Citizen Kane and Breathless versus Classical Cinema

Classical Hollywood cinema is easily recognizable by its conventions of a goal-oriented protagonist, cause and effect series of narrative events and an ending with a strong sense of closure. Over the course of this century, avant-garde artists have created works that diverge from classic film. Two of these are Orson Welles, with his masterpiece Citizen Kane, and Jean-Luc-Godard and his Breathless. Both these films were the director’s first cinematic projects.

Welles and Godard have very different ways of arranging a shot. Welles will tend to have a very deep depth to his arrangements (deep space) all in sharp focus (deep focus),while having action occurring in several planes at once or progressing through several planes all filmed primarily with a static camera. On the other hand Godard shoots mostly on location having a low camera angle and a moving camera.
Welles uses deep focus extensively, which is unusual to see in most films; Godard tends to shift from extreme close-ups to long shots. Welles also uses deep-focus cinematography that yields an external perspective on the action.

Welles uses low key lighting; no backlighting. Godard utilized location shooting with available lighting. Breathless was shot entirely on location, even for interiors without any artificial light in the settings.

Welles is very sparse with cutting scenes usually having a static camera film nonstop for a shot which keeps all of the implications of the action simultaneously before us unlike most Hollywood directors who would have handled those scenes in shot/reverse shots. Godard on the other hand seems to enjoy the jump cut and quick shots of action which almost always violates conventions of spatial, temporal, and graphic continuity. Interestingly Godard sometimes follows tradition but at other points he breaks away from the standard shot/reverse shot cutting that organizes several scenes,  adhering to the 180-degree rule. Aside from avoiding matches on action, Godard often flaunts the moments when he does not adhere to 180-degree rule.

Welles uses sound to great advantage such as giving echoes to Xanadu’s expanse and the Inquirers bustling atmosphere of busy reporters. Breathless’ sound often reinforces the editing discontinuities. When the character’s dialogue and other diegetic sounds continue over the jump cuts, we are forced to notice the contradiction: Time is apparently omitted from the visual track but not from the sound track; as well the location shooting created situations in which ambient noises intrude on the dialogue.

“Every movie has a beginning, middle and end, but not necessarily in that order.” Jean Luc Godard.

The story of Breathless revolves around a car thief, Michel, who shots a motorcycle police officer and flees to Paris to meet a friend for some money to escape to Italy with. He tries to convince Patricia, whom he had a brief affair with, to go with him.  The plot of Breathless is moves along in an erratic fashion. Very short scenes of which some are important but most having almost nothing to do with the narrative; interspersed with long scenes of trivial dialogue. For example, near the middle of the film, the narrative grinds to a halt for almost half an hour while Michel and Patricia chat in her bedroom. In sharp contrast to this was the key scene in which Michel shoots the policeman which reduced to a few split second shots of Michel’s face, his arm, the policeman being shot and later a shot of Michel running in a field. This method takes the importance out of a scene that a standard Hollywood filmmaker would consider sacrilegious to not show in depth, and rather focus on a scene that would typically be shortened or omitted. The cause and effect logic prevalent in most Hollywood cinema is almost absent, rarely is an action shot or scene in Breathless followed immediately (if at all) by its consequence in the next shot(s) and/or scene(s).

Breathless’ chief protagonist, Michel, is a flippant, wandering, easily distracted delinquent as opposed to the driven hero of a typical Hollywood film. Unlike characters from a classical film, Michel does not exhibit a set of clearly defined traits he in fact attempts to emulate Humphrey Bogart’s persona, but Michel is too out of control to be the Hollywood tough he aspires to be.  Even though we know that his goals are to get his friend Antonio to give him cash to escape to Rome and to woe his American girlfriend, Patricia, into following him; the way in which he goes about accomplishing his goals are casual and nonchalant; not the characteristics of someone fleeing the law. One of the questions that nagged me was why does he risk death for a woman he has only known briefly and who does not seem fully enthused about him? Patricia is too naïve and indecisive to be the one who betrays Michel because she is just as unsure as he is to why she would call the police on him. Patricia and Michel seem to have very few strong feelings about what they do, this in turn translates into the fact that many viewers feel alienated from their plight and subsequently becoming less emotionally involved with the film. This perhaps was Godard’s intention in making a work that jarres the viewer into looking past the narrative and focusing on the stylistic choices of the direction.
Breathless does deliver a degree of closure, in that Michel’s goals go unfulfilled, but unlike a typical Hollywood picture, leaves many questions still unanswered. We never find out why Michel acted the way he did, or why Patricia would betray Michel so late in the game for somewhat unfounded reasons. The true relationship between the two is still further mystified with Michel’s death scene in which he gives Patricia his playful faces and then dies, while she looks on and strokes her lip in the Bogart fashion. The mysterious glances into the camera stand as one of the more consistent discontinuities in nontraditional techniques.       

