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LT 247: Hollywood Directors.

Week 7, Class 6: Orson Welles. Citizen Kane (1941).

1. Orson Welles. 

Orson Welles began his theatrical career at Dublin’s Gate Theatre, claiming (falsely) that he was well-known on the Broadway stage. This early act of prophetic deception is entirely characteristic of Welles whose self-confidence always bordered on self-destruction. It is perhaps the case that Welles experienced no clear distinction between the theatre and life itself. Certainly his career was an extraordinary mixture of early promise and achievement followed by a long decline brought about mainly by his own refusal to accept the limitations that life imposes on human beings once they are “off stage.” Welles did indeed become “well known” in the New York theatre and directed plays there after his Irish experience. With John Houseman he formed the Mercury Theatre Group which sought to foster new talent, experiment with new types of plays and appeal to new audiences. Thus from the very inception of his career Welles sought to challenge accepted conventions and the authority of the establishment. His stage work was influenced by German expressionism, a style that relied on exaggerated and “unrealistic” sets, together with intensely contrasted lighting effects (chiaroscuro) and strong characterization. This style influenced the early German cinema (UFA) and is apparent in such films as Nosferatu and The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari.

German directors (Murnau, Lang, Wilder et al) brought this style to Hollywood and it became a defining characteristic of film noir. Its influence on Welles’s films is unmistakable. The Mercury Theatre Company, under Welles’ direction, also produced radio productions and it was this medium that brought Welles his first, and perhaps greatest, notoriety. On Halloween night, 1938, Mercury broadcast a dramatization of H.G.Welles’ The War of the Worlds. The production featured an innovative format, including “news reports” and staged technical breakdowns. The heightened realism of the broadcast was such that there was widespread panic among the populace, especially in New Jersey where people sought to arm themselves against the invading Martians. 

   At this time the RKO studio was experiencing financial difficulties. The studio head, George J. Schaefer, considered that Welles, the “boy wonder” and innovative genius, could do for the movies what he had done for theatre and radio. In 1939 he signed Welles on a contract that gave the novice carte blanche (in the words of David Thompson) to work on film projects of his own devising. It was an earnest of things to come when the first two of these (one of them a version of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness) failed to materialize. “Hollywood” generally was pleased at this failure: Welles was always given short shrift by the industry generally – largely out of pique. No one had ever been given the kind of freedom to work that Welles now had; and he had never worked in films before. His appointment was a slap in the face to the whole notion of the studio system and the “Hollywood” way of doing business. But then Welles was always at pains to offend the establishment – it was his defining characteristic, the source of both his success and, ultimately, his failure. However Schaefer maintained his faith in Welles despite these early disappointments. This required a good deal of determination on his part since the future survival of the Studio was his responsibility and this survival was, of course, a matter of money, something with which Welles could never come to terms. 

   Welles third project was Citizen Kane. In order to make the film Welles gathered around him the most innovative talents that the industry could provide. Greg Toland was a cinematographer who commanded universal respect for the quality of his work. He had gained an Oscar for Wuthering Heights (William Wyler, 1939) and had worked with distinction with Ford on The Grapes of Wrath and The Long Voyage Home (both 1940). He was noted for his ingenuity in devising new camera fittings and lighting effects; in particular he was associated with deep focus and the effects that this technique had on film narrative structure (longer takes, less montage, according to Bazin greater “realism.”) According to Carringer, Toland “had a reputation for unconventionality”, was “the fastest cameraman alive” and  “was a devoted rebel against the conventions and rituals of big studio filmmaking.” (67). In other words he was exactly the kind of person that Welles would have wanted on his team. Since Welles had no directorial experience it is generally assumed that he would have given Toland some idea of how he wanted a scene to go and then have been guided by the experienced man in respect of how this might be achieved. If this involved using some unconventional method or “breaking the rules so much the better. If it meant inventing wholly new ways of doing things – better still. Some critics regard Citizen Kane as Greg Toland’s film. However the credit for the movie is apportioned there is no mistaking the brilliance and innovation that Toland brought to its creation.

