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Herrmann’'s music, where a furious Thatcher is reading the headlines of the Inquirer
in shots completely different in location, with the last one revealing Kane, mature
now, in his office at the Inquirer, in the first decisive scene where the two men come
to an intense clash.

(12:31) Remarkable is the projection room scene (following the documentary on
Kane's life), where all characters involved (journalists) are shown in silhouettes.
As they look pale and faceless, almost like ghosts, our attention is focused on the
sound of Rolston’s voice (the editor in chief who inspires prestige), commenting that
the documentary lacks perspective and a personal angle, since it presents the life of
the deceased tycoon Kane, without revealing who he really was! The dimly lit scene
and the roles of Rolston and Thompson (the reporter) clarify that in this archetypical
film-noir we are not offered just a prolonged exercise displaying Gothic atmosphere
and the aesthetics of expressionism, but a proof of this film’'s absolute dependence
on its soundtrack, as if is a visualized radio dramal

Image 6.

The journalists in the projec-
tion room scene in Citizen Kane
(1947).

(34:00) During the first meeting between Kane and Carter, editor in chief of the
Inquirer (Kane's first newspaper), we observe the use of overlapping dialogue. Let
us also be aware of the multiple recurring comical use of addressing “Mr. Carter”
repeatedly, highlighted by the following aesthetic sonic choice: the dumbfounded
Carter and the amused Kane converse as if reciting rhythmically, overlapping each
others’ voice, while Leland, Bernstein and a porter, all come and go in and out of the
frame, apologizing in chorus. This technique allows speech to degrade or intensify
any acoustic quality (tone, timbre etc.) of the written word in any script!

Let us notice the prolonged reverberating voice of the youngster who hawks the
Inquirer at dawn on the building sidewalk (while the indignant Mr. Carter leaves)
before it fades out. It functions as an audio signal, of a flash-back shot passing to
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the window, where Kane completes the infamous “Declaration of Principles” before
dawn (38:00). This sonic technique here works as a connotative statement of change
in narrative time and atmosphere! It bridges the ellipsis between Kane’s coming for
the first time to the newspaper and the completion of that particular day, before
dawn.

6. Kane reads his “Declaration of Principles”, which he is reserving for the front
page of the Inquirer. Seeing his face in shadow we sense that he means what he
says whenever he speaks quietly, and that he lies when he is screaming at other
subsequent scenes, when for example he is giving his electoral public speeches!

7. (40:30) With a visual dissolve between two almost identical pictures of the reporters
of the Chronicle newspaper, and an audio verbal pun (“twenty years, well...”, “six
years ago...") Welles covers in an elegant way the passage from one narrative time

period to another.

8. At the party given for the Inquirer staff, we observe the random and stylish visual
break of the axis (between Kane and Bernstein). Furthermore, each voice has its
own sonic quality in order to sound clearly in the final mixed soundtrack. For the
sake of realism, the volume of Kane's voice goes up when he is approaching the
camera, while the quality of his voice (Leland’s & Bernstein’s, too) sounds more
mature as an indication of time past.

Image 7.

Kane celebrating at the par-

ty given for the Inquirer staff in
Citizen Kane (1941).

4] You are, 00" "he
Mr. Bernstein, look at his n'e"_@lg’gie.

9. (51:55) The famous condensed sequence between Kane and Emily composed by the
six breakfast scenes, eloquently illustrates the dissolution of their relationship, as
their lively romantic enthusiastic craving overlapping dialogues give way to hostile
rare speech exchanges and finally to silence and distanced glances with words
unspoken, when both are hidden behind the newspapers they read!
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10. (1:00:36) Matching sound techniques: Suzan (Kane's second wife) playing the piano,
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11.

12.

13.

finishes singing a song, while Kane's applause next, carries us (sound bridge) to the
public welcome applause to Leland's speech (in support of Kane's election), and then
to the roaring voice of Kane at his grand campaign speech (following rhythmically
the calmer, more sober voice of Leland). We can observe the relationship between
the size of the background image and the magnified auditorium quality of Kane's
voice that boosts his bigger than life personality! Everything has been exaggerated:
scale and perspective are distorted!

Image 8.
Kane at his grand campaign
speech in Citizen Kane (1941).

...every independent poll showsy
that I"will‘lbe elected:

Susan’s voice is the primary element that first attracts Kane! (55:28) Both her
laughter and her singing that sounds much fuller when she first sings to him in her
room, than when she later sounds weak (she almost screams), ingloriously singing
at the Opera house! Kane likes her natural beauty and the cheap wine she offers him
(a taste of the working class, he promised to vindicate). Kane as a collector and a
modern Pygmalion will restrain her in the golden, vast bare cage of Xanadu."

