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Citizen Kane, directed by Orson Welles and released in 1941, is often regarded as one of the
greatest films in cinematic history. Its innovative narrative structure, groundbreaking
cinematography, and profound themes resonate with audiences and filmmakers alike. This study
guide provides an in-depth analysis of the film, exploring its major themes, characters, and
cinematic techniques to enhance your understanding and appreciation of this timeless classic.

Overview of Citizen Kane

Citizen Kane tells the story of Charles Foster Kane, a wealthy newspaper magnate whose life is
explored through the perspectives of various characters after his death. The film's narrative unfolds
through a series of flashbacks, revealing the complexities of Kane's character and the impact of his
wealth and ambition on his relationships and legacy.

Key Themes

Citizen Kane explores several profound themes that contribute to its status as a cinematic
masterpiece. Understanding these themes can deepen your appreciation of the film.

The American Dream: The film critiques the notion of the American Dream, showcasing how
wealth and power can lead to isolation and discontent.



Memory and Subjectivity: The varying perspectives of Kane’s life highlight the subjective
nature of memory and truth.

Isolation and Loneliness: Despite his wealth, Kane’s life is marked by profound loneliness
and a lack of genuine connections.

The Nature of Power: The film examines how power can corrupt and the ethical
responsibilities that come with it.

Main Characters

The characters in Citizen Kane are richly developed, each contributing to the narrative and thematic
depth of the film. Below are the primary characters you should be familiar with:

Charles Foster Kane: The protagonist whose life journey is central to the film. A complex1.
character driven by ambition, Kane evolves from an idealistic young man to a lonely,
disillusioned figure.

Jedediah Leland: Kane’s best friend and a key figure in the story, Leland provides insight into2.
Kane’s character and the moral dilemmas surrounding their ambitions.

Emily Monroe Norton Kane: Kane’s first wife, whose relationship with him deteriorates as3.
his obsession with power grows.

Susan Alexander Kane: Kane’s second wife, a singer whose life is deeply affected by Kane’s4.
controlling nature and the pressures of his expectations.

Thatcher: Kane’s guardian, who represents the traditional values and the establishment that5.
Kane rebels against.

Mr. Bernstein: Kane’s loyal business manager and confidant, who offers a nostalgic view of6.
Kane’s early success.

Narrative Structure

One of the most innovative aspects of Citizen Kane is its non-linear narrative structure. The film
utilizes a series of flashbacks, each told from the perspective of different characters. This approach
serves to create a multifaceted view of Kane’s life, emphasizing the subjective nature of memory and
the complexities of human experience.



Cinematic Techniques

Citizen Kane is renowned for its groundbreaking cinematic techniques, many of which have
influenced filmmakers for generations. Here are some key techniques employed in the film:

Deep Focus Cinematography

One of the most notable techniques used in Citizen Kane is deep focus cinematography, which allows
the foreground, middle ground, and background to be in sharp focus simultaneously. This technique
enhances the visual storytelling by enabling viewers to observe multiple elements within the frame,
providing a richer context for the action and dialogue.

Lighting and Shadows

Lighting plays a crucial role in establishing mood and character in Citizen Kane. The use of
chiaroscuro—strong contrasts between light and dark—adds depth to the visual composition and
reflects the moral ambiguity of the characters. Shadows often symbolize the hidden aspects of
Kane’s personality and the secrets of his life.

Innovative Editing

The film’s editing techniques are also noteworthy. The use of dissolves and montages allows for
smooth transitions between time periods and perspectives, creating a fluid narrative flow. The
editing style contributes to the film’s dreamlike quality, emphasizing the themes of memory and
nostalgia.

Symbolism

Citizen Kane is rich with symbolism, which enhances its thematic depth. Here are some significant
symbols to consider:

Rosebud: The sled named "Rosebud" is a central symbol in the film, representing Kane’s lost
childhood and the innocence he yearned to reclaim.

The Newspaper: Kane’s ownership of newspapers symbolizes the power of media and the
potential for influence, as well as the moral dilemmas associated with wielding such power.

Windows and Doors: Throughout the film, windows and doors are used to symbolize isolation
and the barriers between Kane and the people in his life.



Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, Citizen Kane received mixed reviews, with some critics praising its innovation and
artistry while others found it challenging and unconventional. Over time, however, it has garnered
widespread acclaim and is frequently cited in discussions of the greatest films of all time.

Citizen Kane has influenced countless filmmakers and has been analyzed in film studies courses
around the world. Its themes of ambition, power, and the human condition continue to resonate with
audiences, making it a timeless work that remains relevant in contemporary discussions about
cinema and society.

Conclusion

Citizen Kane is not just a film; it is a profound exploration of the complexities of human existence,
ambition, and the elusive nature of happiness. By understanding its themes, characters, narrative
structure, and cinematic techniques, viewers can gain a deeper appreciation for this groundbreaking
work. Whether you are a first-time viewer or revisiting the film, this study guide aims to enhance
your experience and foster thoughtful discussions about its enduring impact on cinema and culture.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme explored in Citizen Kane?
The primary theme of Citizen Kane is the exploration of the American Dream and the idea of wealth
and power leading to isolation and dissatisfaction.

Who directed Citizen Kane and why is this significant?
Citizen Kane was directed by Orson Welles, who was only 25 years old at the time. His innovative
techniques and storytelling methods have made this film a landmark in cinema history.

What narrative techniques are used in Citizen Kane?
Citizen Kane employs non-linear storytelling, flashbacks, and multiple perspectives to reveal the
complexities of the protagonist, Charles Foster Kane.

How does the cinematography contribute to the storytelling in
Citizen Kane?
The cinematography in Citizen Kane, especially the use of deep focus and unconventional angles,
enhances the emotional depth and visual storytelling, immersing the audience in Kane's world.

What is the significance of the word 'Rosebud' in Citizen



Kane?
'Rosebud' is significant as it symbolizes Kane's lost childhood and the innocence he yearns for,
representing the central mystery of the film.

How does Citizen Kane reflect the media landscape of its
time?
Citizen Kane reflects the media landscape of its time by critiquing the power of the press and the
manipulation of public perception, showcasing the ethical dilemmas faced by journalists.

What impact did Citizen Kane have on future filmmakers?
Citizen Kane has had a profound impact on future filmmakers, influencing narrative structure,
character development, and cinematic techniques, making it a reference point for film studies and
production.
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