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John le Carré: An Interrogation

By MICHAEL BARBER

pied territory,” John le Carré has decided

for private and professional reasons to try
to build a London life for himself and his family.
We talked in the study of his house in Hampstead.
On the wall beside his desk he has scribbled these
lines by Hippocrates: “Whoever does not reach the
capacity of common people and fails to make them
listen misses the mark.”

Q. Mr. le Carré, you once pointed out that
spies spent a lot of their time pretending to
be characters “outside of themselves.” Isn't
there an obvious analogy here with writers?

A. Yes. I've certainly drawn that parallel in my
own mind. It's part of a writer’s profession, as it's
part of a spy’s profession, to prey on the community
to which he’s attached, to take away information
—often in secret—and to translate that into intelli-
gence for his masters, whether it's his readership
or his spy masters. And I think that both professions
are perhaps rather lonely.

Q. Would you also agree that both thrive on ten-
sion?

A. Well, certainly I don’t think that there are

ALTHOUGH he still regards big cities as “occu-

Michael Barber is a British freelance journalist
and broadcaster.

very many good writers who don't live without a
sense of tension. If they haven't got one immediately
available to them, then they usually manage to manu-
facture it in their private lives. But I think the real
tension lies in the relationship between what you
might call the pursuer and his quarry, whether it's
the writer or the spy. Graham Greene once referred
to a chip of ice that has to be in the writer’'s heart.
And that is the strain: that you must abstain from
relationships and yet at the same time engage in
them. There you have, I think, the real metaphysical
relationship between the writer and the spy.

Q. 1 think Eric Ambler once said that there is
a criminal and a policeman in all of us, and that
this could account for the popularity of spy fiction
and allied genres. Would you agree?

A. Ithink there’s something much more fundamen-
tal at work at the moment. We have learned in
recent years to translate almost all of political life
in 1erms of conspiracy. And the spy novel, as never
before, really, has come into its own. There is so
much cynicism about the orthodox forms of govern-
ment as they are offered to the public that we believe
almost nothing at its face value, Now, somehow or
other the politicians try to convey to us that this
suspicion is misplaced. But we know better than
that. And until we have a better relationship between
private performance and the public truth, as was
demonstrated with Watergate, we as the public are
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absolutely right to remain sus-
picious, contemptuous even, of
the secrecy and the misinfor-
mation which is the digest of
our news. So I think that the
spy novel encapsulates this
public wariness And 1 think
also, in entertainment terms, it
makes a kind of fable about
forces that we do believe in the
West are stacked against us.

Q. Is it true that you once
compared writing your novels
to making a jam roll? You open
the pastry out, spread the jam
and then roll it up.

A. Well, if I did, I'm already
beginning to regret it, but I
think as rough principle I al-
ways begin with one character
and then perhaps two, and they
seem to be in conflict with each
other. “The cat sat on the mat”
is not a story. “The cat sat on
the dog’s mat” is a story. And
I have a sense of atmosphere,
the environment in which I
want to set them, and a sense
of how the ending will be. From
there the story takes over by
itself. But the layer cake you
refer to—yes, I like to lead the
story forward, and therefore
the reader forward, on a whole
variety of levels, and try to
make all these levels then con-
verge and pay off at the end.

Q. So rather than impose a
plot on your characters, you
follow Scott Fitzgerald's dic-
tum that character is action?

A. Very much so. For in-
stance, in “The Honourable
Schoolboy,” 1 began with
two basic characters. George
Smiley, who’s a constant
companion in these books,
and then somebody who
now takes a major role—that’s
Jerry Westerby. 1 had planted
in Jerry's past in the previous
book the fact that he had
a Far Eastern background.
So, I set off for the Far East
with those two peopie and a
rough idea of the evanescence
of the Western presence in
Southeast Asia; beyond that, I
felt, I had no preconceptions.
I found myself referring to
Jerry and George as “my secret
sharers.” So it was an act of
complicity, I suppose, between
myself and the characters, that
we finally drew the story out
of their motivation.

