
Film Studies • Issue 11 • Winter 2007 • 37

The Grid, the Spectacle and the 
Labyrinth in The Big Clock’s 
Skyscraper: Queered Space and Cold 
War Discourse

• Merrill Schleier

The skyscraper in the noir thriller The Big Clock 
(1948) serves as a microcosm of the American 
postwar cinematic city; as oppressive as the 
eponymous timepiece that it houses; but the 
film also offers a propaganda-inspired solution 
for the tall building’s restoration as a symbol of 
masculine achievement and a beacon of freedom. 
As I plan to show, the film rehearses aspects of 
conservative Cold War political discourse by 
utilizing a multitude of spatial strategies, creating 
a temporarily ‘queered’ space in need of 
liberation. Through its use of various architectural 
tropes (e.g. façade, lobby, boardroom, hallway, 
bathhouse, and elevator) and architectural 
idioms, especially the International Style, and its 
tracking of the main character’s 
phenomenological journey to greater and greater 
degrees of claustrophobia, it prescribes 
normative views on masculinity and sexual 
identity.1 It also relies on spatial metaphors such 
as veneers, insertion, entrapment, and ejection, 
to communicate aspects of prevailing United 
States governmental strategies for ‘normalizing’ 
institutional space from the putative deleterious 
influence of gays and lesbians. For example, it 
associates the homosexually-inflected villain Earl 
Janoth’s (Charles Laughton) dissembling and 
subterfuge with the imported exterior of an 
International Style skyscraper, and the grandeur 
of its Art Deco theatrical lobby. Beyond these 
dual facades lie Janoth’s and the skyscraper’s true 
character, both authoritarian and irrational, 
pictured in the prison-like offices and the Mies 
van der Rohe-inspired, labyrinthine lower 

hallways, which temporarily contain the film’s 
hero, George Stroud (Ray Milland).2 In accord 
with official policies which sought to jettison 
homosexuals from employment, the film’s 
depiction of spatiality, calls for the rooting out 
of foreign-born homosexual infiltrators or aliens, 
posing as enlightened capitalist entrepreneurs 
who are literally and figuratively embedded in 
cinematic architectural space.

Novel and Film: The Plot

Based on the 1946 pulp fiction novel by leftist 
poet and pulp fiction writer, Kenneth Fearing, The 
Big Clock is a battle for normative heterosexuality 
against marginalized homosexuality in the 
corporate skyscraper office, which serves a spatial 
metaphor for the entire country.3 The pulp fiction 
venue was often a repository of sexually explicit 
material that was frequently ignored by the 
censors. It is important to plumb the depths of 
these originary sources to glean many of 
cinema’s coded references, which often bubble 
up from novel to script.4 In spite of the author’s 
progressive political views that were explored in 
the novel, his views on gender and sexual identity 
were decided conservative. Screenwriter John 
Latimer preserved most of the author’s intentions; 
in both novel and film, the tall building is 
ruled by media tycoon Janoth, an effeminate, 
homosexually-coded character with limp hand 
gestures and a nervous twitch meant to 
underscore his impotency and emotional 
instability respectively. 
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At the outset, author Fearing characterized 
Janoth’s queer space as a ‘gilded cage full of 
gelded birds’, thereby introducing the skyscraper 
as given over to upper class pretension and 
impotence, both of which he viewed as threats 
to hegemonic masculinity.5 In spite of his 
expansively fleshy body and luxurious garments, 
Janoth exacts rigid conformity and restraint from 
his employees, signaling that, like his building, 
his outward persona is a dissimulation. Even his 
name suggests a Germanic variant of the 
two-headed Roman god Janus, indicative of his 
split identity; while his first name Earl signifies 
his royalist, antidemocratic leanings. Is he an 
upstanding Englishman or an embedded fascist 
posing as one, the film queries? No doubt, the 
divided sexuality and foreignness of Laughton to 
American audiences served as a casting ploy 
to further mark the character as one given over 
to divided allegiances.6 Indeed, the film’s three 
other homosexually-inflected characters are 
explicitly involved with Janoth physically, including 
the scar-faced Steve Hagen (George Macready 
who played the Nazi homosexual in Gilda of 
1946), the glowering bodyguard/houseboy 
and masseur Bill Womack (Harry Morgan), and 
mistress Pauline York or Delos in the novel (Rita 
Johnson). Janoth’s desire to ‘possess’ Stroud 
by making him his new protégé thus has sexual 
implications, often seen in his proximity to, 
and touching of the main protagonist. The 
deaths of the film’s four homosexually-coded 
characters serve as a necessary expedient to 
further underscore its conservative message.

