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tn
g

, a C
o

n
tro

versial-  P
o

rtrait 
D

espite Som
e T

inkering W
ith R

eality, the Shortcom
ings O

ften Seem
 U

nim
portant 

B
y
 T

o
m

 S
h

a
g

s
-. 

'X
in

g,"
 N

B
C

's six-h
ou

r, th
ree-p

art 
film

 on
 D

r. M
artin

 L
u

th
er K

in
g Jr. 

an
d

 th
e civil righ

ts m
ovem

en
t, starts 

o
u

t a
s a

 cu
m

b
erso

m
e a

n
d

 h
ea

v
y
-

h
an

d
ed

 situ
ation

 traged
y, b

u
t even

tu
-

ally evolves, in
 ab

ou
t its fifth

 h
ou

r (to 
air T

uesday night), into a stirring and 
absorbing portrait of a m

an and a m
is-

sion perfectly m
atched. 

• 
E

ven
 at its con

clu
sion

, h
ow

ever, 
"

K
in

g,"
 w

h
ich

 b
egin

 w
ith

 a tw
o-h

ou
r 

• 
telecast S

u
n

d
ay at 9 p

.m
. on

 C
h

an
n

el 
4, doesn't inspire the trem

endous em
o-

tion
al release on

e h
op

es for an
d

 ex- 
: p

ects. T
h

is is p
rob

ab
ly b

ecau
se w

riter 
A

b
b

y M
an

n
 m

ou
n

ts a h
igh

 h
orse of 

san
ctim

on
iou

s p
reciou

sn
ess at th

e 
• • start an

d
 In

sists on
 p

arad
in

g h
is ow

n
 

T
V

 Preview
 

an
d

 over-th
e-sh

ou
ld

er ju
d

gm
en

ts, of 
p

roclaim
in

g w
ith

 p
iety n

ow
 h

ow
 p

eo-
ple in another tim

e behaved or should 
have behaved. 

M
uch later, M

ann drops coy hints of 
a con

sp
iracy b

y M
em

p
h

is au
th

orities 
—

and, im
plicitly, th

e F
B

I—
in

 th
e as- 

sassination of- D
r: K

ing. A
. docum

en-
tary-style- dram

a-on- -prim
e-tim

e -net-
w

ork.television does not seem
 just the 

- forum
,  for raisin

g su
ch

 sp
ecu

lation
, 

especially is a surreptitious, half-w
his-

pered w
ay. 

M
ann is a slickly skillful dram

atist, 
h

ow
ever, an

d
 "

K
in

g"
 m

igh
t h

ave 
m

a
tch

ed
 th

e riv
etin

g
 im

p
a
ct o

f 
"

R
oots,"

 if on
ly th

e scrip
t h

ad
 b

een
 

sh
ap

ed
 b

y a com
p

eten
t d

irector. It 
w

a
sn

't. T
h

e film
 w

a
s d

irected
 b

y
 

M
ann him

self and it's safe to say that 
th

e d
irector an

d
 th

e au
th

or m
an

aged
 

to bring out som
e of the w

orst in each 
other. 
• 

W
orse, M

an
n

 h
as fou

n
d

 n
ew

 w
ays 

to abuse the already questionable tac-
tics of the T

V
 docu-dram

a. N
ot only is 

actu
al n

ew
sreel footage in

tercu
t w

ith
 

th
e sp

ecu
lative n

arrative. b
u

t (n
ee-

sion
al n

ew
 scen

es w
ere sh

ot in
 b

lack
 

and w
hite and w

ith hand-held cam
eras 

so th
at th

ey w
ou

ld
 look

--lik
e n

ew
s-

reels, too. 
Julian B

ond, R
am

sey C
lark and, of 

all p
eop

le, S
in

ger T
on

y B
en

n
ett p

op
 

u
p

 as th
em

selves, an
d

 th
is seem

s a 
gam

b
it to b

olster th
e illu

sion
 of au

-
th

en
ticity, an

d
 a d

isrep
u

tab
le on

e at 
that. M

ann w
as clearly in a m

essianic 
m

ood
, b

u
t at tim

es h
e seem

s m
ore 

con
cern

ed
 w

ith
 ad

vertisin
g h

is ow
n

 
concern, and his ow

n real or im
agined 

credibility, than in telling K
ing's story 

faithfully and m
ovingly. 

D
ubious em

phasis plagues the film
. 

