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He who does not at some time, with definite determination consent to the terribleness of life, or even exalt in it, never takes possession of the inexpressible fullness of the power of our existence. 

Rilke 

The Third Man is set in a city, and on a continent, in which appalling things happened during World War II. But they didn't just 'happen': people were responsible for them. Crimes, including mass murder, were perpetrated by people in full command of their faculties, and with systematic organization, objectivity and calculation. (1) The Third Man (Reed, 1949) represents possible ways of enduring the legacy of this 'terribleness of life'--from denial to reluctant acknowledgement to confrontation to exaltation. 

From Holly Martins' first meeting with the friendly porter at 15 Stiftgasse, we know something is wrong in Vienna. The indicators are very simple, even comic: the porter points downward when he mentions Heaven, and upward when he mentions Hell. The world, it seems, is upside down. Funny as this moment may be, it is also a sign of something quite sinister: a thoroughgoing confusion of moral and ethical reference points. Disorientation in the space of the city is also about disorientation in moral terms. Schwab says: 

[The Third Man] concentrates on the moment of crisis, after the collapse of social systems and systems of belief ... The outer wasteland is accompanied by an inner wasteland. Characters are rootless, without orientation, almost unaware that their behaviour is morally dubious. (2) 

The Third Man set new standards for post-War realism. It was shot on location, and is characterized by what Sullivan calls 'a feeling for documentary detail and social purpose'. (3) The film was thoroughly researched, (4) and concentrated on the real and topical problems of the time: how were people to go on living in a Europe that had become a scene of 'total waste'? (5) However, as Brian McFarlane points out, '[merely] shooting on the spot doesn't guarantee realism ... you keep getting shots of The Third Man that are clearly not realism'. (6) In Van Wert's analysis, The Third Man often '[renders] the real unreal ... [We] see a real Vienna, but we see an unreal view of the real Vienna'. (7) The city I becomes an 'uncanny Vienna'. (8) Any reality we might recognize is made strange by the manner in which the set is shot. Peter Wollen says: 

Reed's Vienna is a crooked city, a city shot with tilted angles ... a city in which a few beams of light cut through deep darkness, in which shadows are exaggerated. (9) 

The 'real' city is rendered 'surreal,' a place as much about myths, fantasies, symbols and dream work as it is about the concrete facts of life. (10) Driver says: 

The film continually transforms the desolate ruined city into poetry--all the documentary detail is perceived as such but also as transfigured things. Hence the effortless, luminous effectiveness of the 'props', the simple objects periodically held up to us, the ball, balloons, etc. In The Third Man, the real always becomes the poetic, the contrived becomes the irresistibly expressive. (11) 

The Third Man's 'realism' is complicated by a distinctly poetic sense of how the surface of the city may be pressed to reveal its secret moral life, what Peter Brooks would call a 'moral occult'. (12) This Vienna is inhabited not only by mere mortals, like Holly Martins, but also by characters who partake of the qualities of angels, devils and, sometimes, of gods. This is not to say that the casting of angels and devils makes finding a coherent moral orientation any easier: some characters seem to play contradictory roles by turns. Anna appears to be an angel to Holly, but her adherence to Harry complicates her moral position. There is even a suggestion (found in her failing to throw dirt on the coffin in the first funeral) that she knows about and colludes with Harry's effort to conceal himself by faking his own death. While Vienna clearly contains angels and devils, one can never be quite sure who, at any given moment, is who. The characterization of Harry Lime is particularly complex. At one point, Calloway sarcastically remarks '[he] disappeared, I suppose, in a puff of smoke and with a clap of ...' This would be an exit characteristic of the Devil. But critics have described the way in which Orson Welles' face is shot, particularly outside Anna's apartment, as 'cherubic' and 'seraphic.' Cherubim and seraphim are types of angels, so even the most morally reprehensible of characters is sometimes figured as an angel. (13)

Harry, indeed, is cast as a kind of god. He scales the heights of Vienna in two key scenes: the Prater Wheel scene and the scene in Cafe Marc Aurel square. Harry's point of view from the top of the Prater Wheel is godlike. He has the power of life and death over many people, but it is power wielded without compassion: the people below are merely 'dots' to him. This is a moral world turned on its head indeed: the Devil resembles an angel and looks down from on high, watching the massacre of innocents with indifference. At the beginning of the Cafe Marc Aurel scene, Harry appears high above the square, among the angels and gargoyles atop the ruins of a cathedral. The light under his hat-brim suggests a halo, and his point-of-view shot reveals a panoramic view of the square. He moves down from there, through the confrontation in which he learns Holly has betrayed him, and into the sewers. Harry Lime imitates Satan in falling from a great height--of power if not of grace--to become, in Andre Bazin's characterization, the 'Archangel of the sewers.' In Harry's final movement from the heights to the depths of Vienna, the confused strata of the city are restored to something like a comprehensible orientation. By the end of the film, Hell is below and Heaven ... well that's harder to locate ... 

