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Carol Reed (centre-left) in Vienna, autumn 1948
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‘THE THIRD MAN’

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

There is no sun without shadow and it is necessary to know the night.

Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus (1942)

‘I never knew the old Vienna before the war, with its Strauss music, its glamour and easy charm.’1 The voice is English, the delivery laconic and brisk, the mood cosmopolitan but hard-bitten. ‘Constantinople suited me better.’ It is Carol Reed delivering the voiceover that sets the scene for The Third Man: ‘I really got to know it in the classic period of the Black Market – we’d run anything, if people wanted it enough and had the money to pay. Of course, a situation like that does tempt amateurs – but you know they can’t stay the course like a professional.’

The talk is of a new Vienna, after the war: an occupied city patrolled by soldiers from America, Britain, France and the Soviet Union, and a city partly in ruins, though, as the voice points out, ‘it doesn’t look any worse than a lot of other European cities – bombed about a bit’. There is, to listen to it, no lamentation here, nor any solemn reflection on the recent carnage – just unsentimental plain-speaking, clipped and fast.

But the shots in the mock-documentary opening sequence tell a slightly different story. There are racketeers selling boots, stockings and wristwatches. Deprivation shows in their stubbled faces. The body of an ‘amateur’ floats among hunks of cracked ice in grimy-looking water, the low sun glinting, the wreck of a ship partly visible at the left edge of the screen. These images, and the ones of structures reduced to rubble, sit uneasily with the shots showing an official world of order: Vienna’s classical façades and statues, occupying troops on patrol or parade. The damage done in war is evident in the sequence even though Reed’s voiceover and the fast cutting (twenty-eight different shots in sixty-six seconds) discourage the viewer from dwelling on it.
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Vienna after the war



And there is the music, played on a zither over the opening credits. It is also ambiguous. Like the montage of post-war Vienna it goes at a jaunty pace but there are darker things underneath its good cheer. It is music for bourgeois leisure, but something else can be heard in it too – unease, tension, some middle-European density.

It might not have been as fluent as this. Graham Greene, who wrote the screenplay, imagined, to begin with, a scene at Frankfurt airport where the protagonist Holly Martins is mistaken for an eminent man of letters. And David O. Selznick, who put up much of the money for the production, persisted in demanding more explanation of the protocol and administrative practicalities of four-power occupation. So presumably it was Reed’s work to make the opening so quick and condensed. That would make sense. Reed was a pragmatic film-maker, ready to change style if necessary in order to keep things moving – a bit of a magpie, but one with clear goals in sight.

Selznick, though, undid much of the director’s work in setting the scene.2When he was finally able to release the film in the US he scratched Reed’s voiceover and had Joseph Cotten, who plays Holly, rerecord it. Out went ‘we’d run anything’, to be replaced by ‘they could get anything if people wanted it enough’. Selznick tried to dispel the air of moral uncertainty that adds an edge to the way Reed’s narrator introduces the film’s éminence grise:
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Graham Greene
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David O. Selznick



Oh wait, I was going to tell you – I was going to tell you about Holly Martins from America. He came here to visit a friend. The name was Lime, Harry Lime. Now Martins was broke and Lime had offered him – I don’t know – some sort of a job. Anyway, there he was, poor chap, happy as a lark and without a cent.

I was dead broke when I got to Vienna. Aclose pal of mine had wired me offering me a job doing publicity work for some kind of a charity he was running. I’m a writer, name’s Martins, Holly Martins. Anyway, down I came all the way to old Vienna, happy as a lark and without a dime.

Harry Lime’s name has gone in Selznick’s version. And gone too is that bittersweet, paradoxical ‘poor’. Poor chap, happy as a lark. Greene ended the novella, which was the basis for his screenplay, with the same sentiment: ‘Poor Crabbin. Poor all of us, come to think of it.’3

There is the lamentation after all, a sideways glance at the misery of things, the misery you do not see, for better or worse, when you are ‘happy as a lark’.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

As well as changing the voiceover, Selznick made cuts in the American version, dispensing with some unsubtitled German speech and abbreviating the ending. It took fifty years for the British release version of The Third Man to be shown widely in the US, and by then Selznick’s cut had featured in the American Film Institute’s 100 Greatest American Films poll at number fifty-seven. One critic thought its inclusion there a ‘colonialist fantasy’,4 but it would be just as misleading to call it simply a British film, given the central involvement of Selznick, Cotten and Orson Welles. However, there is no question that Reed’s film has far greater status in British film culture. When, in 2000, the British Film Institute decided to emulate the AFI and poll a host of critics and industry figures to find ‘the favourite British films of the 20th Century’, The Third Man emerged at the top of the list.

It fought off Brief Encounter (David Lean, 1945, at number two), Great Expectations (Lean, 1946, five), Kind Hearts and Coronets (Robert Hamer, 1949, six), The Red Shoes (Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger, 1948, nine), Brighton Rock (John Boulting, 1947, fifteen), Henry V (Laurence Olivier, 1944, eighteen) and A Matter of Life and Death (Powell and Pressburger, 1946, twenty) – that is eight films from a five-year period.

The period from the end of war in Europe in 1944 to, say, 1950 saw an unprecedented flowering of the British film industry and of British film art. Thiswas the Golden Age–if there ever was one.There would be other revivals but none would match the achievements of the immediate postwar years, when Powell and Pressburger were making one outstanding picture after another, kept company by Lean, Olivier and Hamer (to name just the most prominent), and when Reed was being lauded by no less a critic than André Bazin, founder of Cahiers du Cinéma, as ‘the most brilliant of English directors and one of the foremost in the world’.5

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

With his production company London Films’ Austrian currency reserves in mind, Korda first had the idea to make a film set in four-power Vienna. ‘We want to make a picture in Austria,’ Korda told the screenwriter Paul Tabori in 1946.6 ‘It’ll be a comedy … and the basic idea is “invisible frontiers”. I want you to do a treatment as quickly as possible.’ Nothing came of Tabori’s involvement: Korda’s thinking took a different turn.

Following the successful development of The Fallen Idol (1948), his first film with Greene and Reed, which was then being shot, Korda took the idea to the novelist and pestered him about it until Greene came back with the germ of a story in a single sentence: ‘I had paid my last farewell to Harry a week ago, when his coffin
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