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BFI Film Classics: A brief history

The BFI Film Classics series grew out of a project initiated by the National Film and Television Archive (NFTVA), a division of the BFI, to build a collection of ‘perfect showprints’ of 360 key films in the history of cinema. These films were to be screened at the Museum of the Moving Image (MOMI) in London in a year-round repertory. The ‘360 list’ of classic films was drawn up by David Meeker of the NFTVA, and the BFI Film Classics books were commissioned to stand alongside the Archive project.

Distinguished film critics and scholars, film-makers, novelists and poets, historians and writers from other spheres of the arts and academia were approached to write on a film of their choice from the ‘360 list’. Each volume was ‘to present the author’s own insights into the chosen film, together with a brief production history and detailed credits, notes and bibliography.’ In a time before DVDs and screengrabs, the books’ ‘numerous illustrations’ were specially made from the Archive’s own prints and sourced from the BFI’s stills’ collection.

The series was developed and its first titles commissioned by Edward Buscombe, then Head of Publishing at the BFI. Colin MacCabe and David Meeker acted as series consultants. Rob White was the Series Editor at the BFI from 1996 to 2005.

The series was launched in May 1992 with four titles: The Wizard of Oz by Salman Rushdie; Double Indemnity by Richard Schickel; Stagecoach by Edward Buscombe and Went the Day Well? by Penelope Houston.

A sister series, BFI Modern Classics, was launched in 1996 to respond to notable films of modern and contemporary cinema. Over 60 titles were published in this series before it was absorbed within the main Film Classics series in 2007, and the combined series was relaunched with a new cover and text design. There are currently over 160 titles in print in the Film Classics, Modern Classics and combined Film Classics series.
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Foreword: Seventy Years of a Film’s Life …

When I wrote the BFI Film Classic Citizen Kane, I was interested in giving greater visibility to the politics of the immediate pre-war period in the United States in order to throw light on some of the allegorical aspects of the film. Returning to Citizen Kane to write this foreword, I have also returned to these questions of visibility and invisibility. Although the spectre of William Randolph Hearst loomed over the film’s release in 1941 and had continued to figure in popular awareness, his actual significance for Citizen Kane had become less visible. I argued that it was Hearst’s right-wing political position in the 1930s (hostile to the New Deal and American intervention in the war in Europe) that provided the rationale for Welles’s satirical portrait of a newspaper tycoon. As happens so often with allegory and satire, once a frame of reference is lost, the ‘surface text’ floats away from its historical context. As time passed, there would be no reason for Citizen Kane’s spectators (particularly those outside the US) to relate the film to the polarised politics of the 1930s, especially when watching a film of such aesthetic coherence and cinematic sophistication.

But returning to the film now, its politics seem to have gained in visibility. This has become clear to me as I contrast the changes in popular consciousness about the power of the newspaper tycoon over the last twenty years. Purely by coincidence, I wrote Citizen Kane in 1991, the fiftieth anniversary year of its release in 1941. Purely by another coincidence, I am writing this foreword in 2011, in its seventieth anniversary year. Although fundamentally arbitrary, these dates highlight a relationship between ‘then’ (1941, 1991) and ‘now’ (2011). In 1991, the ‘time’ of Citizen Kane and Welles’s political preoccupations seemed remote. In 2011, due to the recent public focus on Rupert Murdoch and his empire, the film has gained in topicality, while, at the same time, the economic crisis has revived debates current in the 1930s. Furthermore, Welles’s 1941 statement to the press (denying that Hearst was the model for the fictional Charles Foster Kane), has also acquired contemporary relevance.

Mark Twain remarked: ‘History doesn’t repeat itself, but it does rhyme.’ Broadly speaking, the recent developments I mentioned above have brought the historical context of Citizen Kane into a ‘rhyming’ relationship with 2011. In his statement to the press, Welles hammers home two important points about the political dangers posed by his newspaper tycoon. First, ‘the kind of general and catholic power with which I wished to invest my particular character’ could only be achieved, in a democracy, by the control of newspapers; secondly, he would wish to use his money for ‘the exercise of power’ and be ‘a man interested in imposing his will on the will of his fellow countrymen’. This indictment of the power of the press not only goes beyond the specificity of the portrait, but it also generalises its relevance. In 1991, a connection from my time of writing back to the US press barons of that earlier period was not in the forefront of my mind. But in 2011, the ‘rhymes’ between Hearst’s opposition to the New Deal and the recent upsurge in conservative politics supported by Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News in the US and News Corporation in many other parts of the world are more apparent. This context also gives greater visibility to a further rhyme between Murdoch and Hearst: their shared hostility to trade unions. In 1991, I overlooked Hearst’s long-standing animosity to the union movement in general (and in particular his opposition to Roosevelt’s pro-union legislation in the 1930s) that might have resonated with Murdoch’s victory over the print unions as he moved production of his newspapers from Fleet Street to Wapping in 1986.

