
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise
for Citizen Trump

			“Filmmaker Robert Orlando probes some of the secrets of Trump’s obsessions, and finds answers in what the president has described as his favorite film… Striking, very watchable. Fascinating film!”

			—Michael Medved, Movie Critic

			 

			“Robert Orlando’s 2020 documentary shows Trump’s favorite film is a road map to his methods.”

			—Joseph Serwach, Medium

			 

			“To do so, he tells President Trump’s life story in the cinematographic style of Citizen Kane, incorporating the iconic snow globe, the campaign poster, and even the mysterious word (‘Rosebud’) that is central to Orson Welles’ masterpiece.”

			—Gabriel Andrade, Merion West

			 

			“Through the lens of the 1941 classic Citizen Kane, a documentary filmmaker seeks to understand the life journey of President Trump and his successful venture into politics.”

			—Josh Shepherd, The Federalist

			 

			“This is the fascinating parallel that inspired Robert Orlando. The film is remarkable—truly in the literal sense. It’s visually engaging, if not riveting.”

			—Paul Kengor, The American Spectator
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			I dedicate this book to the memory of 
Orson Welles (1915–1985) and to anyone 
who has suffered from the COVID-19 virus.





 

			 

			 

			 

			Until you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life and you will call it fate.
—C. G. Jung
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THE FILMMAKER’S JOURNEY

			“A media virus seeks a host. One obvious media figure filled that role. Born to a family of great wealth. Started as a businessman and ran for political office. He would use his profile in media to reach his audience. He spoke with great hyperbole. He would run for office as a result of feeling slighted by his political opponents. His campaign ran on a populist message of America first. He would be accused of having supported white nationalists, and being engaged with dictators. In the end he would lose his campaign. Yes, of course, it was William Randolph Hearst. And his life provided the subject for what would become the greatest film ever made, Citizen Kane.”
—Robert Orlando

			Donald Trump has dominated the media news cycle 24/7 for four years. Some days it feels like forty years. At the time, you can look in any direction, on any screen, and see Trump. I had competed with his media omnipresence during the production and release of two of my earlier films, Silence Patton and The Divine Plan. Even so, development of a project about Trump has long been on my mind. But how to tell a story that has been told so many times and in so many ways?

			Oddly enough, I found my answer in the middle of a pandemic. When COVID-19 hit, it had me locked in my studio without work and worrying if I had the disease. To pass the time, I rewatched some of my favorite films, culminating with the American black-and-white classic Citizen Kane. In the context of 2020 and in the midst of the virus and a contentious election, I was struck by the similarities between the film’s protagonist, Charles Foster Kane, and our own modern-day Citizen Trump. Then and there I found the way into my film: examine Trump through the lens of Kane. When I discovered that Citizen Kane was Trump’s favorite film, I had my title! It was time to roll the camera.

			A Character Study

			Though Trump was in the throes of campaigning for a second term, my aim was not to produce a political film. As an independent filmmaker, I was more interested in pursuing a deep character study into one of the most controversial figures of our time. My template was not a Right vs. Left, faith vs. nonfaith, or even madness vs. sanity paradigm, but to explore the archetypes of storytelling as expressions of interior character, especially where Trump and Kane were so amazingly similar.

			Like most New Yorkers, my perception of Trump had been that of a gossip column showman seeking media attention. To some degree, I just accepted him as is: the man who built Trump Tower, his latest affair, his special TV appearances—you name it. He added a charm to the NY landscape as far back as Rona Barrett’s show, where she asked him if he’d like to be the president of the United States.1 Or later in his friendly repartee on David Letterman. You would read about him in the New York Post one day or hear him on Howard Stern the next, but he was rarely seen as a threat. Many of us just assumed even his best real estate deals were partly shady, though I never bothered to dig into the details back then.

			Periodically, Trump would announce a run for president, usually as a publicity stunt to sell books. But he would bail out once his books were bestsellers. Of course, he made good on one of those runs, and it was then, several years into his presidency that my idea for Citizen Trump took shape. COVID-19 had created a somber mood in which to conjure my vision: What if, at the center of a deadly global pandemic, it fell to a fast-talking showman to lead America out of danger? Pre-COVID, as the stock market boomed, many people overlooked Trump’s excesses, content to ride the prosperity wave. But as the disease ran rampant, it put the performer on the defensive. The urgent questions became: Did Trump have the ability to switch roles and play the transparent leader, to be knowledgeable, direct, and reassuring? How would he deal with a crisis that not only could destroy the lives of hundreds of thousands but also wipe out his presidency?

