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The Televised Past

ERIC FONER

few woaks ago, 1 apent thres
days in California attending
conference devoted to the doc-

wdrama, that blend of fmet
and fietion now so rmuch in vogue on tel-
evision. Among the fifty-odd partiel-
pants were such TV humullhh ns
David Susskind and Roots prodiocay
David Wolper, along with & hoat of
writers, directors and network exeous
tives, There were also a few TV eritica
and & numbar of outside stars guch o
ore Vidal (who angored his sudloncs
by announcing that he never watchos
television), along with four historians of
rather more modest fame.

Like the rest of television program-
ming, docudramas ran the gamut from
serious drama to opera, bul moat
begin with the laud E.'I& intention of il-
luminating an aspect of the past. Bome
of these, |ike twa shows re-creating the
Entebbe raid, are thrown together with
& haste mirrored in the shoddinesa of
the productions, Others, like The Adams
Chyonieles or the dramatization of Wa-
tergate, John Dean's Blind Awebibion,
are high-budget affairs, thoroughly re-
searched and years in the making. Col-
ligton Oowrrse: Truman and Masdrthur
and The Ordeal af Patty Hearst bypily,
gach in its own way, shows which deal
with real peaple in real situations, Oth-
ers, like Holocaust, portray fictional

. characters in & historical setting.

Obwiously, the ‘mingling of fact and
fiction, history and dramas, is nothing
new. W hat i& new is not the docudrama
form itself but the insistant claims for
historical authentieity that ascompany
it and the controversy these claims have
arpused, Sharp eriticism of the genre
has appeared in the pages of TV (Guddas,
The New York Thmes, Saturday Reviow
and other publications. The docudrama
form has been accused of allowing fic-
tlon to masquerade as history, of allow-
ing writers to play fast and looss with
the facts while retaining the venssr of
historical authenticity. The critics are
alarmed by what they perceive as dis-
torted history reaching the huge au-
dience commanded by television.

Not only TV eritics but network axec-
utives, too, are uneasy over the recent
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flood of docudramas. In partieular,
they are alarmed by a vulnerability to
litigation arising from ambiguities in
the law governing privacy, publicity
nnd defamation of character. A docu-
dreama on tho Seottsboro caso resulted
in an unsucsesslul lawsult by ane of the
sarviving white women in the trial
CB8 setiled out of coart with the
formar wife of blacklisted newsman
Jahn Hanry Faulle, who ohjectoed to her

* portrayal in Fear on Trial,

Despite quibbling by the critics and
pccaslonal lawsults, docudramas are
blg business. Their ratings range from
the apectacular muscess of Roots to the
disuater of Kimg, but most do signifi-
cantly bettor’ than the average series.
Moreover, elevision people believe that
the clalm of historical suthenticity is
eapecially importani for promotion, Al-
though historieal fiction is & time-
honored gonre, networks, producers
and writers all reslst the notion that
docudramas should be labeled and
thought of in this way. The claim of
truth, according to one executive, means
ten extra ratings peints, an important
consideration at & tima of the fiercest
ratings war in television history.

It s interesting ihat many docu-
drama producers &re CX-00CUMENtAry
mekers who blend thelr  respect for
“reality” with an affinity for the larger
sudiences and freedom to invent which
are afforded by the docudrama. As one
producer told the conference. “I used to
film the outside of the White House and
wondar what was guing on in the Oval
Office. Mow I cah imagine it." Thus,
like the term “docudrama® [tsalf, prac-
titicners of the art are somewhat schiz-
ophrenic. Thay want the creative freo-
dom of the artist but also the imprima-
tur of the historian, an air of authen-
thcity without the [ull responsibility
that goes along with ik

Despite thess inherent probloma, doc-
udramas like Roots are in a class of
their own when compared with what
passes for prime-time TY enteriain-
ment. Historians, moreover, should be
grateful that, at & timae of declining on-
rollments in college and high school hin-
tory courses, the docudrama boom
reveals 3 broad receptivity to historical
subject matter. Much of the intereat in
televised history in aimply voyourism,
wideo expost of the secret livas of histor-

ical colebritiea, But the betier shows
not only present compelling explers-
tions of historical themes, they chal-
lenge the historical profession fs re-
spond ereatively to the mass andience
for history reflected, and stimulated. in
successful docudrama.