   The whole question of who was the creator of Citizen Kane is made more complex by Welles egotistic insistence both at the time and thereafter, that he was its sole begetter. This is particularly the case with the script. As with the film in general, it is difficult to be sure just who wrote what; however there is no doubt that Hermann Makiewicz  wrote the original version and was involved in  successive rewrites. Pauline Kael maintains that it was primarily Mankiewics’s work. Carringer concludes that  Mankievicz and Welles are correctly credited as joint writers. Either way there is no getting away from two facts: Mankiewicz was an ex-newspaperman and drew on his experience in writing Citizen Kane. He was also a personal friend of Marion Davies, Hearst’s mistress, and had been a member of  Hearst’s social set for a number of years. The similarity between Hearst and Kane was obvious to everyone and for Mankiewicz to have savaged his frequent host in this manner was not only a betrayal of hospitality but also willfully foolhardy. Mankiewicz, like Welles, had a self-destructive streak in his character. Once again he was just the sort of man that Welles would wish to work with and would encourage to be outrageous. Mankiewicz drank himself to death in the end. Never-the-less he had a distinguished career, was noted for his wit and ability to write sparkling dialogue and wrote scripts for the Marx Brothers, W.C.Fields and a number of polished Hollywood comedies of the mid-1930s. 

  The other major talent given his head by Welles was the art director Perry Ferguson. The effects of this are evident in virtually every frame of the film. Ferguson was very experienced and had worked on a number of “problem” productions with “strong” directors, Bringing Up Baby being a noted example. Carringer writes that Ferguson was “the RKO art department’s expert on expensive, high risk productions involving strongwilled directors.”(37) Ferguson was the only in-house RKO man that Welles worked with on the film. This was a testament to Ferguson’s easy going nature, his technical expertise and, inevitably, his willingness to embrace innovation.    Mention should also be made of Bernard Herrmann who was responsible for the music in Citizen Kane. Herrmann was also one of Welles’ own associates from outside the industry. He was to go on to enjoy great success, notably for his work with Hitchcock.

  Finally, and by no means least, Welles cast a number of his Mercury Theatre actors in the film. Of these Joseph Cotten would go on to become the most distinguished and to enjoy a long and successful career. 

   Unlike his first two projects, Welles did bring Citizen Kane to the screen. However the fact that the film painted such an obvious and unflattering portrait of the powerful William Randolph Hearst, who, among his other interests controlled a number of movie house chains and who was able to use his newspapers to assault the film with adverse publicity and (worse) complete absence of publicity for other RKO  productions, meant that audiences were smaller than they otherwise might have been. The critics received the film with unanimous and fulsome praise but it did not achieve the success that RKO needed and narrowly lost money. The industry regarded Welles’s “failure” with ill-disguised schadenfreude and Welles lost his RKO carte blanche. Despite being far and away the outstanding film of the year and receiving Oscar nominations in numerous categories its only Hollywood acknowledgement was for “best screenplay” – jointly between Mankiewicz and Welles. The film sank from sight quite quickly and Welles reputation began to sink with it. However in the 1950s film criticism began to look afresh at Hollywood’s output, especially from an “auteurist” point of view. Welles was re-established and Citizen Kane began its rise through the ranks of reputation to come to be widely regarded as one of the best films of all time. 

   Welles credits as director include The Magnificent Ambersons (1942), Journey Into Fear (1943), The Stranger (1946), Lady From Shanghai (1947), Macbeth (1948), Othello (1952 – not issued in US until 1955), Mr. Arkadin (1955), Touch of Evil (1958), The Trial (1963), Chimes At Midnight (1966). Welles also acted in a number of films directed by others: Jane Eyre (1944), The Third Man (1949) and Compulsion (1959). He received a Lifetime Achievement Award of the American Film Institute in 1975.  Welles died in 1985.

