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Citizen Kane

[bookmark: _Hlk503116672]There are very few cinematic works held in as high a regard as Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane (Welles, 1941).  For many years it held Sight and Sound’s prestigious honour of being considered the greatest film, only to be controversially usurped by Vertigo (Hitchcock, 1958) in 2012.   Prior to its unseating, it had held the title for five decades, as critics unanimously agreed it was indeed a masterpiece.  This leads inexorably to the question ‘Why?’ What is it that makes Citizen Kane such a force in the industry? Why is it still considered the benchmark for moviemaking over seventy years after its release? There are so many factors to consider when answering this question, what makes Citizen Kane so good? Why is it still relevant? For the purpose of this essay I will attempt to answer the broadest question and explore the impact of Citizen Kane that is still reverberating throughout the industry today. 
While already established as the greatest movie ever to be made, its influence is so great that it may be quite difficult to determine exactly what it has influenced and in what way. Firstly we could discuss how Welles’ work has had an influence on several filmmakers who, in turn, have paid homage or reference within their own work, an example being Spielberg’s Raiders of the Lost Ark (Spielberg, 1981). In its  iconic closing scene in which the Ark is being put into storage matching that of Citizen Kane’s ending, the camera tracks back for the audience to appreciate the sheer magnitude of both collections.  A second example of a filmmaker showing Kane’s influence through their own work is Scorsese’s Taxi Driver (Scorsese, 1976).  Though not a direct homage to Kane, Scorsese’s use of deep-focus photography, low- angle and perspective shots as well as his use of multiple points of view throughout the narrative show the influence of techniques pioneered during Citizen Kane. Bordwell and Thompson (2015:174) state that the influence of Citizen Kane can be seen in the work of other filmmakers experimenting with lenses, light and film to achieve a greater depth of field. Marie (2003:29) references the importance of Citizen Kane as a catalyst in the formation of the French New Wave.  Although other films were also involved, its innovation and sheer impressiveness left an impression on the group of young French filmmakers and critics. Citizen Kane’s impressive list of influences in film can be seen on IMdB, stretching from shortly after its release until today as it can be argued that it is still influencing filmmakers today, those that have yet to shoot their first piece, as it is still widely used in the education of young filmmakers; a masterclass of cinema designed to inspire and illustrate the benchmark of filmmaking. 
As mentioned above, Citizen Kane is well and truly an influential film for many reasons, one of which being its technical innovations in the craft of filmmaking ranging from sound, cinematography, editing, set design and more. Welles managed to innovate almost every aspect of the process of filmmaking. McBride (1996:23) quotes Welles as saying in regard to Kane’s technical innovation “I owe it to my ignorance. If this word seems inadequate to you, replace it with innocence” meaning because of his lack of knowledge of the process of filmmaking prior to the production of Citizen Kane, it was much easier for Welles and his cast to innovate and experiment. It is important to bear in mind, and party what makes Citizen Kane even more of an impressive production, that it was Welles’ first time working on a movie as prior to the production he had been involved in stage and radio work. Again, despite Citizen Kane’s association with innovation, neither Welles nor his cinematographer Gregg Toland claimed to have invented any new techniques but they did, however, combine existing ones to create effects. So in essence it was Welles’s naievity and lack of understanding, coupled with the good fortune of working with an extremely talented crew that is to thank for its innovation in cinematic technique. Though many of the techniques are innovative, they were not necessarily new; in fact Welles screened Stagecoach (Ford, 1939) many times during the production of Citizen Kane, implementing Ford’s use of low angle shots revealing ceilings within the sets.  It could also be argued that his implementation and use of deep-focus photography and depth of field could have been something borrowed from his cinematographer’s (Toland) previous work Dead End (Wyler, 1937). So perhaps it is not necessarily its development of cinematic techniques that makes Citizen Kane such a significant and technically impressive film, but its willingness and ability to implement several advanced and unusual techniques into a single movie so flawlessly. Again it is important to bear in mind Welles’ inexperience in the world of filmmaking, As a result, in his eagerness to learn and use techniques, in an interview with Leslie Megahey (BBC,1982) Welles speaks of learning everything he needed to know about cinematography from Toland in three hours. This revelation makes the magic formula of Citizen Kane consist not only of incredible talent alone, but also youth and eagerness; is it the type of film that only a young and uninitiated filmmaker could make? Does that paradoxically make it impossible for a film student to reproduce anything to its level?  Is part of its significance in history the fact that it is not only a benchmark but an unassailable pinnacle of filmmaking?
