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Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane (1941) is widely regarded as one of the greatest
films in cinematic history. Among its many innovative features, the film’s
non-linear narrative structure, particularly its extensive use of flashbacks,
stands out as a groundbreaking storytelling technique. Welles’ decision to
employ flashbacks was not arbitrary; it was a deliberate artistic choice
rooted in the film’s themes, character complexity, and narrative goals. This
article explores why Orson Welles chose to utilize the flashback storytelling
technique in Citizen Kane, examining its significance from multiple angles,
including narrative depth, audience engagement, thematic exploration, and
cinematic innovation.

Contextual Background: The State of Cinema and
Storytelling in the 1940s

Before delving into the specifics of Welles’ choices, it’s important to
understand the cinematic landscape of the early 1940s. During this period,
Hollywood predominantly favored straightforward, chronological storytelling.
Traditional narratives followed a linear progression, making it easier for
audiences to follow the plot. Flashbacks and non-linear narratives existed
but were often used sparingly and typically served as literary devices rather
than central structural elements.

Citizen Kane broke this mold by adopting a fragmented narrative, which was
relatively uncommon at the time. Welles’ innovative approach challenged
conventions and demonstrated that complex storytelling could be achieved
within the cinematic form. This context highlights why the decision to use
flashbacks was both daring and revolutionary.

Understanding the Narrative Structure of
Citizen Kane

At its core, Citizen Kane tells the story of Charles Foster Kane, a wealthy
newspaper tycoon, through the perspectives of various characters. The film’s
narrative is constructed around a series of flashbacks, each narrated by
different individuals who knew Kane at different points in his life. The



story begins with Kane’s death and the mysterious last word, “Rosebud,”
prompting a journalistic investigation that unfolds through these
recollections.

The structure can be summarized as follows:

- The death of Kane prompts a reporter to explore his life.
- The story is told through multiple flashbacks from different characters’
viewpoints.
- Each flashback reveals different facets of Kane’s personality, ambitions,
and failures.
- The cumulative narrative assembles a complex portrait of a multifaceted
individual.

This multi-perspective, non-linear approach allows Welles to layer the
narrative, offering depth and nuance that linear storytelling might not
achieve.

Reasons Behind Welles’ Choice of the Flashback
Technique

Several intertwined reasons explain why Orson Welles opted for the flashback
storytelling technique in Citizen Kane. These reasons encompass artistic,
thematic, and technical considerations.

1. To Reflect the Complexity of Charles Kane’s
Character

Kane is a deeply layered character, embodying ambition, loneliness,
corruption, and vulnerability. No single perspective can encapsulate his
multifaceted personality. By using multiple flashbacks from different
characters’ viewpoints, Welles:

- Shows Kane’s complexity through contrasting memories.
- Reveals conflicting perceptions and misunderstandings.
- Emphasizes that Kane’s identity is multifaceted and elusive.

This approach aligns with the film’s overarching theme that individuals are
often misunderstood or shaped by others’ perceptions. The fragmented
narrative mirrors Kane’s own fragmented identity.

2. To Engage the Audience in Active Reconstruction



of the Narrative

A linear story can be passively consumed, but a non-linear narrative
stimulates active engagement. Welles’ use of flashbacks invites viewers to:

- Piece together Kane’s life from various perspectives.
- Interpret conflicting accounts.
- Develop their own understanding of his character.

This participatory process enhances emotional investment and encourages
critical thinking, making the film a more immersive experience.

3. To Emphasize the Theme of Memory and Subjectivity

Memory is inherently selective and subjective. Different characters remember
Kane differently, influenced by their personal biases and experiences. By
structuring the film around flashbacks:

- Welles underscores that history and truth are often subjective.
- The narrative reflects the unreliability of memory.
- The audience is prompted to question the accuracy of each account.

This thematic focus on perception versus reality is central to the film’s
philosophical depth.

4. To Create a Sense of Mystery and Suspense

The film’s central mystery revolves around the meaning of “Rosebud,” Kane’s
last word. The non-linear structure:

- Maintains suspense by gradually revealing Kane’s life.
- Keeps the audience curious about the significance of “Rosebud.”
- Builds intrigue through fragmented storytelling, encouraging viewers to
connect clues.

This suspenseful narrative also allows Welles to control the pacing and
reveal information strategically.

5. To Innovate Cinematic Storytelling

Welles was an innovative filmmaker eager to push the boundaries of cinema.
The use of flashbacks in Citizen Kane was revolutionary because:

- It broke away from traditional, chronological narratives.
- It demonstrated how film could manipulate time and perspective.



