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Dirty Harry (Don Siegel, 1971) and Zodiac (David Fincher, 2007) 
 

 
 

Sometimes being commercial pays off artistically. 

 It’s a strange thing to have to remind people about, but Macbeth reigned a dozen 

or so years, and died in his bed. It was Shakespeare who gave his career a beginning, 

a middle, and a highly cathartic, artistically-justifiable end. 

 David Fincher proved in Se7en that he knows how to give a story a beginning, a 

middle, and a highly cathartic, artistically-justified end. The ending of Se7en is one of 

the most dramatic there is. Why, in Zodiac – another serial-killer movie, based on fact 

– he goes to the opposite extreme from Se7en, and waits for a title just before the final 

credits before reporting his Macbeth as having died of a heart-attack, a few days after 

the police had cornered him and several years after he’d committed his last murder, is 

mysterious. 

 Dirty Harry is a fictionalised version of the Zodiac killings. At one point in 

Zodiac, one of the protagonists comes out of a performance of Dirty Harry, feeling 

sick at the contrast. Dirty Harry has a beginning, a middle, and a (fairly) cathartic, 

artistically-justified end. Whereas Zodiac disperses our focus by having four 

protagonists (Mark Ruffalo, Robert Downey jr., Jake Gyllenhaal and Anthony 

Edwards), Harry has just one iconic protagonist – Clint Eastwood – with a token 

Mexican sidekick, and a Stallonean contempt for pain-in-the-ass suicide attempters 

and midnight park-fairies. It has stereotypes, and it has a few jokes: one joke, the one 

asking why Dirty Harry is so-called, outlasts its welcome. It has a horror-comic sado-

masochistic bad guy with wide staring blue eyes, and a maniac yelp when he’s 

injured. Don Siegel directs with professional pace, and, where needed, sensation – the 

helicopter swoop out of the stadium as Eastwood presses his foot down on the bad 

guy’s shot leg is memorable. You want to know what happens next, and are relieved, 

amused, satisfied when what finally happens, happens, even though it’s impossible 

(how does Eastwood intuit the route the school bus will take?) The film’s message – 

that the law prevents lawbreakers from being punished – is cheap and obvious, and 

the High Noon echo at the very end, when Eastwood throws his badge away, is 

unnecessary. 
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 Zodiac, by contrast, avoids poor jokes and stereotypes. It’s done with immense 

intelligence, but you don’t care. Imitating life with fanatical precision, it meanders 

from  point  to  point, has no shape (just like life), and gets nowhere.  Characters  drop  

 

out. Suspects come into focus, go out 

of focus, there are tense moments 

which lead to nothing happening, 

and you often lose the thread and 

give up, just as the cops did. It’s all 

done with acute attention to detail, 

and great skill in conveying local 

squalor – one of the murders, the one 

by the lake, is done in horrible detail 

– much more horrible than anything 

in Dirty Harry. 

     But it’s boring, and gives you no 

satisfaction at all when you leave, 

other than the knowledge that you 

now know a lot more about the 

Zodiac killings than you did when 

you went in. But you didn’t want 

that. 

     Seeing Dirty Harry for the sixth 

time, I had goose-bumps when the 

yellow school bus with the middle-

aged lady driver hove into view in 

the last reel, and I expect I’ll have 

them the seventh time. 

     But for Zodiac, I fear there won’t 

even be a second time. 

 

 

 