The plot revolves around Janoth’s effort to 
frame the innocent Stroud for a murder that 
he committed after being symbolically ‘outed’ by 
his part-time mistress, evidence of his primitive 
irrational core and his homosexual panic. The 
tycoon sees his star employee George Stroud 
leave femme-fatale’s York’s apartment on the 
night of the murder, but fails to recognize him, 
although he suspects an erotic liaison. A heated 
altercation between Janoth and York ensues in 
which she questions his potency, referring to him 
as a ‘disgusting’, ‘pathetic’, ‘flabby, flabby’.7 In 
the novel, she is more explicit, accusing him of a 
covert homosexual relationship with his protégé 

Hagen, ‘Did I ever see you two together when 
you weren’t camping?’ she inquires 
provocatively; continuing, ‘As if you weren’t 
married to that guy all your life. And as if I didn’t 
know. Go on, you son of a bitch, try to act 
surprised’.8 Flying into an uncontrollable rage in 
the film, Janoth strikes her with an old-fashioned 
sundial, a symbol of his primeval rage and his 
obsession with controlling time. In need of 
emotional support and an alibi, he rushes to 
Hagen’s apartment, thereby corroborating his 
mistress’ accusation in the novel of a clandestine 
homosexual relationship. Not only does Hagen 
provide the alibi, but he hurries to the scene of 
the crime to doctor the evidence. The 
subordinate’s sartorial presentation and his 
analogic space serve to underscore their secret 
liaison. Hagen’s long satin robe and ascot is in 
keeping with the stereotypically feminine and 
upper class decadence, and his physical 
disfigurement with abuse or sadomasochistic 
practices that were associated with gays and 
lesbians in cinema. This is reinforced by his 
surroundings, which are redolent with numerous 
extravagant objects, described in the script as a 
crystal pitcher, ‘antique furniture, many 
bookcases, a huge Victorian marble fireplace’, 
and ‘Aubusson carpets’, objects not likely to be 
found in the wholesome, middleclass home.9

In a strange twist, Janoth and Hagen concoct a 
scheme to frame Stroud by assigning him to 
head the company investigation to find the 
mystery man, with the entire media staff at his 
disposal. The story thus becomes a test of wits; 
the virile, heterosexual and married Stroud, who 
acts out his own frustration by partaking of the 
boss’ mistress, is invested with reclaiming the 
once proud capitalist icon, the skyscraper from 
the domination of queer foreign interlopers 
who threaten to render the already emasculated 
employees, collectivist-like automatons in its 
cell-like environs. Stroud has also exhibited his 
own capacity for divided loyalties by engaging in 
this illicit affair. Hence, he is simultaneously in a 
race with time inside the building to prevent the 
real culprits from pinning the blame on him, 
while seeking to restore his marriage, or the 
normative heterosexual bond.
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Grid, Spectacle, Labyrinth

The establishing scene, which was shot on 
location in New York City, announces The Big 
Clock’s theme of ‘fronting’, and augurs the 
subsequent layering of space. The camera 
lovingly pans a nocturnal skyline, its melting 
silhouettes accented by tiny pinpoints of light, 
a romantic cityscape borrowed from late 
eighteenth advocates of the picturesque.10 One 
skyscraper, the blocky, grid-like surface of the 
Janoth Building, corporate headquarters for a 
large media conglomerate, stands out starkly 
from the rest. In the final script, screenwriter 
Latimer recommended the following treatment 
while clarifying the scene’s thematic intent: ‘THE 
CAMERA MOVES IN on this building, a clean-
lined structure of white concrete and stainless 
steel’, with only a cross section of its exterior 
illuminated (Figure 1).11 Following his 
instructions, Paramount’s art director Hans Dreier 
and his assistants (Roland Anderson and Albert 
Nozaki) fashioned the film’s fictional skyscraper, 
a studio miniature fabricated at a cost of almost 
six thousand dollars, in an International Style 
idiom.12 The scene is thus a combination of 
buildings shot on location and one given over to 
creative artifice to underscore that style was 
employed for ideological intent.

