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Like con-men, conjurors and the corrupt, 
they weave worlds out of half-truths and 
wave wands made of pretty things and lies 
to ply their trade. Their purposes range 
from the amiably entertaining to the 
destructively vile. Their tools are deception 
and duplicity, misdirection and sleight 
of hand, pop psychology and emotional 
intelligence, trickery, tradecraft, artifice 

S
pies, actors and 
story-tellers have 
much in common 
with each other.S
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and guile. Natural talent plays a huge 
part, too. Those on whom these tools 
are used are variously victims or “marks.” 
They are deemed to be either gullible or 
helpless in the face immense skill. One of 
the mantras of the experienced con-man 
is “you can’t con an honest man.” To be 
conned is to be complicit.

Those of us who tell stories for a living 
have the audience as our willing victims, 
our “marks.” And those of us who tell 
spy stories are the most deceitful of all; 
the consumers of spy stories the most 
deceived, willing participants, as they are, 
in their own seduction. Which is why spy 
stories occupy such a uniquely compelling 
place in the story-telling firmament; why 
they are, when well-crafted, so immensely 
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satisfying. For the best spy tales are the 
paradigms of stories in which the wheels 
within wheels themselves have wheels; 
where the missing piece of the jigsaw 
turns out to be from a different puzzle; 
and where the decoded encryption reveals 
itself to be a new riddle all of its own.

John le Carré casts his mesmerising spells 
in words; so, too his translator on The 
Night Manager’s journey from book to 
screen, our adaptor David Farr. 

We, the makers of film and 
television stories, have an 
additional tool box, everything 
in it tailor-made to deceive. 
Firstly, we create the illusion of movement by 
playing sequences of still pictures so fast that the 
movement seems real. With frame-per-second 
rates ranging from 24 to 60, it is not surprising 
that the brain perceives this rapidly flowing 
stream of images frozen in time as movement. 
With lights on set, exposure correction in 
the camera and later in the post-produced 
manipulation of pixels, we turn dull days into 
sunny ones and days into nights; with make up 
the young become old, the beautiful ugly; and 
by painting silence with sound, empty spaces are 
imbued with life they never really had. 
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On The Night Manager, specifically, 
we turned Morocco into Egypt with a 
caption, then turned it into Turkey with 
another; we made a pregnant woman 
slim with costume; we used computer 
generated effects to transform a bald 
hillside just outside Marrakech into a 
sprawling refugee camp near the Syrian 
border, a handful of vehicles into a 30 
truck convoy; and by recording dialogue 
that was never actually written, then 
playing it over the back of someone’s 
head to obviate the need for matching 
lip movement (no, I’m not going to tell 
you where), we transformed a scene that 
was in danger of falling flat into one 
shimmering with tension, edge 
and menace. 
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This is deception in the service of 
entertainment and these are tricks of the 
trade common to all tv dramas and movies.

Nothing is what it seems, 
and if it was the story-telling 
just wouldn’t work.
Nor would it work if these sleights of hand 
were visible to an audience. As with magic, 
it’s better you don’t see how it works. Better 
still if you don’t even know it’s happening. 
For spies that’s something of an 
understatement. Reveal a spy’s true nature 
– if his or her mask slips or is betrayed - the 
consequences might be fatal. 

In The Night Manager’s third episode, 
Hugh Laurie’s Roper, an arms dealer 



described by some as “the worst man in 
the world,” performs a magic trick for a 
group of children at a party. You’ve seen it 
many times. It’s the one where something 
is hidden under one of three cups, and as 
the cups are shifted around, the challenge 
is to identify the object’s final destination. 
Roper’s young son, fails to point out the 
ball’s final resting place, so prompting the 

following rebuke:

“You’re not watching the 
cups, Danny.”
This is in many ways The Night Manager’s 
key line, in the sense that it goes both to 
the heart of the story-telling and to the 
tradecraft of spying. As with all great spy 
stories, le Carré has crafted here a thrillingly 
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intoxicating tale in which one might 
say that the world is divided into those 
who move the cups and those who 
watch the cups. Those who move the 
cups know what they’re doing, know 
how the trick is done, know who 
they’re trying to deceive.

