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Background Information to Single Spies

The author - Alan Bennett

Alan Bennett ("9 May 1934) is an English playwriter, author, actor and
screenwriter. He has received numerous awards and honours including four
BAFTA Awards, four Laurence Olivier Awards, and two Tony Awards. In 2005,
he received the Society of London Theatre Special Award.

Alan Bennett wrote Single Spies by combining a 1983 BBC television film he

had already written (An Englishman Abroad) with a newly created companion

play (A Question of Attribution) to form a 1988 double bill about the

Cambridge spy ring.

Bennett admitted in his book Writing Home that espionage did not interest
him "a bit". Instead, he was fascinated by the theme of exile. After that play went
up, Bennett happened to dine with actress Coral Browne, who shared her bizarre, real-life 1958 encounter with
exiled spy Guy Burgess in Moscow. This conversation inspired him to write An Englishman Abroad for television

first.!

The Director - Rosie Tricks

Rosie trained on the Theatre Directing MFA at Birkbeck and was Resident Assistant
Director at Orange Tree Theatre from 2024-25.Single Spiesis her second
production for The English Theatre Frankfurt after Churchill in Moscow which she
co-directed with Tom Littler.

! https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alan Bennett
https://www.oxfordstudent.com/2016/04/28/single-spies-review
https://slate.com/culture/2017/11/alan-bennetts-diaries-keeping-on-keeping-on-reviewed.html




Single Spies - Synopsis

Single Spies is the collective name for an espionage double bill of one-act plays by Alan Bennett about the two
most infamous spies of the 20th century, Guy Burgess and Sir Anthony Blunt. As members of the ‘Cambridge
Five’ - the spy ring recruited at Cambridge University in the 1930s - they spied for Russia during
and immediately after World War Il. After almost being prosecuted, the two plays give insights into the
different lives of the two spies.

An Englishman Abroad

Guy Burgess
The character is based on the real-life Guy Burgess, a British intelligence officer and member of the infamous

Cambridge Spy Ring who defected to the Soviet Union in 1951 alongside Donald Maclean.

Guy Burgess is a charming, intelligent, and witty but deeply flawed character in Alan Bennett's An
Englishman Abroad. He is a former British intelligence officer who has defected to the Soviet Union and now
lives in exile. His drinking, untidy lifestyle, and irresponsible behaviour reveal his weaknesses.

Corale Browne
An established Australian actress who is performing a show in Moscow. Burgess invites her to his apartment.

Tolya
Burgess’ Russian partner: Burgess is not certain if he is genuinely interested in him or a policeman who

was assigned to watch over him.

Tailor
Burgess’ former tailor in England.

Shop Assistant
An employee at the shop in London at which Coral tries to purchase a pyjama.

In An Englishman Abroad former soviet spy Guy Burgess is banned away in Russian Exile where he appears to
be struggling with alcoholism, his national identity as well as a profound loneliness. He asks an actress, Coral
Browne, who is in Moscow for a performance, to visit him in his apartment to reconnect with his former home
and to take measurements for clothing, particularly a suit which he wants her to order for him at his tailor in
London. When Coral comes to see a drunk Burgess in his rather untidy apartment, they have a drink together
and engage in a conversation about the play Miss Browne is starring in. She asks him about his social circles in
Moscow which, he openly admits, do not exist. He asks her about all sorts of British well-known characters and
hopes for gossip. Not being from Great Britain at all, she does not know any of his old acquaintances. After,
Miss Browne takes the measurements for the Tailor, though not before asking Burgess why he cannot have a
suit made for him in Moscow, but rather have it imported from London. Burgess answers her question by
explaining that he does not like the way Russians dress and wanting to stand out of the masses. They then talk



about how the language barrier created by not being able to speak Russian is affecting the pursuit of potential
lovers. Coral mentions Burgess’ roommate Tolya to which Burgess comments that he believes him to be a
policeman, assigned to watch him for the government and only pretending to be in some sort of relationship
with Burgess.

A Question of Attribution

Anthony Blunt
A former spy from a Russian Spy ring called The Cambridge five who now works as the art Surveyor of the

Queens’s Pictures. He is an arch, arrogant, and elegantly mannered intellectual.

Chubb
An MI5 investigator who regularly questions Blunt in exchange for legal immunity. He presents a gruff,

working-class exterior and a sly demeanor, contrasting with Blunt's refined, academic art-historian persona.

Her Majesty the Queen
Discusses paintings and their (hidden) meanings with Blunt.

Restorer
He is working with Blunt on restoring paintings, particularly a work by Titian.

Phillips
Blunt’s assistant who is also a student at the Courtauld Institute of Art.

Colin
A footman at Buckingham Palace.

The second play, A Question of Attribution, focuses on Sir Anthony Blunt in the late 1960s - after Blunt had
confessed having spied for Russia. Unlike Burgess, he remains in England and is employed as the art Surveyor
of the Queen’s royal gallery. His activity as a spy is known but kept from the public and press.

The play takes place mainly in the Queen’s picture gallery, where Blunt is alternately talking to a restorer about
a painting in the Queen’s collection and to Cubb, an MI5 officer who acts as the government debriefer and
interrogator assigned to Sir Anthony Blunt. Blunt also has conversations with one of his students, one of the
queen’s footmen and Queen Elizabeth I, who discusses paintings with him.

While supervising the restoration of a dual portrait in which only partial attribution to Titian is thought
credible, Blunt discovers a third figure that had been painted over by an unknown artist, and concludes by
comparison with a better known triple portrait in London's National Gallery (Allegory of Prudence) that the
newly revealed third figure was Titian's son.



When the restorer exists and Chubb enters, he questions Blunt about his political activities and his reasons for
becoming involved in espionage. Therefore, he is using pictures of people associated with Blunt’s former
activities. Since Blunt does not really give anything important away, Chubb tries to motivate some revelations
in suggesting that Blunt has been made a scapegoat to prevent others from being detected.