In the fall of 1946, when Latimer was a work 
on the script, there were few International Style 
skyscrapers in the United States. According to 

architect and historian Robert Stern, Raymond 
Hood’s McGraw Hill Building (1931) was the first 
International Style Building in New York, but had 
little impact at the time. Virtually no corporate 
structures were built for the next fifteen years 
due to the Depression and the war, underscoring 
that Latimer’s description and Dreier’s creation 
were replete with significance. Indeed, in the 
postwar period, the viability of the style was hotly 
debated in the United States. Some regarded it as 
a harbinger of progressive modernity; while 
others like architect Frank Lloyd Wright in accord 
with Latimer, writing in a book evocatively titled 
When Democracy Builds (1945) regarded 
International Style skyscrapers as the ‘sordid 
reiteration everywhere of space for rent! The 
overpowering sense of the cell. . . . Box on box 
beside boxes. Black shadows below with artificial 
lights burning all day long . . . Prison cubicles!’13

In addition to regimenting its inhabitants, 
Wright, and urbanologist and architectural critic 
Lewis Mumford had additional complaints 
against the International Style, which further 
explain its use as an analogue of Janoth in The 
Big Clock. Employing xenophobic rhetoric, 
Wright charged the European ‘internationalists’ 
of being little more than the new eclectics, who 
were attempting to peddle their alien goods 
abroad. ‘The predatory eclectic in the right eye. 
The predatory internationalist in the left eye’, 
Wright intoned. Mumford concurred. In his 
opening postwar salvo against the style in his 
weekly ‘Skyline’ column in The New Yorker of 
1947, he referred to these architectural 
practitioners as little more than academic 
copyists who ignored the human art of living. 
He encouraged American architects to reevaluate 
their indigenous traditions, thereby promoting 
a form or architectural nationalism rather than 
relying on European importations. Instead of 
a singular monolithic variant which he found 
confining, Mumford called for a plethora of 
modernisms as an antidote to the International 
Style. Hence, Latimer and Dreier’s fashioning of 
an International-style skyscraper after 1946 was 
purposeful, signifying, like Janoth, an 
authoritarian and singular idiom imported by 
pernicious foreigners.

• Fig. 1: Facade of the Janoth Building, The Big Clock 
(1948).
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A close-up shot of the building’s flattened 
curtain-walled facade and rationalized grid, 
which echoed Wright’s grim characterization, 
is also meant to highlight it spatially and 
thematically as a thin veneer for the sinister 
undertakings which lie beneath the surface. After 
panning the building from top to bottom, the 
shot continues into a murky hallway in which 
Stroud is trapped, linking the exterior grid and 
the interior labyrinth, different sides of the same 
coin (Figure 2). While the former outwardly 
signifies rationality, it is as confining as its maze-
like counterpart, which threatens to engulf 
Stroud in its darkened innards. In most films 
featuring skyscrapers, buildings are surveyed 
from bottom to top in order to chronicle their 
proportions and evoke awe. In contrast, the 
compromised Janoth Building is given over to 
evil; hence the downward tilt shot serves as a 
cinematic device to convey its hellish character, 
and prefigures the film’s surprise ending.