2. William Randolph Hearst.

Hearst was a magnate of the old American “robber baron” type. He controlled numerous and varied enterprises including gold-mining. He owned a vast ranch in Mexico. He was married to the niece of the President and had a large family. At the same time he carried on a long-time liaison with the actress Marion Davies for whom he built a palatial mansion; Hearst in fact remained “faithful” to both his wife and Davies until the end. Above all Hearst was a newspaper proprietor. He inherited his first paper from his father along with a good deal of his wealth. He expanded his newspaper ownership relentlessly and used its power to promote his own interests and those political causes he espoused. He ran for office and was only beaten by electoral fraud. He is most notorious for his campaign to promote the Spanish-American War of 1898. When the artist Remington reported back to Hearst that there was no war in Cuba, Hearst is reputed to have cabled back “You supply the pictures. I’ll supply the war.” In pursuit of a circulation war with Pulitzer’s New York World, Hearst took his Journal further and further down the road of “yellow journalism” or what we would call “tabloid.” The relevance of this to Citizen Kane is obvious. The script for Citizen Kane was a roman-à-clef. 

3. This Week’s Reading. 
James Naremore’s in his essay, “Citizen Kane: The Magician and the Mass Media” (in F A N R) takes the view that  Orson Welles was indeed the auteur director of Citizen Kane. However he does mention the significant contributions of the likes of Toland, Mankiewicz and Herrmann and it should not be thought that he espouses a radical or exclusive notion of Welles as auteur. It is rather that he does see the film as shot  through and through with evidence of Welles’ vision, his innovative way of doing things. 
Naremore’s reading of the film concentrates on the relation between ‘Kane’ and Hearst, pointing out both  the similarities and differences between the fictional and the real man. He lends weight to the political aspect of the film but at the same time deals with the psychological aspects of its characterizations. He suggests that the film’s technique is characterized by the camera as ‘inquirer’ (like Kane’s newspaper) nosing along the paths of Kane’s life, peering into the corners and dark places, asking questions but finding few if any answers.

Pauline Kael’s essay, “Raising Kane,” forms an introductory section to the Methuen edition of the Screenplay. As its title suggests it is journalistic in style and adopts the insouciant attitude towards the movies for which Kael was noted. (She wrote a book called I Lost It At the Movies.) Given her journalistic credentials it is not surprising that she places Mankiewicz at the centre of the creative process. Characteristically she remarks that Citizen Kane “isn’t a work of special depth or a work of subtle beauty. It is a shallow work, a shallow masterpiece.” (6) Presumably this implies that she finds the film’s qualities to be purely formal. Later in the text she is more explicit in her analysis:

The conceptions are basically kitsch; basically, Kane is a popular melodrama – Freud plus scandal, a comic strip about Hearst. Yet, partly because of the resonance of what was left of the historical context, partly because of the juiciness of Welles’ young talent and of the varied gifts and personalities others brought to the film, partly because of the daring attack on the most powerful and dangerous press lord known to that time, the picture has richness and flair; It’s kitsch redeemed. (130).

Kael also claims that Welles’s passion for innovation , combined with his lack of background in movie making, contributed to a level of “ensemble” creativity of  not usually found in Hollywood movies. She writes:

Working on Kane, in an atmosphere of freedom, the designers and technicians came forth with ideas they’d been bottling up for years; they were all in on the creative process. Welles was so eager to try new ideas that that even the tough, hardened studio craftsmen were caught up by his spirit, just as his co-workers in the theater and radio had been. (132)