Blunt explains that his political beliefs developed during his time at Cambridge and that he was fond of the
principles associated with communism. He describes his activities as being motivated by his political
convictions rather than by financial gain. Chubb, however, does not let him off the hook and continues to
examine the practical consequences of Blunt’s actions and his decision to provide information to the Soviet
Union. Blunt argues that his actions should be evaluated within their historical context rather than in hindsight.
He does not apologize, but suggests that, given what we know today, he might have acted differently; at the
time, however, espionage seemed to be the only right thing to do.

Chubb leaves as one of Blunt's student enters. Blunt takes this student to an event at the palace where both
meet one of the footmen. While talking about one of the paintings it becomes clear, that the footman knows
more about and has more interest in the paintings than the student does.

The Queen subsequently meets Blunt while he is performing his professional duties. The Queen, in turn,
subjects Blunt to her own line of questioning on the subject of forgeries, apparently in reference to her Titian
and other famous forged paintings. She suspects that as long as the context, provenance, and status seem to
add up, any suspicion that a work might be a forgery can quickly be dismissed.

The scene changes again and Blunt teaches at the Coutauld Institute. To his students he shows that X-rays
have revealed the presence not only of a third but even of a fourth and fifth man in Titian's 7he Triple Portrait.
The play concludes with Chubb still interrogating Blunt. However, the conversation takes a different turn
towards the end when Chubb warns Blunt about his identity no longer being kept secret and Blunt questions
the relevance of the people Chubb is asking him about, stating that one can never truly know which other
presences lay beneath a single person. The audience is left with this philosophical dilemma as the curtain
closes.



The Cambridge Spy Ring

Harold ‘Kim’ Philby, Guy Burgess, Donald Maclean, Anthony Blunt and John Cairncross formed the most
infamous spy ring of the 20th century: the Cambridge Five.

They are commonly referred to as a ‘spy ring’, which suggests a cohesive unit. This is a misnomer, however, as
although there was cross-connection and co-conspiracy between them, they took separate paths and operated
independently to a significant degree. But they certainly had this in common: all were graduates of Cambridge
University, and were recruited by Soviet Intelligence during the 1930s.

During the Second World War and after, they passed highly classified information to the Soviet Union. By the
early 1950s they had penetrated all the major institutions of British state security.’

The five were drawn to the Marxist-Leninist ideology of Soviet communism. The Cambridge Five and others
with similar sympathies had lived through the horrors of the rise of fascism and the brutality of the Nazi war
machine and saw the Soviet Union as the only bulwark for civilised existence.’

All pursued successful careers in branches of the British government. The Five, along with other Great Illegals
infiltrated nearly every British governmental organization. The most notable were The Secret Intelligence
Service (which is both referred to as MI6 and the SIS), the Security Service (MI5), and the Foreign Office
(abbreviated as FO, later renamed the Foreign, Commonwealth, and Development Office in 1968).*

They passed large amounts of intelligence to the Soviets, so much so that the KGB became suspicious that at
least some of it was false. Perhaps as important as the specific state secrets was the demoralising effect to
the British establishment of their slow unmasking and the mistrust in British security this caused in the United
States.

[ts members

Guy Burgess

Guy Francis de Moncy Burgess (16 April 1911 - 30 August 1963) was a British
diplomat and Soviet double agent, and a member of the Cambridge Five spy
ring. His defection in 1951 to the Soviet Union, with his fellow spy Donald
Maclean, led to a serious breach in Anglo-United States intelligence co-
operation, and caused long-lasting disruption and demoralisation in Britain's
foreign and diplomatic services.

He embraced left-wing politics at Cambridge and joined the Communist Party
of Great Britain in the early 1930s. Burgess was recruited by Soviet

2 https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/explore-the-collection/the-collection-blog/confessions-from-the-cambridge-five/

3 https://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/2013/aug/04/letters-cambridge-five-so-called-traitors

4 Davenport-Hines, Enemies Within, xvii. Taken from: McComas, Jenna G: The Cambridge Five Spy Ring: The Notorious
Bane of the British Government. 2024.
https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?params=/context/younghistorians/article/1284/&path_info=The Camb
ridge Five Spy Ring 2.pdf.

3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cambridge Five


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soviet_Communism

intelligence in 1935, on the recommendation of the future double agent Harold "Kim" Philby.

After leaving Cambridge, Burgess worked for the BBC as a producer, briefly interrupted by a short period as a
full-time MI6 intelligence officer, along the lines of “the very best spies hide in plain sight”. And none were
more blatant than Guy Burgess - disquised by his English charm and eccentricity, this sex mad alcoholic lived
life on a knife edge. He was a charming, clever Etonian, with powerful friends everywhere. And lovers too; at a
time when homosexuality was illegal, Burgess made no secret of his sexual tastes; He turned out to be the
most flamboyant of a ring of privileged Cambridge students who had secretly joined the Communists in the
1930s, disqusted by their own government’s policy of appeasing Hitler. ©

In 1944 he joined the Foreign Office. At the Foreign Office, Burgess acted as a confidential secretary to Hector
McNeil, deputy to Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin. This post gave Burgess access to secret information on all
aspects of Britain's foreign policy during the critical post-1945 period, and it is estimated that he passed
thousands of documents to his Soviet controllers. In 1950 he was appointed second secretary to the British
Embassy in Washington, a post from which he was sent home after repeated misbehaviour.