After penetrating the façade and the corridor, 
Stroud is seen peering down from the 
multistoried clock, the electronic heart which 
dominates the theatrical Art Deco-inspired lobby, 
and recounts the events leading up to his 
imprisonment in the enormous timepiece. From a 
high vantage point which echoes Stroud and the 
machine’s downward gaze, the camera surveys a 
group of tourists who are being led through the 
lobby by a guide. They are small in proportion to 
the clock’s enormous circular drum which 

dominates the lobby’s central core. Its tower-like 
presence in the building’s heart conjures up 
Bentham’s panopticon tower, which exerted 
power and control via surveillance rather than 
brute force, here transferred to a seemingly 
autonomous mechanism. The computer-like 
clock, a sculpture of an armillary sphere-toting 
Atlas resembling Rockefeller Center’s, and the 
numerous international maps similar to those in 
Raymond Hood’s Daily New Building (1931), 
which adorn the capacious lobby are meant to 
serve collectively as a dramatic, touristic spectacle 
for a public who is awed by display (Figure 3).14 
Like the building’s façade, the spectacle of the 
clock and the dramatic exhibit obfuscates the 
work-a-day world of office denizens in their 
austere cubicles in the layered spaces of the 
confounding labyrinth posing as the grid. A 
guide who leads a group of gawking spectators 
through the lobby highlights the mechanic 
timepiece’s far-reaching grasp and seeming 
omnipotence, proclaiming it ‘the most accurate, 
most uniquely privately owned clock in the world. 
Behind a huge map of the world is a single huge 
master mechanism built at a cost of $600,000. 
It is set so you can tell time anywhere on earth – 
London, Chicago, Honolulu and so forth. It is also 
synchronized with those in secondary printing 
plants in Kansas City, San Francisco and 43 
foreign bureaus in the Janoth Organization.’15 
The description is purposeful – the clock is a 
sinister tool of a profligate fascist who regulates 

• Fig. 2: Lower Floor of the Janoth Building, The Big 
Clock (1948).

• Fig. 3: Lobby of the Janoth Building, The Big Clock 
(1948).
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workers’ time and seeks Atlas-like control over 
the entire globe with his dishonest media 
apparatus, which he does not hesitate to use for 
his own nefarious ends. Like the body of the 
bloated, finely-attired Janoth who hypocritically 
inveighs against waste, the pretentious lobby 
provides a contrast for the parsimony and 
restraint he demands.

Both the theatrical foyer replete with images of 
power and Janoth himself are employed to imply 
the conservative Time-Life Corporation, a media 
conglomerate housed in Rockefeller Center, and 
Henry Luce respectively, perhaps warning 
Americans of a sinister homegrown fascism. 
Hence, the film’s largely conservative sexual 
message is mitigated by politically leftist author 
Fearing, who worked briefly for Time-Life, and 
whose ideas surface from novel to script. Luce’s 
‘American Century’ was a veiled attempt to 
establish American economic hegemony as a 
paradigm for a new internationalism. After the 
war, he called for a ‘United States of Europe’, 
sponsored by the United States and Great 
Britain.16 Although he touted democratic values, 
he was mistrusted for his abiding admiration 
for Mussolini, and his benign acceptance of 
Hitler right up to the invasion of Poland. In 
accord with Janoth, Luce was also notorious 
for the manner in which he presided over 
his company with military-like precision and 
intimidation, which he believed insured 
maximum productivity.

Penetrating the building further with Stroud, 
the viewer embarks on a skyward elevator 
journey. Close-up, reverse shots picture each 
story, featuring window displays advertising 
various Janoth periodicals, highlighting a 
product-oriented, increasingly tabloidized media 
much like Luce’s. Similar to the character of the 
Parisian arcades discussed by Walter Benjamin, 
the viewer travels upward to partake of products 
which have been artfully arranged to connote 
prosperity and sell commodities via seductive 
advertising, reinforcing the spectacle offered in 
the lobby.17 Male and female riders in close 
proximity engage in flirtations before 
disembarking and assuming their prescribed 
tasks in their generic cubicles. 

