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THE INNER WORKINGS OF
THE BIG CLOCK

by Christina Newland

“Better wear gloves to this thriller, or you won’t have any fingernails left!”, promises the
headline of a two-page advertisement for The Big Clock in a 1948 issue of Box Office
Magazine. Promising a fingernail-biting good time from veteran Hollywood director John
Farrow (father of Mia), this crime drama is in fact anything but easily categorised. From
its tangential interest in the contemporary art world to its commentary on the deleterious
impact of company-man culture, The Big Clock forays far out of the realms of simple
crime thriller.

Released in 1948, The Big Clock falls right into the heyday of film noir. These low-budget
and influential crime dramas were mainly released between 1941 and 1958 or so, and this
film contains - at least superficially - most of the elements. It opens with a wide shot of the
city skyline under the blanket of night, before dollying slowly into the seemingly deserted
lobby of a building entitled Janoth Publications. Hiding amidst the cavernous shadows
is one George Stroud, a crime reporter at a magazine of Janoth’s, sneaking around for
reasons as yet unknown. The actor who plays Stroud, Ray Milland, begins his story in
voiceover as his avatar hides in corners: “Just 36 hours ago, | was a decent, respectable,
law-abiding citizen.”

In a flashback storytelling mode, director John Farrow reveals the unlucky accidents of
fate that may see the protagonist wrongly framed for murder. His boss, Mr. Janoth (Charles
Laughton), is a tyrant who fires George after he tries to take his neglected wife and child
on a much-needed vacation. An alluring blonde named Pauline (Rita Johnson) - who turns
out to be Mr. Janoth’s fed-up mistress - meets George in the hopes of sharing dirt on the
mogul, but later that evening she winds up cruelly bludgeoned to death by her lover. Janoth
promptly rehires his star crime reporter to investigate the mystery man seen with Pauline
in the secret hopes of framing the man for his murder, unaware that the man is none other
than George Stroud.

The ‘wrong man’ format of the story is ideal for lead actor Ray Milland, doing excellent
work as the unlucky George. His tendency for playing upright, slightly square everymen
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in the morally corrupt intrapersonal politics of the city office building would span the 50s,
from / Can Get It for You Wholesale (1951) to The Best of Everything (1959). As far removed
as these titles may seem from the terse newspaper-led dramas of the thirties and forties, it
could be said that The Big Clock, in 1948, was somewhat ahead of its time. Farrow seems
more interested in the evils of the corporate workplace culture than he does in the pulpy
machinations of yellow journalism. His view of George Stroud is of a decent man who
forsakes wife and family to satisfy career ambition and a boss that will never offer the same
fulfillment. In film noir mode, though, that career and boss almost cost the hero his whole
life as he is framed for murder.

These interests in the emptiness of workplace culture are aligned to the unusual set design,
most notably within the monolithic, towering Janoth Publications building. Full of curlicue
architecture and blocky, imposing interiors, it has a sinister, quasi-sci-fi atmosphere.
Art director Roland Anderson was a veteran of the movies by the time of The Big Clock,
having worked regularly with Cecil B. DeMille on his sets in films as lavish as Cleopatra
(1934). The overall effect is discomfiting and cold, with the high-contrast black and white
cinematography underlining the building’s many shadowy corners.

John F. Seitz, the film’s director of photography, was a highly innovative cameraman and
another member of the crew with decades of experience under his belt. He began shooting
during the era of Rudolph Valentino, and retired with 18 patents to his name — having
invented remarkable things like the low-key lighting system that created the expressive
high contrast and shadows of film noir. In fact, Seitz was a favourite cameraman of
Billy Wilder’s, shooting Sunset Boulevard (1950), Double Indemnity (1944), and The Lost
Weekend (1945) for him and therefore also working with The Big Clock's star Ray Milland.

At the film’s conclusion, Mr. Janoth meets a terrible fate by falling down one of the
building’s elevator shafts to his demise. It seems befitting that this self-made king should
scale the heights of his media empire only to meet a violent descent. Meanwhile, George
gets something like a happy ending, perhaps film noir’s biggest anathema. But even if The
Big Clock is only wearing noir style as a thin disguise, it draws together enough disparate
elements to make this effective. As difficult as it is to classify, it's a startlingly modern and
thoughtful take on the popular crime genre of the era.

Christina Newland is a freelance journalist on film and culture. She has written for
Sight & Sound, Little White Lies, BFI, VICE and others.
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