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We’ve been going about learning to appreciate medieval
manuscripts all wrong. Those who succumb to the allure of
these handwritten beauties generally read about acknowledged
masterpieces such as the Book of Kells and Lindisfarne
Gospels in fine surveys such as Christopher de Hamel’s
bestselling Meetings with Remarkable Manuscripts and
similar fare (often reviewed in these pages). But The Medieval
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is a primer that replaces much of
the misinformation that surrounds medieval manuscripts with
what is actually known — and knowing the hardships behind
their creation simply makes these ethereal marvels all the more
appealing. Charles takes you on a learned and entertaining
excursion through the facts and suppositions about manuscript
workshops of the Middle Ages and through the many and
arduous procedures, from making the parchment and ink and
pigments through closing the just-bound codex.

“Take a moment and, in your mind’s eye, conjure up an
image of a medieval scriptorium,” Charles opens:

What do you see? The chances are, there will be
cowled monks, hunched over rows of wooden desks,
leaning forward in concentration. There may be hushed
silence, or the remote sound of Gregorian chanting in
the background. Possibly the sound of quills scratching
laboriously over the parchment. Brilliant sunlight might
stream down from the upper windows or maybe a
multitude of candles light the shadows of a cold stone
room. You may envision rolls of fresh parchment,
arranged onto shelves by size, lining the corners of
the room. Perhaps a stern librarian sits at the head of
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the room overseeing the scribal activity, with a pot of
feathered quills on their desk. You may imagine painters
and illuminators working in a different part of the room
from the scribes, perhaps in some orderly production
line, with the freshly scribed parchment being passed
onto the illuminator to decorate with gold.

Refreshingly frank is Charles’ admission that “All of this,
some of this or none of this may be historically accurate. The
truth is, we do not really know.” It clears the stage, encourages
the reader to wipe clean the slate of these cliché-riddled
preconceived and possibly false notions, as she begins this
from-scratch, hands-on, eye-opening tutorial.

Charles opens each of the seven main chapters with a three-
to four-page fictional passage showing a worker (in the topic of
that chapter) going about their day. Nothing lends immediacy
better than a present tense narrative, especially when the topic
is an arcane skill taking place roughly a millennium ago.
Charles has hit upon a delightfully effective means of bringing
the subject matter to life in a real, humanizing way. As a Brit
might observe: Brilliant! It’s worth noting that four of these
seven narratives involve female characters. Charles makes a
great point throughout this book of highlighting the neglected
role played by women in medieval manuscript production.
They were often more than nuns.

The Medieval Scriptorium conveys a fair amount of
historical background to get readers up to speed on the origins
of writing systems long preceding the Middle Ages and their
relation to ancient religions. The cuneiform on clay tablets
and papyrus scrolls evolve over hundreds of years to more
practical codices — the codex basically the same as today’s
book. The slow transition from homespun, independent
religious texts produced piecemeal was ratcheted up in the
fourth century CE when Constantine recognized Christianity
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and ordered quantities of uniform scriptures. “This demand
for high-quality copies saw a shift from simple codices being
produced ad hoc by small communities to a considered push
to create valuable documents,” she writes. Four centuries
later Charlemagne raises the bar far higher, insisting on a
standardized script (Caroline miniscule) that became the norm
for several centuries and adding ancient Latin texts to the mix.
Notes Charles, “without his passion for reviving the Roman
empire, many of these would have become obsolete. So, with
this huge back catalogue of text to copy, as well as the rise in
new monasteries to equip... there was an impressive output of
manuscripts in the Carolingian period” — to put it mildly!

The complex development of varying and regional scripts
employed throughout the medieval period is well articulated
by Charles. The learning curve here may seem precipitous,
for the subtleties and nuances of identifying ever-changing
scripts that also display scribal quirks can be vexing and
challenging. Script styles can easily become a swirling vortex
of Latin phrases (nomina sacra, scriptura continua, per cola et
commata, etc.) and specialized lingo — uncial, Insular, pandect,
miniscule, Merovingian, knotwork, on and on. A brief glossary
at the book’s end is helpful if too short and non-inclusive.