Once inside the multilayered skyscraper office, 
International Style rhetoric is reintroduced 
particularly in the depiction of interior offices, 
continuing the theme of containment and 
claustrophobia suggested by the façade. Cubical 
rooms with colourless, unadorned walls lacking 
in tactility are almost literal quotations of the 
style, whose advocates described it as ‘utility-
and-nothing-more’, while recommending the use 
of restrained colour.18 High-key lighting flattens 
both the space and its inhabitants, while 
underlining each room’s atonal, geometric 
shapes, lacking in texture. Weightless planes or 
curtain walls render the space scopic rather than 
haptic, thereby diminishing the actors to 
simulacra, to signify their dehumanization at 
Janoth’s hands. The International Style’s often 
exacting steel frame construction is further 
explored and hyperbolized in Stroud’s office, 
where the entire window, stretching from floor 
to ceiling, is depicted as an enveloping cage-like 
metal grid. Dreier and company accentuated the 
hero’s entrapment by rendering the glass as 
opaque rather than transparent, precluding the 
ocular possession of the city available to 
prestigious executives, a sign of his thwarted 
masculinity. 

Stroud’s ability to eventually elude his would-
be captors is foreshadowed in the homosocial 
boardroom that is presided over by Janoth and 
Hagen, who intimidate the already gelded men 
into submission. In the lean, austere interior, each 
executive is given only one minute to deliver his 
pitch on how to increase magazine subscription 
rates under the duress of public humiliation or 
outright dismissal. ‘All this waste, sheer waste 
under the leadership of chuckleheads’, Janoth 
intones hypocritically, seeming to speak the 
language of the International Style.19 Shot from 
below, a cruciform table bisects the frame, 
setting the bloated Janoth off from an empty 
chair at the boardroom table. Bursting from a 
private elevator in tardy disregard of Janoth’s 
strictures, Stroud walks rapidly to his seat but 
remains defiant in contrast to the cowering 
others. His demeanor, lean physique, 
authoritative gait, and winning pitch enforce his 
emerging autonomy, and identify him as a 
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paragon of normative masculinity. Later, he will 
employ a surfeit of logical, unmediated facts, the 
tools of Janoth himself, to gum up the corporate 
works, and subsequently stop the clock. 
Although Janoth is impressed by his soon-to-be 
nemesis, the battle lines are drawn between 
normative masculinity and its obsessive, nervous 
homosexual variant. 

Stroud temporarily escapes Janoth’s 
regimenting spatial clutches only to be ensnared 
by Janoth’s double-dealing mistress and the areas 
she inhabits, which include bars and boudoirs. 
Hence, metropolitan space is rendered as either 
a stultifying trap or array of sinful temptations, 
in contrast to the bucolic vacation dwelling 
inhabited by Stroud’s wholesome wife Georgette 
(Maureen O’Sullivan). In a gambit which mirrors 
Janoth’s lack of bodily boundaries, York 
eavesdrops on Stroud’s conversation, via an 
intrusive intercom system in the overly 
mechanized skyscraper, which piques her erotic 
interest. She plans later to meet him at a bar in 
order to have her way with him. They engage in 
a night of bar hoping and carousing, signified by 
dissolve shots of neon signage advertising various 
nightspots to the accompaniment of upbeat 
music, buy a painting in an antique shop before 
returning to York’s apartment.

A thin, androgynous body type appointed in 
black gloves and a netted hat, York is meant to 
evoke a predatory spider, a classic cinematic 
femme fatale intent on her victim. Yet, unlike 
many of noir‘s fallen women, she exudes sexual 
ambiguity, which is underscored in the novel by 
her name Delos, which sounds like Lesbos, and 
by her austere masculine suit. After escaping to 
Hagen’s apartment, Fearing’s Janoth rationalizes 
the murder by referring to her as a ‘part-time liz’, 
which echoes his own divided sexuality. This 
presages the film’s prescriptive message that 
death is a just punishment for the practice of 
illicit, and/or homoerotic sex.

