
 

 

The Third Man  
 
Films encompass matters of their own time and universal principles to maintain enduring 
relevance.  This is illustrated in the film ‘The Third Man’ by Carol Reed (1986), which 
explores concepts relevant to the modern milieu. Reed showcases that the extent of an 
individual’s corruption is determined by their conscious and that evil is multifaceted concept 
that is subject to perception. Reed utilizes a variety of cinematic techniques to convey the 
relevance of films despite prominent contextual shifts 
 
Moral corruption is a prominent thematic concern in the third man that serves to add to its 
universal value. Moral decay was evident following WWII wherein citizens were a pawn in 
the circumstances of the time. The opening scene of film subverts the image of the once 
jolly epicentre that was Vienna, with the catastrophic devastation of buildings and the 
destruction of the social class. Reed explains that fostered by this environment corruption 
can lead to sacrificing their ethical code, represented by the hostile characterisation of Lime. 
The heinous nature of Lime’s crime is depicted in the scene where Holly is taken to the 
children’s hospital in effort to demonstrate the monstrous extent Harry was willing to go to. 
The use of zither is ironic as it is usually associated with joyous occasions however as a 
result of Lime’s penicillin dilution it is the complete opposite. The scene is filled with white 
linen showcasing purity of the children followed by close up shot of a nurse throwing a 
teddy bear symbolising the death of innocence. Reed then uses non-diegetic music with 
sounds of children crying to convey a solemn mood illuminating the audience to the depth 
of moral corruption in Vienna and Lime. The director then powerfully expresses Limes 
unwavering ambition for monetary gain, as he attempts to shoot Holly as Anna warns him 
about the police. The moment of hesitation symbolizes Holly’s realisation of the extent of 
moral corruption within Harry. Which is then followed by a zoom in on Calloway running 
after Harry, emphasising devastating impact of Lime’s crimes. A person’s corruption is a 
prominent concern, and our conscious plays a major role in determining this.  
 
The importance of the human consciousness in forging decisions allows individuals to 
evaluate their actions. Reed’s characterization of Harry, enables audiences to see that 
despite the villainous stigma, he is ultimately human and is sympathetic to the victims of his 
actions. Harry’s efforts to mask his conscious is shown on the Ferris wheel, the choice of this 
innocent setting is ironic as the Harry’s is considered the villain. Reed uses Dutch tilt to 
exaggerate the distortion of Harry’s conscious paired with the absence of music and Lime’s 
melancholy tone ‘the same old indigestion,’ as he reaches for a bottle of pills while tapping 
on his chest, struggling to swallow. Symbolically representing his corruption eating away at 
him. Which then is juxtaposed to his harsh words that suggest lack of emotion ‘do you have 
any pity if one of those dots stopped moving forever?’ almost as if he found his crimes 
humorous. A coping mechanism Harry seems to adopt is his childlike personality which 
undermines his horrific capabilities. Reed introduces Harry as a loveable innocent character 
shown by Anna stating ‘he never grew up, the world grew up around him,’ with tears in her 
eyes. Reed uses a high angle shot of Anna illustrating her naivety.  Which is ironic as towards 
the end he is depicted as the embodiment of evil, as we are slowly confronted with all the 
revolting crimes he has committed. Hence the notion of a guilty conscious is a common 
characteristic of the human conditions which is still evident to this very day, adding to the 
enduring value of ‘the third man’.  



 

 

 
Third Man serves to challenge contemporary audiences to revaluate their notion of evil. 
Reed carefully presents numerous forms of evil, from the extreme representation of Lime, 
to Anna’s struggle. In the opening scene the audience is greeted with visuals of dead bodies 
in a panning shot, the characters remain completely emotionless, almost as if they were 
numb to pain of evil. The presentation of Anna’s crime is hyperbolically shown in the scene 
where her apartment is being raid by police and forged papers have been found. The Dutch 
tilt as she walks towards the officers in slow motion as the camera zooms closer symbolizes 
something much more unlawful is yet to come. The dramatization of events skews initial 
audience perception to view the crime as heinous.However, as the film progresses Reed 
uses the grotesque representation of Lime’s crime to question the audience’s perception of 
Anna. The moral contradiction between Anna and Harry encourages the audience to believe 
that Lime is guilty and his horrific acts should not go unjustified. Paired with visuals of 
magnifiers metaphorically symbolizing the audience will now be able to see the degree of 
Harry’s crime.  
 
The film allows audiences to evaluate their own definition of evil.  
 
Carol Reed’s ‘The Third Man, showcases the universal value of one’s moral corruption being 
determined by their conscious and the complexity of evil. Texts must maintain as relevant in 
their own time as in future eras which is what can be seen in ‘The Third Man’.  
 