Although not at this stage under suspicion, Burgess nevertheless accompanied fellow spy Donald Maclean
when the latter, on the point of being unmasked, fled to Moscow in May 1951. Burgess's whereabouts were
unknown in the West until 1956, when he appeared with Maclean at a brief press conference in Moscow,
claiming that his motive had been to improve Soviet-West relations. He never left the Soviet Union; he was
often visited by friends and journalists from Britain, most of whom reported a lonely and empty existence.
He remained unrepentant to the end of his life, rejecting the notion that his earlier activities represented
treason. He was well provided for materially, but as a result of his lifestyle his health deteriorated, and he died
in 1963. Experts have found it difficult to assess the extent of damage caused by Burgess's espionage activities
but consider that the disruption in Anglo-American relations caused by his defection was perhaps of greater
value to the Soviets than any intelligence information he provided.
()

Burgess was responsible for revealing to the Soviets the existence of the Information Research Department
(IRD), a secret wing of the Foreign Office which dealt with Cold War and pro-colonial propaganda, for which
Burgess worked until swiftly ousted after being accused of coming into work drunk. ’

% https://www.ctvc.co.uk/our-work/toffs-queers-and-traitors-the-extraordinary-life-of-guy-burgess/

7 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guy Burgess
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20251209173717/https://media.nationalarchives.gov.uk/index.php/stalins-
englishman-lives-guy-burgess/



Anthony Blunt
8Anthony Frederick Blunt (26 September 1907 - 26 March 1983), styled Sir

Anthony Blunt KCVO from 1956 until November 1979, was a leading British art
historian and a Soviet spy.

Blunt was a professor of the history of art at the University of London, the
director of the Courtauld Institute of Art and Surveyor of the Queen's
Pictures.

He was the "fourth man" of the Cambridge Five, a group of Cambridge-educated
spies who worked for the Soviets between the 1930s and the 1950s. (Blunt was

the fourth member of the group to be discovered.) The height of Blunt's
espionage activity was during the Second World War, when he passed intelligence
to the Soviets about Wehrmacht plans which the British government had decided to withhold. Although Blunt’s
active intelligence work was supposed to have ceased in 1945, he did maintain contact with Soviet agents. In
1951 he assisted Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean in their escape from Britain, with the pair reaching Moscow
before MI5 could catch up with them.

MI5 embarked on an extensive investigation to identify any further NKGB (Soviet Intelligence) spies. This
included many interviews with Blunt, but, although Security Service officers fretted about some discrepancies

in his version of events, Blunt himself was not suspected of being a spy until 1963.°

In 1964, after being offered immunity from prosecution, Blunt confessed to having been a spy for the Soviet
Union. Blunt kept his position as Surveyor of the Queen’s Pictures until 1972, and remained in an advisory
capacity to the Royal Collection until 1978. As such, he stayed at the heart of the establishment for over 30
years.

In 1979, journalist Andrew Boyle published Climate of Treason, a non-fiction book about the Cambridge spies.
It referred to Burgess, Maclean and Philby by name, but also included a figure called ‘Maurice’, who was
obviously modelled on Blunt.

Blunt was gay, and Boyle's choice to call him 'Maurice’ was a reference to a well-known E.M. Forster novel
about a gay man. In the wake of their defection in 1951, it became public knowledge that Guy Burgess was
gay, and Donald Maclean was widely perceived to be gay or bisexual. This fostered a climate in the 1950s and
60s in which gay men in governmental posts were seen as outsiders and potential traitors. They were linked
with Marxism and increasingly viewed as security risks at a time when male homosexuality was illegal in the
UK.

His confession was revealed by Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in November 1979. His knighthood was
cancelled immediately, and he died a little over three years later.!!

8 Picture Source: https://deu.archinform.net/arch/10321.htm. Last access: 16.09.2026.
°https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/explore-the-collection/stories/anthony-blunt-confession/

19 https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/explore-the-collection/stories/anthony-blunt-confession/

T Also used: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthony_ Blunt/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/03/26/day-1983-death-anthony-blunt-fourth-man-cambridge-spy-ring/



Donald Maclean

Donald Duart Maclean (25 May 1913 - 6 March 1983) was a British diplomat and
Soviet double agent who participatedin the Cambridge Five spy
ring.

After being recruited by a Soviet agent as an undergraduate student, Maclean
entered the civil service. In 1938, he was appointed as Third Secretary at the
British embassy in Paris. He served in London and Washington, D.C., achieving
promotion to First Secretary. He was subsequently posted to Egypt and then
was appointed head of the American Department in the Foreign Office.
The Soviets helped Maclean to defect from London to Moscow in 1951. In
Moscow, he worked as a specialist on British policy and on relations between
the Soviet Union and NATO. By 1951, Anglo-American codebreaking efforts (the Venona project) and
counterintelligence work began closing in on a Soviet mole codenamed "Homer," whom investigators strongly
suspected to be Maclean.

Alerted by fellow spy Kim Philby, Maclean and Guy Burgess, he fled Britain in May 1951 just as authorities were

about to arrest him. Maclean lived out the remainder of his life in Moscow, working as a specialist on Soviet-

Western relations, until his death in 1983, 12

John Cairncross

BJohn Cairncross was a British civil servant and literary scholar who was
later identified as a Soviet spy. While working in the Foreign Office, he was
recruited in 1937 by James Klugmann to spy for the Soviet Union. He later
moved to the Treasury and then the Cabinet Office, where he worked as
private secretary to Sir Maurice Hankey.