The Caroline miniscule that dominated from the ninth
through twelfth centuries Charles describes as “a very rounded
script and is quite easy on the eye: all characters stand alone
and are clearly distinguished.” Her occasional insider advice
is most welcome, as with: “a good tip to distinguish any script
is to look at the g — it can vary wildly between scripts and
individual scribes.” Or when explaining how to identify which
of several miniscule scripts is used in an Old English text:
“[look] closely at the letter a. If it looks like a # with a horizontal
line across the top, then it is probably square miniscule (but as
always with sweeping statements about script features, caveats
apply).” If all this suggests that monastic script identification
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is a hairy, convoluted affair — well, it is indeed. But Charles is
a witty and erudite guide through this intricate landscape as
it shifts from eastern Europe to western and then backtracks
eastward a bit. Naming scripts and their influences rarely
seems straightforward and is an artful matter best left to those
in the field.

One of the most informative aspects of studying medieval
manuscripts is how it teaches us why and how modern books
cametolook the way they do—welearnthatevery facetofabook’s
appearance that we take for granted, minutiae one never thinks
about, has a long history behind it. The Medieval Scriptorium
offers many such revelations. Putting spaces between words
seems so obvious it may come as a shock to discover that early
Latin did no such thing; everythingwasruntogetherjustlikethis.
(An amusing, entirely unintentional example appears when
one of Charles’ paragraphs reads, verbatim: “Cassiodorus’
stextsbecamepopular throughouttheChristian” — automated
margin justification to blame.) The breaking up of texts into
paragraphs to help the reader absorb text? A long time coming.
The indenting of those paragraphs to further set them off?
Another development. Running heads at the top of each page —
book title on verso (left) page and chapter title on recto (right)
page — to aid the reader? Yet another innovation. And for each
of these advances Charles provides examples, such as this
last: The well-known Tours gospels of the early ninth century
featured “visual aids to navigating the Bible text, with the name
of the evangelist at the top centre of the right folio, and the
book number on the top centre of the left folio.” Over and over
throughout The Medieval Scriptorium are such reminders that
we owe the appearance of books today to medieval manuscripts.

It’s practically a Eureka!/ moment when Charles proclaims,
“Looks like we’ve found an official scriptorium!” A surviving
ninth century monastery floor plan from St. Gall Abbey
in Switzerland that indicates a large room for scribes is a
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cornerstone document. We picture a space filled with rows
of desks, but did this room actually exist or was it merely
something planned? Models other than the St. Gall blueprint
have carrels or booths set around a cloister. Charles conjures
up such a scene:

Imagine a monk or nun on a wooden stool, bent over
a wooden desk. They have a window to their left-hand
side, looking out onto the cloister garden. They are in a
wooden study room, with an ink pot, parchment, quill
and knife to hand. The muffled and echoey sounds and
smells of monastic life drift through to the scribes —
the clatter of food being prepared in the kitchen and
the distant chanting of students reciting the psalms, the
delicate aroma of rosemary, thyme and lavender from
the cloister garden.

Another possibility for “orders who lived in a single
cell, emulating the hermit lifestyle of the early Christians in
the desert” has monks each working on manuscripts in their
individual sleeping quarters or cells. In this scenario, “On
Sundays, when they gathered together in the cloister, they
could stock up on ink, quills and parchment from the sacristy,
along with new books to transcribe.”

So despite our ingrained image of a scriptorium as a
writing room populated with monks at desks scratching away
— an image long perpetrated by Hollywood in films such as
The Name of the Rose — in the end Charles wisely precautions:
“As with all things to do with monasteries, there is no hard and
fast rule, and arrangements would have depended on the size,
wealth and status of the house, as well as the religious order
and even the individual preferences of the abbot or abbess
and patrons of the house. Demand for manuscripts ebbed and
flowed, so it was perhaps not worth dedicating a whole room
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in the compound to a fluctuating market.” Medieval studies
in general is chock full of educated guesswork: Supposition,
theory, conjecture, and speculation all abound.

