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    John le Carré is the pen name of David John Moore Cornwell, a British novelist, short story writer and screenplay writer best known for his espionage novels which have been adapted for film, television and radio. After an unsettled childhood with a father who lived on the edge of the law and unhappy experiences at a series of boarding schools, le Carré joined the Intelligence Service of the British Army whilst at the University of Bern. He returned to England to study at Oxford, where he also worked covertly for MI5, the British Intelligence Service, reporting on left-wing groups and possible Soviet agents. He taught briefly before joining MI6 in 1960, and he worked for that service in Germany. His first novel, A Call for the Dead, was published in 1961, and the international success of The Spy Who Came in from the Cold in 1963 allowed le Carré to leave the Intelligence Service in 1964 to work full-time as a writer. He continued to write prolifically, creating the iconic figure of spymaster George Smiley, and his work attracted popular and critical praise in addition to commercial success. He won the Goethe Medal in 2011, and in 2008 he was ranked by The Times newspaper as 22nd out of the 50 greatest British post-war writers. Married twice with four children, he lives in Dorset and still writes.

  


  
    THE SPY WHO CAME IN FROM THE COLD


    THE BLEAK HEART OF THE COLD WAR


    
      	Genre: espionage novel


      	Reference edition: le Carré, J. (2016) The Spy Who Came in from the Cold. London: Penguin Modern Classics.


      	1st edition: 1963


      	Themes: loyalty and betrayal, autonomy, the state and the individual, personal versus collective responsibility, ideologies of East and West, the inherent immorality of espionage

    


    In the early 1960s, British espionage fiction was enjoying worldwide popularity. The action-filled James Bond novels written by Ian Fleming had sold moderately well since the early 1950s, but the release of the first film adaptation starring Sean Connery as Bond in DrNo in 1962 propelled them to bestseller status. The Ipcress File, the first novel by new novelist Len Deighton, was also released in 1962, and it too would soon be made into a popular film. However, one person was not happy with the quality of current espionage fiction. David Cornwell was a writer who had published two mystery novels, and he felt that the work of Fleming, Deighton and others was unrealistic. Cornwell was in a position to know – he was a spy working in Germany for MI6. During 1962, in the evenings and during lunch breaks, he wrote a very different novel about spies and spying. The Spy Who Came in from the Cold is bleak and dark, there is little action and no gadgets, and it features characters who are completely amoral. The author’s obvious familiarity with the institutions of British and East German espionage and with the techniques and vocabulary of spycraft gave the novel an authenticity like no other. The James Bond novels were simple escapism. The Spy Who Came in from the Cold was a frighteningly accurate portrayal of the realities of espionage in the modern world.


    The book is set mainly in London and Berlin, which at the time was located within the Communist-controlled German Democratic Republic (GDR), though the western half of the city belonged to the Federal Republic of Germany and was controlled by Britain, France and the United States. The novel follows Alec Leamas, a British secret service operative based in Berlin who is given the mission of killing Hans Dieter Mundt, an agent of the Abteilung, the GDR secret service. To get close to Mundt, Leamas takes on a double identity, pretending to be ejected from the British secret service and spiralling into alcoholism and prison before he is finally recruited by GDR agents as a defector. The novel follows the twists and turns of Leamas’ secret life and the espionage field of the Cold War, where double deals, double crossing and betrayal were routine and personal relationships necessarily came second to the needs of the agencies and governments involved. This book won the 1963 Gold Dagger Award and the Edgar Award in the same year, and continues to be read and appreciated today.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    SUMMARY


    DEATH OF AN AGENT


    Alec Leamas, British Intelligence Section Chief in Berlin, is waiting in West Berlin, close to the border with the East, for one of his agents to flee to the West. Karl Riemeck has been passing high-level information to the British for some time, but he has been ‘blown’ – his identity is now known. Riemeck is just one of a number of British agents to be exposed, mainly by Hans-Dieter Mundt, the new Deputy Director of the Abteilung, the counter-intelligence service of the GDR. Riemeck appears and almost manages to make it past the various checkpoints before he is shot down and killed by border guards as Leamas watches.


