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GRAHAM GREENE

Graham Greene (1904—1991) was one of the twentieth
century’s most compelling storytellers, blending
literary brilliance with the pulse of espionage and moral
intrigue. A restless traveller, and MI6 operative during
the Second World War, he drew on his intelligence
work and global encounters to craft fiction steeped in
danger, divided loyalties and shadowy power. A convert
to Catholicism, Greene was driven by a lifelong tension
between faith and doubt — an inner conflict that shaped
his work, where sin, redemption and betrayal are never
simple. From the bombed-out streets of post-war Vienna
in The Third Man to the uneasy frontiers of belief that
haunt his characters, Greene’s world is one where charm

masks corruption and every choice carries a cost.
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Preface

The Third Man was never written to be read but only to
be seen. Like many love affairs it started at a dinner table
and continued with many headaches in many places:
Vienna, Venice, Ravello, London, Santa Monica.

Most novelists, I suppose, carry round in their
heads or in their notebooks the first ideas for stories
that have never come to be written. Sometimes one
turns them over after many years and thinks regret-
fully that they would have been good once, in a time
now dead. So years back, on the flap of an envelope,
I had written an opening paragraph: ‘T had paid my
last farewell to Harry a week ago, when his coffin was
lowered into the frozen February ground, so that it
was with incredulity that I saw him pass by, without a
sign of recognition, among the host of strangers in the
Strand.” I, no more than my hero, had pursued Harry,
so when Sir Alexander Korda asked me to write a
film for Carol Reed — to follow our Fallen Idol — 1 had
nothing more to offer than this paragraph. Though
Korda wanted a film about the four-power occupation
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of Vienna, he was prepared to let me pursue the tracks
of Harry Lime.

To me it is almost impossible to write a film play
without first writing a story. Even a film depends on
more than plot, on a certain measure of character-
ization, on mood and atmosphere; and these seem
to me almost impossible to capture for the first time
in the dull shorthand of a script. One can reproduce
an effect caught in another medium, but one cannot
make the first act of creation in script form. One
must have the sense of more material than one needs
to draw on. The Third Man, therefore, though never
intended for publication, had to start as a story before
those apparently interminable transformations from
one treatment to another.

On these treatments Carol Reed and I worked
closely together, covering so many feet of carpet a
day, acting scenes at each other. No third ever _joined
our conferences; so much value lies in the clear cut-
and-thrust of argument between two people. To the
novelist, of course, his novel is the best he can do with a
particular subject; he cannot help resenting many of the
changes necessary for turning it into a film or a play;
but The Third Man was never intended to be more than
the raw material for a picture. The reader will notice
many differences between the story and the film, and
he should not imagine these changes were forced on an
unwilling author: as likely as not they were suggested
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by the author. The film in fact, is better than the story
because it is in this case the finished state of the story.

Some of these changes have obvious superficial
reasons. The choice of an American instead of an English
star involved a number of alterations. For example, Mr
Joseph Cotten quite reasonably objected to the name
Rollo. The name had to be an absurd one, and the name
Holley occurred to me when I remembered that figure
of fun, the American poet Thomas Holley Chivers. An
American, too, could hardly have been mistaken for
the great English writer Dexter, whose literary charac-
ter bore certain echoes of the gentle genius of Mr E. M.
Forster. The confusion of identities would have been
impossible, even if Carol Reed had not rightly objected
to a rather far-fetched situation involving a great deal of
explanation that increased the length of a film already
far too long. Another minor point: in deference to
American opinion a Rumanian was substituted for
Cooler, since Mr Orson Welles’ engagement had already
supplied us with one American villain. (Incidentally,
the popular line of dialogue concerning Swiss cuckoo
clocks was written into the script by Mr Welles himself.)

One of the very few major disputes between Carol
Reed and myself concerned the ending, and he has
been proved triumphantly right. I held the view that
an entertainment of this kind was too light an affair to
carry the weight of an unhappy ending. Reed on his side
felt that my ending —indeterminate though it was, with
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no words spoken — would strike the audience, who had
just seen Harry die, as unpleasantly cynical. I admit I
was only half convinced; I was afraid few people would
wait in their seats during the girl’s long walk from the
graveside and that they would leave the cinema under
the impression that the ending was as conventional as
mine and more drawn-out. I had not given enough con-
sideration to the mastery of Reed’s direction, and at that
stage, of course, we neither of us could have anticipated
Reed’s brilliant discovery of Mr Karas, the zither player.

The episode of the Russians kidnapping Anna
(a perfectly possible incident in Vienna) was elim-
inated at a fairly late stage. It was not satisfactorily
tied into the story, and it threatened to turn the film
into a propagandist picture. We had no desire to move
people’s political emotions; we wanted to entertain
them, to frighten them a little, to make them laugh.