T
h

e role of C
oretta S

cott K
in

g in
 th

e 

See K
IN

G
, E

4, C
ol. 1 

credentials as a proudly guilty liberal: 
It d

oesn
't m

ak
e K

in
g an

y m
ore h

e-
roic a figure to,portray John.. and.R

ob-
ert K

ennedy _as - sp
in

eless vacillators-
-on the civil-rights issuev-B

obisy-Is de-
p

icted
 as som

eth
in

g of a q
u

iverin
g 

neurotic w
ho doesn't find his courage 

u
n

til very late in
 th

e gam
e. M

ann is 
th

e ch
am

p
 of m

oralistic revision
ism
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'K
ing, C

ontroversial P
ortrait on N

B
C

 
m

ovem
ent and in shaping K

ing's role 
m

ay h
ave b

een
 overstressed

. M
rs. 

K
ing w

as paid a fee for her coopera-, 
tio

n
 in

 th
e film

in
g
, a

cco
rd

in
g
 to

 
M

ann, and had approval rights over' 
the script and the casting. M

rs. K
ing 

later w
rote an

 article ab
ou

t th
e film

 - 
for T

V
 G

uide m
agazine. 

A
fter an

 op
en

in
g scen

e of riots id
 

M
em

p
h

is p
rior to K

in
g's assassin

a-
tion

, M
an

n
 flash

es b
ack

 to th
e first 

tim
e K

ing m
et h

is fu
tu

re w
ife, an

d
 

th
is is p

resen
ted

 as, in
 effect, th

e b
e. 

;ginning of the civil rights m
ovem

ent. 
M

ean
w

h
ile, su

ch
 figu

res as R
alp

h
 

A
bernathy, w

ho w
as part of the m

ove-
m

ent but did not cooperate w
ith the 

film
in

g
, r

e
m

a
in

 o
n

 th
e
 sile

n
t 

periphery: som
e fictitious characters 

w
ere ad

d
ed

 in
 th

e in
terests of good

 
storytelling. 

A
gain the conflict betw

een good stn. 
rytelling and accurate history arises. 
"K

ing” is n
ot an

 exp
loitative in

su
lt, 

like the recent "R
uby and O

sw
ald" on 

C
B

S, but it tinkers about w
ith reali-

ties th
at are stron

g en
ou

gh
 an

d
 cer• 

tainly im
portant enough to have been 

sating w
ays.  

presen
ted in

_less gim
m

icky and. obfu&
., 

T
o the credit, perhaps the salvation, 

of "K
ing," the title role is played w

ith 
striking em

pathy and consistent con-
viction by P

aul W
infield. It couldn't 

h
ave been easy to m

ake a m
an so leg-

endary and so w
idely idolized—

how
-

ever w
idely derided he also w

as in his
.  

. tim
e—

as believable and life-sized as 
this. W

infield is outstanding.  

scenes that his perform
ance proves in-

ad
eq

u
ate, b

ecau
se th

e sp
eech

es of 
M

artin L
uther K

ing w
ere delivered 

w
ith a penetrating force and theatri-

cal flourish that m
ake them

 unforget-
tab

le. T
h

ose of u
s w

h
o lived

 th
e era 

through television can close our eyes 
and hear the "I have a dream

" speech 
ju

st as h
e d

elivered
 it, so th

at W
in

-
field

's version
 is d

oom
ed

 to fall b
y 

com
parison, and does. 

M
ann directs the speech scenes so 

poorly, anyw
ay, that W

infield is re-
p

eated
ly u

n
d

ercu
t ju

st w
h

en
 h

e's 
w

ork
in

g u
p

 som
e real evan

gelical 
steam

. Standing ovations occur at the 
oddest and m

ost disruptive m
om

ents 
and M

ann is obsessed w
ith show

ing 
us this audience reaction. 

T
here's so m

uch random
 applause it 

begin
s to look

 lik
e a 

D
ean

 M
artin 

R
oast P

erhaps M
ann could only rel- 

ate,'to K
ing's success w

ith crow
ds in 

show
-biz term

s; it w
ould figure. 

