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Introduction 

In an article suggesting future possibilities for research on Britain’s cultural Cold War, Tony 

Shaw concludes by pondering whether, for instance, television scriptwriters might have played 

a role in prolonging geopolitical tensions ‘by fostering antipathy between East and West’.1 The 

offhand assumption of television drama as predominantly conservative, shoring up an orthodox 

Cold War consensus, is significant and not without some basis. In the USA, the Second Red 

Scare saw the appearance numerous staunchly anti-communist spy series including I Led 3 

Lives (Ziv, 1953-56) and Behind Closed Doors (NBC, 1958-59), frequently made with 

approval and assistance from the FBI, State Department and Department of Defence. The many 

British spy series which appeared over the 1960s, including Danger Man (ITV, 1960-66) and 

The Avengers (ITV, 1961-69), were generally not informed by such official connections.2 

Nonetheless, their status as ‘products’ made with an eye on the export market encouraged a 

‘reassuring’ formal model. In these series, heroes reliably overcame enemy threats on a weekly 

basis, affirming ‘the viewer’s faith in the value systems and moral codes which the hero 

represents.’3 Even John Kershaw, Associate Producer on the spy series Callan (ITV, 1967-72), 

eventually came to worry that its continual vilification of the Russians was ‘irresponsible’.4 

Yet such genre series were only part of a diverse British broadcasting ecology still 

strongly rooted in public service values, and the medium’s most critically-admired output of 

this era typically lay elsewhere. On the more culturally conservative side lay the BBC ‘classic 

serial’ adaptations of canonical literature, whilst on the more progressive cutting-edge lay the 

singe play, commonly presented within anthology series. From the late 1950s one such series, 

Armchair Theatre (ITV, 1956-74), had innovated on several fronts, developing the first 

‘school’ of dedicated television writers, giving unprecedented focus to the realities of working-

class life, and bringing cutting-edge artistic movements to a popular audience, such as Harold 

Pinter’s engagements with the continental Theatre of the Absurd. 

 
1 Tony Shaw, “Introduction: Britain and the Cultural Cold War,” Contemporary British History 19, no. 2 (2005): 

114. 
2 Michael Kackman, Citizen Spy: Television, Espionage and Cold War Culture (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2005), 81. 
3 James Chapman, Saints and Avengers: British Adventure Series of the 1960s (London: I. B. Tauris, 2002), 5. 
4 Andrew Pixley, Callan: Under the Red File (London: Network, 2014), 73. 
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From the mid-1960s, this initiative largely passed to The Wednesday Play (BBC1, 

1965-70) which further established television drama as a site of great transgressive potential at 

a transformative moment in British culture. Here plays such as Nell Dunn’s Up the Junction 

(BBC1, 1965), Dennis Potter’s Stand Up, Nigel Barton (BBC1, 1965) and Jeremy Sandford’s 

Cathy Come Home (BBC1, 1966) maintained the focus on working-class experiences, but 

combined this with a more overt political slant informed by the emergence of New Left, and 

an interest in expanding the medium’s visual possibilities. Through this combination they 

intertwined radicalism of both political and aesthetic varieties.5 

 This radical strain was informed by the historically unique experience of many of its 

leading creative figures, the working-class beneficiaries of new educational opportunities 

arising from the Education Act 1944 and reforms by the 1945-51 Labour government. To this 

cohort, highly-educated but outsiders to what had become known as ‘the Establishment’, the 

attraction of a television career lay in the industry’s less ‘respectable’ status compared to, for 

instance, the civil service or the City.6 In the context of public service broadcasting, meanwhile, 

occasional bursts political radicalism could be justified through a cultural heritage derived from 

19th-century Romanticism which insisted that ‘Artistic Expression is Important’ and that ‘the 

writer’s text is always reasonably sacred’.7 In the wider context of the Cold War, affording a 

prominent place to dissenting art could be championed as a healthy component of a free society 

(at least if only for as long as the post-war economic boom lasted). 

Few of these plays were explicitly engaged with Cold War concerns, but this article 

will examine three notable exceptions: The End of the Line (ITV, 1970) from the pen of 

acclaimed spy novelist John le Carré, and two works authored by leading television playwright 

Dennis Potter, Traitor (BBC1, 1971) and Blade on the Feather (ITV, 1980). These plays 

entered thematic territory more commonly occupied by episodic spy series but, unbound by the 

latter’s formal constraints, they exploited the single play’s potential for challenging consensus 

views and breaking open ‘reassuring’ genre conventions. 

Each of these plays focuses on a classic Cold War archetype: the traitor. The traitor had 

been familiar figure in Cold War culture since the exposures of Alger Hiss and Klaus Fuchs as 

Soviet agents in 1950. Early US spy series were rooted in obsessive paranoia about Communist 

infiltration in American society, and even the less hysterical British series continually featured 

storylines about treachery within state institutions (e.g. early Avengers episodes such as 

‘Traitor in Zebra’ or ‘The Nutshell’), the theme having remained prominent in UK headlines 

in the early 1960s through new cases such as the Portland Spy Ring. Series like The Avengers 

typically dramatised treachery through procedural detective narratives, but with culprits only 

revealed at the episode’s conclusion this offered minimal opportunity to examine character and 

motivation. Single plays, however, offered the possibility of probing more deeply into the 

phenomenon from various angles and perspectives. A precedent for this was the feature film 

 
5 John Hill, “Radical Television Drama: Introduction,” Journal of British Cinema and Television 10, no. 1 (2013): 

108. 
6 John Caughie, Television Drama: Realism, Modernism and British Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2000), 57-87. 
7 Carl Gardner and John Wyver, “The Single Play: From Reithian Reverence to Cost-Accounting and Censorship,” 

Screen 24, no. 4-5 (1983): 122-123. 
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Ring of Spies (Robert Tronson, 1964), an account of the Portland Spy Ring, which offered a 

degree of cultural critique through psychologisig treachery as a comprehensible (if unjustified) 

response to a hollow, materialistic society.8 

All three plays discussed here are, in different ways, haunted by the Cambridge spies, 

a ring of Soviet agents from privileged backgrounds recruited at Cambridge University in the 

1930s. This case first began to come to public attention when Guy Burgess and Donald 

Maclean escaped to Moscow in 1951, and the subsequent 1963 defection of ‘third man’ H.A.R. 