In the interim, Holly Martins finds it a struggle to manufacture a secure orientation in a town like this, where, as Popescu says, 'everybody ought to go careful'. Places change their complexions in a matter of hours. Contrast, for example, the first shots of the street outside 15 Stiftgasse, in which we see Holly arrive, with the shots we see as Holly and Anna come upon the crowd gathered around the dead porter's body. Night has fallen, and the open, spacious, pleasant air the street has in daylight has been replaced by a concentration on the dwarfing, inhuman scale of the sculptures around the doorway. Suspicion and confusion are the prevailing moods, with Holly not even able to grasp that he is being implicated in the murder, because the accusations are made in a Viennese dialect he does not understand. The street has entirely changed its character, and with that change has come a complete revision of Holly's position. Such changeability is the story of Holly's career in Vienna. Witness the frequency with which he changes his mind about whether or not to betray Harry to Calloway. Ferro says '[The Third Man's] dramatic impulses [spring] very much from its perpetual changes in orientation that modify the way the viewer identifies with the film's heroes'. (14) 

The audience also finds its moral orientation continually upset. For a start, there is the problem of Harry Lime's great charm. As Gribble says: 

The enigmatic figure of Ham/Lime explicitly raises questions about the foundations of moral behaviour. But his capacity to attract devotion from those who know him, his engaging insouciance, his personal charisma, brings to the fore an explicit dilemma for ... the viewer ... (15) 

The Third Man demonstrates to us that 'evil can be very disarming ...' (16) Further, evil can be funny: 

Although predicated on mass murder and framed by two funerals ... The Third Man is very much a jape--a sardonic waltz set to the mocking gaiety of its infectious zither theme. (17) 

Graham Greene said one of his aims in The Third Man was to make people laugh, and hilarity and menace follow each other closely in this film. This can be seen when Holly flees 15 Stiftgasse, pursued, in a desultory manner, by the child who accuses him and by the rubberneckers. Holly makes it back to his hotel. Fortuitously, it seems, a taxi is waiting for him. Once he is inside, the taxi takes off at breakneck-speed. Holly is convinced he is being driven to his death. Instead, he finds that he is being driven to the lecture organized by Crabbin, which is an excruciatingly awkward disaster. Holly's embarrassment is cut short, however, when he realizes that Popescu's thugs are waiting to murder him. During his escape, he is bitten, ignominiously, by a parrot. Even running for his life, Holly is the butt of jokes. 

One of the functions of this alternation of comedy and menace is to assist in the creation of suspense. This is seen in the Cafe Marc Aurel square scene. Officers of the International Police wait in the careful silence to surprise Harry Lime. They watch nervously as an enormous shadow approaches the square: by its size and portentousness, it must be Lime. (18) The shadow, however, turns out to belong to an ancient balloon vendor. Suspense is created, but the bubble is comically burst. The point is reiterated in the uncomfortably funny exchange in which Calloway and Paine struggle to get the old man away from their hiding place. The balloon vendor episode heightens anxiety, and suspense, by deferring the central confrontation that is so nervously anticipated. (19) 

It is not only the timing of such incidents that matters, but also the specific settings and objects associated with them. The co-existence of laughter and horror in The Third Man is consistently articulated through a symbol system using children's toys--toys that are not used by children, but by adults. Here, again, we see how things are out of joint in Vienna: why is the balloon vendor out at night in deserted streets where there are no children? (20) The toys signal the absence of children, who have been damaged, displaced or drawn out of innocence and into the adult world of espionage and betrayal by the recent troubles. (21) This is nowhere clearer than in the Prater Wheel sequence, in which Holly at last succeeds in making Harry stay still long enough to talk to him. The Prater Wheel itself, and the surrounding fun park, is empty except for the attendant and the two adult men using the play equipment. And Harry Lime, at least, is in a playful mood, even if that play involves threats to murder his childhood friend. The conversation Holly and Harry have in the Ferris Wheel car is characterized by rapid alternations between expressions of friendship and menace, between play and threat: shifts in mood are signalled by the way light and shadow pass rapidly over the men's faces as the car travels through the elaborate cat's cradle of the wheel mechanism. When Holly reproaches Harry with the damage he has caused to his 'victims,' Harry makes the first of his famous speeches: 

In these days, old man, nobody thinks in terms of human beings. Governments don't, so why should we? They talk of the people and the proletariat, and I talk about the suckers and the mugs. It's the same thing. They have their five year plans and so have I. 

The sentiments Harry Lime expresses exemplify the depersonalization--the failure to acknowledge people as human beings--which made the notorious mass murders of World War II possible. (22) This horrifying indifference to human suffering is at the heart of the 'terribleness of life' in The Third Man. 