- It established a new vocabulary for storytelling in cinema.

This stylistic choice contributed to the film’s lasting influence on
cinematic language.

Technical and Artistic Considerations

Beyond thematic and narrative reasons, Welles’ use of flashbacks was also
driven by technical and artistic motivations.

1. Visual Differentiation of Perspectives

Different characters’ flashbacks can be distinguished through:

- Variations in lighting, camera angles, and film stock.
- Distinct stylistic choices that signal a change in narrator.
- Editing techniques that demarcate different narrative segments.

This visual differentiation helps the audience navigate the complex
structure.

2. Reinforcing the Film’s Innovative Spirit

Welles’ experimentation with narrative form complemented his innovative use
of deep focus cinematography, low-angle shots, and unconventional editing.
The flashback structure exemplifies his desire to challenge artistic norms
and explore new storytelling techniques.

Impact and Legacy of the Flashback Technique in
Citizen Kane

Welles’ use of flashbacks in Citizen Kane has had a profound influence on
filmmaking. Its successful integration:

- Demonstrated that non-linear storytelling could be compelling and
meaningful.
- Inspired countless filmmakers to adopt similar narrative devices.
- Contributed to the recognition of Citizen Kane as a pioneering work that
expanded cinematic possibilities.

The film’s structure continues to be studied, analyzed, and emulated,
solidifying its importance in the history of cinema.



Conclusion

Orson Welles chose to employ the flashback storytelling technique in Citizen
Kane for a multitude of reasons that collectively enhanced the film’s
artistic and thematic depth. This approach allowed Welles to portray the
complexity of Charles Kane’s character, engage viewers actively, emphasize
subjectivity and memory, maintain narrative suspense, and push cinematic
innovation forward. The non-linear, multi-perspective narrative not only
distinguished Citizen Kane from its contemporaries but also redefined
storytelling possibilities in film. Welles’ pioneering use of flashbacks has
left an indelible mark on cinema, demonstrating that storytelling techniques
are powerful tools that can shape a film’s meaning and legacy.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why did Orson Welles choose to use the flashback
storytelling technique in Citizen Kane?
Welles used the flashback structure to create a layered and multifaceted
narrative, allowing viewers to see Kane's life from multiple perspectives and
gradually uncover his complex character.

How does the flashback technique enhance the themes
of Citizen Kane?
The flashbacks highlight the fragmented and subjective nature of memory and
perception, emphasizing themes of loss, obsession, and the elusive nature of
truth about Kane's life.

What impact does the non-linear storytelling have on
audience engagement in Citizen Kane?
The use of flashbacks invites viewers to piece together Kane's story
actively, increasing engagement by creating suspense and encouraging critical
thinking about the reliability of different narrators.

In what ways does the flashback structure reflect
the film’s exploration of Kane's character?
The fragmented flashbacks mirror Kane’s own complex, multifaceted
personality, revealing different aspects of his identity and life experiences
from various perspectives.



Why was the flashback technique considered
innovative for its time in Citizen Kane?
At the time, the use of multiple flashbacks and non-linear storytelling was
groundbreaking, helping to establish Citizen Kane as a pioneer in cinematic
narrative techniques.

Additional Resources
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Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane is widely regarded as one of the greatest films in
cinematic history, not only for its innovative storytelling but also for its
complex narrative structure. At the heart of this innovation is Welles’
deliberate use of the flashback storytelling technique. By framing the story
through a series of flashbacks, Welles crafts a layered, multifaceted
portrait of Charles Foster Kane. But why did Welles choose to employ this
method? What thematic, narrative, and stylistic purposes does the flashback
structure serve in Citizen Kane? In this article, we will explore the reasons
behind this choice and how it elevates the film’s storytelling.

---

Understanding the Flashback Technique in Cinema

Before delving into why Welles adopted this approach in Citizen Kane, it’s
helpful to understand what the flashback storytelling technique entails. In
essence, flashbacks are narrative devices that allow filmmakers to present
events that occurred prior to the current timeline of the story. They serve
to fill in background information, reveal character motivations, and create a
non-linear narrative structure.

In traditional storytelling, events are often presented in chronological
order. However, non-linear structures like flashbacks can add depth,
suspense, and thematic resonance, enabling a filmmaker to explore complex
characters and ideas from multiple angles. Welles’ use of flashbacks in
Citizen Kane is a prime example of how this technique can be employed to
craft a multi-dimensional narrative.