‘Kim’ Philby, commonly viewed as ‘the most dangerous and effective’ of the group, was fresh 

in the public memory when The Wednesday Play debuted.9 These works therefore can be 

positioned as early instances in a long line of British screen works about the Cambridge spies.10 

However, none take the biographical approaches of later works such Ian Curteis’ Philby, 

Burgess and Maclean (ITV, 1977) and Alan Bennett’s An Englishman Abroad (BBC1, 1983), 

which depict the real spies and documented historical events. Instead, the plays discussed here 

take the topic as a loose prompt for invented allegorical scenarios, often simultaneously 

exploring other cultural issues postdating Philby, Burgess and Maclean’s departures from 

Britain. 

The prospect of 1960s radicals looking back at an earlier dissenting generation raises 

intriguing possibilities. There might be potential to at least partly legitimise the founding ideals 

of the Cambridge spies, particularly against the contexts such as the rise of fascism in the 1930s. 

Yet the Cambridge spies had remained loyal to Stalinism long after the defeat of Nazi Germany. 

The denunciation of Stalin’s crimes by Nikita Khrushchev in 1956 had provided one of the 

impetuses for the New Left’s break with Soviet Communism and, given the roots of 1960s 

radical drama in the New Left, such plays were therefore unlikely to offer uncomplicated 

sympathy to Stalin loyalists. Nor, on the other hand, did the privileged, connected status of the 

Cambridge spies make them readily identifiable to the working-class radicals of the 1960s. 

Indeed, a longstanding accusation that the Establishment had worked to protect the reputations 

of Burgess and Maclean (and later Philby) suggested that converts to Stalinism, when coming 

from privilege, would receive more forgiveness and indulgence than working-class outsiders 

could likely expect.11 In this view, therefore, despite the apparent political challenge they 

posed, the Cambridge spies could still be said to epitomise the insular world that the 1960s 

generation were seeking to break open. It is the tension between these positions that gives these 

single play engagements with treachery a great richness and complexity, as I will explore. 

The Philby case also inspired arguably the most famous British spy novel about Cold 

War treachery, le Carré’s Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy (1974), in which the author’s longstanding 

protagonist George Smiley unmasks a traitor at the heart of the intelligence service. This 

 
8 Tony Shaw, British Cinema and the Cold War: The State, Propaganda and Consensus (London: I.B. Tauris, 
2001), 59. 
9 Bruce Page, David Leitch and Phillip Knightly, Philby: The Spy Who Betrayed a Generation (London: Andre 

Deutsch, 1968), 27. 
10 Simon Willmetts and Christopher Moran, “Filming Treachery: British Cinema and Television’s Fascination 

with the Cambridge Five,” Journal of British Cinema and Television 10, no. 1 (2013): 49-70. 
11 This accusation appeared in the article often credited with popularising the term ‘Establishment’: Henry Fairlie, 

“Political Commentary,” Spectator, September 22, 1955, 5-7. 
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functioned essentially as a more complex and ‘literary’ version of the mole-hunting detective 

storylines seen in television spy series. In fact, it would subsequently receive a television 

dramatisation (BBC2, 1979) where the expanded canvas of a seven-part serial allowed its story 

to unfold at greater length than either an Avengers episode or a single play. All three plays 

discussed here have significant relationships to Tinker Tailor, whether anticipating its themes 

or, in the case of Blade, being productively read as a response to le Carré’s story. Thus, it serves 

as a recurrent source of comparison throughout this article. 

Le Carré’s own status in relation to 1960s radical politics is complex and contested, and 

this article is influenced by Toby Manning’s recent account which argues that, despite frequent 

impressions to the contrary, le Carré’s Cold War novels are fundamentally invested in an 

orthodox Cold War consensus: ‘where contrary ideas do erupt and faultlines reveal themselves, 

the novels repair the breach and compact the fictional ground’.12 The closure found in episodic 

genre series is therefore present in his novels, albeit concealed far more deeply under layers of 

anxiety and ambiguity. By contrast, the radical Cold War plays discussed here offer more 

complex political possibilities and ideological ‘openness’, something true even of a unique 

foray by le Carré’s himself into original television writing at the high tide of British television’s 

radical currents. 

 

‘We can all of us only know a part’: Interrogation and the Absurd in John le Carré’s The 

End of the Line (ITV, 1970) 

In Edinburgh, Rev. Paul Bagley (Ian Holm) boards a train bound for London, taking his place 

in a compartment occupied by one other passenger. This is Arnold Frayne (Robert Harris), until 

recently a computer scientist at the Glengarry Atomic Establishment. Frayne is nervous and 

agitated, and Bagley’s attempts to offer him counsel are initially met with hostility. As the 

journey progresses, however, the power dynamic changes, and soon the desperate Frayne is 

freely disclosing his work passing secret information to a Soviet controller known as ‘Charlie’. 

Now Charlie has disappeared and Frayne has been subjected to a concerted programme of 

psychological ‘disintegration’ by clandestine forces, bringing him close to breaking point. 

Bagley, meanwhile, is not the innocent clergyman he appears to be, but a spy seeking Frayne’s 

confession. This is the scenario for The End of the Line, le Carré’s only original television 

script. On broadcast, the recruitment of this ‘successful millionaire writer’, then best-known 

for his breakthrough third novel The Spy Who Came in from the Cold (1963), seemed an 

impressive coup to some commentators.13 Although retrospectively overlooked (only fleetingly 

mentioned in Adam Sisman’s biography of le Carré for instance) The End of the Line in fact 

stands as a fascinating intersection between longstanding preoccupations of le Carré and a more 

historically-specific radical moment.14 

Le Carré had previously submitted this script to the BBC in 1969 as a potential 

Wednesday Play, only to see it rejected, prompting his agent to write in response, ‘I must say 

 
12 Toby Manning, John le Carré and the Cold War (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 2. 
13 James Thomas, “Television by James Thomas,” Daily Express, June 30, 1970. 
14 Adam Sisman, John Le Carré: The Biography (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), 289. 
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that I admire your courage in turning down a play by John le Carré.’15 Yet The Wednesday 

Play’s culture was substantially oriented around its dedicated school of television writers, thus 

it would be misguided to assume automatic deference to a ‘successful millionaire writer’. 

Furthermore, le Carré was something of an outsider to this culture of outsiders, his education 

and early professional development firmly that of the Establishment insider: prep school, public 

school, Oxford University, teaching at Eton and work for MI5 and SIS (although his class status 

is complicated by his unstable childhood as the son of a lower-middle-class conman). Even his 

turn to writing had been in the more culturally-respected medium of the novel. 