For those who watch 
the cups life is more 
complicated.
They’re divided into those who know 
there’s a trick, but can’t prove it; those  
who know there’s trick, but have to  
pretend that they don’t; and those who 
don’t even know they’re being tricked. 
More philosophically they are sometimes 
forced to wonder “are they even cups?”

 Le 
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Carré’s fiction in general, and The 
Night Manager in particular, lives 
and breathes in a morally ambiguous 
universe, one where the normal rules of 
good guys and bad guys are beguilingly 
blurred. In crime stories, for example, 
it’s usually the case that the criminals 
are the ones “moving the cups” and the 
cops  the ones “watching the cups.” In 
The Night Manager, almost everyone 
is moving their own cups, and at the 
same time trying to keep the cups 
moved by others under close watch. – 
assuming, of course, they are aware that 
cups are being moved. As Roper says to 
Tom Hiddleston’s Jonathan Pine, the 
eponymous night manager, “anyone can 
betray anyone.” And they do. 

Take Olivia Colman’s 
Angela Burr, effectively 
George Smiley in maternity 
wear, who is in many ways The Night 
Manager’s moral centre, the closest we 
get to “a good guy.” She works for an 
offshoot of the UK’s security services. 
She’s an employee of the British 
government, driven to the point almost 
of obsession to bring down Roper. Yet 
she devotes as much energy to hiding 
the truth from her fellow spooks as she 
does to the hunt for “the worst man in 
the world”. In one early scene she tasks 
a colleague to dig out all available files 
on Roper without letting MI6 – a sister 
organisation, also known as ‘The River 
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House,’ that ought to be trustworthy - know 
what they’re up to:  “bury the requests in 
a pile of slurry. Do a random sweep on all 
Brits living off-shore. Throw River House 
off the scent. Make us look like a bunch of 
amateurs looking for a needle in a haystack. 
Do you think you can do that?” A conjuror 
would call this “misdirection.”

A little later, she and Joel Steadman, played 
by David Harewood, a colleague from 
a similar agency to her own in the US, 
present a calculatedly woeful picture of the 
state of their current investigations to a 
group of fellow spooks whose agenda they 
suspect might be hostile to their own. “Was 
that dull enough for you?” Steadman asks as 
they leave. “You kidding me?” Burr
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replies. “I never knew an American could 
sound so much like a total bloody loser.” 
Burr and Steadman are putting on a show 
of incompetence that, like the legendarily 
bungling magician Tommy Cooper, is 
designed to mask their true talents.

And so, for the audience, 
the layers of intrigue, 
duplicity and deceit slowly 
pile on top of one another. 
They are watching actors playing spies, 
many of whom are pretending to be other 
than their true selves. They are watching a 
story unfold, about a group of people who 
are themselves telling stories to one