In 1942, he transferred to Bletchley Park, the British codebreaking centre,
and in 1943 moved to MI6. These positions gave Cairncross access to
important government and intelligence information, which he passed to the
Soviets. After the Second World War, he is also believed to have passed
information about the newly formed NATO alliance to the Soviet
Union. Cairncross secretly confessed to MI6 in 1964 but was given immunity
from prosecution. His involvement only became public in 1979, when he admitted

to journalist Barrie Penrose that he had been a Soviet spy. This led to speculation that he was the mysterious
“Fifth Man” of the Cambridge spy ring, an identity that was later confirmed in 1989 by former KGB agent Oleg
Gordievsky. Cairncross, however, did not consider himself part of the Cambridge Five. Although he had attended
Cambridge University and knew Anthony Blunt, the other three members had already graduated by the time
Cairncross arrived. He also maintained that the information he passed to the Soviet Union did not harm Britain

12 https://www.amdigital.co.uk/insights/blog/secrets-and-spies
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Donald_Maclean_(spy)
13 Picture Source: http://spartacus-educational.com/SScairncross.htm. Last Access: 16.09.2026.



and that he remained loyal to his country. In a 1991 interview, he even claimed that information he had
provided helped the Soviets win the Battle of Kursk. Cairncross never faced any consequences for his activities.

Harold ‘Kim’ Philby,

“Harold "Kim" Philby was a senior officer in M6, who began to spy for the Soviet
Union in 1934. He was known for passing more than 900 British documents
over to the NKVD and its successor, the KGB. He served as a double
agent.

After the flight of Maclean and Burgess, an investigation of Philby found several
suspicious matters but nothing for which he could be prosecuted. Nevertheless,

he was forced to resign from MI6. In 1955 he was named in the press, with
i | questions also raised in the House of Commons, as chief suspect for "the Third
‘jf Man" and he called a press conference to deny the allegation. That same year,
- Philby was ruled out as a suspect when British Foreign Secretary Harold
Macmillan cleared him of all charges.

In the later 1950s, Philby left the Secret Service and began working as a journalist in the Middle East, writing
for The Economist and The Observer. MI6 then re-employed him at around the same time to provide reports
from that region. However, when evidence eventually pointed at Philby, an MI6 officer and friend of his from
his earlier MI6 days, Nicholas Elliott, questioned him and heallegedly confessed. Shortly
afterwards, apparently fearing he might be abducted in Lebanon, Philby defected to the Soviet Union under
cover of night aboard a Soviet freighter. For the first seven years in Moscow, he was under virtual house arrest
since the Soviets were concerned that he might defect back to the West. According to an article in The New
York Times, he was given no rank nor an office. After his death, however, Philby was awarded several medals
by the Soviets. *°

Communism vs Capitalism
All of the Cambridge Five were from wealthy, well-respected families, they attended one of the best universities

in the world and grew up to be influential members of UK society. Why did they become spies in the first place?
At the end of the day, it's about comparing two political systems: capitalism versus communism, against the
backdrop of the Great Depression and rising fascism in the 1930s, when the Cambridge Five were recruited.
While the play focuses primarily on the experience of exile in the late 1960s, understanding the characters
requires some knowledge of the beliefs that led them into exile. The Cambridge Five were all supporters of
communism and critics of the capitalist system in which they grew up.

In the early 1930s, the democratic world appeared to be in trouble. The Great Depression had caused
widespread unemployment. The resulting poverty made the democratic-capitalist system appear to young

14 Picture Source: https:/spartacus-educational.com/SSphilby.htm. Last Access: 16.09.2026.

15 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cambridge Five
https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?params=/context/younghistorians/article/1284/&path_info=The Camb
ridge Five Spy Ring 2.pdf



intellectuals as a failed system. Fascism was on the march in Germany and Italy. To many young students at
Cambridge University, privileged though they were, this was worrying and unacceptable. Communism seemed
to be the only sensible alternative.!

According to Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, class struggle determined the course of human history. They
argued that industrial capitalism produced extreme inequality because it allowed a small elite to profit from
the labour of the working class. To correct this imbalance, they proposed the abolition of private ownership
and the establishment of a classless society, where all property would be shared, and resources shared out
according to need.

After the Bolsheviks had taken power in Russia in 1917, their leaders began to restructure the economy and
political system to reflect Marxist ideas. Lenin argued that a vanguard party should lead the revolution and
establish a dictatorship of the proletariat. In 1922, the Soviet Union was formed as the first state built on
communist principles. Under this system, all land and factories, along with financial institutions came under
government control, and production targets replaced market signals. Central planners working under agencies
such as Gosplan determined what goods should be produced and how much should be made, as well as where
they should be distributed.

In comparison, in a capitalist society economic freedom allows individuals to pursue profit and accumulate
wealth, then decide how to use their resources. As a result of this system, capitalist countries often offered
more consumer choice and higher standards of living for the middle class, alongside rapid innovation in science
and technology. However, they also experienced periodic recessions, high income inequality, and limited
protections for those without marketable skills or capital.'’

Under Joseph Stalin the term Marxism-Leninism was coined and one of the most influential versions of
communism was born. The Soviet state expanded its control over daily life by enforcing political conformity
and suppressing dissent, with private enterprise removed from every sector of the economy. From 1928
onwards, Stalin implemented a series of Five-Year Plans that aimed to rapidly industrialise the USSR, often at
the expense of human life. Forced collectivisation of agriculture caused widespread famine, particularly the
1932-33 Holodomor in Ukraine, which many historians interpret as a man-made disaster that resulted from
Soviet policy.?