I gloss over (unfairly) two meaty, worthwhile chapters:
“Material World: Parchment and Ink” and “Illumination and
Painting.” Both are well illustrated, fascinating “how to’s”
that examine these critical elements in great detail — how the
materials used were made and how then used. If you’ve ever
had a hankering to tan a hide and make parchment — a friend
who hunts is tempted — or to make your own iron gall ink—
myself — here’s your chance. The visual minded may wish
to view a youtube video posted by Chicago’s Caxton Club
showing Charles demonstrating some of these skills (https:/
youtu.be/iGMQDbjQQDXK) or to visit her website (https:/www.
teachingmanuscripts.com/about), which also features several
instructional videos.

I loudly applaud Charles’ penultimate chapter “The
Twelfth-Century Renaissance.” The period is a marvel and
gets surprisingly little attention. You do hear the misnomer
“Dark Ages” less often, but it still doggedly hangs on in the
public eye, a gross mischaracterization of medieval times or
the Middle Ages. The later or high medieval era witnessed this
lesser-known twelfth century Renaissance, a gradual rebirth of
learning and culture. The Renaissance that gets all the attention
and came and began to flourish in the fourteenth century didn’t
simply burst into existence fully clothed out of thin air.

Charles traces this evolution from the manuscript
production perspective as secular manuscripts created apart
from monastic settings grew and flourished. Students at the
universities just beginning to appear were able to rent basic
copies of needed texts cranked out at workshops designed to fill
this need. Writes Charles, “the new merchant class were keen
to wave their money about and commission lavish illuminated
manuscripts. Psalters (books of psalms) and Books of Hours
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(personal prayer books that followed canonical hours) were
particularly popular among the laity....” A prolonged shift
from the long dominant Caroline miniscule (“lovely languid
roundedness”) to Romanesque script brought with it such
innovations as decorated initials and decorative borders, joined
letters, contractions and abbreviations. She calls Romanesque
“the happy place in between” and “a beautiful transitional point
— perfectly readable and easy on the eye. The roundedness of
Caroline miniscule feels sometimes a bit too relaxed, and full
Gothic goes too far in its angularity and crampedness (to the
point of being illegible).”

I also applaud The Medieval Scriptorium for bringing
medieval manuscripts down to earth — for humanizing them
in a way few titles in this field do. If asked to visualize a
medieval manuscript, many readers picture the Book of Kells
and Lindisfarne Gospels, as noted earlier — glorious objects
of serene unearthly perfection and a saintly chorus in the
background. And so they are.

Yet throughout The Medieval Scriptorium Charles reminds
us of the seldom discussed physical aspects behind the creation
of all manuscripts. This welcome accessibility factor includes
down home, often humorous touches found in them. There are
margin doodles left by scribes (“A large letter O particularly
lends itself to being made into a smiley face or even a grumpy
one”) or manicules (“a drawn hand in the margin with finger
extended, pointing at a particular section of text to highlight
its importance”). She adds that manicules “can vary from very
basic to very elaborate, from very abstract to very, very rude
— for example, [a certain manuscript] has erect penises in the
margins acting as manicules (penicules?).” There are editorial
margin comments from scribes (“I am cold and tired without
fire or covering”), pen trials (“scribblings or jottings to ensure
that the nib was cut right, and the ink was flowing” much
as | do daily with ballpoint pens), parchment imperfections
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such as holes which “could provide [scribes] some artistic
entertainment, transforming them into comical animals or
winsome faces.”

Charles’ The Medieval Scriptorium is truly a foundational
work that brings a first-hand aspect rarely encountered in books
about the Middle Ages. Whether it’s the first title you read on
this topic or the forty-seventh, it leads you toward a deeper
understanding and appreciation of the “five Ws and H” (who,
what, where, when, why and how) of medieval manuscript
creation.

John Carter is one of the most
John Carter: memorable figures that a new
An Assessment generation of book enthusiasts
and a Handlist may have never heard of. The
noted English antiquarian
bookseller, bibliographer and
book collector (1905-75) wrote
a handful of influential books
about books and has a devoted
if too-small following, so a new
title about him is welcome news
indeed.