Yet a certain radical strain runs through le Carré’s 1960s work. The Spy, for instance, 

has been widely interpreted as an anti-Establishment novel that condemns the actions of British 

intelligence as being morally equivalent to those of East Germany, and SIS Chief Dick White 

was reported to resent its presentation of ‘a service without trust or loyalty, where agents are 

sacrificed and deceived without compunction.’16 The radical strain was even more apparent in 

an essay le Carré wrote for the Sunday Times Magazine in 1968 to accompany an exposé on 

the double life of Kim Philby from the paper’s ‘Insight Team’. Here he attacks the 

‘Establishment’ as much as the traitor, bemoaning how a pre-war intellectual tradition pointing 

‘to a gentle, pragmatic form of international socialism’ was thwarted in the Cold War by a 

reactionary intelligence culture more invested in ‘the preservation of trade routes; in the 

defence of foreign investment and Colonial wealth; in the production of “ordered society”.’ 

Critics have often noted how this essay outlines many themes developed six years later in 

Tinker Tailor, le Carré’s more extended study of treachery in an intelligence institution, such 

the notion of secret services as ‘microcosms of the British condition.’17 By the time of the 1974 

novel, however, le Carré’s radical sentiments seemed considerably muted, the novel showing 

far more sympathy towards this gentlemanly intelligence culture and its post-imperial 

melancholia. The End of the Line, however, sees le Carré examine a traitor at the height of this 

apparently more sceptical, subversive moment in his outlook. 

Yet here he pointedly does not model the traitor on Philby. Bagley describes Frayne as 

a graduate of Battersea Technical College with ‘lower class parents’, a contrast to the privileged 

background and Oxbridge education of Philby and later Bill Haydon, the Philby-esque traitor 

in Tinker Tailor. Nonetheless, The End of the Line’s roots can be found elsewhere in the 1968 

piece. Throughout the essay, le Carré shows considerable fascination with the prospect of 

interrogating Philby, first complaining of the inadequate ‘Mock Trial’ to which the spy was 

subjected following Burgess and Maclean’s defection, and then speculating about the 

interrogation Philby could have been subjected to in 1963 had he not evaded capture. In such 

creative musings we might see the inspiration for The End of the Line as an extended 

exploration of interrogation techniques, a scenario well-suited to the multi-camera studio-

recorded television play of the era. 

 
15 BBC Written Archives Centre (WAC), Caversham: T48/368/1: Drama Writer’s File: John Le Carré. Carol 

Smith at A. P. Warr to Shaun MacLoughlin, script editor, The Wednesday Play, July 17, 1969. 
16 Tom Bower, The Perfect English Spy: Sir Dick White and the Secret War, 1935-90 (London: Heinemann, 1995), 

270. 
17 John le Carré, introduction to Philby: The Spy Who Betrayed a Generation, by Bruce Page, David Leitch and 

Phillip Knightly (London: Andre Deutsch, 1968), 15-17. 
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With Frayne as the traitor, might we position Bagley in the role of spy-catching 

detective akin to George Smiley? Not only would Smiley later unmask Haydon, but he had 

already broken an East German spy ring in le Carré’s debut novel Call for the Dead (1961). 

John G. Cawelti and Bruce A. Rosenberg argue that ‘cynical and full of betrayal as it may be, 

John le Carré’s world is not… a place of fathomless darkness.  Though the good may be 

threatened by modern social and political trends, we can still know what is valuable and see it 

embodied, however feebly, in a sympathetic and effective figure.’18 This is the role commonly 

occupied by Smiley, whose viewpoint and ethical positions are privileged through the prose 

focalisation. Even The Spy (where he plays a supporting role) offers an alternative protagonist 

in Alec Leamas. By contrast, a viewer of The End of the Line has little opportunity to identify 

with Bagley. We receive essentially no reliable information about his background and motives, 

and there are continual disconcerting shifts in his manner and apparent level of knowledge. He 

is more threatening intruder than relatable detective, and the absence of a ‘sympathetic and 

effective figure’ tilts this play further toward ‘fathomless darkness’ than any of le Carré’s 

novels. 

In this regard, The End of the Line bears the influence of one of the era’s most notable 

playwrights, Harold Pinter. Played a key role in introducing the Theatre of the Absurd to British 

culture from its continental origins, Pinter’s plays typically depicted characters engaged in 

territorial battles for dominance, in which everyday speech develops absurd and menacing 

qualities.19 Over the 1960s many of Pinter’s most notable plays were performed on television, 

including The Birthday Party (ITV, 1960), The Lover (ITV, 1963) and The Basement (BBC2, 

1967), his writing proving well-suited to the claustrophobic studio drama of the era. This 

provided a strong dramatic model for le Carré to explore his interest in interrogation technique, 

with Bagley playing a role akin to the sinister intruders in works such as The Birthday Party. 

This is a struggle in which Bagley ultimately proves victorious. He persuades Frayne 

to sign a document that ostensibly details his association with ‘Charlie’ but, in an absurdist 

touch, is composed of black pages. Then, on arrival in London, unidentified men escort Frayne 

into the back of a van marked ‘disposal’ and drive him away. Notably Bagley shows no interest 

in understanding Frayne’s motive, in contrast to Tinker Tailor where motive is the first topic 

Smiley raises when interrogating Haydon. Here Frayne’s treachery seems devoid of content, 

the acquisition of his ‘confession’ simply bureaucratic procedure. At one point, Bagley deflects 

Frayne’s enquiries with the statement, ‘We can all of us only know a part, none of us can know 

the whole’. Not only does Bagley deny Frayne knowledge of his situation, he also disavows 

such knowledge himself, accepting his functional role in repairing the system’s breach. This 

contrasts with Smiley’s role in Tinker Tailor, which quite specifically entails comprehending 

‘the whole’ story of the service’s corruption as an essential process in unmasking the traitor. 

By the conclusion it is unclear which side Bagley is on; is he a British operative catching 

a traitor in the national interest like Smiley, or a Soviet operative cleaning up the loose end of 

a no-longer-reliable asset? Le Carré’s works have commonly been read as depicting moral 

equivalence between East and West, although Manning disputes this, noting that even in The 

 
18 John G. Cawelti, and Bruce A. Rosenberg, The Spy Story (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 6-7. 
19 Robert Gordon, Harold Pinter: The Theatre of Power (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2013). 
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Spy, for instance, the depiction of East Germany as an oppressive prison camp ensures that 

there is a clear distinction between sides.20 Such distinctions cannot be found in The End of the 

Line, however, where the two sides seem not so much morally equivalent as entirely 

indistinguishable, a product of le Carré’s uncharacteristic venture into the Absurd. In fact, 

although the Theatre of the Absurd had posited the overall meaninglessness of the world, this 

did not necessarily come with explicit political implications. But to apply the absurdist style to 

Cold War politics, as le Carré does in The End of the Line, implicitly suggests the 

meaninglessness of the Cold War consensus. Espionage in this context seems nothing but an 

empty routine of catching and interrogating traitors with no clear ideological content or 

purpose. In its subtle way, this more thoroughly subversive than The Spy and congruent with 

le Carre’s radical flirtation of the late 1960s. 