In the 1960s British politics during the Cold War period were heavily influenced by the growing tension
between Great Britain and the Soviet Union. The conflict was not only about military power, but also about

the opposing political ideas of capitalism and communism. This led to a strong sense of suspicion within British
society, particularly towards people who were seen as sympathetic to communism. The government was
concerned about the possibility of Soviet influence within important British institutions, especially after it
became clear that members of the Cambridge spy ring had been passing information to the Soviet Union. Guy
Burgess and Donald Maclean fled to Moscow in 1951, which caused a major political scandal and raised
questions about how much the British government had known about their activities. At the same time, Britain

16 https://www.bbc.com/history/worldwars/coldwar/cambridge_spies_01.shtml

17 https://www.historyskills.com/classroom/year-10/communism-and-
capitalism/?srsltid=AU7gw4VvLw3vTy05eC44qVZzQOCWUQaLL8Jc5f1Z3VaNDBIDfYE6iKFf
18 https://www.historyskills.com/classroom/year-10/communism-and-
capitalism/?srsltid=AU7gw4VvLw3vTy05eC44qVZzQOCWUQaLL8Jc5{1Z3VaNDBIDfYE6iKFf


https://www.historyskills.com/classroom/modern-history/mod-russian-revolution-reading/

was dealing with wider political and social changes, including the growing importance of the Labour Party. As
a result, the Cold War period was marked by a mixture of political uncertainty and changing ideas about

Britain's place in the world. ** 20

19 https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/learn/story-of-england/20th-century/cold-war/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/news/cold-war-archival-documents-published-first-time/
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/whats-on/exhibitions/mi5-official-secrets/

2overview on following page:
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/dam/museums/hrnm/Education/EducationWebsiteRebuild/RussianPropagandaAboutGe

rmany/Socialism,%20Fascism,%20Capitalism,%20Communism%?20Background.pdf
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Important vocabulary/ and references

Mum’s the word - is often said by different charecters throughout both plays.

It is an idiom that means to keep a secret and stay completely silent. Even though Burgess was a spy and
should have lived by that motto, in the play, he says of himself: ,| was a performer. [...] But | never pretended.
If | wore a mask it was to be exactly what | seemed. And | made no bones about politics. My analysis of
situations, the précis | had to submit to the Foreign Office, were always Marxist. Openly so.”

Sir Anthony Blunt on the other hand seems to have taken the motto to heart. At some point he confessed his
own activities as a spy but even when regularly interrogated does not give away any information about
others who were involved in the spy ring.

An Englishman Abroad

Burgess listens to Jack Buchanan - Who stole my heart away.

It is the only record he has in Moscow. The original title is “Who?” and could be a reference to the hidden
identity he had as a Soviet Spy. No one knew who he really was. The song itself is a love song taken from the
musical Sunny.

Burgess asks his guest about all kinds of people from British society, e.g. Harold Nicolson, Cyril Connoly, Pope

Hennesy. They are all prominent British writers, journalists, and literary figures of the mid-20th century. They
belonged to overlapping intellectual and social circles in London, frequently interacting through journalism,
high society, and literary editing.

Carol Browne mentions , The Communist Manifesto".
"The Communist Manifesto," written by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in 1848, is one of the most widely

taught texts in sociology. The Communist League in London commissioned the work, which was originally
published in German. At the time, it served as a political rallying cry for the communist movement in Europe.
Today, it offers a shrewd and early critique of capitalism and its social and cultural implications.?

Quotes 7he Lost Leaderby Robert Brown when realizing that he still cannot return to England; not even to
visit his mother.

"The Lost Leader" is an 1845 political poem by Robert Browning that sharply criticizes William Wordsworth
for abandoning his early radical, liberal ideals and supporting the political establishment.

2! https://www.thoughtco.com/communist-manifesto-4038797



A Question of Attribution
Titian and the Venetian Senator/ The Triple Portrait

Oil painting on canvas, Titian
(1488/90-1576) and Andrea de’
Franceschi  (d.1551),  Grand
Chancellor of Venice, after Titian
(Pieve di Cadore 1488/90 - Venice
1576). Two three-quarter-length
portraits, standing. Titian to left
turned to right, bearded, wearing
scull-cap, white collar, looking
over shoulder of Franceschi,
centre facing, bearded, wearing
long senator's robes, holding a
few small pages in his left hand,
his right hand holds folds of his
gown. The original painting is in
the Royal Collection and 1957
conservation revealed a third man
on the right.?2

Sir Anthony Blunt works at the
beginning of the play with a
restorer, who found the third hidden third man, while cleaning the portrait. In the play X-Rays even reveal a
fourth and fifth hidden person on that portrait, which refers back to the Cambridge Five who have worked
under cover and undetected for so long, not seen for who they really were.

22 https://www .nationaltrustcollections.org.uk/object/1129211



Allegory of Prudence by Titian

Roughly 1565-1570. One of the
paintings referred to in order to analyse
the Triple Portrait shows three male
heads at different stages of life are
paired with the heads of three animals: a
wolf, a lion and a dog. The Latin
inscription divided to correspond to the
three heads translates as: ‘Learning from
Yesterday, Today acts prudently lest by
his action he spoil Tomorrow.” The
meaning and purpose of this painting
has been the subject of much debate. 23
In the realms of the play it could refer to
Blunt’s behaviour in the late 60s when
the play is set. He is careful, withdrawn
and concentrates on work. Even when
asked by Chubb to share anything
interesting about the Queen, he reacts
respectful but elusive - seemingly very
loyal to His Majesty, possibly to not spoil

his tomorrow.

23 https://www .nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/titian-an-allegory-of-prudence



Pre-Watching Activities

Working with the Text

1. Based solely on the title Single Spies, state which of the following genres you expect the play to
belong to. You may select more than one.

o Comedy

e Tragedy

e Drama

o Thriller

o Historical play

« Political play

1) Satire

o Something else:
Explain your choices.

2. Secret Spies is a compilation of two plays centering on two spies from the Cambridge Spy Ring that
lived very different lives after having been exposed.

a) Read the excerpts from the scripts below. Compare the main characters in appearance, behaviour,
language, circumstance...

An Englishman Abroad

[Burgess has seen Coral Browne on stage in a Shakespeare play in Moscow. Completely drunk he came to the
dressing rooms after the play and invites her to his appartment.]

The motif of Stalin has faded from the screen and as we hear BURGESS singing the screen rises to
reveal his very untidy flat. There is an easy chair, a sofa and a small table, several bookshelves filled
to overflowing with books and papers (the books plainly English) and at the rear of the flat a
kitchenette. Through an alcove is a double bed, unmade and the sheets unwashed, and left is a pianola.

