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Slowing With Age: An Analysis of Citizen Kane 

     There is a moment near the end of Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane where Charles Foster Kane’s 

former butler Raymond tells Thompson the reporter about the possible meaning of Kane’s dying 

word, “Rosebud”. Raymond reflects on the day that Kane’s second wife Susan left him, and he 

starts telling the anecdote in a large hall in Kane’s home, in a quiet tone of voice. All of a 

sudden, the flashback begins with an extreme close-up of a cockatoo screeching very loudly. It 

flies away and the flashback continues, and the moment seems very odd. Peter Bogdanovich has 

stated that Welles included this in the film to make sure the audience was awake. And at this 

point, reflecting on Kane in his later years, the film has itself become slower and quieter, making 

the need for a wake-up call essential. This is a strength of Citizen Kane that seems rarely 

discussed: pacing. Whether or not the film feels quick or slow depends on the time period in 

Charles Foster Kane’s life, ultimately making these choices incredibly effective. 

     There is but one full-length flashback to Kane’s childhood, fitting because by the way he acts, 

it seems that Charles Foster Kane never really had a childhood. But as Thompson reads Walter 

Thatcher’s diary and learns of his first encounter with Kane, the film transitions to a flashback 

that acts as an early demonstration of the film’s revolutionary “deep-focus” cinematography. 

Kane can be seen through a window playing outside in the snow, while inside the Kane house, 

his parents and Thatcher are nearly arguing over his future. As Kane’s father tries to defend 

himself and Thatcher and Kane’s mother work out a contract, the dialogue rarely pauses, each 

line coming right after the other, creating a sense of chaos. This idea carries over somewhat 

when the three adults go outside to talk to young Kane, but as Kane realizes that he will be 



moving away, there are more pauses between lines, as if he is trying to comprehend what is 

happening and the adults are trying to decide how to tell him. Kane’s childhood in this scene is 

portrayed with quickness at first, and slowly, the slightly slower pacing reflects a sense of 

caution, and it’s a great setup for the flashbacks to follow. 

     As a young man working at the New York Inquirer, Kane lives with the carefree lifestyle that 

should have been in his childhood. He can’t stop eating, he’s filled with harsh words toward 

Thatcher and anyone who gets in his way, and he begins to buy things—buying and buying and 

eventually accumulating a palace (or, later, a warehouse). When we first see Kane as a young 

man, Thatcher is scolding him for his behavior, and his dialogue is overlapped with Kane’s, Jed 

Leland’s, and Mr. Bernstein’s, creating a sense of chaos that is later seen when Kane first starts 

working at the Inquirer. This adds needed humor, but it also is an accurate depiction of a man 

who is finally out on his own and ready to take on the world independently. 

     Later on, as we see Kane running for governor, the pacing is taken down considerably as he 

makes his famous speech in front of his huge poster. He takes his time uttering each phrase, 

making everything he says important and worthy of applause. But later, when his wife and Jim 

Gettys find him in a scandal with Susan, there are points where dialogue overlaps, and there are 

times when dialogue is much slower, with several pauses in-between lines. This too creates 

chaos, but it’s a different kind of chaos. The different pacing within this one scene creates 

uncertainty of Kane’s future, of his relationship with his wife, and of what Susan’s place is in all 

of it. And when the scene finally ends quietly outside Susan’s apartment, it indicates solemnly 

that Charles Foster Kane’s life is about to take a turn for the worst. 

     As Leland and Susan tell Thompson their own stories about Kane’s relationship with his 

second wife, there is still a range of pacing that occurs to add to the growing distance between 

Kane and Susan. Both times it is recounted, the moment where the opera begins and Susan starts 

singing is preceded by a lot of noise onstage, flashy lights, and a loud orchestra overture. It’s a 



bombastic build-up to Susan’s first note, which, to the dismay of the opera’s audience, is pretty 

harsh. The day after the premiere, there is once again chaos that consumes the conversation 

between Susan and Kane, but again, it’s a different type. Instead of acting carefree and living 

like a young man, Kane is reserved and soft-spoken most of the time, as if he no longer needs to 

prove himself to anyone and he simply knows he is an authority. However, when he needs to 

control, he has no problem lashing out at Susan or anyone else. Also, rather than acting shy or 

carefree as she once did, Susan has become bitter, powerless as Kane literally has built her an 

opera house for her which she did not even ask for. The bickering between these two 

personalities creates tension, but because it’s Susan’s shouting against Kane’s muttering most of 

the time, the film starts to feel slow. Kane is not only getting older, but also getting bogged down 

by life, lack of success, and even the demise of his friendship with Leland.  

     Once Susan attempts suicide, the pacing almost comes to a halt. This scene opens with a static 

shot with Susan lying in the foreground and action in the background. There is no overlapping 

dialogue, no background noise, and minimal movement within the frame. This scene, and the 

moment when Kane finally lets Susan be done with singing, lead to a much slower pace as we 

enter Xanadu, where every word echoes in the vast space of the halls, seconds go by between 

lines of dialogue, and the only diegetic noise to be heard are Kane’s slow footsteps and the 

clacking of puzzle pieces as Susan places them together. This slowness not only emphasizes the 

distance between Kane and Susan, but it reflects where Kane is in his life. He’s getting old, and 

though he has a lot of material things to show for his success, he is left friendless (save Susan, 

although that relationship is soon to be terminated) and alone in his huge palace. It is almost as if 

each echo punctuates the emptiness of not only Xanadu, but of Kane himself. 

     And when Susan finally leaves him, the cockatoo screech is necessary so that the audience, 

who no doubt has gotten more and more uninterested as the pace has gotten progressively 

slower, can still pay attention to the story. The scene is silent as Susan exits and Kane is left 



standing alone in her room, and as he starts destroying the things in her room, it is not only his 

attempt to let out his frustration but possibly also to get rid of the silence surrounding him and 

add the noise, the chaos that filled his life so long ago. As he finally approaches the snow globe 

and utters “Rosebud”, however, he has to stop and remember—and although it is unclear in the 

moment, the audience later knows that he is reflecting on his childhood, or rather, the childhood 

he truly never had. And as he dies in silence apart from his one dying word, the story of Charles 

Foster Kane culminates as an incredible tragedy of a man who had everything and then lost it. 

     The way that Citizen Kane is structured in terms of pacing, it makes a lot of sense: the film 

feels quick when Kane is full of life, and it becomes slower as he gets older. The film truly lets 

the audience age with Kane, which helps the viewer identify with his character even more. In a 

film like this that has been praised mostly for its stunning technical achievements, the 

acknowledgement of its well-developed antihero perhaps is even more necessary, and thankfully, 

it is well earned. 