This is further illustrated by comparison with a later reworking of this play into a 

chapter of le Carré’s part-novel, part-short story collection The Secret Pilgrim (1990). Here the 

traitor Cyril Arthur Fruin is characterised almost identically to Frayne, but Bagley is replaced 

by the considerably less mysterious figure of Ned, a protégé of Smiley’s who relates the 

encounter in first person prose.21 As more typical for le Carré, then, a sympathetic figure offers 

a sense of what is valuable, staving off the ‘fathomless darkness’ glimpsed in The End of the 

Line. The ‘contrary ideas’ of The End of the Line therefore remain the product of an unusual 

aesthetic venture undertaken by le Carré at a distinct historical moment, and the later return of 

this scenario in The Secret Pilgrim would help to repair the breach. 

 

‘To find some saving grace in them’: Motive and Montage in Dennis Potter’s Traitor 

(BBC1, 1971) 

Adrian Harris (John le Mesurier), formerly a senior British intelligence officer, lives in solitary 

exile in a Moscow after a lifetime’s service as a double agent for the USSR. Harris is the central 

character of Dennis Potter’s Traitor, which centres around him giving an interview to four 

Western journalists in his flat. This play has a certain similarity to The End of the Line, 

structured around the intrusion of a visitor (or four visitors) seeking to obtain a confession from 

the location’s existing occupant. It similarly depicts a process of psychological deterioration in 

its central traitor, with Harris resorting to alcohol in order to cope with the hostility and 

humiliation heaped onto him by his unsympathetic visitors. 

Since his debut, The Confidence Course (BBC1, 1965), Potter had become renowned 

as one of Britain’s most prolific and acclaimed television playwrights. Prior to Traitor, though, 

he had shown little interest in Cold War topics, with the exception of Lay Down Your Arms 

(ITV, 1970), a semi-autobiographical piece inspired by his national service in military 

intelligence in the 1950s. Shortly after this, Potter elected to write a play inspired by the exile 

of Philby, whose topicality had been restored by the Sunday Times exposé and the publication 

of his own KGB-sponsored memoirs, My Silent War (1969). Harris certainly bears more 

resemblance to Philby than Frayne, his name derived from Philby’s first two given names 

 
20 Manning, John le Carré and the Cold War, 51-73. 
21 John le Carré, The Secret Pilgrim (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1991 [1990]), 258-319. 
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(‘Harold Adrian’). Apparently viewing Potter’s study of a traitor more favourably than le 

Carré’s, the BBC produced his script within the Play for Today series (the replacement for The 

Wednesday Play). Upon broadcast, the BBC’s Audience Research Report noted that viewers 

understood Philby as the model for Harris and considered the play to possess ‘topical appeal’.22 

It is striking that Potter’s fictionalisation of Philby appeared before le Carré’s, 

particularly given that Potter seemingly had far less in common with the traitor. In his 1968 

article, le Carré openly highlights that his interest in Philby arises from partial class 

identification, declaring that ‘Philby, an aggressive, upper-class enemy, was of our blood and 

hunted with our pack’.23 Potter, by contrast, came from a working-class background in the 

Forest of Dean, fitting the profile of many radical entrants to the BBC in the 1960s. Of his 

interest in Philby and his fellow Cambridge spies, Potter later remarked, ‘I thought they were 

detestable people’, but added that ‘it’s partly because I detested them so much that I wanted to 

find some saving grace in them’.24 This complex and ambivalent thought experiment highlights 

the value of the single play in taking on such a topic. It also highlights the most fundamental 

difference between Traitor and The End of the Line. Le Carré’s play had rendered interrogation 

as absurdist power struggle devoid of ideological content. By contrast, Potter’s play is 

fundamentally invested in examining motive in human terms, positioning the key question at 

the heart of most accounts of Cambridge spies front and centre: why did they do it? Whilst le 

Carré examined the form of interrogation, here Potter is more interested in the content. 

This links to another key contrast with The End of the Line. Rather than confining itself 

to the central setting, Traitor instead intercuts the interview with a range of narrative strands 

showing key incidents from Harris’ past. In this regard Potter’s play corresponded to cutting-

edge developments carried forward from The Wednesday Play. An influential polemic, ‘Nats 

go home’ (1964) by writer Troy Kennedy Martin, had decried the television play’s continuing 

allegiance to ‘naturalistic’ values inherited from the theatre, instead theorising a ‘new drama’ 

that made more extensive use of the medium’s visual possibilities. Montage would play a key 

role, with Martin acknowledging a debt to the Soviet revolutionary cinema of Sergei Eisenstein 

(an appropriate heritage for Traitor, given its topic).25 Potter had been a keen proponent of the 

‘new drama’, his plays having regularly made integral use of montage-based storytelling 

techniques since Stand Up, Nigel Barton (BBC1, 1965). Yet unlike the directly propagandistic 

use of montage in Eistenstein’s films (and other Wednesday Plays such as Cathy Come Home), 

Potter’s use of montage was typically far less concerned with providing a clear and discernible 

message. For Potter, montage usually served more to express disorientation and alienation. 

Two of these narrative threads centre on Harris’ childhood. One depicts the boy’s 

troubled relationship with his distant and uncaring father, Sir Arthur Harris, perhaps inspired 

by the Insight Team’s similar characterisation of Philby’s father. Significantly, however, Potter 

converts the passionate Arabism of St. John Philby into Sir Arthur’s obsession with legends of 

Camelot. This establishes a tension over different ideals of England which emerges as one of 

 
22 BBC (WAC): Audience Research Report VR/71/417, “Play for Today: Traitor”, 1. 
23 Le Carré, introduction to Philby: The Spy Who Betrayed a Generation, 10 (my emphasis). 
24 Dennis Potter, Potter on Potter, ed. Graham Fuller (London: Faber and Faber, 1993), 43. 
25 Troy Kennedy Martin, “Nats go home: First statement of a new drama for television,” Encore 48 (1964): 31. 
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Traitor’s central themes. In one sequence, Sir Arthur reads ‘Morte d’Arthur’ from Alfred 

Tennyson’s Idylls of the King (1859-1885) to his son whilst failing to notice that the boy is in 

great distress, his fixation on upper-class renderings of mythology making him entirely 

indifferent to human suffering. 