Stroud tries to rejoin his wife in a rural vacation 
cabin to enjoy a belated honeymoon, 
representative of goodness and homespun 
values, but is forced to return to undertake the 
bogus investigation launched by Janoth. He goes 
back reluctantly to the confining interiors of the 

International Style skyscraper, which is becoming 
increasingly more claustrophobic as witnesses are 
brought in who saw the mystery man with York 
on the night of the murder. The accelerated hunt 
for Stroud, the false culprit, who is desperately 
trying to evade his captors, occurs later in a Mies 
van der Rohe-inspired subterranean corridor 
appointed in variegated marble paneling, further 
embedded in the skyscraper’s interior. Latimer 
and Dreier employed the International Style to 
signify an irrational architectural language 
masquerading as its opposite, hence the rich 
materials in an otherwise economical setting. 
Furthermore. the German-born Dreier may have 
also recommended the use of an Expressionist-
influenced film vocabulary, including exaggerated 
long shots and radically oblique camera angles, 
to conflate the two European-derived idioms, 
strengthening the association of the style with 
foreign evil. By the adept use of style and 
cinematography, the grid’s logic metamorphoses 
into the confounding character of the labyrinth, a 
familiar film noir spatial trope. Stroud’s 
negotiation of the skyscraper’s dark subterranean 
passages, his entrapment in the clock, and 
presence in the femme fatale’s high-rise 
apartment represent his temporary containment 
in the maze. The tall building’s labyrinthine 
spaces may also be viewed as analogues of its 
homosexually-coded characters, who also 
dissemble, one of the ‘blind alleys’ that threaten 
the consummation of Stroud’s virile 
heterosexuality, seen also in Janoth’s refusal to 
allow the hero to symbolically consummate his 
marital union.20 

Clandestine space is also found in the 
skyscraper bathhouse or gymnasium, which is 
inhabited by Janoth and Bill Womack, the 
tycoon’s silent young body guard, who offers his 
boss various ‘physical’ services. Womack and this 
scene are absent from the novel, underscoring 
Latimer’s intent to highlight the homoerotic 
liaison. The cinematic skyscraper bathhouse 
emerged in American Depression-era cinema 
(e.g. Skyscraper Souls of 1932) to signify 
homoerotic manipulation by unethical corporate 
predators.21 Womack is a short, unsavory 
gangster, often designated by his dark shirt and 
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tie, who acts as Janoth’s protector and personal 
servant, and whose gloomy demeanor is laden 
with repressed emotion. His character fits the 
description of homosexual characters who, 
according to Richard Dyer, ‘are intensely physical 
beings who can not ‘do anything’ physical and 
hence vibrate with frustrated, twisted sexual 
energy’.22 The sparse setting is the site of Janoth 
and Womack’s implied relationship, reinforcing 
the connection of a foreign-derived idiom and 
homosexual activity. Employing an extreme close-
up shot to convey the couple’s intimacy and the 
stultifying claustrophobia of this hothouse 
environment, director John Farrow captures 
Womack sliding oily unguent over Janoth’s partly 
nude, recumbent body (Figure 4). Womack sports 
an amorphous tattoo on his forearm, which is a 
composite image of Janoth; it is both a face of a 
devil with horns while upside down, it is a fleshy 
nude man. The dialogue infers that he may take 
Womack on a trip where people are more 

tolerant of sexually diverse practices. ‘Oh, I’m so 
tired and run down. I need a vacation’, Janoth 
complains. ‘Have you ever been abroad, Bill? It’s 
stimulating . . . different people . . . different 
customs . . .‘23

American Cold War Discourse and the 
Expulsion of Homosexuals from 
Institutional Space

Marginalized gender variants and homosexual 
characters are often rendered as pathological in 
film noir, associated with calculated dishonesty 
and criminality, principally at the height of the 
Cold War.24 As film historian Robert Corber and 
others have observed, homosexual identity was 
highly politicized during this period, frequently 
associated with ominous plots and subversion.25 
In 1950, two related political announcements 
were made – Senator Joseph McCarthy claimed 
that 205 Communists were secretly housed in 

• Fig. 4: Womack Massaging Janoth, The Big Clock (1948).
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the State Department while Deputy 
Undersecretary John Puerifoy declared that the 
government had dismissed ninety-one 
homosexuals from the State Department as 
security risks, the first of many purges, after 
several years of intensified harassment.26 More 
homosexuals were expelled from government 
employment than were so-called communists, 
revealing that the persecution of sexual 
difference was as overarching and oppressive as 
that of political dissidence; both were associated 
with foreign evil and ‘strange’ practices. Indeed 
there was slippage in Cold War vocabulary 
concerning these two ‘alien’ menaces, frequently 
establishing them as interchangeable. 
Psychiatrists and medical experts who testified 
before the House Un-American Activities 
Committee characterized gays and lesbians as 
safety threats because of their supposed 
susceptibility to blackmail by foreign agents. 
Their expulsion from governmental institutional 
space and suburban domestic space alike, 
because of their lack of adherence to the 
heterosexual nuclear family model, was viewed as 
the only way to rid the country of undesirables, 
which was seen as an additional bulwark against 
Soviet collectivism.27