Robert Carriger’s book, The Making of Citizen Kane, is a detailed and scholarly account of the whole process of the film’s creation from first draft of script through to post-production and reception. It also contains details of Welles’ efforts towards his first two failed productions and a section on The Magnificent Ambersons. Carriger gives a good deal of detail regarding the contributions of other members of the production team and accords a considerable measure of credit to Gregg Toland. He describes Toland’s technical methods and analyses his use of deep focus in some detail. He deals with the controversy over writing credit and concludes that both Mankiewcz and Welles should be listed. Perhaps his most revealing comment goes to the heart of the film’s style: “Deep-focus cinematography provided Welles not with realism but with the technical means of adapting the Mercury Theatre performance style to the requirements of a new medium.” (83) Given that the theatricality of the film is an essential source of its energy and appeal it is easy to see why Carriger should privilege Toland’s contribution.
4. Citizen Kane and Auteur Theory.

It should be apparent that the debate concerning the “authorship” of  Citizen Kane, the finished film, cannot be satisfactorily resolved. In this respect it is an extreme case of a situation that applies to all films. If the debate over authorship becomes an end in itself, then I suggest that this is a distraction from the principal task of the film student, whose proper concern is with interpretation and evaluation. The interpretive value of the auteur theory lies in its ability to make clear patterns of meaning, through comparison with other works that involve the same film-maker. As we have seen it is by no means the only interpretative tool at the critic’s disposal. Auteurism is also concerned to try to ensure that the creator is given his/her due. Those who point out the limitations of auteurism wish to ensure that others beside the director also get their due. In all these respects Citizen Kane occupies a special place for reasons which should by now be apparent. 

5. Extracts from Citizen Kane.

(i)The start of the film. Title like a newspaper banner headline. Expressionist style – grim music announces melodrama. Death of Kane. Rosebud. The glass ball. 

(ii) “News on the March.” Film newsreel style outline of Kane’s career. Loot of the world – Kane’s folly – material possessions. Hubris. 

(iii) “CFK is dead.” Taking place in a movie viewing room. 70 years of a man’s life in a newsreel? Kane’s last words the key? Silhouetted figures against a movie screen. Projection beams – reflexivity – this is what the film is supposed to be about.

(iv) El Rancho – special technique involving light flashes to create one take out of three. Toland. Deep focus creates depth of mise-en-scène. 

(v) Thatcher Library – Thatcher’s version of Kane – one of the series that is to follow. ‘The Union for ever.’ Charles “given away” by his mother – to American Capitalism which becomes his surrogate father. His real father too weak to resist. The Oedipal theme suggested here. Emotional coldness – snow. Charles’ reaction – violence, the sledge. Key to Kane’s character.  Not part of the Hearst story – Welles’ mother died when he was nine: his father declined due to drink. The name Foster has an obvious significance here. This is the only sequence in the film with any depth of emotion. 

(vi) Fun to run a newspaper. Charles attacks Thatcher and what he stands for – both materially and emotionally. An Oedipal attack on the surrogate father – the attack on Hearst is another in the same vein. 

(vii) Bernstein’s memories of Kane. Most dynamic and theatrical sequence in the film. Dissolves the boundary between “realist” narrative and musical movie genre. Deep focus makes complexity and dynamism possible. 

(viii) The Opera House – Susan’s singing “stinks” – long vertical track. At the office – expressionist style, chiaroscuro lighting – creates sense of disturbance and emotional dislocation. Deep focus emphasizes isolation of individual characters due to length of room.

(ix) Susan’s story. Charles and Susan inside Xanadu. Deep focus makes possible huge set and continuous takes. The larger the place the emptier the lives in it. 

(x) The Butler’s version. Kane’s rage at Susan’s departure. He is still a child emotionally. The glass globe. “Rosebud” and the snow – emblems of the childhood in which he is still  fixed emotionally.

(xi) Kane’s collection – the emptiness of American materialism; the final betrayal of American idealism, energy, optimism. The final deep focus coup de theatre, the vast meaningless collection fills the floor. The burning and  revealing of  “Rosebud” – remains an enigma in the film – but not to the audience. 

(xii) The final theatrical flourish – the Mercury Theatre players “take a bow.” 
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