In the Summer 2004 issue I was pleased to review not one
but two Carter titles: a first-ever biography of him (Donald
C. Dickinson, John Carter: The Taste & Technique of a
Bookman) and an eighth edition of Carter’s classic 4BC for
Book Collectors. And G. Thomas Tanselle’s Books in My Life
reviewed in the Fall 2022 issue and his Portraits and Reviews
in the Winter 2016 issue.

Tanselle’s John Carter: An Assessment and a Handlist
— first published in the journal Studies in Bibliography but

G. THOMAS TANSELLE
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here in separate and enlarged form — is an elegant softbound
edition limited to 400 copies and modestly priced. This latest
production from Tanselle (who like Carter is a bibliographer
and book collector as well as noted textual critic) may well
create new Carter admirers and bring them into the fold. Where
book interest leads, autograph interest follows.

The semicentennial of John Carter’s death is an apt
occasion for renewing interest in this lively, witty writer.
His most enduring titles — the just-mentioned ABC, the
terrific An Enquiry into the Nature of Certain Nineteenth-
Century Pamphlets (co-authored with Graham Pollard) whose
meticulous sleuthing thrills despite a snooze-inducing title,
New Paths in Book Collecting, Taste and Technique in Book-
Collecting, Printing and the Mind of Man (co-edited with
Percy H. Muir) — have achieved the type of “classic” status that
sometimes ensures oblivion.

Carter’s appeal in the book world is broad, his net cast
wide. ABC for Book Collectors (1952) remains as useful
as ever, a terminology dictionary one can read purely for
pleasure. His and Pollard’s Enquiry (1934) exposed and ended
the preeminent London bookseller and bibliographer Thomas
J. Wise’s decades-long scam in which dozens of slim texts
by literary notables were created out of whole cloth and sold
for large sums. Their calm, methodical dissection rocked
the collecting world and remains a riveting read. New Paths
in Book Collecting (1934) did just what its title suggests and
placed the spotlight on neglected fields. Taste and Technique
in Book-Collecting (1948) raised the bar on collecting to an
emerging generation. The dazzling Printing and the Mind of
Man (1966) and its exhibition surveyed five centuries of books
that changed the world. There’s breathtaking breadth to his
interests.

These few titles scratch the surface of Carter’s reach,
though. With Scribner’s rare book department, and later
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Sotheby’s, he compiled numerous significant catalogues, he
edited dozens of literary and bibliographical texts, he penned
a vast number of articles, reviews and editorials for popular
and scholarly periodicals and appeared frequently in the Times
Literary Supplement. And always — always — his prose is crisp
and stylish, pleasing to read whether a lengthy analysis of a
literary issue or a concise note clarifying a bibliographical
point.

Tanselle’s accomplishment is to take Carter’s sprawling
output and, by properly organizing it, show its shape and
clarity. The “Assessment” with which it opens does the same for
Carter’s far-ranging, multi-faceted career. “John Carter’s name
was known to everyone in the English-speaking antiquarian-
book world of the middle decades of the twentieth century,” he
remarks:

His presence was felt through his influential
conversations and consultations with collectors and
dealers, librarians and scholars; his involvement
with notable catalogues, important auctions, and
celebrated transactions; his place on the boards of
organizations and journals; his continuous reporting
of bibliographical events and issues; his prolific
reviewing of books, periodicals, and exhibitions; his
lecturing to both scholarly and general audiences;
and his authorship and editorship of innovative and
fundamental publications.

These couple dozen pages of fine, tight prose are typical
Tanselle. He surveys Carter’s complex career and prodigious
writings appreciatively and also points out some missteps.

John Carter: An Assessment and a Handlist is a slim
volume that packs a tremendous amount of research into its 123
dense pages. “Handlist,” by the way, differs from descriptive
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bibliography in that it contains vastly fewer physical details
and description than a full-blown descriptive bibliography.
A handlist contains far more details than a short-title list (or
finding list), which is simply a barebones author/title list. A
checklist, on the other hand, falls somewhere between the two,
with less data than a handlist but more data than a short-title
list.