Q. Was Jerry's Far Eastern
background a happy accident?

A. No, it was what you might
call an inspired accident. In
laying the foundations of some
of these minor characters Pve
tried always to give them such

a variety of qualifications that
I could pick them up later if
I wanted to—by actually pull-
ing their card out of a card
index that I keep—and then
perhaps turn them from two-
dimensional characters into
three-dimensional characters. !
knew toward the end of “Tink-
er, Tailor” that I wanted a
change of scene. And I think
that by scribbling in those few
lines that Jerry was an old
Asian hand and so on I was
setting that up for myself later.
But I loved him as a character
in “Tinker, Tailor”; just the
few pages 1 gave him, I
thought he was a winner.

Q. I was very struck by the
way your Chinese speak Eng-
lish in “The Honourable School-
boy.” You must have an excel-
lent ear for idiom. :

A. I believe that is something
I do have. I think I was born
with two—for a writer—lucky
skills. One is a very good ear
for voice and also a very reten-
tive ear, so that I can recall

think that, to a great extent,
that form is something I've
clung to in my own novels. Gen-
erally speaking, they are final-
ly about one person.

Q. I think you've acknowl-
edged that you sell far better
in Europe and America than in

" Britain. Yet unlike some Eng-

lish writers one could name,
you make no concessions to
foreign readers. Indeed, your
delight in our esoteric social in-
stitutions seems almost provoc-
ative.

A. Yes, the question of the
Englishness of my books and
their exportability fascinates
me too, and I've come up with
no real solution to it. Funnily
enough, I had my-French trans-
lator on the phone only this
morning asking me to explain
various cricketing terms I'd
used. The only explanation 1
could offer was to refer back to
the classical form of the detec-
tive story, the country-house
scene, Hercule Poirot pointing
to the suspect and so on. Eng-

John le Carré.

both accent and words for a
long time afterwards. And the
other is a wary retention of cer-
tain detail—topography, rooms,
furniture and so on.

Q. Are you a good mimic?

A. It's said of me, yes. And
I am a linguist, which helps.

Q. Has this had any effect
on your style?

A. I think it certainly has.
More particularly, having a
largely German-oriented educa-
tion has made me very respon-
sive to 19th-century German
literature. The predominant
form of the lately emerging
novel in Germany then was
what they called the Bildungs-
roman, a novel of education,
in which a single character was
taken through a variety of
rooms, as you might say—a
variety of encounters and ex-
periences—and brought out at
the other end a changed and
generally morally reformed fig-
ure. If that didn’t happen, there
was an apocalypse of some
kind and he was destroyed. I

lish society does offer a partic-
ular comedy of manners that
lends itself very well to sus-
pense. If you know that the
butler was in the wrong room
at the wrong time that’s al-
ready an exciting thing, be-
cause the norms and forms of
English behavior are so rigid
that transgression is the begin-
ning of suspense. Whereas, if
you were writing about a hippie
commune in San Francisco, no-
body would know what rules
applied—who should be slecp-
ing with whom, who should be
feeding the baby and so on. In
an English, domestic, “Upstalrs,
Downstairs” situation, every-
one knows what the ground
rules are, and the foreign read-
er will accept this. Now, if you
describe a Secret Service and
impose upon it the same ground
rules of behavior as you would
upon an English country house,
you quickly get the reader with
you. So these are bits of ammu.
nition that are available to an
English writer, and properly

used, are pure gold, in my ex-
perience.

Q. Was the Circus always
going to be a constant in your
novels?

A. Not at the beginning. But
then as I became more ambi-
tious, I thought that it would
in time work itself into a very
beautiful microcosm of English
behavior and English society
altogether.

Q. So when, in “The Honour-
able Schoolboy,” Smiley says
that the Circus must stir itself
because “Not to produce was
not to trade, and not to trad>
was to die,” you wanted to
make a point about Britain
today?