The 1948 and 1953 Kinsey Reports intensified 
the fear because of his discovery that 
homosexuals were physically and outwardly 
undifferentiated from ‘normal’ citizens, which 
made identifying them all the more difficult, 
reinforcing their covert presence in the very fabric 
of American life. Much to the surprise of even 
Dr Kinsey himself, he found that 50 percent of 
his male subjects admitted feeling aroused by their 
own sex, while ‘37 percent had had at least one 
postadolescent experience leading to orgasm’.28 
The data reinforced the idea that a person could 
choose a sexual identity, which was neither fixed 
nor immutable. Instead of fostering a sense of 
tolerance, Cold War ideologues seized upon the 
findings as further evidence that dangerous, 
undetected homosexuals were in positions of 
authority, threatening national security. This was 
supported by the joint claims of Senator Joseph 
McCarthy who charged that a homosexual had 
been reinstated at the State Department, and the 

Chief Officer of the District of Columbia Vice 
Squad that ‘sexual deviates’ employed by the 
federal government had been arrested for 
cruising city parks in search of contacts. An 
investigation and a subsequent report by the 
Senate Appropriations Committee written in 
1950, which capitalized on Kinsey’s findings, 
stated that ‘no outward characteristics or 
physical traits’ identified homosexuals.29 Only by 
looking beyond their dissembling facades and 
through investigative tactics could discovery 
ensue.

The Senate Appropriations Committee’s report 
concluded further that ‘one homosexual can 
pollute a government office’, with their mission 
to procure additional recruits, which coincided 
with the appearance of four embedded ‘aliens’ in 
The Big Clock, who used subterfuge and 
regimentation to assume positions of power, and 
had proceeded to compromise others morally 
and sexually.30 Janoth had even commandeered 
the media, which he had exploited for his own 
pernicious ends, both to establish world 
domination and exonerate himself of a crime. 
The only method to combat this threat was to 
rout them out in order to prevent them from 
corrupting others by these immoral, politicized 
machinations.

Homosexuals were also labeled as disloyal not 
only because of their supposed connections to 
foreign influences and practices, but because 
their ‘divided’ characters resulted in intra-psychic 
wars, heightening their so-called emotional 
volatility. This rationale was often employed to 
reinforce the idea that they were more 
susceptible to blackmail, hence representing 
greater security risks. As John Davidson has 
recently shown, homosexuality was frequently 
associated with psychopathology and criminality 
during the Cold War, in spite of Kinsey’s findings 
to the contrary. For example, in 1948, a sex crime 
panic was in full swing, prompting FBI director 
J. Edgar Hoover to declare that sex offenders had 
replaced kidnappers as the new threats to 
parents. Sexual psychopathology was often 
conflated with homosexuality; and many experts 
viewed gays and lesbians as sick, with an 
insatiable need for recruits.31 This stereotype is 
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underscored in The Big Clock in the character of 
Janoth who often vibrates with bodily emotion, 
unable to contain his promiscuity, primitive rages, 
and murderous outbursts. His sidekick Womack 
roils with so much repressed emotion that he can 
barely articulate a sentence. In contrast, Hagen 
and York represent calculating, sinister 
homosexuals whose rational exteriors are 
counterparts to the International Style’s thin 
veneers.