Nonetheless, it is nol surprising that
many historians look askance at this
partieular gift borse. For the history
presented s, almast dis~
torted. Compared to film, the .HI“IIII
of belevision seems io demand & smaller
scdle—close-ups, small groups, scaled-
down sound—in its presentation of his-
torical eventz It is hardly surprising
then that in 50 many docudramas, the
dramatic space is reduced to a single
focus: & historical personage, & famouos
courtroom trial, & family,

But the fact that individual action is
highlighted and ecollective action ig-
mored is not $imply & consequence of the
small screen. Even more, one suspects,
it reflects the persistent hold of that pe-
culinrly American strand of individual-
iam om the writers. In Roofs: The Next
ﬂnr'wﬁn' for example—posaibly the

finest exploration of the black expe-
rience ever presented on television—
political and sconomic forces are trans-
formed into personal ones. Blacks are
disenfranchised becavse a fow white
leaders stand to gain from it black
gharecroppers get their A A A, benefits
mot by organizing o sharecroppers’
union but through the intervention of
Alex Haley's father. King made the
back revolution the work of ona min,
Toal Gunner Joe made MeCarthyiam
tha product of & single somewhat de-
ranged individual. If “the personal is
political” was the slogan of the 1960s,
docodramas seem to assume that the
politieal is unfailingly personal.

Monetheless, no one can clalm that
television is presenting a sugarcoated
version of American history. Roods,
both the first and second parts, was a
powerful indictment of American rac-
ism. Audiences have been treated to
extrermely unisvorable portraits of Me-
Carthyism (Tail Gunner Joe and Fear
on Trial), s harrowing account of the
dotention of Japanese-A mericans (Fare-
well to Manganar), and the suppression
of the American Indians (F Wil Fight
No More Forever). Bevarnl projects
dealing with Vietnam are being pre-
pared, and while NBC recently killed &
docudrama on the Pueblo In-

n° disns, ABC ig dramatizing our home-

grown holocaust, the experience of the
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Creeksand Cherokees in the Trail of
Tears. "
Although many of the asembled
writers and producers at the confer-
ence insisted that there can be 3 docu-
drama without a point of view, or, in
good positivist fashion, thal an inter-
. pretation emerges inductively from the
mast af material gathered for the pro-
duction, televizion is. in fact, presenting
a coherent vision of America’s past. Re-
eent docodramas are conselidating and
nlii.l.trr-fwlmﬂluﬁilluﬂurﬂi
sionest view of this country's domestic
history which gained currency among
historizns in the 1960s. and iz mow
hrudlrtmptﬂlmthe:ndnnmwurld
and

sionist literature, 8 reaction sguinst the
bland “consensus™ history of the 19503
and & response to the rise of black con-
sciousness in the 1960s, porirays Amer-
jcan history as [lled with group con-
fisct, racial injosiice amd threais to

democratic institutions.
- Television's paint of view seems firm-
ly ensconced within this revisionist con-
sengus. Nor does il veniure bevond it
eithver to the left or to the right. 1t isdif-
ficult to imagine the networks drama-
, tizing Watergate from Richard Nixon's
point of view, just a= [ do not expect to
st¢ 3 docudrama on Eogene V. Debs
and the old Socialist Farty. Also, TV
history is only selectively revisionist. If
racial injustice is an acceptable subject,
class conflict ® mol The hstory of
American labor i gnored in the docu-
drama. as 15 thé experience of the 1m-
migrant, The fiftieth anniversary of the
execution of Saceo and Vanzetti, the oe-
casion of extensive coverage on French
and Italian TV. passed unmarked by
the American networks, including PBS.

