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Visual evidence not the whole story for !Ong or JFK 
F

E
W

 V
IS

U
A

L
 IM

A
G

E
S

 H
A

V
E

 H
A

D
 such devas-

tating im
pact on our society as those of Los A

ngeles 
p
o
lice

 o
ffice

rs b
e
a
tin

g
 b

la
ck m

o
to

rist R
o
d
n
e
y K

in
g
. 

B
ut the radically different w

ays people have seen G
eorge 

H
o

llid
a

y's a
m

a
te

u
r vid

e
o

 ra
ise

 im
p

o
rta

n
t q

u
e

stio
n

s 
about the pow

er and significance of m
oving im

ages. 
In

 th
e
 m

id
st o

f th
e
 rio

ts p
ro

vo
ke

d
 b

y th
e
 a

ll-w
h
ite

 S
im

i 
V

alley jury's acquittal of those officers, 177 college pro-
fessors w

ho belong to the S
ociety of C

inem
a S

tudies 
signed a petition voicing outrage over the verdict and 
p

o
in

tin
g

 o
u

t th
a

t it "co
n

tra
d

icts p
o

w
e

rfu
l visu

a
l e

vi-
dence—

video evidence of excessive police brutality seen 
g
lo

b
a
lly. 

"T
he reaction in the streets of Los A

ngeles and other 
cities is fueled by the jury's deliberate refusal to 'see' this 
visual evidence the w

ay that m
ost of us—

 regardless of 
color —

 saw
 these im

ages." 
P

eople w
ho m

ake and w
rite about film

s and video tend 
to assum

e that visuals take precedence over w
ords. B

ut 
th

e
 K

in
g

 ve
rd

ict dem
onstrates that is not alw

ays true. 
D

a
rryl M

o
u

n
g

e
r, th

e
 la

w
ye

r fo
r a

cq
u

itte
d

 S
g

t. S
ta

ce
y 

K
o

o
n

, a
rg

u
e

d
: "A

 p
ictu

re
 is w

o
rth

 a
 th

o
u

sa
n

d
 w

o
rd

s, b
u

t 
a lot of tim

es it takes a thousand w
ords to explain a 

picture. W
hat you think you see isn't alw

ays w
hat you 

se
e
." 

A
nne F

riedberg, an assistant professor of film
 at U

C
 

Irvine w
ho signed the S

ociety of C
inem

a S
tudies peti-

tio
n

, th
in

ks it's "d
e

b
a

ta
b

le
" w

h
e

th
e

r th
e

 ju
ro

rs w
e

re
 

"desensitized" to the video by their experience of having 
it repeatedly screened and m

inutely analyzed in court, as 
th

e
 p

e
titio

n
 co

n
te

n
d

e
d

. 
"T

o those of us w
ho w

ere outraged by (the video), the 
m

ore you see it, the outrage doesn't go aw
ay," she said. 

"B
ut for som

e reason, the jury seem
ed to be convinced 

o
th

e
rw

ise
." 

T
he underlying reason seem

ed to be that the jury w
as 

p
re

d
isp

o
se

d
 id

e
o

lo
g

ica
lly to

 b
e

lie
ve

 th
e

 o
ffice

rs' ju
stifi-

cations of the beating, such as the argum
ent that K

ing 
w

a
s "co

n
tro

llin
g
 th

e
 in

cid
e
n
t" b

y n
o
t b

e
in

g
 to

ta
lly p

a
s-

sive, as if that justified the violence. T
he jury chose not to 

believe the stark visual evidence of a group of arm
ed m

en 
in uniform

 stom
ping and bludgeoning a helpless, un- 

a
rm

e
d
 in

d
ivid

u
a
l. 

A
s F

riedberg observes, "P
art of w

hat is so disturbing 
and upsetting about the verdict and the reaction for 
those w

ho couldn't believe the argum
ents of the officers 

w
as that it m

ust seem
 in S

outh C
entral L.A

. that the 
police w

ere caught red-handed w
ith the visual evidence. 

"T
he fact that it didn't m

ake any difference, in m
y 

reading, m
ade the evidence seethingly m

ore contribu-
to

ry to
 th

e
 rio

tin
g

. It m
akes m

e think back to the Z
a-

pruder film
, about the rearrangem

ent of the visual evi-
d
e
n
ce

." 