Echoing conservative Cold War discourse, the 
penultimate scene of The Big Clock enacts the 
ideological and spatial jettisoning or purge of 
homosexuals from American corporate 
skyscraper space. Stroud vanquishes Womack, 
who has been sent by Janoth to find the false 
murderer, whom he suspects is lodged in the 
building. Subsequently, Stroud breaks free from 
his incarceration in the clock, and proceeds to the 
thirty-second floor of the tall building to assume 
control, representing his rise in status. He 
undermines Janoth’s false alibi with the help of 
his wife who now appears at his side, in spite of 
his transient philandering, thereby restoring 
marital loyalty and heteronormativity. Frank 
Krutnik has pointed to the ‘tough’ investigative 
narrative of such films as a device to consolidate 
masculine law, thereby affirming the detective-
hero as ‘potent, invulnerable, undivided, and also 
uncontaminated by both the machinating femme 
fatale and the corrupted male figures’.32 Unlike 
most examples of noir detective films, the virile 
hero in The Big Clock is dependent on his wife’s 
resourcefulness and exclusive allegiance to solve 
the crime, thereby valorizing the heterosexual 
union and the sanctity of marriage. Georgette 
Stroud is the one who finds her husband’s 
stained handkerchief in Hagen’s office, which 
had formerly been in York’s possession, situating 
the two homosexual coconspirators in her 
apartment on the night of the murder.

George Stroud sets up a ruse to divide and 
conquer their alliance, in the hope that they will 
betray one another, in keeping with Cold War 
constructions of homosexuals as susceptible to 
threats and blackmail. He summons them to 
Hagen’s office, accusing Janoth’s protégé of 
being the culprit. The heterosexual couple 

dominate one side of the desk, juxtaposed with 
the homosexual partners on the other in the 
ultimate struggle for physical control of the 
building and ideological hegemony. To Hagen’s 
astonishment, the opportunistic, double-dealing 
Janoth is willing to sacrifice him to save his own 
neck, prompting Hagen to identify or ‘out’ his 
boss as the murderer, echoing the stereotype of 
the opportunistic, easily compromised, disloyal 
homosexual. Realizing that the jig is up Janoth 
shoots Hagen, echoing his fit of rage after being 
‘outed’ by his mistress. He bolts out of the office 
toward the elevator, which unbeknownst to him 
is caught between floors because Stroud has 
ingeniously jerry-rigged it, thereby subverting the 
tycoon’s mechanical stranglehold on office 
denizens, which is symbolized by the clock. In an 
impotent gesture, Janoth points his ineffectual 
pistol at Stroud before falling down the immense 
bowel-like elevator shaft to his death, literally 
flushed out of the architectural body (Figure 5). 
As literary theorist Graham Thompson has 
suggested in another context, elevator shafts 
manage to be phallicly and anally symbolic at the 
same time, strengthening the sexually-inflected 
resonance of Janoth’s demise.33 The film ends 
with a reassertion of the primacy of heterosexual 
masculinity and matrimony at the expense 
of decadent homosexual infiltrators bent on 
using the power of the media to distort truth, 
while simultaneously liberating capitalist 
skyscraper space. 

• Fig. 5: Janoth Plummeting Down the Elevator Shaft, 
The Big Clock (1948).
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As a final note, Joseph Breen, the Production 
Code chief must be credited with helping to 
forge the film’s ending, altering traditional 
cinematic skyscraper iconography and 
strengthening the punishment of the culprits. 
Fearing’s novel did not include a triumphant 
Stroud; rather, Janoth’s fall from grace was 
prompted by his dismissal from the board of 
directors, followed by a self-inflicted death, 
which saw him plummeting from the skyscraper’s 
crest. In both Fearing’s version and Latimer’s 
preliminary scripts, Hagen lives on and Janoth 
commits suicide.34 This ending accords with 
Depression-era films in which corrupt plutocrat’s 
suicide because of financial ruin, loss of power, 
or the discovery of their malfeasance. However, 
Breen refused to allow the homosexual criminals 
the privilege and autonomy to exact their own 
penalty. In a tersely-worded letter, he stated 
unequivocally that before the story could be 
approved, it would be necessary ‘to eliminate the 
suicide’ of the tycoon because ‘a suicide to 
escape justice can not be approved’.35 Latimer 
countered with an even more riveting conclusion 
by consigning Janoth to the metaphorical bowels 
of hell for both his sexually ‘perverse’ and 
nefarious deeds.
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