---

Thematic Motivations for Using Flashbacks in Citizen Kane

1. Revealing the Complexity of Charles Foster Kane

One of the primary reasons Welles used flashbacks was to reflect the
multifaceted nature of Kane himself. Kane is not a straightforward hero or
villain; he is a layered character whose identity is shaped by a variety of



experiences, desires, and contradictions. By presenting the story through
multiple perspectives—each narrated by different characters—Welles
underscores the idea that Kane’s life can be understood only through a series
of subjective interpretations.

2. Conveying the Elusiveness of Truth and Memory

Citizen Kane explores themes of memory, perception, and the elusiveness of
objective truth. The use of flashbacks exemplifies this theme by illustrating
how different characters remember Kane differently, often with conflicting
details. This narrative choice emphasizes that truth is subjective and that
personal memories are shaped by individual biases.

3. Emphasizing the Fragmented Nature of Human Experience

Kane’s life is depicted as a series of fragmented episodes—each revealing a
different facet of his personality. Using flashbacks allows Welles to present
these episodes non-linearly, mirroring the human tendency to recall life in
snapshots rather than a continuous timeline. This approach underscores the
idea that understanding a person’s life requires piecing together disparate
memories.

---

Narrative and Stylistic Reasons for the Flashback Structure

1. Creating a Mystery and Engaging the Audience

Welles’ decision to structure Citizen Kane around a series of flashbacks
initially creates a sense of mystery. The audience is presented with Kane’s
dying word, "Rosebud," and then guided through various recollections that
attempt to decode its significance. This puzzle-like approach invites viewers
to actively participate in uncovering the story, making the narrative more
engaging and interactive.

2. Mimicking the Process of Journalism and Investigation

The film’s framing device involves a group of reporters attempting to uncover
the meaning behind Kane’s last word. This investigative approach is mirrored
in the narrative structure—each flashback is presented as a piece of
evidence, a different testimony contributing to the overall picture. This
method not only grounds the story in a journalistic ethos but also enhances
the thematic exploration of truth and perception.

3. Enhancing Visual and Stylistic Innovation

Welles, a pioneer in cinematic techniques, used the flashback structure to
experiment with lighting, camera angles, and mise-en-scène in each segment.
By shifting stylistic elements to suit each character’s perspective and
memory, Welles created a visually dynamic film that maintains viewer interest
and emphasizes the subjective nature of each account.



---

The Multi-Perspective Narrative: A Key to the Flashback Approach

1. Multiple Viewpoints as a Reflection of Reality

Throughout Citizen Kane, the story is narrated through the memories of
various characters—Bernstein, Leland, Kane’s second wife Susan, and others.
Each perspective offers a different interpretation of Kane’s life,
highlighting the contrast between perception and reality. This multiplicity
of viewpoints is fundamental to Welles’ use of flashbacks, as it demonstrates
that understanding Kane requires synthesizing these conflicting accounts.

2. Building a Complete Portrait

The fragmented, multi-perspective narrative allows Welles to assemble a
comprehensive portrait of Kane from diverse angles. Each flashback reveals
unique insights—his childhood, his rise to power, his personal relationships,
and his loneliness—culminating in a nuanced understanding of his character.

---

How the Flashback Technique Influenced Film Narrative

1. Pioneering Non-Linear Storytelling

Citizen Kane’s use of flashbacks was groundbreaking at the time and
influenced countless films thereafter. Its non-linear narrative demonstrated
that stories could be compelling without strict chronological order,
encouraging filmmakers to experiment with structure.

2. Challenging Audience Expectations

By breaking away from traditional linear storytelling, Welles challenged
audiences to actively piece together the narrative puzzle. This approach
fostered a more engaged viewing experience and set a precedent for complex
storytelling in cinema.

---

Conclusion: Why Welles Chose The Flashback Technique in Citizen Kane

In sum, Orson Welles’ choice to employ the flashback storytelling technique
in Citizen Kane was driven by a desire to explore the multifaceted nature of
his protagonist, to underscore themes of subjective truth and memory, and to
craft a narrative that was both engaging and thematically rich. The flashback
structure enabled Welles to present Kane’s life as a mosaic of personal
recollections, each adding depth and complexity to the character’s portrait.
It also allowed him to innovate visually and narratively, influencing cinema
for decades to come.



Ultimately, the use of flashbacks in Citizen Kane is not merely a stylistic
choice but a fundamental narrative device that embodies the film’s
exploration of human perception, memory, and the elusive nature of truth.
Welles’ masterful implementation of this technique has cemented Citizen Kane
as a timeless masterpiece that continues to inspire filmmakers and audiences
alike.
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