			Producer/director Orson Welles asked a similar question when exploring the formidable William Randolph Hearst, the model for his main character in Citizen Kane. Like Trump, Kane was a man of acquisitions, a media tycoon who ran for office, then suffered a great fall. Would Citizen Trump suffer the same fate? Could the parallels in their lives predict the outcome for Trump?

			My fascination with Kane began in film school when I first felt the power of sound, light, and action in the hands of a master. Welles—to me—was a titan, all four faces of cinema’s Mount Rushmore: actor, producer, writer, and director. He was also a theater and radio star. Coincidentally, my studio was located across from Princeton University and the next town over from Hopewell, New Jersey, where Welles located his legendary War of the Worlds broadcast in 1938.

			That broadcast was an unforgettable moment in radio history. Welles’s voice transfixed his audience, convincing many the world was experiencing an alien attack. With war already spreading across Europe, invasion was on the public’s mind, much as the news about the invasion and spread of COVID has been on our collective minds. As we sheltered in place, streets emptied, and stores and restaurants closed, I remained in a quiet old brick building. That’s when I switched on the old movies to shut out the medical news, the election, and Trump. Or at least tried to.

			I found that blocking out the relentless media noise was key to opening a whole new perspective. For a short while, COVID allowed us to return to a simpler time. Refreshing, really, because the way we engage our world has left us precious little opportunity to be still, to quietly process ideas, to think. We’re assaulted by nonstop data through our phones, cable news, memes, Twitter, Facebook, and an onslaught of social media platforms. And since 2016, the war between the media and Trump has been a daily dose of vitriol. It has been the grand narrative of our times and an unavoidable topic if one wants to remain relevant. In my self-imposed COVID prison, I concluded it was time for me to make my statement about the Man and the Times, and Citizen Kane would be my vehicle.

			My pick for best film of all time goes to Citizen Kane, a seamless visual masterpiece and a technical inspiration. In this one film, Welles introduced myriad innovations, breaking form and storytelling in new ways. It was incomparable at the time, almost docudrama in style. His pre-Hollywood background fed his achievement. He had an ear for radio and knew that the simplest sounds—a clock ticking, a distant dog barking, the wind—can transform a sequence. From his years in theater, he understood the effectiveness of proper stage blocking. In Kane, the camera moves through the noir-esque world as an objective bystander, the actors stepping in and out of the frame.

			Orson Welles, the man, provided me with further inspiration. His life bore an uncanny resemblance to the character Kane. The film is a work of genius and also a cautionary tale. I hold mixed thoughts about Welles and the Kane phenomenon. On one hand, he was the mercurial boy wonder with the “largest train set” ever in Hollywood, but his early fame (achieved in part by poking at Hearst) and a lack of discipline almost ended his creative and personal life. Only this once was Welles able to exercise his talents without restraint. Welles often said he “started at the top and worked his way down.” For most of his career, he could not make a living in Tinseltown.

			As I say in my film, and without judgment, there is a lot of Kane in Orson Welles. Likewise, there is probably some of Trump in me. Could there be another lens through which we can view and therefore explain and find meaning in the rise of Trump? Something beyond him that he may be unaware of or only partly aware of?

			Trump as Antihero

			Trump, like Kane, is an antihero, in that his blind spots and flaws are self-wounding; however, in spite of his flaws, Trump surpassed Kane’s failed run for governor to become president of the United States. As I thought more about film and about Trump himself, it became clear that Trump emerged as a consequence of the Obama presidency, an administration that dismissed traditional Americans, reducing them to crazy, religious gun owners. In this conflict, Obama was the antagonist, with a posse that included Hilary Clinton and the media. Media in general, but CNN and MSNBC in particular, was berating Trump. Fox was his champion, and for four years that was our ongoing reality TV.

			And what of Trump? The reality star as president had not helped himself by using daily briefings for self-promotion or taking frequent trips to Mar-a-Lago, which is reminiscent of Kane’s own private fortress, Xanadu. As I pondered the similarities, it occurred to me that, whether it’s Trump or the fictional Kane, the media’s white noise is the same. In the old days not so long ago, one might step into a darkened theater to escape that small screen noise for an intimate story. My dark studio became my theater, only to find myself watching the same story I had seen on the small screen, on the big screen.