As the economic policies of the Obama presidency have given the terminology and aspirations of Keynesianism contemporary currency, so the rhyme returns in relations between politics and the press. Obama’s early attempts to evoke the rhetoric and, in part, the politics of the New Deal were met with ferocious hostility by Fox News, which initiated and participated in personal attacks against him and more generally his policies. Launched in 1996, Fox News had become a major force in the formation of public opinion during the Iraq War. The Spanish-American War over Cuba in 1898 fuelled the 1890s’ rise of the ‘yellow press’, supported by the historical Hearst and the fictional Kane: Kane (echoing Hearst to Remington) telegraphs: ‘Dear Wheeler, you provide the prose poems, I’ll provide the war.’ This attitude, jingoistic as it was known at the time, resonates vividly across more than a century to Fox News’ present attempts to whip up an American attack on Iran, pressuring the candidates in the coming Republican primaries, and no doubt the candidates in the coming presidential election, to ‘take a stand’ on the ‘Iran/Al Qaeda connection’. Commenting on Hearst’s complete indifference to truth, Gore Vidal pointed out, ‘History is what you say it is in the popular press’, and Fox News faithfully continues this maxim.

Kane triumphantly converts the New York Inquirer into a scandal-driven, as well as muck-racking, newspaper, something that rhymes once again with recent revelations about widespread phone hacking by News of the World journalists in the UK. On the other hand, the phone hacking scandal points, if only implicitly, to a key break in continuity between 1991 and 2011: the vast changes to communications and media during the 1990s brought about by digital and satellite technology. From this perspective, in 1991 newspapers and communications were (by and large) the same as in 1941. The recent desperate struggle for celebrity scoops may well be a symptom of the popular press’s declining fortunes and the emergence of many more media outlets hungry for content. (Celebrity culture also has its roots in the rise of yellow journalism in the 1890s, as a key factor in building a mass-circulation tabloid.)

With high-profile debate about the power of press and broadcast news media, these ‘rhymes’ between 1941 and 2011 might have restored visibility to Citizen Kane as political satire and allegory. A contemporary audience may well make a spontaneous connection between the ghost of Hearst, the yellow journalist of the first part of the film, and his descendant Rupert Murdoch; and then make the further political connection, beyond the immediate experience of the film, between the influence of the news media and government and popular opinion that had such urgency for Orson Welles. In another revival of interest, Welles’s close involvement with left politics and with the Works Progress Administration during the 1930s has been the subject of two recent films: Me and Orson Welles (2008) and Cradle Will Rock (1999). Welles had not only supported Roosevelt politically during the New Deal period but he had also been personally involved with the Works Progress Administration (which brought state support to cultural enterprises and the arts) through his involvement with the Federal Theater.
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But quite apart from the visibility or invisibility of its external historical context, Citizen Kane is internally composed of layers, from the surface of Thompson’s investigation to the hidden meanings behind key objects. Ultimately the search for meaning reaches back, topographically, through Kane’s childhood to his unconscious. Freud often used topographical imagery to evoke the unconscious as the deepest layer of the psyche, concealing and preserving its material (like the ruins of Pompeii). There is, of course, no direct communication between the unconscious and consciousness: the symptoms that appear visibly in human behaviour need deciphering. This process shifts the question of visibility away from matters of fact, hidden in the history of either an individual or a nation, to their interpretation. This shift lies at the heart of Citizen Kane. Welles, although using psychoanalysis partly as a distraction from the ‘Hearst problem’, confirms its significance in his statement to the press. He describes his character’s retreat from public life as a ‘retreat from a democracy which his money fails to buy and his power fails to control’. Here he moves straight into the ‘substrata’ of psychoanalysis: ‘He was snatched from his mother’s arms in early childhood. His parents were a bank. From the point of view of psychologists, my character never made what is known as the “transference” from his mother.’ ‘Rosebud’, the ‘trade name of the cheap little sled on which Kane was playing on the day he was taken away from his home and his mother’, stood, as Welles puts it, for ‘his mother’s love that he never lost’. For Welles, the Kane story elegantly fuses the individual’s trauma of separation from the mother with the general, human, problem of the Oedipus complex. The enigma is never solved within the consciousness of the film. The spectator, has to assemble clues, generously offered by Bernard Herrmann’s score as well as the film’s key objects, by thinking, or even ‘working’, them through.

Through the opposition between the mother and the bank, Welles introduces
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