Carter himself was fond of handlists — his Handlist of
the Writings of Stanley Morison (1950) and A.E. Housman:
An Annotated Hand-List (1952) remain standard references
— so it’s fitting that Tanselle would opt for this. Handlists
offer a wealth of data in a handy format rather than the at-
times overwhelming level of physical details and publishing
background in a descriptive bibliography. His Carter handlist
gives the bare minimum of description: Binding Variants in
English Publishing, 1820-1900 (1932) is simply “Marbled-
paper-covered boards,” Publisher’s Cloth: An Outline History
of Publisher’s Bindings in England, 1820-1900 (1935) is
“Wrappers,” Victory in Burma (1945) is “Pictorial wrappers,”
Books and Book-Collectors (1956) is “Cloth, dust jacket” and
The Dry Martini (1963) is “Stiff wrappers with printed label.”
On the other hand, every entry records all additional printings,
with details on each. The entry on the A.E. Housman title just
noted, for instance, notes in boldface: Revised edition (subentry
for American subedition), Second edition (subentry for
American subedition), Third edition (subentries for American
subedition and Mercury subedition), Fourth edition (subentry
for American subedition), Fifth edition (subentries for Granada
subedition and American subedition), Sixth edition (subentry
for American subedition), Seventh edition (subentry for
American subedition), Eighth edition and Ninth edition.

Tanselle organizes Carter’s writings into five parts. The
first three (“Books and Pamphlets,” “Books and Pamphlets
Edited” and “Contributions to Books and Pamphlets”) hold the
most appeal, while the final two (“Contributions to Periodicals”
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and “Contributions to the Times Literary Supplement”) are
interesting and necessary for completeness but rarely pursued
by any except the most diehard collectors.

It’s impressive how much light a handlist can shed in the
hands of a seasoned book historian and bibliographer like
Tanselle. And when that person utilizes documentary evidence
such as copies with revealing inscriptions, letters that give
unknown information and other autograph material to elucidate
any given title, a great deal more can be learned. In Tanselle’s
case, he knew Carter personally and owns a stellar collection
of such material that lends background to many entries.

Autograph enthusiasts will find gratifying the extent that
handwritten material enters into Tanselle’s notes on some titles
and the interest they convey. Sometimes it is simply personal
information, as the copy of Binding Variants in English
Publishing Carter endearingly inscribed “for Mother & Father
/ this is the first copy / of my first book / May 19.1932.” Other
times it preserves Carter’s tendencies as an author. In the
pamphlet Nineteenth-Century English Books: Some Problems
in Bibliography (1952), to which Carter contributed, Tanselle
notes: “In the copy of the offprint that Carter inscribed to me
in 1966, he wrote in the margin of page 58, near his list of ‘the
fathers of modern bibliography”: ‘today I should add Gordon
Duft.”

Especially delightful are the humorous asides offered
in some Carter inscriptions cited by Tanselle. In a copy of
Taste and Technique in Book-Collecting, we learn that “In an
inscribed copy (listed in Ulysses Bookshop catalogue 13 [1992],
item 104), Carter wrote below the eight-line Latin dedication,
‘The only work in Latin of John Carter.””” Personal, at times
self-deprecating revelations also appear. Tanselle writes about
a copy of Publisher’s Cloth: “In a letter accompanying the
copy Carter inscribed to Francis Edwards (in my collection,
he wrote that ‘it suffers from having been written in 3 nights
in New York (plus a bottle of whiskey) but it has the merit of
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taking up very little room.” Other times we see Carter as his
own harshest critic. There’s the copy of a catalogue he edited
for Scribner Book Store in 1951, Fifty Distinguished Books and
Manuscripts: “In the copy Carter presented to John Hayward,
Carter wrote, ‘The notes for this catalogue were put together in
haste, & I am not proud of them. The format is a disgrace to the
Scribner press, & I am ashamed of it.... Please do not show it to
anyone in or near the trade.”” In 1958 Carter provided a chapter
for the book Money at Work: A Survey of Investment. “On
the front wrapper of my copy of the offprint from the revised
edition,” notes Tanselle, “Carter wrote, ‘The worst designed
book of the year — nay, the decade — probably of the century.””