A. Yes, that was exactly the
analogy I tried to make. It’s
very dangerous to talk of one’s
symbolism, but I felt that at
the end of “Tinker, Tailor” 1
had shown a Secret Service
totally betrayed and in pieces
on the floor. At the beginning
of “The Honourable Schoolboy”
in comes Smiley to sweep up
the stable and get things going.
And he has to breathe vigor
into a completely dismayed and
disoriented and poorly equipped
outfit. The parallels between
our economy and the English
‘““cafard,” and what was going
on in the Circus and what
Smiley was trying to get on the
move—they were irresistible to
me.

Q. Is it true that the C.LA.
has adopted some of your Cir-
cus jargon - lamplighters,
scalp-hunters, etc.?

A. I'm told that they've defi-
nitely adopted the word “mole”
for what they used to call a
“sleeper,” which is a long-term
penetration agent who does
nothing until he’s activated. It
may be that they also use other
expressions that have appeared
in my books. If so, I'm flat-
tered.

Q. Up until “The Honourable
Schoolboy,” all your books had
been set in Britain or Europe.
Why the shift to Southeast
Asia?

A. Well, I'd never seen war—
Southeast Asia was the area of
conflict. And for better or
worse, I've been involved in the
description of political conflict.
Also, 1 was very aware of a
feeling of professional meno-
pause. I felt that I needed new
horizons for my own self as
well as my work. And it was
a wonderful challenge to take
on a completely new theater
of life and experience and try
to fit it into fictional form.

Q. When did you first realize
that you had a book on your
hands?

A. When we hit Hong Kong.
1 knew then that I could exploit
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that last colony—‘Borrowed
Time, Borrowed Place,” as
Richard Hughes called it with
his book——and make it a point
of reference if I was going to
step out into the exotica of
Cambodia and Laos and Viet-
nam. | think a sense of manners
towards the reader intervenes
here. 1 believe it’s possible to
be too exotic in a novel to the
point where the Westemn,
round-eyed reader is simply
lost, where his standard of
comparison is taken away from
him. And Hong Kong was a
kind of halfway house. When
Jerry was in Hong Kong, you
knew that in a way he was at

‘least putting one foot back in

the world of Western manners.

Q. You referred earlier to the
“evanescence of the Western
presence in Southeast Asia.”
Presumably you had a ringside
seat at this?

A. Yes, that immediately be-
came apparent. I realized that
if I was going to set my book
in Southeast Asia, it was al-
ready certain to be a historical
novel. And when 1 left Phnom
Penh—when Jerry left Phnom
Penh—we had the feeling that
we would never return.

Q. When you took Richard
Hughes and turned him into old
Craw, did you realize that he’d
already appeared as Dikko Hen-
derson in Fleming's “You Only
Live Twice'?

A. Yes, but only after I'd
written to him about my own
plans. I said, “I propose to libel
you in my book. I'm going to
have an old and not completely
abstemious Australian journal-
ist at the center. Do you mind?”
He wrote back and said, “My
boy, libel me to the hilt,” and
then reminded me that Fleming
had done the same.

Q. In your early novels you
seemed to imply that no society
was worth defending by the
kind of methods you had set
out to expose. Have your opin-
ions hardened since then?

A. 1 think they have. I don’t
know whether it’s age or ma-
turity, but [ certainly find my-
self committed more and more
to the looser forms of Western
democracy at any price. And

“I've become more and more

disenchanted about the possi-
bility of understanding the
Soviet Union as it’s constructed
at the moment. So what I sup-
pose 1 would wish to see is the
cleaning of our own stable and
the proper organization, as I
understand it, and the sanitiza-
tion, of the things that we
stand for. 1 hope by that means
and by those examples perhaps
to avoid what 1 regard as
so wrong with the Soviet
Union. W