A
B

R
A

H
A

M
 Z

A
P

R
U

D
E

R
'S

 F
A

M
O

U
S

 a
m

a
te

u
r 

film
 of the assassination of P

resident John F
. 

K
ennedy, unlike the K

ing video, w
as not seen 

im
m

ediately by the public. I rem
em

ber hearing shortly 
after the assassination that the film

 probably w
ould be in 

theaters w
ithin the w

eek, but T
im

e Inc. bought the film
 

and locked it aw
ay, allow

ing only selected fram
es to be 

printed in Life m
agazine and elsew

here. 
A

s w
as the case w

ith the K
ing video, the "spin" that 

people put on the Z
apruder film

 m
uddied the historical 

w
aters. 
D

an R
ather, then a C

B
S

 correspondent, saw
 the film

 
the day after the assassination and told the public that 
w

hen the president w
as shot in the head, he "fell fo

rw
a
rd

 
w

ith
 co

n
sid

e
ra

b
le

 vio
le

n
ce

," ra
th

e
r th

a
n

 b
e

in
g

 th
ro

w
n

 
vio

le
n
tly backw

ard by the final head shot as he actually 
w

as. T
he W

arren C
om

m
ission volum

es transposed tw
o 

fram
es of the film

, giving the sam
e im

pression. 	
. 

D
espite the attem

pts by lone-gunm
an theory propo-

nents to rationalize aw
ay the backw

ard head snap by 
b
la

m
in

g
 it o

n
 a

 "n
e
u
ro

m
u
scu

la
r re

a
ctio

n
" o

r a
 "je

t 
effect," other observers, relying on N

ew
ton's second law

  

of m
otion, believe the stark visual evidence of that violent 

im
pact show

s that a second gunm
an w

as firing from
 the 

G
rassy K

noll. 

w
E

 L
IV

E
D

 IN
 A

 less open society in 1963, before 
the F

reedom
 of Inform

ation A
ct and the video 

revolution. B
ut like the K

ing video, the Z
a-

pruder film
, w

hen seen by the m
ass audience in 1975, 

had a profound educational and em
otional im

pact. 
T

he screening of bootlegged copies of the film
 on T

V
 

and elsew
here helped spark a new

 congressional investi-
gation of the assassination, and its inclusion in O

liver 
S

to
n

e
's "JF

K
" h

e
lp

e
d

 b
rin

g
 a

b
o

u
t p

e
n

d
in

g
 le

g
isla

tio
n

 to
 

open still-secret governm
ent files. 

In the K
ing case, the black com

m
unity saw

 the H
ol-

liday tape, w
aited patiently for justice to be done and 

found that there w
as no justice. S

om
e took the only 

outlet they knew
, by rioting in the streets. T

heyw
ere 

spurred to action by the K
ing video, but also, m

ore 
im

p
o

rta
n

tly, b
y its d

e
p

ictio
n

 o
f th

e
 "p

o
lice

 rio
tin

g
" th

a
t 

our society too often sanctions against black A
m

ericans. 
M

uch m
ore can, and w

ill continue to be, w
ritten about 

the other troubling im
ages of the L.A

. rioting —
 the loot-

ing, the brutal attack on w
hite truck driver R

eginald 
D

enny, the panoram
as of a city in flam

es. 

T
H

E
 "S

P
IN

" P
U

T
 O

N
 those im

ages has been 
predictable for anyone w

ho rem
em

bers the w
ay 

the m
edia treated the W

atts and D
etroit riots of 

the 1960s. "T
he m

edia im
agery of the looting has been 

offered as if to justify the verdict, rather than (to say that) 
the verdict justifies the reaction," F

riedberg says. 
T

he m
essage being put out by the m

edia in their 
coverage of the rioting seem

s to be, as F
riedberg sum

-
m

arizes it, "S
ee, these people are anim

als. T
hey deserve 

the kind of behavior the police are doling out to them
. 

T
hey deserve to be beaten." 
S

uch pow
erful im

ages spotlight the responsibility of 
the m

edia to confront them
 honestly, w

ithout bias or 
preconception or ideological blinders, and then to delve 
deeply into w

hat caused them
. T

hat has happened rarely 
enough in the K

ennedy case, and it barely has begun in 
the case of R

odney K
ing. 
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