Entirely unrelated to autographs is a closing chapter, “John
Carter’s Supposed Novel.” It’s a first-rate analysis of the 1934
fiction The Fall of the Titan — the Holy Grail for John Carter
collectors and ironically, Tanselle argues, quite possibly not
written by Carter! Published under the name “John Waynflete”
— Carter’s middle name was Waynflete — the few copies
recorded as existing in libraries worldwide numbers a paltry
four, all of whom cite John Carter as its author. “I am aware
of a few individuals who possess a copy.... it is clearly a very
scarce book.” Nevertheless, “Because | recently acquired a
copy... I am now in a position to read it, which I have done.” (I
attempted to duplicate Tanselle’s feat, but despite every effort
to buy, beg or borrow a copy, apparently it cannot be done.)
Tanselle delves deeply into its plot and style (“Carter’s writing
is known for its elegance and wit, and this novel is written
with ludicrous formality and is full of banal sentiments”), its
physical attributes, its short-lived publisher and their history,
whether it was meant as parody, whether others used this
pseudonym or actually bore this name, whether Carter could
have squeezed this into his hectic lifestyle, whether archival
evidence survives that points toward Carter. Tanselle explores
these and other avenues to answer his question: “did Carter
really write this?” Readers may feel disadvantaged at not
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being able to study any copy in order to arrive at their own
conclusions — but (no spoiler alert) the essay is a superb example
of Tanselle’s mastery of dissecting a literary mystery from all
angles. Perhaps this essay may help more copies to bubble up
to the surface?

Tanselle’s John Carter: An Assessment and a Handlist
represents a refreshing, highly informative motivator to
anyone who already collects John and just perhaps a seductive
introduction to anyone on the lookout for a new figure worth
collecting.

Der Spion, der aus der Kidlte
kam. 1 can’t hear the name John
le Carré without thinking this. It’s
1983 and I’'m a student living in
Vienna, attending an Oskar Werner
Film Festival with an Austrian
friend, watching the 1965 espionage
thriller The Spy Who Came in from
the Cold in the German dubbed
version and struggling to keep up

oo et with the dialogue. Such was my

introduction to David Cornwell

(1931-2020), the British-Irish novelist better known by his pen

name John le Carré. I’ve been handling and enjoying his books,
often in signed limited edition form, ever since.

Unless you’re fortunate enough to visit the Bodleian’s
Weston Library at Oxford before April 6th, though, you will
have to forego the most substantial exhibition of le Carré
manuscripts, letters, documents and photographs ever hosted.
“Tradecraft: John le Carré” opened on October 1% and, to quote
the venerable library’s announcement, the exhibit showcases
“the vast archive of John le Carré.... Held at the Bodleian
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Libraries, this material — much of which is displayed for the
first time — spans Cornwell’s entire life and career, from his
time as a student at Lincoln College, Oxford, to drafts penned
in his final weeks.” The exhibit:

Provide[s] a multifaceted portrait of the author’s life
and creative process, featuring research, drafts, and
corrections for his novels, non-fiction, and adaptations,
as well as personal correspondence. Highlights include
annotated manuscripts of Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy,
The Constant Gardener, and The Little Drummer
Girl; previously unseen family photographs; original
sketches and watercolour paintings; and letters to fans
and friends.

The word “tradecraft” has been around for centuries and
simply means a craftsman’s skills, but since le Carré (who
worked for MI5 and MI6 as a young man) began using it in
his books to describe espionage skills, this specific usage has
gained much traction.

Remarkably, Bodleian librarian Richard Ovenden reveals
in his preface to Tradecraft: Writers on John le Carré that
when he wrote the author in 2006 asking if he would place
his papers there, “He wrote back very enthusiastically to say
that he had been approached by numerous institutional in
the US, but never by a British one, and that he could think of
nothing better than to have his papers in Oxford.” After I got
up off the floor, I pondered the scenario in which American
universities sought le Carré’s papers while British counterparts
ignored their native son. It was an extraordinary donation on le
Carré’s part and a savvy one: Rather than sell them for a gob to
a U.S. institution, the donation reportedly reduced the family’s
inheritance tax by £1.5 million.