 another, all of which may or may not be 
true. This is story-telling with reliably 
unreliable narration on a near industrial 
scale. For this to work, and not to be simply 
baffling – the spy story equivalent of a maze 
with no exit, or a crossword that can’t be 
solved because the clues are wrong - calls 
for craft of a superior kind. And, for that, 
The Night Manager had a sorceress in 
the form of director Susanne Bier, whose 
majestic dark arts had of necessity to be 
largely invisible as she kept the spell from 
breaking. The audience is not being spoon-
fed. On the contrary, watching these actors 
as they navigate constantly shifting sands, the 
viewers become fully immersed participants 
in the mystery themselves.
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This sense of performance 
within performance is 
echoed elsewhere, on 
multiple occasions.
When, for example, Burr outlines to Pine 
how she will equip him with the “legend” 
that reinvents him with a past sufficiently 
plausible to persuade Roper that the the 
night manager is trustworthy enough to 
be admitted to the arms dealer’s inner 
sanctum she says: “You are going to put 
on the performance of your life. There 
is half a psychopath lurking in there 
Jonathan. I want you to find him, and 
stick to him... you are the world’s second 
worst man, first place already taken. 
There is no right or wrong for you …, 
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do you hear me? It’s all me, me, me. Don’t 
give anyone an inch and if anyone pisses 
you off, you smack them! Anyone crosses 
you, god help them! I want you to scare 
the shit out of everyone, and that includes 
me. Richard Roper must know that you’re 
in the same league as him. Laws don’t 
apply to him and they don’t apply to you 
either. He sees that, we get him. He comes 
to the table, we get him over a barrel and 
we skewer him! Are you comfortable with 
that?” Her set of instructions sounds like 
a writer or director talking to an actor. It’s 
not an accident.

This re-imagining of himself happens 
later to Pine, who is by now carrying a 
passport in the name of Andrew Birch, 
and preparing to front the “worst 

man’s” criminal operation. Roper, who 
presents himself to the world merely as 
a businessman and philanthropist, sets 
out for Pine/Birch his new “legend” in 
another set of writer-director’s notes, 
outing himself as a magician of sorts in 
the process: “Want to know how the trick 
is done? ...You, you’re my lead actor, 
you’re my main man, my star.” 

To get this far, Pine has 
effectively had to audition.
Part of his “convincer,” the term invoked 
by con artists to describe the moment that 
pushes their mark beyond the point of 
no return, brings him, seriously injured, 
into the bosom of Roper’s household. 
Pine is at this point in our story playing 
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the role written for him by Angela Burr, 
in the guise of Thomas Quince. Roper’s 
right-hand man, played by Tom Hollander, 
is Corky, effectively Fool to Roper’s Lear, 
and the only member of the arms dealer’s 
inner circle who is deeply sceptical about 
Pine, who even sees that Pine/Quince 
might be moving the cups: “What do I call 
you, by the way?” Corky wonders. “When 
I was filling in the forms at the hospital….I 
had a conundrum. ‘Well,’ I thought, ‘this is 
a bit rum, is he Thomas Quince, or is he a 
Jonathan Pine? ...I’m not sure you’re quite 
as poorly as we’re making out. In fact, I’m 
not sure about you at all, Pine. I think you 
might be stringing us along…”

For the audience, Pine is our principal 
story-teller. We see much of what unfolds 

(and unravels) through his eyes. He is our 
narrator, but he, too, is reliably unreliable 
- to the audience, to Corky and to his 
supposed allies. At one point Steadman 
laments to Burr: “He went off script. Way 
off script.

 ...Goddammit Angela, 
this thing was perfectly 
choreographed. He knew  
exactly what he had to do.”
Has Pine fluffed his lines or has he torn up 
the part? Whose side is Pine on? Roper’s 
or Burr’s? Whose side is anybody on? Who 
are the spies? Who spies on the spies? Who 
is moving the cups? Who is watching? 
Where is the ball? In a way, Roper tells the 
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audience how to watch The Night Manager 
as he explains the trick. He is, at the same 
time, explaining the nature of spycraft 
and great spy story-telling: “Alright, now 
I’m going to take the ball and I’m going to 
place the ball in the cup. Shake the cup, 
turn it over. Right now, you have to watch 
the cup very closely, you have to watch the 
cups. I’m going to move two around like 
that, this one around like that. Everybody 
clear on where the ball is now?” Roper 
knows that he is the only one who could 
possibly know where the ball is. Like spies, 
like actors, like film-makers, like all story-
tellers, like le Carré himself, he is, after all, 
the one moving the cups.

SG -  Executive Chairman of Character 7 and Executive 
Producer of The Night Manager

31 32



Stephen Garrett is Executive Chairman of Character 7 
and Executive Producer of The Night Manager