But what about exalting in the terribleness of life? Here a certain sinister comedy comes into play. When Harry offers to cut Holly in on his racket, he delivers this rationalization: 

Don't be so gloomy ... After all, it's not that awful--you know what the fellow said ... In Italy for thirty years under the Borglas (23) they had warfare, terror, murder, bloodshed--they produced Michaelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci and the Renaissance, In Switzerland they had brotherly love, five hundred years of democracy and peace, and what did that produce? The cuckoo clock. So long, Holly, 

This cheerfully cynical speech produces complicated responses: the desire to recoil in disgust competes with a desire to smirk indulgently because Harry Lime is so engaging, so witty, so clearly the more sophisticated man. Exalting in the terribleness of life is made to look attractive. The zither music re-emerges as this speech proceeds. Juxtaposing such a sinister sentiment with such jaunty music intensifies the confusion. A contemporary poster for The Third Man sums up the effect quite nicely: 'He'll have you in a dither with his zither.' The dithering is the point. As Kemp says, the zither music itself evokes contradictory responses-some heartrending, some amusing: 

Karas' score may be cheap music but ... cheap music can be very potent, and the zlther's plangent, wheedling tone, its brittle gaiety and air of false bonhomie ['friendliness'], perfectly captures the weary, insinuating zeitgeist ['spirit of the time'] of post-war Vienna. (24) (my translations) 

This is a moral world that has lost its reference points, in which there are terrible and grotesque admixtures, like the admixture of horror and laughter. In such an environment the audience is repeatedly thrown into confusion about how, appropriately, to respond. The impulse to make people laugh in the midst of horror may seem perverse, but it has historically been used as a powerful and sophisticated means of dramatizing the ways in which people can accommodate, survive, and even learn to exalt in the 'terribleness of life.' 'Horrid laughter' as Brooke calls it, (25) can be used to help audiences understand the profoundly corrupting moral effect of living with systemic evil, or its legacy. 

With all that in mind, let us turn to the way in which The Third Man finally closes the book on the kind of exaltation Harry Lime represents. In the sewers, Harry winds up cornered up a dead-end stair, gazing through the grating of a manhole cover he lacks the strength to lift. At street level, we see Harry's fingers straining upward. The streets are deserted, their emptiness emphasized by the lonely sound of the wind. Holly catches up with Harry. The two former friends exchange a look, in which Harry gives Holly permission to do what he must. Calloway hears an echoing shot. In the last moments of his life, it seems, Harry is somehow redeemed: if he is not admirable, or even, any longer, disarming, he is at least pitiable. Another emotional about-face has occurred. 

Carpenter makes some interesting comments on why Greene makes Harry sympathetic, in the face of Harry's own failure to exhibit sympathy for his victims: 

The State, according to Greene, is inclined to deal unsympathetically with people, as if they were not human at all. The artist counters that tendency whenever he or she awakens sympathy for an evil or disagreeable character ... The Third Man advocates humanity and sympathy in place of impersonality. (26) 

Harry Lime, of course, is the embodiment of the evil that can be created by letting impersonality displace humanity and sympathy, but the film nonetheless gives him the benefit of such sympathy. If The Third Man succeeds in advocating 'humanity and sympathy' even for a man who has committed mass murder of children in a conscious and calculated way, then it becomes a drama about confronting the fact that people can do terrible things, and continue to be worthy of human consideration anyway. Any effort to reduce the humanity of the murderer--to demonize him, to make him into a monster--plays directly into the kind of depersonalization that makes mass murder possible. Harry Lime is a mass murderer, but he Is nonetheless still the same person who was Holly's boyhood friend, and Anna's beloved. Harry is, finally, no less human, and no less pitiable, for having done monstrous things. 

This is not to say that Holly's killing Harry is unnecessary, or even undesirable. Carpenter asserts that The Third Man as a whole authorizes Holly's final choice: 

[Holly Martins] agrees to sacrifice personal loyalty to social responsibility [and the] film systematically attempts to persuade the audience to accept this decision. (27) 

I think this statement is debatable. Anna, one of the most consistent, and consistently admirable characters in the film, repeatedly voices her view that undying personal loyalty to former friends and lovers is not something that should change because the friend or lover turns out not to be perfect. In the end, Holly loses not only Harry, but also Anna. When Holly insists on trying to speak to Anna after Harry's second funeral, Anna walks straight past him. This second loss is important in terms of the final message of the film. The last scene of The Third Man was one of the points on which Greene and Reed strongly disagreed. Why, as Carol Reed is reported to have pointed out to Graham Greene, should Holly be rewarded for killing his oldest friend by getting his old friend's girl? Reed insisted on the unhappy ending because it seemed more realistic to him: 'I don't think anything in life ends "right"' (28) In Reed's version of the story, there is no reward for virtuous action, and no guarantee that ridding the world of devils will make Earth a Paradise. By trying to turn his back on the 'terribleness of life,' Holly has also turned his back on its corollary: the possibility of great happiness. He has missed his chance to engage fully with 'the power of our existence'. Perhaps Reed's ending takes heed of Rilke's advice: 

Have a care! Do not take away my Devils! Without them, how shall I find my angels? 
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