BURGESS /s staring at the mirror in the kitchenette.

BURGESS (singing)
OH GOD OUR HELP IN AGES PAST
OUR HOPES FOR YRARS TO COME,
OUR SHELTER FROM THE STORMY BLAST
AND OUR ETERNAL HOME.

BURGESS wanders in, shaving. He moves downstage to the table and takes a drink.

BEFORE THE HILLS IN ORDER STOOD
OR EARTH RECEIVED HER FRAME



The doorbell rings. BURGESS reacts to the bell, putting his razor on the table, wiping soap off his face,
throwing the towel and soap on the sofa, putting on his jacket and tying his tie, as...

FROM EVERLASTING THOU ARE GOD-
(speaking)It's open.
THROUGH ENDLESS YEARS THE SAME.
BURGESS hurriedly clears some dirty clothes from a chair and as an afterthought flings the heaped contents
of an ashtray under the sofa, as..
CORAL enters through the hallway upstage right.
(to CORAL)Hallo.
CORAL (puffed)The stairs!
BURGESS | know. I'm sorry. Recover. What a splendid coat. Let me take it. (He helps her off with her coat. He
Buries his face in the grand fur coat before dropping it, pretty unceremoniously, on the sofa)
Mmm.
Have a drink.
CORAL Please.
BURGESS I've just been tidying up. (He sweeps some stuff to the floor and removes his soap and towel)
CORAL (Zaking the soap)One moment. My soap. This is my soap.
BURGESS It is. It is. Palmolive: for that schoolgirl complexion.
CORAT. So it was you who took my cigarettes? (She puts the soap back on the table)
BURGESS One wasn't well.
He hands her a glass, which she surreptitiously cleans on her skirt. He pours her a drink.
CORAL My Scotch?
BURGESS (smiling)One should have asked.

CORAL. You even took my face powder.

BURGESS I know. One is such a coward. Still. You came. | thought you'd chuck. (He raises his glass in a toast)

A Question of Attribution



[Sir Anthony Blunt works as Surveyor for the Queen’s gallery. At the beginning of the play, he and speaks to a
restorer about one of the Queen’s paintings. Apparently, the painting is the work of an unknown artist. He
had confessed to have worked as a spy for Russia but his secret identity was not revealed to the public.
Instead, he was promised immunity for information.]

As the lectern or podium disappears BLUNT steps back into the office where CHUBB is waiting. CHUBB is
seemingly vague, seemingly amiable. Socially he is not in the same class as BLUNT, who is sophisticated and
metropolitan, CHUBB, while not naive is definitely suburban. The slides on the screen have changed to
photographs of various young men, taken singly or enlarged from group photographs of colleges and teams,
all date from the thirties and are in black and white. Following each denial by BLUNT a new photograph
comes up on the screen. CHUBB operates the slide control on the desk.

Slide 14

No.

Slide 15

No.

Slide 16

No. (He seems uncertain)

CHUBB (pausing)Sure?

BLUNT It's the neck. (He sits at the desk)The neck could be Piero della Francesca.

CHUBB Who's he?

BLUNT Well, he was many things, but he wasn't a member of the Communist Party.

Pause.

And in answer to your earlier question, the larger question, | would only say... again...it seemed the
right thing to do at the time.

CHUBB One more?
BLUNT Do | have a choice?
CHUBB turns off the slide control.

CHUBB You're probably tired.



BLUNT Not particularly.

CHUBB All these functions.

BLUNT I don't go to what you call "functions”.

CHUBB If you're in charge of the Queen's pictures you must often have to be in attendance.
BLUNT Yes. On the pictures.

CHUBB I'm disappointed. Don't you see the Queen?

BLUNT The Crown is a large organization. To ask me if | see the Queen is like asking a shopgirl if she sees
Freeman, Hardy or Willis.

CHUBB My wife saw her the other day. When she was visiting Surrey.
BLUNT Your wife?

CHUBB The Queen. She was up at six o'clock and secured an excellent vantage point outside Bentall's. Her
Majesty was heard to say "What a splendid shopping centre". | wonder what she’s really like.

BLUNT Look her up. You must have a file on her.

CHUBB Yes, we probably do. | meant, to chat to. Hob-nob with. As a person. You can't, of course, say. |
appreciate that.

BLUNT Why can't | say?
CHUBB Royal servants can't, can they? Keeping mum is part of the job. It's like the Official Secrets Act.
BLUNT looks sharply at CHUBB. Pause.

I'm sorry. That was unkind. More snaps? (He goes for the slide control but does not press)
BLUNT says nothing.

CHUBB switches on the screen with another photograph (Slide 17)

(rising and crossing to the filing cabinet)How many more times. There is no-one else that | know.

b) After comparing and characterizing the former spies in class, get into groups of three. Choose one
excerpt and prepare a presentation of the scene. Think about props needed, methods to portray



characters, use of language, body language... The third person is the director looking in from the
outside, giving tips, helping with gestures and facial expressions etc..
¢) Present.

Living in Exile

1. Right before being exposed as a spy, Guy Burgess defected to Russia. There he lives in exile, fearing
legal consequences when returning to Great Britain.
a) Explain in your own words, what the term “Exile” means.

2. Mascha Kaléko was a Jewish author living in Berlin in the 1920s. In 1938 she was forced to leave
Germany because of the persecution of Jews. She emigrated to New York with her husband and their
young son.

a) Read her poem called Der Kleine Unterschied.

Es sprach zum Mister Goodwill
ein deutscher Emigrant:
,GewiB, es bleibt dasselbe,
sag ich nun /and'statt Land,
sag ich flr Heimat Aomeland
und poem fur Gedicht.
GewiB, ich bin sehr Aappy.
Doch gliicklich bin ich nicht.">*

b) Analyze and Interpret the poem. Pay attention to the use of language(s), rhyme scheme,
stylistic devices, and metre and its effect on the reader.