Citizen Kane tells the story of Charles Foster Kane, a wealthy and enigmatic man who, in his last words, leaves a perplexing riddle to be solved by a public desperate to understand him.  The mystery of "Rosebud" provides the motivation for the characters in the film. The “News on the March” newsreel that recaps Kane’s life serves as a novel foreshadowing tool. Even though Charles Foster Kane dies in the first scene, the narrative focuses on the events of his life as recalled by those closest to him when they reminisce in flashbacks. Thompson acts as the cause for the events to unfold through his detective like investigation of Kane in his quest to find meaning behind “Rosebud”. The recollections of Thatcher, Bernstein, Leland and Susan are taken as objective versions, each being within a limited knowledge this method imposes certain limitations on storytelling, in that each segment can be told only from the point of view of the character telling it.  In this way is the audience allowed to glimpse many different sides of Kane, as well as gaining some insight into the minds of the characters telling the story. The most immediate departure of Citizen Kane from the classical cinema style is its plot structure.  The story unfolds simultaneously, through a series of flashbacks, as opposed to a linear cause and effect series of narrative events. 

Citizen Kane is a rare case were the main protagonist is not the main character. Where as one would assume that Thompson should be the goal-oriented protagonist, the fact that he is not wholly identified results in his becoming merely the gatherer of information than a character. By making the only goal-oriented protagonist in the film a relatively minor character, Welles shows another major departure from Hollywood classicism. The characters closest to Kane do little more than just fill in the gaps of the man’s life and do not come to any real resolution either, merely appearing when they are contacted by the reporter, and then fading out of the picture when their job is done.  

A certain lack of narrative closure also serves to distance Citizen Kane from the Hollywood films of its time.  Near the end of the film, when Thompson leaves the storeroom in Xanadu with the mystery of ‘Rosebud’ unsolved, the omniscient narrator reveals to us the identity of ‘Rosebud’ as being Kane’s childhood sled. This revelation doesn’t seem to provide a strong sense of closure since we are left to wonder whether this discovery really provides a resolution to the mystery about Kane’s character. Ultimately the audience is being left to draw their own conclusions about the connection between Kane's last words and his feelings about his life. 

 Both Citizen Kane and Breathless can be seen as alternatives to Hollywood classicism, and in that respect there are a great many parallels that can be drawn between the two films.  Both films have a certain de-emphasis on any kind of linear story with cause and consequences; rather, they tend to concentrate on a less tangible aspect, like Kane's character and motivation for his eccentric behaviour or Michel’s personal motivation for his actions.  This alternative emphasis serves to further distance the two films from the classical style.  

Similarities can also be found in the ambiguities surrounding the endings of both films. Citizen Kane ends with the revelation to the audience that "Rosebud" is actually the name of the sled that Kane had as a child.  It serves as a final, enigmatic insight into Kane's character, although the audience is left largely to draw their own conclusions about its significance. Breathless simply leaves the audience in shocked silence, except for those with an avid imagination that could surmise the psychological make-up of the protagonists. Both films leave the audience's curiosities largely unsatisfied.  


Both these works serve as prime examples of alternatives to classical cinema, proving that Hollywood conventions are not absolute. The separate paths taken by Welles and Godard set the stage for others to follow in their footsteps and continue pressing the creative barriers of cinema.    