(1:26:42) At the rehearsal scene, three sound sources are struggling to control the
timbre and tone of Suzan'’s voice: herself, the piano and her singing tutor. Kane enters
the room and as an absolute Master provides the fourth decisive, ultimate source of
control! Her singing at the opening of the scene which is clearly rendered far from
adequate, with the coming of Kane is now exactly replayed, and this time it is viewed
as satisfying! All but Kane realize that Suzan simply cannot sing Opera, but their final
silence is paradoxically perceived by Kane as consenting to his view!

The chaos backstage at the Opera rehearsal is expressed with a comic cacophony of
sounds: the pandemonium of the instruments and the singing, the striving teacher
(the funniest figure in the movie), and finally Suzan’s panicky voice who desperately
tries to cope in high pitch. The opera begins and Suzan’s voice ascends the space of
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the theater sounding weak. It reaches the ears of the stage hands suspended high up,
who look at each other meaningfully (1:17:28), one pinching his nose in dislike (visual
index/connotation commenting on her weak, unacceptable voice)! There, we have the
second phase of her voice’s timbre."

Image 9.

The chaos backstage at the Op-
era rehearsal is expressed with
a comic cacophony of sounds in
Citizen Kane (1941).

Seme peop‘(-:/an..rwg;aSQme canit.

14. The third phase of her voice happens later with her suicide attempt. Observe the
superb (metaphoric/connotative) sound matching of a light bulb switching off
(1:35:22) and Suzan'’s singing voice at the Opera, cracking, fading (manual lowering
of the frequency of the playback speed). The scene ends with her heavy, slow breath
in bed after attempting suicide.

15. The fourth phase of Suzan'’s vocal timbre, sounds squeaky and at times like a screech
when Kane restricts and isolates her in his unfinished golden cage/Castle, Xanadu.
(1:38:32-41:37) The reverberation added to the voices of Kane and Suzan, while it
signifies the vastness of the empty space as a sonic metaphor (index/connotation),
connotes simultaneously the lack of communication between them and the
emptiness of their personal world!

16. The fifth and final phase of her vocal timbre belongs to the present time of the
reporter’s search (the time reporter Thompson is exploring the meaning of Kane's
near-death word “Rosebud”). While he interviews her at the decadent club where she
sings, Suzan drags her drunken voice in reminiscence.

17. The short public colorless languid applause of the audience at the closing of Suzan’s
premiere performance at the Opera is a sound that Kane cannot control or direct.
When Kane standing bursts out in a thunderous ovation in a sustained effort to fill
the silence (index/connotation of the audience’s rejection), however strong he may
be, alone, he cannot substitute the unforced applause! (1:32:22-32)
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18.

19.

When Suzan leaves Kane, he explodes breaking everything inside her room,
producing a prolonged thunderous cacophony (1:48:54). At a certain moment, Kane
stops at the sight of a glass sphere (index/connotative metaphoric symbol of his
carefree childhood) and in absolute silence he pronounces quietly the enigmatic word
“Rosebud” (the film’s MacGuffin), creating a sonic counterpoint that gives a special
dramatic overtone to this enigmatic keyword, which is also the first word heard in the
film! Finally, the parrot’s screech in the foreground with Suzan swaggering proudly
while she exits the frame, left (in the shot that precedes Kane's manic outburst),
is a remarkable (index/metaphorical connotation) audio cue for Kane's following
emotional eruption!

Image 10.

The parrot’s screech as a re-
markable (index/metaphori-
cal connotation) audio cue for
Kane's following emotional
eruption!

[SHRIEKING]

Concluding this list of some of the most characteristic creative sound techniques
in this remarkable movie, | would like to dwell on the sound transformations of the
characters’ voices as they change mood or age, yielding different characteristics of
their personality in the unfolding of this complicated prismatic narrative, moving
swiftly with flashbacks back and forth in time.