    Leamas is recalled to London, where he meets Control, the head of the Circus, the nickname given to the British counter-intelligence service whose main office is located close to Cambridge Circus. Leamas is close to 50 and he assumes that the complete destruction of the ring of British spies in East Germany will mean the end of his career with the Circus. However, Control suggests something different – a last mission, after which Leamas can retire and give up his work in espionage. The mission will result in the death of Mundt, but it will require Leamas to pretend to defect and will be totally secret even from other members of the Circus.


    Leamas agrees to take the mission and he is posted to the Banking Section of the Circus, something he is temperamentally and emotionally unsuited to. His drinking, which has always been a problem, becomes worse. His behaviour becomes erratic and in the end he stops coming to work altogether. Rumours about him abound – it is believed that his pension is much smaller than he had anticipated and he is forced to live in squalid conditions. It is also said that money has gone missing from the Banking Section and that investigators wish to interview Leamas.


    Appearing to be desperate for money, Leamas takes a job in a small private library, where he meets Liz Gold, a young Jewish woman who is also a member of the Communist Party. She and Leamas become lovers, but then he assaults a shopkeeper and is sent to prison for three months.


    DEFECTION AND DEBRIEF


    When Leamas is released from prison he is in desperate straits – he has no money and nowhere to live, and he avoids Liz. Soon he is living on the streets and spending what little cash he has on drink. At this point he is approached by a man who claims not only to have known him in Berlin, but also to owe him money. Leamas recognises that the man is an East German agent, sent to try to recruit him now that he has seemingly left the Circus. Pretending to be completely disenchanted with Britain and the British secret service, Leamas agrees and is taken to Holland.


    Leamas is interviewed at length by an agent called Peters. It is clear that Peters is interested in the spy Karl Riemeck, and particularly in how he obtained the information he passed to the British. Peters seems to be implying that Riemeck was not working alone, something that Leamas denies. Then the interrogation moves on to the work that Leamas did in the Banking Section. Peters is particularly interested when Leamas describes an operation code-named Rolling Stone which involved placing large sums of money in foreign bank accounts.


    Peters seems to believe that this operation was used to pay another high-level British agent in East Germany, something that Leamas says would have been impossible – as Section Chief in Berlin, he would have known if there was another high-level agent. Then Peters informs Leamas that he is now wanted back in England. Leamas tells Peters that he had hoped that his selling of information to GDR agents would remain secret and that afterwards he could return to Britain. However, this is now clearly impossible and Leamas agrees to travel to East Germany.


    BEHIND THE IRON CURTAIN


    Leamas is taken to a lodge in the countryside close to Berlin, where he is interrogated by Fiedler, the Deputy Head of Security for the Abteilung and Mundt’s main assistant. It soon becomes clear that Fiedler suspects that Mundt is a British spy and he relentlessly interrogates Leamas about Operation Rolling Stone – Fiedler believes that the money paid into foreign accounts was for Mundt, something that Leamas continues to claim would have been impossible. Leamas knows that his denials that Mundt could be a spy will actually help to persuade Fiedler that he is a genuine defector and that Mundt is really guilty.


    One evening, Mundt’s men arrive at the lodge and Leamas kills a young policeman before being arrested. He is brutally interrogated by Mundt, who claims that Leamas is part of a British plot to frame him. Then Mundt himself is arrested and Leamas finds himself back in the custody of Fiedler, who explains that Mundt will go on trial before a tribunal and that Leamas will be required to give evidence.


    At the hearing, Mundt continues to proclaim his innocence, but Fiedler produces a great deal of circumstantial evidence which suggests that he is a British spy. One of the main pieces of evidence is Leamas’ testimony about Rolling Stone, when it is noted that the times and locations where the money was deposited tie in with visits by Mundt to the same locations, where he is said to have then withdrawn the deposited cash.