			The parallels of Kane and Trump had been remarked on, but suddenly they were clear to see. Kane, with all his power and self-aggrandizement, forgot something essential and sacred: he forgot the necessity for genuine human connection. This ultimately left him alone, sad, and tragic. Too late, Kane would recognize what he had let slip through his fingers—his “Rosebud” moment. In the case of Trump, after his loss in the 2020 election, he too would isolate himself in the White House, except for a few loyalists—though we have not seen the “end of the movie” and can only speculate what might be his Rosebud moment. We all have them. Those places and moments when we look back at the unresolved bits of our own past. Without that gaze backward, there is no looking forward. Could Kane’s too-late discovery offer a road map to the next chapter in the Trump narrative?

			So, as I considered the elements of this project, there was me as the storyteller, the subjects Kane and Trump, the ghost of Welles, and then, of course, the audience. It’s the audience that is my real concern. I was determined to look past the projected images of Trump as defined by the politicians and the news, and like an old-time filmmaker, peer into the faces of the viewers and readers. After all, we all need a respite, like an old matinee in the middle of a workday (for those old enough to recall them). Outside the theater real life goes on. Whether in the aftermath of this latest election or the next one in four years, the course our country is on is not predetermined. One person’s performance in media should not be the criteria for our choice of leaders. Reality TV is as much about us as it is about the performers. Kane kept resonating in my head as I considered my main character.

			The Stage Is the Thing

			So, as Trump took center stage in my film, I set out to discover the motivations and seeming success of his pre-presidential career. How did this unlikely candidate capture the imagination of voters who hailed his arrival? Many believe that a radical voice had been reshaping and even erasing our traditions and historic legacy. Call it political correctness or cultural warfare, nearly half of the population was left feeling desperate for a leader who could halt the progressive agenda, a gunslinger and take-no-prisoners trailblazer. Enter Donald Trump—a self-sufficient, self-described billionaire with a successful reality TV show and big personality. He was a practiced showman, equipped to match the effect of 24/7 media, a slate of other Republican candidates, and the Democratic machine and not just survive, but win!

			Most voters knew Trump was morally flawed but didn’t really care. By 2016, their stake in a national identity was worth more than the requirement that Trump wear a white hat. To his base, Trump was (and remains) the antidote, or “chemotherapy,” to a media that has overstepped its role. He was a levee against a tide of change. People felt Trump might have been the only figure standing between the America they knew and the America to be erased. Like Kane, he became, at least in public, the champion of the forgotten people.

			Welles wanted to call out Kane (Hearst) and his obsession with acquisitions that were much more numerous and grandiose than even Trump’s—a drive that places material gain and human excess above the human bonds of virtue. On some level, Welles was speaking to himself, as I am likely writing to myself about Trump. There was a part of himself that Welles did not want to lose completely, a part that was damaged from having been abandoned, working as a child star, and acting as caretaker to his alcoholic father. And we have come to learn that Trump’s childhood was far from ideal. My identification with Trump is likely in his ambition, as one who sees the value of being in the spotlight, of needing a stage. After all, you can’t share a good story if no one is listening. You can’t make a high-production-value show without a big budget.

			And being a blind believer in yourself, if not to a fault, doesn’t hurt. Trump was from Queens. I was from Brooklyn and had moved into Manhattan before making my own journey out to Hollywood. And for all the ambition and drive and glitz, there is a dark side, or as Carl Jung would call it, a shadow side. In Citizen Trump we don’t know how these inner demons will play out after one term as president, but we know there is a shadow side to all success, a loss and gain, a “Rosebud.”

			Citizen Kane is all-too-human a story. It is about the rise and fall of the powerful, the archetype of the father figure or moral king, and it is rare when they do not fall. They fall not because they are in a political struggle but because they lose awareness of their own corruptibility. It’s the same for Trump, but added to his archetype is the leader as trickster (or shapeshifter), one who can hold an audience without restriction. I wanted to capture that in this book, not only for those in my age group but with millennials in mind, those who do not have the length of life to see the patterns of those who come and go, rise and fall. What I want to tell them is to be like Welles, bold and independent-minded. Forget the herd and find your own voice. And for God’s sake, watch the great films, the stories that tell us so much about ourselves and the hero’s journey.

			Thank God for movies.
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