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ontroversial P

ortrait 
D
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om

e_T
hikering W

ith R
eality, the S

hortcom
ings O

ften S
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 U
nim
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B
y T
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m

 S
h
a
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'X
in

g
,' N

B
C

's six
-h

o
u
r, th

ree-p
art 

film
 o

n
 D

r. M
artin

 L
u
th

er K
in

g
 Jr. 

an
d
 th

e civ
il rig

h
ts m

o
v
em

en
t, starts 

o
u
t a

s a
 c

u
m

b
e
rso

m
e
 a

n
d
 h

e
a
v
y
-

h
an

d
ed

 situ
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n
 trag

ed
y
, b

u
t ev

en
tu

-
ally evolves, in about its fifth hour (to 
air T

u
esd

ay
 n

ig
h
t), in

to
 a stirrin

g
 an

d
 

absorbing portrait of a m
an and a m

is-
sion perfectly m

atched. 
E

v
en

 at its co
n
clu

sio
n
, h

o
w

ev
er, 

"K
in

g
." w

h
ich

 b
eg

in
 w

ith
 a tw

o
-h

o
u
r 

telecast S
u
n
d
ay

 at 9
 p

.m
. o

n
 C

h
an

n
el 

4. doesn't inspire the trem
endous em

o-
tio

n
al release o

n
e h

o
p
es fo

r an
d
 ex

-
peels. T

his is probably because w
riter 

A
b
b
y
 M

an
n
 m

o
u
n
ts a h

ig
h
 h

o
rse o

f 
san

ctim
o
n
io

u
s p

recio
u
sn

ess at th
e 

start an
d
 in

sists o
n
 p

arad
in

g
 h

is o
w

n
  

credentials as a proudly guilty liberal. 
It d

o
esn

't m
ak

e K
in

g
 an

y
 m

o
re h

e-
roic a figure to portray John and R

ob-
ert K

ennedy 
as sp

in
eless v

acillato
rs 

on the civil rights issue; B
obby is de-

p
icted

 as so
m

eth
in

g
 o

f a q
u
iv

erin
g
 

neurotic w
ho doesn't find his courage 

u
n
til v

ery
 late in

 th
e g

am
e. M

an
n
 is 

th
e ch

am
p
 o

f m
o
ralistic rev

isio
n
ism

 

T
V

 P
review

 
an

d
 o

v
er-th

e-sh
o
u
ld

er ju
d
g
m

en
ts, o

f 
p

roclaim
in

g w
ith piety now

 how
 peo-

ple in another tim
e behaved or should 

have behaved. 
M

uch later, M
ann drops coy hints of 

a co
n
sp

iracy
 b

y
 M

em
p
h
is au

th
o
rities 

—
an

d
, im

p
licitly

, th
e F

B
I-4

n
 th

e as- 

sassinatlon of D
r. K

ing. A
 docum

en-
tary

-sty
le d

ram
a o

n
 p

rim
e-tim

e n
et-

w
ork television does not seem

 just the 
fo

ru
m

 • fo
r raisin

g
 su

ch
 sp

ecu
latio

n
, 

especially is a surreptitious, half-w
his-

pered w
ay. 

M
ann is a slickly skillful dram

atist, 
h
o
w

ev
er, an

d
 "K

in
g
" m

ig
h
t h

av
e 

m
a
tc

h
e
d
 th

e
 riv

e
tin

g
 im

p
a
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t o

f 
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o
ts," if o
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ly

 th
e scrip

t had 
been 

sh
ap

ed
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y
 a co

m
p
eten

t d
irecto

r. It 
w

asn
't. T

h
e film

 w
as d

irected
 b
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M
ann him

self and it's safe to say that 
th

e d
irecto

r an
d
 th

e au
th

o
r m

an
ag

ed
 

to bring out som
e of the w

orst in each 
o
th

er. 
W

orse. M
ann has found new

 w
ays 

to abuse the already questionable tac-
tics of the T

V
 docu-dram

a. N
ot only is 

actual new
sreel footage intereut w

ith  

th
e sp

ecu
lativ

e n
a.–

rativ
e, b

u
t o

cca-
sional new

 scenes w
ere shot in black 

and w
hite and w

ith hand-held cam
eras 

so
 th

at th
ey

 w
o
u
.l.c lo

o
k
 lik

e n
ew

s-
reels. too. 
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b
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 b
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o
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g
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concern, and his ow
n real or im

agined 
credibility. than in selling K

ing's sto
ry

 
faithfully and m

ovingly. 
D

ubious em
phasis plagues th

e film
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