MHor has television proved particu-
larly adventurous in dealing with for-
eign policy. A docodrama on the Cuban
missile crisis of 1962 virtually camon-
ized Johm F. Kennedy, and the same ap-
proach characierized Tramas af Pafs-
dam. The revisionizi-portrait of Koose-
velt and Truman as deeply implicated
in the origins of the cold war has yet to
appear on the TV screen. Aside from
Nixon, in fact. twenbeth-century Presi-
dents tend to be treated with kid gloves.
The recently aired fire did portray Win-
ston Churchill as being more interested
in confronting the Russians than in res-
cuing France from Naxi sccupation
during World War 11, but it suggested
that Roosevelt and Eisenhower would
have none of this “politicization™ of the
war elfort. In Bocksfoirz af the Wheir
House, a suocession of modern Presi-
dents are presented as. thoroughly apo-

ditical individuals, imoffensive and rath-
er congenial. except for Warren Hard-
ing who, we are fold, had a drinking
problem and an eye for beautifal
T i

Television, moreover, ssems destinet-
Iy wncomfortable with historical mate-
rial which does not have s finite ending.
The ratings failare of King = widely at-
triboted 1o its “depressing” denoe-
ment—ihe sssassination and the pro-

phasis en docodrama may, in fact; re-
flect an escape from contemporary
mﬂm:ummmﬁmﬂm

tary his s clearly delineated structure

our third President’s reputation.
Eveén more important than & fear of
eonlroversy in explaining the demise of
ihe documentary are the almighiy rat-
ings, & consideration never far from the
surface in any digeussion of TV pro-
gramming. Execotives, writers and
prodacers ane Unknimous in oné convics
tion: “No one watches documentaries™
{Of course, “no ome,” in this context,
mir mean 2) million people ) As Art

“A mamorable work

.Ranald
Fraser, n goang o the source dself —
e Resh-and-biood survwors — has
capluned the feel of the

War. s as cioss o the

truth aswe ll gverget ™ — STuDS TESsEL

“An 2 - = JOSEP
FONTARA, Prolessor of History.
Uersprariig AckOmnoms g

“impressive, d:ll:-
tive, 8 formidable Feal.
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Buchwald observed, the matto of the
conference might have been, “Whaether
you are a prodwcer, director, writer or
historian, you have a right o maks &
buck.”

This conclusion may be harsh, but it
does point up & problem left unresolved
at the docudrama conference. The writ-
ers and producers aré being pulled ai-
multanecusly in thres directions by the
claims of drama, history and finance. If
the marriage of history and drama is
difficult, that of ari and industry is
aven more #o.

The fact is, however, that these doc-
udramas are toaching history. My stu-
dents' conception of slavery is more
likely to some from Kools, their pictare
of MeCarthyism from Tad Gunner Joe,
than from the monographs | and my
colleagues write, But given the present
structure of the felevision industry, it
seems unlikely that, however outstand-
ing individual productions mey be, tele-
vision can fully live up to its potential
for illuminating the American -past. O

The
Odd Couple

LEONARD MICHAELS

THE MNABOKOV-WILSON LET-

TERS. Edited by Simon Karlinsky.
Harper & Row. 846 pp. 815.

* I odnsider this movel to be my best
thing im English, and though the
themas and situation are desidedly sen-
gunud, 1A art 8 pure and its fum
riotous, —MNaboker fo Wilsom
I Nike [t lesz than wﬂ\[‘n‘gh{ln{
FOUFE . . . the charasters and the siton- -

tion gre ropulsive.
— Wilson to Nabokoy

he Nabokov-Wilson

1340-V1, written when they

were mainly good friends, have

been edited by Simon Kar-
linsky with useful annotation thmu.gh—
oot and a superb introdoctory essay in
which Karlinsky reviews disagree.
ments that flicker and blaze through
the letters, anticipating the famous
public battle upon the oceasion of Viad-
imir Nabokov's edition of Eupens One=
gin. A laborious, scholarly, brilliant,
idiosyneratic work, Edmund Wilson re-
viewed it negatively. He also didn't like