Another strand shows the child Harris enduring traumatic experiences in an 

authoritarian prep school. John R. Cook likens this to the depiction of a working-class village 

school in Potter’s semi-autobiographical Stand Up, Nigel Barton, arguing that collectively 

these plays universalise treachery as the ‘inevitable product’ of crossing the battle-lines of the 

English class system.26 Still, in placing such heavy emphasis on childhood trauma, Traitor 

could be argued to support the infantilised and emotionally-stunted portrayal of Philby in le 

Carré’s 1968 essay, which declared that ‘the early life of Kim Philby is doubly important: all 

Kim’s life was early’.27 A key difference, however, is that whilst le Carré portrays Philby 

having comfortably acclimatised himself to the role of Establishment insider as an adult (if 

only as a performance), Traitor creates a stronger sense of Harris as an alienated, abused 

outsider to his own class. 

Is there any ideological substance to be found in Harris’ decision to serve Soviet 

Communism in adulthood? The adult Harris briefly describes his time at Oxford University in 

the 1930s, where we might presume he was recruited by Soviet intelligence (Potter substituting 

his own alma mater for Cambridge, as le Carré would with Haydon). The widespread left-wing 

radicalism amongst Oxbridge students in the 1930s had become a key aspect of the Cambridge 

spies mythology. It had also featured significantly in the backstory of le Carré’s Call for the 

Dead when a Foreign Office official accused of being a Communist spy confesses to Smiley 

about his radical youth. As Manning notes, however, when le Carré returned to the theme of 

treachery in Tinker Tailor, 1930s radicalism would be mentioned but considerably downplayed 

in emphasis.28 Traitor similarly limits its engagement with the culture of Oxford to a brief 

mention in dialogue, omitting the possibility of portraying it in flashback like other incidents 

from Harris past. Here too a potential intellectual context for Harris’ treachery is repressed.  

Yet the potential for a political motive to arise from the tumultuous economic and 

political upheavals of the 1930s is acknowledged in another form. Also intercut with the 

interview are several excerpts of genuine archival footage depicting 1930s slum life (from the 

campaigning documentary film Housing Problems, Arthur Elton and Edgar Anstey, 1935) and 

the Jarrow Hunger Marchers. This is linked to the interview through a story Harris tells about 

a trip he took during the Great Depression when he first saw ‘what people lived like’. Here, 

therefore, we glimpse potential credibility to the idea that a commitment to Soviet Communism 

could arise as a sincere response to the poverty generated by a crisis of capitalism. This is made 

especially vivid through using documentary material, reinforcing the grim reality of 1930s 

poverty more powerfully than a conventional dramatic enactment of Harris’ journey might. 

 
26 John R. Cook, Dennis Potter: A Life on Screen (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998; 2nd ed.), 74. 
27 Le Carré, introduction to Philby: The Spy Who Betrayed a Generation, 11-12. 
28 Manning, John le Carré and the Cold War, 128. 
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Collectively, these flashbacks provide context of the kind that was denied The End of 

the Line, allowing us far greater potential to understand Harris in human terms. But the play 

provides no clear framework to aid us in judging their significance. When considering Harris’ 

motive, should we concentrate on his personal childhood traumas or on his experiences of the 

Great Depression? Another flashback strand shows Harris as an active double agent arranging 

the assassin of a Soviet defector who threatens to blow his cover. Is this included by Potter to 

discourage us from being too tempted to sympathise with Harris? Caughie argues that, at its 

most effective, Potter’s use of montage offers ‘a way of dissolving hierarchies, resisting the 

unifying order of plots and subplots, identification and resolution, catching the viewer instead 

in the dialectic of competing realities which refuse to cohere into the plenitude of an organically 

unified world.’29 In Traitor montage expresses the complex reality of Harris’ formative 

experiences without resolution, the abundance of information denying a singular explanation 

for who he is and what he has done. 

Another explanation is offered in the ‘present’ timeframe. Even in Moscow, Harris 

claims a lingering devotion to England, encapsulated by a small landscape painting on the wall 

of his flat. When directly challenged by one journalist about his status as a ‘traitor’, Harris 

moves towards the painting, muttering ‘to my class, yes, to my country, no.’ Potter later 

described this as his challenge to ‘the misstatement that someone could politically betray their 

country and be presumed not to love it’, citing his own attachment to a landscape and ‘English 

condition’ divorced from ‘flags and drums and pomp and circumstance’.30 This exemplifies a 

discourse Patrick Wright terms ‘Deep England’, rooted in sensory experiences of green, 

pastoral landscapes. Although Deep England has often be mobilised to support privileged 

interests, Traitor challenges this coalescence, with Harris reclaiming his own ideal of England 

from his upper-class origins.31 

Potter’s biographer Humphrey Carpenter describes Traitor as an ‘excursion into John 

le Carré territory’, but this characterisation is informed less by the novelist’s 1960s work and 

more by how this play anticipates themes and techniques later employed in Tinker Tailor.32 

Yet when comparing the two, it is notable how frequently le Carré’s novel takes the radical 

possibilities opened by Potter’s play and closes them off. On a formal level, both stories are 

substantially relayed via a non-chronological sequence of flashbacks, but, those in Tinker 

Tailor are firmly tied to the methodical investigation of Smiley and motivated by his 

conversations with key witnesses. Unlike the impressionistic fragments of Traitor, every 

flashback here contributes evidence leading to Haydon’s exposure, with the radical possibilities 

of the ‘dialectic of competing realities’ contained by detective story conventions.  Tinker Tailor 

does briefly open this dialectic after the ‘whodunit’ narrative has concluded. First Haydon 

declares a multitude of motives in his interrogation, including his response to Britain’s political 

decline and his hatred of America, whilst Smiley later ponders other readings of Haydon, 

including as ‘a romantic and a snob’ and as the victim of an ‘authoritarian father’ (the only 

 
29 Caughie, Television Drama, 167. 
30 Potter, Potter on Potter, 42. 
31 Patrick Wright, On Living in an Old Country: The National Past in Contemporary Britain (London: Verso, 

1985), 86. 
32 Humphrey Carpenter, Dennis Potter: A Biography (London: Faber, 1998), 260-261. 
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account which intersects with those offered by Traitor). However, this sequence concludes by 

describing how ‘Smiley shrugged it all aside, distrustful as ever of the standard shapes of 

human motive’.33 Compacted into the concluding pages, this echoes Potter’s refusal to provide 

a conclusive interpretation, although le Carré’s use of whodunit conventions requires the 

detective to explicitly highlight the lack of conclusion. 