    Things are looking bad for Mundt until his defender, Karden, unexpectedly calls a new witness. Leamas is horrified to see Liz Gold brought into the court.


    ENDGAME


    Liz is questioned and admits that, after Leamas left Britain, she was visited by operatives from the Circus, who agreed, amongst other things, to help her financially until Leamas returns. Karden explains to the court that this proves that Leamas is still really working for the Circus and that his defection has been staged with the express purpose of framing Mundt.


    Leamas is horrified that Circus would have been so foolish as to approach Liz in this way, and in an attempt to exonerate her, he admits to the court that Karden is right, that he is still working for the Circus and that his mission was to implicate Mundt as a British spy in order to have him executed. Only when he finishes giving this testimony does Leamas finally realise the truth – Mundt really is a British spy and the whole purpose of this mission has been to have him accused so that the ‘accidental’ approach of Circus to Liz can be used to exonerate him and instead to implicate the ruthless and ambitious Fiedler, who was becoming a threat to Mundt.


    Later that evening, Leamas and Liz are released from prison and given a car by Mundt, who tells them that he has arranged a safe place for them to cross the Berlin Wall. They drive together to Berlin but, as they are climbing the wall, searchlights pick them out and Liz is shot and killed. Leamas has the opportunity to jump down to freedom on the western side of the wall but instead he climbs back down to stand next to Liz’s body, where he too is shot and killed.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    ALEC LEAMAS


    Leamas is the Section Chief in Berlin for the Circus, the British counter-intelligence service. Almost 50, he is cynical, weary and probably drinks more than is good for him. He has been married but is divorced by the time the novel begins and has not seen his ex-wife or children for some time. He has been the chief in Berlin for almost ten years and had managed to build up a network of spies in East Germany before Mundt became deputy head of the Abteilung and killed or arrested most of the operatives working for him.


    Leamas has seen many people killed and betrayed, and his view of espionage is blunt: “What do you think spies are: priests, saints and martyrs? They’re a squalid procession of vain fools, traitors too, yes; pansies, sadists and drunkards, people who play cowboys and Indians to brighten their rotten lives” (Chapter25, The Wall). However, when Leamas meets Liz Gold, he sees a chance to finally leave the world of spies and spying, to return to a normal life and to “come in from the cold” (Chapter2, The Circus).


    However cynical and devious his work may have made Leamas, he still tries to be honest with Liz, even telling her before he is sent to prison that he is about to undertake a special job, but that he will return. Leamas never suspects that the mission is itself a fiction. Leamas has ostensibly been sent to undermine Mundt’s position so that he will be removed by his own people. Only at the very end does Leamas realise that he has been deceived and that he and Liz will be sacrificed to ensure that Mundt, who is actually an important British agent, will be safe from his suspicious assistant Fiedler: “And suddenly, with the terrible clarity of a man too long deceived, Leamas understood the whole ghastly trick” (Chapter23, Confession).


    LIZ GOLD


    Liz is the only character in this novel who considers the moral consequences of her and other character’s actions. She falls in love with Alec Leamas, partly because she believes that, under his cynical exterior, he is a caring and gentle person. Liz’s honesty is used against her and to help Mundt in the tribunal. Liz provides honest answers to the questions she is asked, never suspecting that things like the visit by operatives of the Circus will implicate Leamas as a double agent or that these same agents have understood Liz’s inherent integrity and will use this to destroy both her and Leamas.


    When Liz and Leamas are allowed by Mundt to escape from the prison and given the opportunity to escape over the Berlin Wall, only Liz sees this as unlikely: “I mean: a Party member knowing all this… It doesn’t seem logical that he should let me go” (Chapter25, The Wall). She is of course quite correct: neither Mundt nor the Circus can afford to have a person whose loyalty they are uncertain of knowing that Mundt is
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