
The Years of Luck and Genius: Unraveling the
Path to Citizen Kane

Orson Welles's Citizen Kane, released in 1941, is widely hailed as one of
the greatest films ever made. Its innovative storytelling, stunning
cinematography, and unforgettable performances have captivated
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audiences for decades. But behind this cinematic masterpiece lies a
fascinating journey filled with both luck and genius. In Robert Carringer's
meticulously researched book, The Years of Luck and Genius: The Path to
Citizen Kane, we delve into the tumultuous years that led to the creation of
this cinematic marvel.
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Early Dreams and Influences

Orson Welles's passion for storytelling ignited at a young age. His early
influences ranged from the works of Charles Dickens and William
Shakespeare to the grandeur of silent cinema. At the age of 15, Welles
stumbled upon a touring Shakespearean company and was immediately
drawn to the transformative power of theater. This experience set him on a
path towards a life on stage and screen.

The Mercury Theatre and Innovative Radio

In the 1930s, Welles co-founded the Mercury Theatre, a company that
brought together a diverse group of talented actors, writers, and
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technicians. At the Mercury Theatre, Welles developed innovative
techniques for staging and performing Shakespeare's plays. He
experimented with modern lighting, sound effects, and unconventional
casting, creating a dynamic and engaging theatrical experience.

Welles's innovative spirit also extended to radio. In 1938, his controversial
adaptation of H.G. Wells's The War of the Worlds sent shockwaves through
America. The realistic, news-style broadcast convinced many listeners that
an actual Martian invasion was underway, demonstrating the immense
power of radio as a medium for both entertainment and social commentary.

The Birth of Citizen Kane

In 1939, Welles signed a groundbreaking contract with RKO Pictures,
granting him unprecedented creative control over his first film. Inspired by
the life of newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst, Welles set out to
create a film that would explore the complexities of power, wealth, and the
human condition.

The production of Citizen Kane was marked by both brilliance and chaos.
Welles assembled a talented crew, including cinematographer Gregg
Toland, who played a crucial role in developing the film's distinctive deep
focus photography. Welles's relentless perfectionism, however, often led to
conflicts and delays.

Controversy and Legacy

Citizen Kane was met with mixed reviews upon its release. Some critics
praised its technical wizardry and groundbreaking storytelling, while others
denounced its unconventional structure and perceived elitism. Hearst, who



saw himself as the film's primary target, launched a vicious campaign
against Welles and the film.

Despite the initial controversy, Citizen Kane has gradually gained
recognition as a cinematic masterpiece. It has been consistently ranked
among the greatest films ever made, and its innovations have had a
profound influence on generations of filmmakers.

Luck, Genius, and the Creative Process

The Years of Luck and Genius provides a comprehensive exploration of the
factors that led to the creation of Citizen Kane. Carringer argues that
Welles's success was due not only to his genius but also to a combination
of fortunate circumstances. The timing was right, the technology was
available, and the people he encountered along the way played a crucial
role in shaping his vision.

The book examines the collaborative nature of filmmaking, highlighting the
contributions of Welles's collaborators, including Herman J. Mankiewicz,
Gregg Toland, and Bernard Herrmann. It also delves into the challenges
and setbacks that Welles faced throughout the process, providing a
nuanced understanding of the complexities of artistic creation.

Robert Carringer's The Years of Luck and Genius is an essential read for
anyone interested in the history of cinema, the creative process, and the
making of one of the greatest films ever made. By unraveling the path to
Citizen Kane, Carringer sheds light on the interplay between luck, genius,
and the relentless pursuit of artistic excellence.



Whether you are a seasoned film expert or simply a curious reader, this
book will captivate you with its rich insights, vivid storytelling, and profound
exploration of the human condition. So immerse yourself in the
extraordinary journey behind Citizen Kane, and discover the years of luck
and genius that made it possible.
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