Tinker Tailor also parallels Traitor in offering an extended meditation on the England 

that has been betrayed. But unlike the Deep England of Harris’ painting, Tinker Tailor’s 

landscape is overwhelmingly composed of elite spaces including a prep school, a gentleman’s 

club, an Ascot country house, the lanes of Oxford and the institutions of Whitehall. As Manning 

argues, here the betrayal is ‘of a class which regards the nation and itself as indistinguishable’, 

a stark contrast to how Potter’s play worked to deconstruct this conflation.34 Tinker Tailor also 

contains many allusions to Tennyson’s Arthurian poetry, le Carré upholding the tradition by 

casting Smiley as an unlikely Arthur.35 In Traitor, however, Tennyson stands simply as an 

oppressive symbol of all that Harris rebels against as an adult. 

A decade after le Carré’s pitch to The Wednesday Play, the television adaptation of 

Tinker Tailor appeared in the far more conservative dramatic form of a BBC classic serial. 

Unlike the largely studio-based The End of the Line and Traitor, this serial was shot on film 

and on location, reflecting a rapid revolution in the dominant style of prestige drama and 

making the novel’s emphasis on pastoral landscapes and elite spaces into a defining aesthetic 

feature. The 1970s had also seen the growth of a heritage movement, described by Wright as 

naturalising ‘a bourgeois interpretation of history and society’ through coalescing ‘historic 

interest’ and ‘natural beauty’.36 As a pioneering heritage drama, the televised Tinker Tailor was 

highly congruent with this cultural trend.37 But for Potter there was nothing ‘natural’ about this 

coalescence, and a hostility towards such values provided a starting point for his own return to 

the figure of the traitor. 

 

‘The least English-like of all the English’: Genre and Heritage in Dennis Potter’s Blade 

on the Feather (ITV, 1980)  

In the English country house of Brightlands lives the retired Cambridge don Professor Jason 

Cavendish (Donald Pleasance), along with his younger wife Linda (Kika Markham), his 

daughter Christabel (Phoebe Nicholls), and his mysterious butler Mr Hill (Denholm Elliott). 

One summer afternoon their serenity is disturbed by the appearance of an enigmatic stranger 

going by the name of Daniel Young (Tom Conti). When Cavendish passes out from the heat 

Daniel successfully resuscitates him and is then invited first for dinner and then to stay the 

night. Over the following 24 hours, in true Agatha Christie style, it will transpire that nobody 

 
33 John le Carré, Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy (London: Sceptre, 2011 [1974]), 419-420. 
34 Manning, John le Carré and the Cold War, 113. 
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36 Wright, On Living in an Old Country, 55. 
37 Joseph Oldham, Paranoid Visions: Spies, Conspiracies and the Secret State in British Television Drama 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017), 93-97. 
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in the house is entirely what they appear to be. At the centre of this complex web is Cavendish 

himself, whom we eventually discover is none other than the man who once recruited Philby, 

Burgess and Maclean to work for Soviet intelligence back in the 1930s. 

This is the scenario of Blade on the Feather (ITV, 1980), a television play written by 

Potter nearly a decade after his previous engagement with the Cambridge spies mythology. 

Two differences from the earlier treatment of this topic in Traitor are immediately apparent. 

Firstly, Blade takes an approach more reminiscent of Tinker Tailor, adopting ‘whodunit’ 

generic conventions to unveil a dark truth at the heart of Britain’s privileged Establishment. 

Indeed, whilst the resemblance of Traitor to le Carré’s oeuvre is largely a retroactive 

interpretation, Blade was frequently compared to the spy novelist’s work by contemporaneous 

critics, particularly in relation to the previous year’s Tinker Tailor adaptation.38 

Secondly, instead of providing an allegorical substitute for a real spy, Blade purports to 

reveal an additional (albeit invented) layer to the accepted history with its fictitious recruiter. 

In fact, Blade was transmitted shortly after the public exposure of Anthony Blunt as the ‘fourth 

man’ of the Cambridge spies, prompting some press commentary to interpret Cavendish as a 

stand-in for Blunt.39 In reality, Potter’s script predated Blunt’s exposure, and instead likely 

drew upon a more longstanding cultural fascination with the imagined figure of the ‘gentleman 

recruiter’. Despite having conclusively established Blunt’s role in 1964, MI5 had thereafter 

become consumed with a fruitless search for higher-ranking moles.40 Such thinking was also 

evident in the wider culture. For instance, in his 1968 Philby article le Carré pondered on the 

recruiter’s identity, musing, ‘He recruited only gentlemen: was he himself a gentleman? He 

recruited only from Cambridge: was he a Cambridge man? All three recruits would travel far 

on the reputations of their families alone: was he too a man of social influence?’41 Although 

this is one idea that le Carré did not pursue in Tinker Tailor, it nonetheless prevailed elsewhere. 

Notably, in 1977 journalist Peter Hennessy alleged in The Times that Philby, Burgess and 

Maclean had been recruited by wealthy Cambridge don Donald Beves.42 Although this claim 

was rapidly retracted, it seems a possible source of inspiration for Potter’s script. 

 The circumstances of Blade’s production arose from Potter’s growing dissatisfaction 

with the direction of the BBC in the late 1970s. As Britain had entered a more economically 

uncertain decade, radical creatives within BBC drama had become more assertive, with plays 

such as Jim Allen’s The Big Flame (1969), and Colin Welland’s Leeds United (1974), for 

instance, depicting industrial action in a sympathetic light. In counterpoint, Carl Gardner and 

John Wyver describe the onset of a ‘a half-thought out, half-heartedly applied reining-in of the 

freedom granted to or won by writers, directors and producers in the ‘60s and early ‘70s’, 

 
38 For example, Chris Dunkley, “Potter’s weal,” Financial Times, October 22, 1980; and Stanley Eveling, “Keep 
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“The Eton Boating Swansong,” Daily Mail, October 20, 1980. 
40 Christopher Andrew, The Defence of the Realm: The Authorized History of MI5, rev. ed. (London: Penguin, 

2010), 503–521. 
41 Le Carré, introduction to Philby: The Spy Who Betrayed a Generation, 11. 
42 Stewart Purvis and Jeff Hulbert, Guy Burgess: The Spy who Knew Everyone (London: Biteback, 2016), 299-
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causing a long-term decline in possibilities for such radical drama over the decade.43 Caught 

up in this increasingly conservative climate was Potter’s play Brimstone and Treacle (BBC1, 

1976 untransmitted until 1987) which was abruptly pulled from transmission due to its 

representation of sexual violence. Meanwhile, a longstanding process by which BBC staff were 

systematically vetted by MI5 was stepped up, expanding from those handling sensitive 

information to those handling sensitive ideas. As Mark Hollingsworth and Richard Norton-

Taylor wrote in a later journalistic exposé, ‘by the mid-1970s MI5 and the Personnel 

Department were clearly out to purge the BBC’s radical dramatists’, with targets including 

directors Roy Battersby and Roland Joffé, as well as Potter’s longstanding producer Kenith 

Trodd.44 Thus, even if single plays overtly exploring with Cold War politics were a minority, 

simply engaging with radical politics in this more reactionary climate could be claimed as 

subversion of the Cold War’s home front. 