20. We have already discussed Suzan’s five sonic facets of her voice. Leland in turn

sounds pleasant, sensitive and thoughtful as a young soul mate of Kane, while as an
old man he sounds rough, harsh and cynical, when isolated in the nursing home he
is recounting his past adventures with Kane, whenever his is not interrupted by his
coughing or sounds absent-minded. Bernstein's voice brings out his lively youthful
spirit and impulsive mood (idolizing Kane); instead as an old man he sounds worried
with a controlled measured tone when interviewed by the reporter. Finally, Kane’s
vocal performance is transformed in a considerably more complicated way: the first
acoustic impression we have of him is the word Rosebud coming out of his expiring
dying lungs. In the documentary he sounds as a decisive authoritarian old man in the
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midst of the narrator’s bursts whose sonorous dry voice essentially satirizes these
stereotypical newsreel films! We finally hear him youthful and playful eloquently
when he masterly ridicules chief editor Carter in his first visit to the Inquirer. When
he expresses his youthful enthusiasm while reading his “Declaration of Principles”
at dawn in the Inquirer, he sounds truthful, loving, warm, low-voiced, inward, while
later splurging, exhibitionist and authoritarian at the election campaign, where he
lies (without initially realizing it?).

Conclusion

The ingenious Orson Welles as all true free spirits (take Godard for example, to praise
the unlimited subversive boldness of the innovative flamboyant filmmakers) was a
dashing man, and above all a many-sided experimenter Magician. Although film history
has underestimated the sound of Citizen Kane in the quest to amplify its overtly stylized
in depth of field visual compositions or its prismatic point of view plot, Welles’ singular
masterpiece, is not only a superb visual film but a sonic, acoustic, vocal text that precedes the
image, a perfect film for studying the invisible yet powerful, neglected world of film sound.

Endnotes

1.

See: Stretching Sound to Help the Mind See a lecture by Walter Murch, who won an Oscar for the
sound design of Apocalypse Now (1979) and was awarded Oscars for editing and sound for The
English Patient (1996). http://filmsound.org/murch/stretching.htm

. While there is no general agreement upon the greatest film of all times, Citizen Kane appears on top

of AFI’s Best Movies list, but it was displaced from that position by Vertigo (the American psycho-
logical thriller directed by Alfred Hitchcock) in the 2012 Sight & Sound decennial critics’ poll.

. Disjunction in its most classic cinematic version is a creative modernist montage technique where

sound denies/ refutes the image in various ways, thus dissolving the sense of realism in a film.

. To demonstrate that sound is more expressive, Louis-Albert Serrut establishes the five expres-

sive elements of filmmaking: music, noise, speech, writing and movement image (four of which are
based on sound) and applies them to a large selection of Godard’s corpus.

. See: Belton, John. (Ed.) Film Sound: Theory and Practice. Columbia University. 1985 for an

interesting theoretical approach exploring the use of sound in film (unlike its conventional use in
the early Hollywood talkies) by Soviet directors and theoreticians: Eisenstein, Pudovkin, Alexandrov.

. Entuziazm (1930): Vertov's first sound film, an audio-visual “symphony of noises” which focuses

literally on the sonic glorification of labor and especially the blue-collar workers in mines and
factories of Donbass.

. Although he was given complete freedom to direct anything he liked, his first proposal to adapt for

the big screen Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and a low-budget thriller, The Smiler with a Knife
was passed over by RKO. RKO studio boss George Schaefer had inserted a term into his contract,
which stated that though he had free rein on subject matter, his first film could not be “political or
controversial”.

. Lightning-mix: a sound technique adopted worldwide and several decades later by some of the

most imaginative Greek TV comedy serials, such as Ten small Mitsi, Two Strangers.

. Acousmatic (or acoustic) is a word of Greek origin, discovered by Jerome Peignot and theorized by

Pierre Schaeffer, which describes “sounds one hears without seeing their originating cause”.
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10. Strange combinations of instruments were used to achieve essential tonal colors. Low pitched in-
struments produced the anticipation of death in the opening scene of this dark and dramatic film
(Timm, 144).

11. Xanadu: it stems from the Coleridge poem about Kubla Khan and is mentioned in the documentary
sequence referring to the name of Kane's estate: “In Xanadu did Kubla Khan / A stately pleasure
dome decree: ... / So twice five miles of fertile ground / With walls and towers were girdled round".

12. In order to emphasize Susan Alexander’s inadequacy to sing opera, Herrmann composed Aria from
Salammba, a quasi-romantic scene for the operatic sequence in the film. The soprano part was
pitched too high and the orchestral accompaniment was heavily orchestrated in order to obscure
her voice and portray her as a feeble singer straining her voice to be heard (Timm, 144). Herrmann'’s
music adds emotionality and drama to the mise-en-scéne and to the action taking place on screen
with a score that succeeds to evoke specific feelings from the viewer.
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