Reality, in fact, was only a background to a fairy
tale; none the less the story of the penicillin racket is
based on a truth all the more grim because so many
of the agents were more innocent than Joseph Harbin.
The other day in London a surgeon took two friends
to see the film. He was surprised to find them subdued
and depressed by a picture he had enjoyed. They then
told him that at the end of the war when they were
with the Royal Air Force they had themselves sold
penicillin in Vienna. The possible consequences of
their act had never before occurred to them.
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CHAPTER 1

One never knows when the blow may fall. When I
saw Rollo Martins first I made this note on him for
my security police files: ‘In normal circumstances a
cheerful fool. Drinks too much and may cause a little
trouble. Whenever a woman passes raises his eyes and
makes some comment, but I get the impression that
really he’d rather not be bothered. Has never really
grown up and perhaps that accounts for the way
he worshipped Lime.” I wrote there that phrase ‘in
normal circumstances’ because I met him first at Harry
Lime’s funeral. It was February, and the gravediggers
had been forced to use electric drills to open the frozen
ground in Vienna’s Central Cemetery. It was as if
even nature were doing its best to reject Lime, but we
got him in at last and laid the earth back on him like
bricks. He was vaulted in, and Rollo Martins walked
quickly away as though his long gangly legs wanted
to break into a run, and the tears of a boy ran down
his thirty-five-year-old face. Rollo Martins believed
in friendship, and that was why what happened later
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was a worse shock to him than it would have been
to you or me (you because you would have put it
down to an illusion and me because at once a rational
explanation — however wrongly — would have come
to my mind). If only he had come to tell me then,
what a lot of trouble would have been saved.

If you are to understand this strange, rather sad
story you must have an impression at least of the
background — the smashed dreary city of Vienna
divided up in zones among the Four Powers; the
Russian, the British, the American, the French zones,
regions marked only by notice boards, and in the
centre of the city, surrounded by the Ring with its
heavy public buildings and its prancing statuary, the
Innere Stadt under the control of all Four Powers. In
this once fashionable Inner City each Power in turn,
for a month at a time, takes, as we call it, ‘the chair’,
and becomes responsible for security; at night, if you
were fool enough to waste your Austrian schillings
on a night club, you would be fairly certain to see the
International Power at work — four military police,
one from each Power, communicating with each
other, if they communicated at all, in the common
language of their enemy. I never knew Vienna
between the wars, and I am too young to remember
the old Vienna with its Strauss music and its bogus
easy charm; to me it is simply a city of undignified
ruins which turned that February into great glaciers
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of snow and ice. The Danube was a grey flat muddy
river a long way off across the Second Bezirk, the
Russian zone where the Prater lay smashed and
desolate and full of weeds, only the Great Wheel
revolving slowly over the foundations of merry-go-
rounds like abandoned millstones, the rusting iron
of smashed tanks which nobody had cleared away,
the frost-nipped weeds where the snow was thin. I
haven’t enough imagination to picture it as it had
once been, any more than I can picture Sacher’s Hotel
as other than a transit hotel for English officers or see
the Kirntnerstrasse as a fashionable shopping street
instead of a street which exists, most of it, only at eye
level, repaired up to the first storey. A Russian soldier
in a fur cap goes by with a rifle over his shoulder,
a few tarts cluster round the American Information
Oftice, and men in overcoats sip ersatz coffee in the
windows of the Old Vienna. At night it is just as well
to stick to the Inner City or the zones of three of the
Powers, though even there the kidnappings occur —
such senseless kidnappings they sometimes seemed to
us — a Ukrainian girl without a passport, an old man
beyond the age of usefulness, sometimes, of course,
the technician or the traitor. This was roughly the
Vienna to which Rollo Martins came on February
seventh last year. I have reconstructed the affair as
best I can from my own files and from what Martins
told me. It is as accurate as I can make it — I have tried
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not to invent a line of dialogue, though I can’t vouch
for Martins’ memory; an ugly story if you leave
out the girl: grim and sad and unrelieved, if it were
not for that absurd episode of the British Council
lecturer.
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CHAPTER 2

A British subject can still travel if he is content to take
with him only five English pounds which he is for-
bidden to spend abroad, but if Rollo Martins had not
received an invitation from Lime of the International
Refugee Office he would not have been allowed to
enter Austria, which counts still as occupied terri-
tory. Lime had suggested that Martins might write
up the business of looking after the international
refugees, and although it wasn’t Martins’ usual line,
he had consented. It would give him a holiday, and
he badly needed a holiday after the incident in Dublin
and the other incident in Amsterdam; he always tried
to dismiss women as ‘incidents’, things that simply
happened to him without any will of his own, acts of
God in the eyes of insurance agents. He had a haggard
look when he arrived in Vienna and a habit of looking
over his shoulder that for a time made me suspicious
of him until I realized that he went in fear that one of,
say, six people might turn up unexpectedly. He told
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