Tom Mills describes the relationship between the BBC and Whitehall being ‘built upon 

a basic class congruity, as much as more formal bureaucratic ties, with BBC personnel and 

their state counterparts being drawn from similar backgrounds and sharing an implicit 

understanding of how the “national interest” should be construed’.45 An more harmonious 

example of this can be found in the case of the BBC’s Tinker Tailor. By this time the 

relationship between le Carré, the BBC and Whitehall was sufficiently healthy that, recalling a 

screening of the completed serial at BAFTA, le Carré later claimed that ‘if anyone had put a 

bomb under the building, we’d have lost half the top brass of British Intelligence.’46 By 1979, 

therefore, the author seemed comparatively at peace with the ‘Establishment’ he had derided 

in 1968. Trodd, meanwhile, was reinstated in time to work on Potter’s musical serial Pennies 

from Heaven (BBC1, 1978). Yet the souring of both his and Potter’s relationships with the 

BBC inspired the pair to seek opportunities elsewhere, and it is perhaps no coincidence that 

one resultant output would attack a ‘basic class congruity’ between old spies. 

Blade was originally written as a potential feature film with prestigious American 

director Joseph Losey attached. Since being his own blacklisting in Hollywood in the 1950s, 

Losey’s subsequent work in the UK had in fact included a trio of films written by Harold Pinter. 

Richard Loncraine (the eventual director of Blade) later described Potter’s aim being to create 

a pastiche of these Losey-Pinter films, in particular Accident (Joseph Losey, 1967) which told 

an elusive story about destructive relationships between Oxford dons in a mansion setting.47 

With Blade, therefore, Potter moved towards a Pinter pastiche to interrogate the figure of the 

traitor, echoing the approach le Carré had taken in The End of the Line. This contrasted with le 

Carré’s own shift towards clarity in representing the traitor for Tinker Tailor (although 
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intriguingly Pinter had briefly been attached as screenwriter to an earlier attempt at adapting 

Tinker Tailor for London Weekend Television (LWT)).48 

Although the feature film version of Blade fell through, Potter’s script found a new 

home in early 1979 when he and Trodd established their own production company, Pennies 

from Heaven Ltd, and signed a deal to produce television plays for LWT. Like Tinker Tailor, 

Blade was shot on film and on location, largely at a real country house on the Isle of Wight in 

June 1980.49 The verisimilitude of this location enabled Blade to mount a withering satire of 

heritage culture and its rhetorical claim of the country house as the ‘soul’ of Britain, soon to be 

epitomised by the lavish television adaptation of Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited (ITV, 

1981). For Potter the upper-classes were nothing but alien intruders on landscape of Deep 

England; as he later declared, ‘even though they appear to foreigners to be the ultra-English, 

they are – to me anyway – the least English-like of all the English.’50 We might therefore detect 

some parody of heritage-speak in the superlative-laden but vapid descriptions of Brightlands 

in Potter’s script: the library is ‘a splendidly proportioned room gleaming with many beautiful 

gold-tooled leather bindings’, there is a ‘splendid hall’, and the drawing room is ‘an elegant 

and spacious room full of beautiful things’.51 

The characters who occupy this space are grotesque caricatures of a declining upper-

class. Cavendish, for instance, is reactionary and authoritarian (‘there can be no order unless 

due deference is paid to those exercising authority’), but always with a hint of the infantile 

(‘People whose mummies and daddies didn’t spank their damp little botties often enough tend 

to end up with distinct anarchical trends’). Like Harris and the ageing spies of Tinker Tailor, 

Cavendish is melancholy in old age, mourning a lost England (‘there isn't any sort of England 

someone of my generation would think he had inherited’). But whilst Harris idealises an 

England liberated from privilege and the characters of Tinker Tailor suffer from post-imperial 

melancholia, Cavendish’s lost England consists entirely of juvenile privileged affectation 

(‘Take away the pudding and the baked jam roll and the custard and there isn't very much left’). 

When Potter later described his aim to ‘find some saving grace’ in the Cambridge spies, 

he was ostensibly referring to Blade as well as Traitor, but there is little evidence of it this 

second engagement. When Cavendish eventually confesses his role as the Cambridge recruiter 

to Daniel, his account is very different to the myriad possibilities surrounding Harris: 

I gave my allegiance fifty years ago to the Soviet Union, not because I especially firmly believed in its 

ideology but because I believed in nothing else […]  It doesn’t make any sense, you see.  At the bottom, 

human affairs are all compounded of absurdity.  One you acknowledge that all you’re left with is 

boredom.  That’s one thing they all had in common, the young men I recruited.  Boredom. 

Traitor had offered potentially legitimacy to Harris’ political in its use of documentary footage 

and the claim that he had betrayed class instead of country. Here, however, the radical politics 

of Cambridge in the 1930s are given no potential for credibility. Instead, the culture is presented 
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entirely in terms of ideological vacuity, cynicism and self-indulgence, suggesting Potter’s own 

attitude towards it had hardened in the intervening years. Cavendish, we learn, has been writing 

his memoirs out of boredom and malice, threatening to explosively revealing the identities of 

other, still unexposed traitors that he recruited. 

 A peculiar counterpoint to Cavendish is provided by Mr Hill. The two men have known 

each other for 40 years, having first met at Cambridge. Their master-servant routine is 

seemingly just an act, the two referring to each other as ‘Cuddles’ and ‘Dicky Boo’ in private. 

