout from Operation Testify. He is described as “small, podgy and at best middle-aged, he was by experience one of London’s meek who do not inherit the earth” (p.20), and “a shy man, for all his vanities, and one who expected very little communication” (p.229). He is haunted and angered by the past, his professional and personal failures, and the enemies he feels he has made along the way. Because of this, he spends his retirement pursuing “the profession of forgetting” (p.87). He is therefore hesitant, when approached by Guillam for help, at the idea of re-opening the events of the past and facing up to the source of his resentments. Due to the nature of his investigations, the past and present seem to merge together at times for him, and he reflects that “at a certain moment after all, every man chooses: will he go forward, will he go back” (p.29). Though Smiley must address his past during his mission, the novel essentially follows Smiley’s choosing the former: settling old suspicions so he can move on from his past.


    Smiley thinks often of his wife, Ann, who is described as “the last illusion of an illusionless man” (p.416) – an encouraging piece of irrationality in an almost exclusively rational and practical man. Though she is notoriously unfaithful to him and they are separated during the book, he is still clearly in love with her and often reminisces about her and the mistakes he has made in their relationship. She represents the intertwining of his personal and professional life due to the well-publicised affair that she has with Bill Haydon (who it is later revealed plotted the whole thing).


    BILL HAYDON


    Bill Haydon is of the same generation as George, recruited by the Circus before the war and described by Guillam as “one of the unrepeatable, fading Circus generation, to which his parents and George Smiley also belonged” (p.99). He is “ubiquitous and charming, unorthodox and occasionally outrageous” (p.177), the cousin and lover of Smiley’s wife, Ann, and old school friend of Jim Prideaux, with whom it is implied he had a romantic relationship. At the start of the novel, Bill is a high-ranking official within the Circus and one of the architects of Operation Witchcraft, along with Alleline, Bland and Esterhase. Smiley’s investigations reveal him to be the mole, Gerald, who is passing sensitive information directly to the Soviet Union via the diplomat Polyakov.


    He reveals the reasons behind his betrayal to Smiley at the end of the novel. He was essentially trained with the pretensions of England as a world power, expecting to covertly guide the shaping of the world through England’s standing. However, he is disillusioned by the collapse of the British Empire after the Second World War and rise of America and the Soviet Union. As Smiley claims of his actions, he was: “an ambitious man born to the big canvas, brought up to rule, divide and conquer, whose visions and vanities were fixed […] on the world game” (p.394). Haydon is representative of the enduring and outdated notions of England’s importance in the world at the time – turning to the Soviet Union when he realises that his ambition cannot be fulfilled working in Britain


    JIM PRIDEAUX


    Also known by the professional pseudonym ‘Jim Ellis’, Jim and the precariousness of his lifestyle are the remnants of the fallout from the disastrous Operation Testify. He was shot twice in the back during the mission, then tortured and interrogated by the Soviets before being sent back to England. During the novel, he is working as a substitute teacher for a boys’ prep school and lives with the same attitude to the past as George Smiley – resolutely trying to forget old and unsettled betrayals and suspicions yet failing miserably to do so. He was recruited for the Circus by Bill Haydon, his old friend from Oxford, and possible lover. He is described as having an “aura of gentleness that surrounded him, a gentleness only possible in big men seen through the eyes of boys” (p.13). He is physical, eccentric and resolutely patriotic, with a “passionate Englishness […] England was his love; when it came down to it, no one suffered for her” (ibid.).


    KARLA


    Like Smiley, Karla is a recurring character
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