C
icely T

yson brings nobility w
ith-

ou
t p

iety to th
e role of M

rs. 
K

in
g, 

th
ou

gh
 it is rough going for both her 

and W
infield during M

ann's sloppy 
and unseem

ly courtship scenes. T
he 

quality of other perform
ances varies 

but tw
o exceptional actors stand out: 

H
ow

ard R
ollins, w

ho is sensational as 
A

ndrew
 Y

oung—
or the version of A

n-
drew

 Y
oung that M

ann created w
ith 

Y
oung's approval—

and 
K

en
n

eth
 M

c-
M

illan, w
ho is brilliantly terrifying as 

police chief "B
ull" C

onnor. 
Joh

n
 an

d
 R

ob
ert K

en
n

ed
y are 

show
n w

atching the B
irm

ingham
 dem

-
onstrations on television. M

ann's dia- 

logue m
akes them

 sound preoccupied 
w

ith iolitical consequences only and, 
th

erefore, w
ith

in
 th

e con
text 

of 
"

K
in

g,"
 sligh

tly d
ish

on
orab

le. B
u

t 
K

in
g w

as also a politician, and a skill-
ful one, and it is specious for K

in
g to 

state that politics Is m
orally suspect.. 

A
t this point in the film

, M
ann bad 

P
resident K

ennedy saying, "Im
agism

 
th

e b
—

s it tak
es to try to in

tegrate 
B

irm
ingham

." M
aim

 insists the liners 
authentic and told to him

 by B
obby 

K
ennedy som

e tim
e later. A

uthentic 
or n

ot, th
e N

B
C

 cen
sor h

as sin
ce es 

dered it deleted. 
A

dvance criticsm
 of "K

ing" tram
 

A
bernathy contended that M

ann pis 
trayed K

ing as dependent on the lend 
ership and beneficence of certain 
blesse obige w

hites. A
 scene in "K

W
 

su
p

p
orts th

is ch
arge; on

e of 
fit 

few
 tim

es M
an

n
 h

as 
K

in
g 

breed 
ing into tears is w

hen K
ing has to dris- 

m
iss a w

hite law
yer from

 the m
aw

s 
relen

t b
ecau

se th
e F

B
I h

as fou
n

d
 a 

C
o
m

m
u

n
it sk

eleto
n

 in
 th

e m
a
il 

closet 
T

he T
ony B

ennett scenes, narrabd 
by B

ennett, seem
 to say that racial II 

olen
ce in

 th
e S

ou
th

 on
ly really in

t 
horrible w

h
en

 it w
as even

 directed 
again

st sym
p

ath
etic w

h
ites. A

t b
ed

 
th

e scenes are ludicrous and grand-
tons. 

A
t a press conference that follovad 

a screening of "K
ing," in unfinished 

form
, last m

on
th

 in
 L

os A
n

gela!, 
M

ann defended such touches. "T
onyir 

a personal friend," he said of the B
ee. 

nett appearance. 	
thought it w

adi/ 

be poignant H
e represents hundreds 

o
f en

terta
in

ers w
h

o
 d

id
 th

a
t 

(perform
ed at civil rights rallies in 

the South)." 	
. 

M
ann called the *m

illion produc-
tion "m

y spiritual love letter" to K
ing 

because, "T
o m

e, he's really our great 
est A

m
erican." H

e defended the por- 
trayals of Joh

n
 . an

d
 R

ob
ert K

en
-

nedy and said they w
ere not m

eant to 
be derogatory. O

f B
obby, M

ann said, 
"T

o m
e, he is a m

an w
ho grow

s," and 
of Jack, "H

e w
as a m

an w
ho grew

." 
T

he $64 question, though, w
as w

hy 
M

ann, w
ho did not h

ave directorial 
experience, directed the film

 him
self 

In
stead

 of h
irin

g som
eon

e b
etter 

equipped to do it M
ann gave that one 

a $84 answ
er. "I don't w

ant to nam
e-

drop," he said, "but it w
as C

ary G
rant 

w
ho suggested it" 
B

ut the fact rem
ains that the sub-

ject of "K
ing" has such strength and 

still carries su
ch

 m
ean

in
g th

at th
e 

film
's m

any shortcom
ings often seem

 
unim

portant 
M

an
n

 in
sists th

at h
is film

 
is "

fa
r 

m
ore explosive than anything you'll 

see in any feature m
otion picture this 

year or for m
any years," and although 

th
at's ju

st m
ore H

ollyw
ood

 h
ooey, 

"K
ing" is uncom

m
only and undeni-

ably pow
erful television—

a harrow
ing 

account of how
 difficult it w

as to ef-
fect m

o
n

u
m

en
ta

l so
cia

l ch
a
n

g
e 

through nonviolent m
eans and to be-

com
e, in the process, one of the m

ost 
influential pacifists in h

istory. 
It Is a great story, and som

eday a 
great storyteller m

ay tell it. 