Yet Hill is evidently a dangerous figure. He is introduced taking a drunken bicycle ride in the 

countryside, but when informed of Daniel’s arrival at Brightlands the script describes his 

demeanour changing as he makes his return ‘like a figure completely transformed from parody 

butler to hired hit-man’.52 A sense of danger lurking beneath an affected image is reinforced 

when he picks up a tiny automatic pistol and conceals it on his person, before taking up a silver 

tray to project an image ‘like a butler in an old advertisement’.53 When Cavendish muses on 

mortality after his near-death experience, Hill cheers him up by leading a rousing rendition of 

the Eton Boating Song (from which the film takes its title). But Hill’s treatment of Cavendish 

has abusive undertones, most notably at night when he mocks the don by offering him a Brandy 

then drinking it himself. Ultimately it transpires that Hill is also a Soviet agent and one who, 

unlike Cavendish, is a genuine believer in the cause. Having discovered the existence of 

Cavendish’s memoirs, Hill has reluctantly requested the don’s assassination. 

 As the newcomer, Daniel provides an outsider’s viewpoint on this world. Given generic 

convention, we might again imagine him occupying the detective’s role, uncovering a dark 

secret at the heart of the British Establishment like Smiley. However, whereas Tinker Tailor 

establishes Smiley’s mission to uncover the mole at an early stage, Blade continually withholds 

information about Daniel’s true agenda, thwarting conventional identification with the 

detective’s mission. Daniel is instead another iteration of the enigmatic intruder, more akin to 

Bagley than Smiley. Our first hint that he is more than he appears comes in the dinner scene 

when he asks Cavendish whether he knew Philby, Burgess and Maclean at Cambridge, to the 

don’s evident disquiet. We then see, in flashback, a drive-by shooting in which Foreign Office 

official Andrew Cartwright (Bill Weston) is murdered whilst escorting a Soviet defector to a 

British embassy. This implies that Daniel had come to Brightlands as an avenger seeking 

retribution on those responsible for his father’s murder. However, at the conclusion a further 

twist reveals Daniel himself to have been another KGB agent all along, sent to kill Cavendish 

in response to Hill’s request. 

The result is a darkly ironic inversion of Tinker Tailor’s conclusion. Manning argues 

that any potential critique of Haydon’s gentlemanly status in le Carré’s story is undermined by 

a generic structure that sees his treachery countered by the similarly privileged Smiley. Thus 

‘the gentlemanly impulse in the national unconscious here reasserts itself, sorts the mess out, 

plays up and plays the game.’54 In Blade, however, the force which sorts out its mess is the 

KGB, its faithful agents Daniel and Hill eliminating the unreliable Cavendish even as all three 
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perform the roles of English gentlemen. Daniel, who reveals himself to be Eton-educated, 

mocks these upper-class manners whilst bullying Cavendish into suicide, enthusing ‘Play up, 

play up, play the game. Come on, old chap, do the decent. Don’t let the side down, old boy’. 

He then reveals his real identity to Hill with the appropriate KGB code-phrase: ‘blade on the 

feather’ from the Eton Boating Song. 

Blade is thus no affectionate parody of Establishment values, but a savage critique of 

the unexamined ideological assumptions of Tinker Tailor and the heritage movement. Here 

there is there no faith in the gentlemanly class to clear up its own mess, the hollowness of their 

affectations revealed through their seamless appropriation by foreign agents. In the end, the 

supposedly opposing forces of Cold War containment and Soviet treachery here seem like no 

more than self-indulgent games for a self-absorbed gentlemanly class. Despite their 

differences, though, Tinker Tailor and Blade are at least united by a deeply hostile attitude 

towards the traitor himself, as particularly apparent when contrasted against several later 

dramatic depictions of the Cambridge spies. 

Alan Bennett’s 1983 television play An Englishman Abroad is arguably something of 

a turning point in this regard. Depicting an encounter between the exiled Guy Burgess (Alan 

Bates) and the actress Coral Browne in the former’s Moscow flat in 1958, it offers a premise 

superficially like that of Traitor. Unlike Potter’s 1971 play, though, Englishman is ultimately 

far more interested in Burgess’ eccentric personality and society gossip than in politics and 

motivation, with Bennett declaring that ‘I find it hard to drum up any patriotic indignation over 

Burgess (or any of the so-called Cambridge spies for that matter).’55 Subsequent works like 

Robin Chapman’s Blunt (BBC2, 1987) and Peter Moffat’s Cambridge Spies (BBC, 2003) carry 

forward this flirtation with more sympathetic or romanticised portrayals, even if this is often 

heavily qualified and full redemption withheld.56 Potter’s earlier interest in finding a ‘saving 

grace’ was thus developed considerably but at the expense of his (and le Carré’s) ultimately 

critical verdict, these successors arguably offering some of the old Establishment indulgence 

towards these sons of privilege. But in attacking the gentleman traitor in his ‘natural’ habitat 

of a country house, Blade can readily be read as both anticipating and flatly rejecting the long-

term redemption of the Cambridge spies. 

 

Conclusion 

These three plays by John le Carré and Dennis Potter illustrate the capacity of British television 

drama to engage with the cultural Cold War on more complex levels than often attributed to 

the medium. Le Carré’s examination of treachery through the elusive style of Harold Pinter in 

The End of the Line creates an unusually disconcerting portrayal of Cold War tradecraft where 

sides seem indistinguishable and interrogation amounts to no more than sinister games of 

language with no ideological content. Potter’s Traitor, by contrast, is far more interested 

exploring moral meaning through its innovative montage techniques and complex flashback 
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structure. Uniquely, if obliquely, it affords the traitor some potential for moral legitimacy 

through pondering his actions as a possible response to inequalities of pre-war capitalism and 

refuting the claim of bourgeois culture that its interests are inseparable from those of England. 

Both, therefore, utilise the figure of the traitor to suggest transgressive possibilities, even 

though neither entirely endorses this figure. 

 Formal and thematic aspects of both would later resurface in le Carré’s Tinker Tailor, 

including the interrogative focus of The End of the Line and the non-chronological storytelling 

techniques of Traitor. But in harnessing these to a generic ‘whodunit’ narrative, the novel 

continually closes off radical possibilities, clarifying the moral centrality of Smiley, celebrating 

a privileged vision of England, and denying credibility to 1930s radicalism. To paraphrase 

Manning, where contrary ideas had erupted and faultlines revealed themselves in the earlier 

plays, Tinker Tailor does indeed repair the breach and compact the fictional ground.57 Yet 

Potter’s return to the topic in Blade can be read as a satirical riposte, in turn adopting the generic 

conventions and heritage style of Tinker Tailor to mercilessly scorn the world of privilege from 

which Philby and his fellow spies came. Even at this more embattled time for radical drama, 

therefore, a play could reopen the breach through appropriating and subverting the techniques 

of more conservative prestige drama. Collectively, then, these plays offer a rich and discursive 

account of the classic Cold War archetype of the traitor, weaving this theme through the 

changing fortunes of radical television drama in the 1970s. 
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