Having taken into account its importance with regard to the technical innovations in cinema already, it would be pertinent to also mention Citizen Kane’s political implications, both in the politics of government and that of the studio system. It could be argued that Citizen Kane’s depiction of Kane as a character, admittedly inspired by William Randolph Hearst the media tycoon of the time (BBC, 1982), could be the reason for the difficulties Welles experienced for the rest of his career. Again in the context of it being a film that only a young filmmaker could produce,  portraying one of the most powerful men in the world at that time was an extremely bold and dangerous move. A more seasoned filmmaker, with an understanding of the implications involved, may have decided not to make such a risky picture; in other words, Citizen Kane was career suicide. Perhaps therein lies a significant part of the reason behind its historical importance as it  lead the way for other young filmmakers to take risks, to not play it safe and churn out studio-safe material, but to make their vision a reality regardless of the consequences. 
Another reason to be considered could be Citizen Kane’s importance as art, though there are many movies before it that could also be considered as art more so than simple entertainment.  The German Expressionist movement is an excellent example of such a collection of movies that push the boundaries of art over entertainment. Citizen Kane also pushes at these boundaries, with innovative cinematography, storytelling in a non-linear fashion and the altruistic attitude of the upper class and those with a deep investment in capitalism. Its timelessness  also emphasises the fact that it is a true work of art rather than just mere entertainment as comparisons can be drawn from Citizen Kane to modern parallels from characters, themes and ideologies. Characters such as Kane himself, a man with more power and wealth than any individual should perhaps have, can be compared to modern media tycoons today such as  Donald Trump.  Both are wealthy and powerful with political ambitions, though Kane’s are dashed from romantic scandal, Trump’s ambitions sadly have not been.  This is perhaps one of the few differences between the time of the movie and the present day; scandals are not as much of a career destroyer for a would-be politician as they were in Kane’s era.  It is a sobering thought that in the present moral climate, if Kane had run for election today, he would possibly have won. As a second comparison I would offer Rupert Murdoch the media mogul, similar to Kane in that part of his empire is built on sensationalist newspapers and the use of them to manipulate lower or working class readers.  Kane’s statement in regard to what his readers think was“what  I tell them to think” – a fine example of the adage ‘power corrupts but absolute power corrupts absolutely’. Citizen Kane also handles several complex ideologies and messages throughout, one being that money and power do not necessarily bring happiness or friends. As the movie progresses, the number of people around Kane decreases as he pushes them away, eventually exiling himself to Xanadu with his wife, although she too leaves him in the end and the billionaire recluse that Kane becomes could be compared with Howard Hughes in his later life. 
In summary there are numerous reasons behind Citizen Kane’s significant historical importance, from the technological, cinematic innovations it has been responsible for in the industry, despite Welles and Toland claiming otherwise, their use of excising techniques in new and exciting ways cannot be denied having shaped film style for decades after the release of Citizen Kane. Its obvious inspiration for other major filmmakers over the course of several decades coupled with the many homages paid to it through the films produced clearly marks its significance in cinema.  Would those filmmakers have been filmmakers without Citizen Kane? Do several prominent figures in today’s Hollywood landscape owe their careers to a film made over seventy years ago?  Though it may be bold, there is an element of truth to that claim. Without a film like Citizen Kane existing perhaps the film industry and the studio system would stagnate, with nobody taking risks or pushing boundaries as Welles did with his cinematic debut. It would be foolish to state that these risks or innovations would not eventually be made at some other point, but they certainly would not have taken place when they did if not for Citizen Kane. 
In short, Citizen Kane is a landmark piece of cinema, standing as entertainment, art and an epitome to aspire towards. Orson Welles and his crew pushed the limits of the technology and techniques of their time to create what is widely regarded as one of the greatest films of all time. Welles utilised his carte blanche contract with RKO to say exactly what he wanted to say with his work, without fear of repercussion. , To conclude, Citizen Kane is a historically significant film; it is a complete film school in under two hours. If Orson Welles could learn anything to do with film in around three hours, then he can teach you absolutely everything that you need to know about film in just two hours with the masterpiece that is Citizen Kane. 
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