¢) Pay special attention to the last two lines. What is the difference between Agppy and
glicklich?

d) Discuss the importance of language for personal identity.

While Watching Activities

24 Kaléko, Mascha: Samtliche Werke und Briefe in vier Banden. Herausgegeben und kommentiert von Jutta Rosenkranz ©
2012 dtv Verlagsgesellschaft mbH & Co. KG, Miinchen, S. 665.



Comprehension Quiz

An Englishman Abroad

1. Where has Guy Burgess fled to?
A. London

B. Paris

C. Moscow

D. Cambridge

2. Why does Coral Browne meet Burgess?
A. She is arresting him

B. She is performing in Moscow

C. She is visiting her family

D. She is working for the British Embassy

3. What does Burgess ask Coral to help him get from England?
A. A face compact

B. A bottle of whiskey

C. A cup of tea

D. A suit

4. What does Burgess particularly miss about England?
A. The countryside

B. English culture and everyday life

C. His old job at the Foreign Office

D. Capitalism

5. Why does Burgess believe he cannot return to England?
A. He has no money

B. His family refuses to see him

C. He will be prosecuted

D. He has lost his British citizenship

6. What does Coral realise at the end of the play?

A. Burgess was secretly working for British intelligence

B. The threats of prosecution against Burgess were a bluff
C. The Soviet government had imprisoned Burgess

D. It was all a dream

A Question of Attribution

7. What is Anthony Blunt’s profession?
A. Diplomat

B. Journalist

C. Art historian



D. Politician

8. Who does Blunt work for?
A. The Prime Minister

B. The Queen

C. The Foreign Office

D. Cambridge University

9. What secret is Blunt hiding?

A. He has stolen paintings

B. He was a Soviet spy

C. He is planning to leave Britain

D. He has forged his academic qualifications

10. Who is Chubb?

A. Blunt’s colleague

B. An MI5 investigator who questions Blunt
C. Blunt’s friend

D. A member of the royal family

11. Why do the British authorities keep Blunt’s espionage secret?
A. They cannot find enough evidence

B. They want to protect the Queen from embarrassment

C. They secretly agree with him

D. Blunt is a double agent

12. Which challenge does the play explore?
A. Youth versus old age

B. Art versus politics

C. Authenticity versus betrayal

D. Britain versus America

a) 10-12 correct 6-9 correct answers 0-5 correct answers
answers
©O © S
Congratulations! You Quite good already! Talk to your Don't give up! Talk to your
understood a lot! classmates again about the play, you |classmates about the parts of the
might tap into new levels of play that are still a bit fuzzy to
understanding! you.

Post-Watching Activity



Exile and Inner Emigration

1. You have read Mascha Kaléko’s poem. Now read her biography.

Mascha Kaléko (1907-1975) >

Mascha Kaléko was born on June 7, 1907, in Chrzanéw, then part of the Austro-

Hungarian Empire. She grew up in Germany and moved to Berlin with her family
in 1918. Inthe 1920s, she began writing and publishing poetry and soon became
part of Berlin’s literary scene. Her poems focused on everyday life, love and
human relationships and were known for their simple language, wit, irony and
underlying melancholy.

After the Nazis came to power in 1933, Kaléko was increasingly excluded from
German cultural life because she was Jewish. Her books were banned, and in
1938 she was forced to leave Germany because of the persecution of Jews. She ¢ *
emigrated to New York with her husband and their young son.

Life in exile was difficult for Kaléko. In New York, she struggled

to establish herself as a writer and had to take on other work to support her

family. She also missed the German language and the cultural environment of Berlin. These experiences of
displacement and homesickness later became important themes in her poetry. Nevertheless, she continued to
write and publish.

Kaléko was an observant, independent and sensitive person who often viewed everyday life with humour and
irony. At the same time, her poetry reveals a strong awareness of loneliness, loss and the difficulties of human
relationships. Her ability to combine lightness and melancholy became a defining feature of her
work.

In 1959, Kaléko moved to Jerusalem with her husband. She continued writing and travelling between Israel
and Europe until her death in Zurich on January 21, 1975. 26

2. Compare her situation to the circumstances the former spies Burgess and Blunt live in. Create a table of
contents with (major) differences and similarities.

3. Write a poem about life in exile from Burgess” point of view. Be careful to imitate his language, style and
focal points - not Kaléko's.
In the following there is an excerpt that can help you.

BURGESS (going over to the kitchenette)[...] People ask me if | have any regrets. The one regret | have is that

25 Credit: DLA-Marbach, www.dla-marbach.de
26 https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/kaleko-mascha



before | came away | didn't get kitted out with a good set of National Health gnashers. Admirable as
most things are in the Soviet Socialist Republic, the making of dentures is still in its infancy.

Pause. He sits with his glass on the piano stool, facing onstage.

Actually, there's no-one in Moscow at all. It's like staying up in Cambridge for the Long Vac. One
makes do with whoever’s around.

[.]

CORAL Won't your people here get you a suit?
BURGESS What people?
CORAL The authorities.

BURGESS Oh yes, but have you seen them? Clothes have never been the comrades’ strong point. Besides, |
don't want to look like everybody else, do 1? (He takes off his jacket and throws it on a chair. He
bends his arm for her to measure)
| seem to remember doing this.

CORAL Your arms can't have altered.

BURGESS I never cared tuppence for clothes before... Measure me round here... | was kitted out in the
traditional garb of my class. Black coat, striped trousers. Pinstripe suit and tweeds for weekends. Shit
order, of course. Always in shit order. But charm. | always had charm.