Tradecraft: Writers on John le Carré is not an exhibition
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catalogue that describes and depicts every item in an exhibit,
but rather a companion guide. Editor Federico Varese, a
sociology professor in France and Russian mafia authority who
collaborated with le Carré on two novels, explains that “The aim
of this book and the companion exhibition... is to add to those
conversations.... The contributors are not le Carré specialists
and have not written extensively about him. We wanted to hear
new voices, learn about new episodes and explore the extent
to which this author resonates beyond traditional fans and the
English-speaking world. Above all, we wanted to shine a light
on the author’s method of work....”

And shine it does. Pen on paper was very much le Carré’s
work method. Varese describes first receiving a handwritten
letter out of the blue from the author, followed by a meeting at
a restaurant in Oxford at which the author gave him a signed
copy of The Night Manager and “was taking notes in a small,
neat and tidy notepad.” Soon after Varese received a novel’s
“first draft, loose A4 pages neatly arranged in a cardboard box”
and a deluge of drafts following.

Essays by ten journalists, screenwriters, film producers
and academics who worked with le Carré in some capacity,
even the writer’s novelist son, are each introduced with useful
commentary by Varese. Two themes that Varese wishes to
highlight throughout are “the way he went about collecting
information” and “how the evidence collected is used for the
purpose of creating an artistic truth” — both quite writing
centered. It soon becomes clear that dogged note-taking and
umpteen rewrites on every book was this wordsmith’s style.
Note-taking in little black notebooks is a constant, as are
detailed handwritten letters and multiple drafts of heavily
marked-up typescripts. The physical act of writing by hand
seems a recurring presence.

Author and journalist Michela Wrong recounts advising le
Carré about Africa and accompanying him to the Congo in her
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essay “One week in Bukavu.” She writes,

It was fascinating to watch his modus operandi.
He’d explained right from the start that he redrafted
endlessly, adding nuance after nuance, brushstroke
after brushstroke, like a painting adding depth and
colour. The changes were sometimes so delicate,
so small, you wondered why he’d bothered and why
you were having to wade through yet another draft to
comment on such minor changes.

Like Varese, Wrong too “received the first of what was to
be a series of chunky packages, doorstoppers of A4 delivered
by DHL. There would be many, many more. David wrote
his manuscripts longhand, relying on [his wife] Jane to type
them into her computer.” And the ever-present notebooks. She
recalls, “Opening a tiny notepad — a stark contrast to my own,
bulging with facts and figures — David would read aloud a
few lines of script elegantly scribbled in fountain pen: a small
but perfectly formed nugget of dialogue.... I won’t forget that
fountain pen and diminutive notebook, which at the end of a
day of meetings, drives and interviews only ever contained a
few comments and the occasional quote.”

As hands-on as were those work methods were le Carré’s
research methods, which helped elevate the spy novel far beyond
Ian Fleming and added new depth to the genre. He insisted on
complete authenticity. His frequent character and unorthodox
hero George Smiley may have worked out of London, but
le Carré’s settings are often troubled regions throughout the
world and his complex and nuanced plots often involve the
interplay of international politics and competing ideologies. To
achieve this he insisted on visiting and touring any country
that appears in one of his novels, intensely studying its history,
politics and culture, hiring experts along the way to instruct
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him on anything and everything.

Tradecraft: Writers on John le Carré illustrates a handful of
le Carré letters and documents that surely were featured in the
Bodleian exhibition —a sampler. A choice ALS to editor Varese,
a Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy original manuscript leaf, some
notebooks, several pages of heavily annotated and corrected
typescripts and others. Most interesting are two pages of
cartoonish speech bubbles, entirely in red, each bearing a note
for his 1983 novel The Little Drummer Girl — miscellaneous
thoughts and snippets of dialogue. All interesting insights into
the author and his work product, invaluable exemplars for le
Carré collectors.
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