CORAL (measuring away)You still have charm.
She said through clenched teeth. (She writes down the measurements)

BURGESS But not here. Not for them. For charm one needs words. | have no words. And, short of my clothes,
no class. | am "The Englishman”. "Would you like to go to bed with the Englishman?” | say. Not
particularly. One got so spoiled during the war. The joys of the blackout. London awash with rude
soldiery.

(He says a Russian phrase)Skolko zeem, skolko let.

CORAL (continuing to measure and write) What does that mean?

BURGESS Skolko zeem, skolko let? It means the same as our "Ou sont les neiges d'antan?" Nostalgia, you see,
knows no frontiers.

CORAL Do you speak Russian?
BURGESS | manage. Maclean's learned it, naturally. Swot. | haven't. | ought to, simply for the sex. Boys are

quite thin on the ground here. | can't speak their language and they can't speak mine, so when one
does manage to get one it soon palls. Sex needs language.



[...]
CORAL Yes.

Pause.
What do you miss most?

BURGESS Apart from the Reform Club, the streets of London, and occasionally the English coutryside, the
only thing | truly miss is gossip. The comrades, though splendid in every other respect, don't gossip
in quite the way we do, or about quite the same subjects.

]

BURGESS You won't have come across Anthony Blunt then?

CORAL No. Isn't he quite grand?

BURGESS Very grand. That's art. Art is grand. Art and opera. It's the way to get on.
CORAL Is he nice?

BURGESS Not particularly. Though nice is what you generally have to be, isn't it? “Is he nice?” So little,
England. Little music. Little art. Timid, tasteful, nice. But one loves it.
Loves it. You see, | can say | love London. | can say | love England. But | can't say | love my country. |
don't know what that means. Do you watch cricket?

4. Do research on a more contemporary spy: Edward Snowden?’. What
did he do? What were his motifs? How did he leak information? Why did
he have to seek refuge in Russia?

The following articles and media can help you:
https://www.theguardian.com/world/video/2014/jul/17/edward-
snowden-video-interview
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/jun/09/edward-snowden-nsa-
whistleblower-surveillance

5. In Europe Snowden is mainly considered a human rights activist.
Compare his actions and motives to those of Burgess and Blunt. Should
they also be considered “Whistleblowers”?8? Give reasons.

27 Picture taken from: https://www.deutsches-spionagemuseum.de/geschichte/edward-snowden
28 a person who tells someone in authority about something illegal that is happening, esp. in a business or government


https://www.theguardian.com/world/video/2014/jul/17/edward-snowden-video-interview
https://www.theguardian.com/world/video/2014/jul/17/edward-snowden-video-interview
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/jun/09/edward-snowden-nsa-whistleblower-surveillance
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/jun/09/edward-snowden-nsa-whistleblower-surveillance
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/person
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/tell
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/authority
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/happening
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/esp
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/business
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/government

Appendix

Mascha Kaléko's poem:
Kaléko uses the poem’s external form to subtly reflect its internal conflict on a musical and rhythmic level.

The broken rhythm: The poem is written in a flowing, song-like rhythm (predominantly three- and four-
syllable iambs). However, Kaléko deliberately introduces stumbling blocks through the use of English terms.
Words like “homeland” or “happy” break away from classical German meter. The meter stumbles —just like life
in exile.

The incomplete rhyme (cross rhyme): The stanzas follow a cross rhyme scheme (abab), in which often only
the second and fourth lines rhyme exactly, while the first and third lines remain unrhymed (orphans). This
“gapped” rhyming pattern creates a sense of musical incompleteness. The poem lacks a harmonious
conclusion, which makes the loss of the homeland formally audible. The fade into nothingness: The very last
line (“doch gliicklich bin ich nicht”) ends on a blunt, stressed syllable (masculine cadence). The word “not”
stands alone at the end. The rhythm breaks off abruptly. No melody remains—only a harsh emptiness.

The entire poem builds toward the rhetorical and thematic contrast (antithesis) in the final line: “ Gewif, ich
bin sehr Aappy. Doch gliicklich bin ich nicht .” Effect: Kaléko splits the supposedly identical emotion into two
dimensions. The English loanword stands for the outward facade (functioning in exile), while the German
word stands for the unattainable, inner state of mind. You go about your daily life, you go shopping, you
speak English, and—purely pragmatically—you're “happy” (relieved to have survived). But that deep sense of
belonging and “gliicklich” was left behind in your destroyed European homeland.

The structure of the final line employs a crossed arrangement (chiasmus) of the sentence elements: “Ich bin
[adjective]—doch [adjective] bin ich nicht.” Effect: This grammatical mirroring reinforces the sense of inner
conflict. The “I” goes around in circles linguistically; the lyrical I's identity is blocked.

Irony and Apparent Affirmation (Concession): At the beginning, the lyrical “I” offers apparent agreement with
Mr. Goodwill: “Gewiss, sie sind dasselbe...” Effect: This concession (admission) lulls the reader and the
interlocutor into a false sense of security. It reflects an attempt at assimilation. The irony is only revealed in
retrospect through the bitter ending.

Code-Switching (Mixing of Languages): The alternating use of German and English terms (land, homeland,
poem, happy) is not merely a stylistic device here, but a lived reality. Effect: It makes the exile’s linguistic

dislocation tangibly palpable. The foreign language intrudes into the German poem, just as exile intruded
into the poet’s life.

Parataxis and Everyday Language: The poem avoids complex nested sentences (hypotaxis) and uses short,
consecutively arranged main clauses (parataxis). Effect: Typical of Meue Sachlichkeit The tone is sober,



almost reportage-like. The absence of pathos makes the emotional pain more accessible and unpretentious
for the reader.

Answer key - Quiz

1.C
2.B
3.D
4.8
5.C
6.B
7.C
8.B
9.8
10.B
11.B
12.C
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