Leonard Michaely iz the author of 1
Would Have Sayed Them if I Could
(Farrar, Straus & Giroux).

letters,

Lolita, which I8 more surprising be-
causs anyons can see the novel is tro-
maendously good and, besides, Mabokov
earafully told Wilson how mueh the
book meant to him; furthermore, Wil-
son did like The Story of O and the nov-
els of Genet and, aceording to Wilson's
journal, Upstate, he and Nabokov al-
ways agreed in relishing parnographic
works or, as we say in California, “shar-
ing™ them. But of course Lolita isn't
pornographie; {ts erotic substance,
weirdly sublimated into love, is sarme-
thing like the poetry of Crashaw which
is perhaps, in Wilson's sense, also “re-
pulsive.” In any case, one' thing seems
painfully definite: Wilson reacted very
negatively, in private letters and public
commentary, W0 the works MNabokov
'E;‘ﬂﬂ about moat, precisely his works of

Wilson's public commentary certain-
ly does not reflect the affectionates spirit
of his letters: indeed, without the let-
ters, it might be diffieult to believe, de
gpite his great penerosity toward NMabo-
kov in forthering his literary caresr,
that Wilson H:Ill:r liked him personally
at all. But Wilson's public commentary
certainly does reflect the years of dis-
egroement in the letiers on i.mlnrl.'!,
grnall, and very different in kind. EI*

smples of this i incongruous variety are:

(1) Wilsan's faith in the Russian lnuin—
tiom, inelnding such Marxist monstrosi-
ties as Lenin, 15 ungualified by Nabe-

kov's persistent efforts to give him the.

bad news; (£) Wilson = uneonwipesd
that sexual intereourse iz possibls in s
taxicab despite Nabokov's insistence
that it is; (#) Wilson never seems to be-
lieve he doesn't know enough about
Russian poetry to argue shout its metr-
cal systern with Nabokov, and neither
of them notices how tediously intricate,

- mechanical and irrelevant to any poet-

ry their arguments become.

Nabokov iz sornetimes pui:.ntlt and
provocative in the lettars, but he is gen-
erally more right than Wilson and, if
more heated, also warmer; once, urging
Wilson to write him, he says, “T love
your letbers,” When they disagree about
the quality of famous writers, Wilson is
much more right than Nabokov but, ap-
parently, Nabokov was constitutionally
incapable of respecting certain groat
names. Henry James and Dostoevsky,
g0 different from one another, are ex-
amples of his unprediclable distastes.
The letters contain o good deal more
than disagreaments, There is a lot of in-
teresting talk About money, illness,
jobs, writing projects, editorial policy
at The New Yorker, books, porsons and
butterflies. But the disagreomenta will
attract the most attention not only be-

cause they make the hest Iittrinr go%-
gip but alsp because they give fascinat-
ing complexity to the drama of the
Mabakov-Wilson letters and the dizas-
trous friendahip,

Like many marrisges, apparently,
their [riendship seemed to require
bickering and contradiction lest the -
ecouple diseover its fundamental ineome-
patibility, This bacomes more compli-
cated in the Nabokov-Wilson friendship
if ane looks at Wilson's comments on
Nabokov's novels and his comments an
The Story af 0. A peculiar inconsisténcy

, Suggpeating an incompatibility
ilson suffered with himself. In Ifp-
state he complaing that MNabokov hamil-
iates the characters in his mowvels, but
then he merely refers to The Story af O
as “that highly sophisticated and amus-
ing pornographic work.” One might
guppose, if Wilson was sengitive to ha-
miliation in novels, he would notica that
the heroine of The Story of Ois whipped
repeatedly, viclently penetrated at ev-
ery accessible orifics, and at last hide-
ously disfigured. In effect, somewhat
humiliated—eertainly more than any
homiliates in Nabokov's novels, As for
the "highly sophistizated and amuosing
gqualities of the novel,” what could Wil-
son mean? Its systematic and rectitudi-
nous clarity? lts severaly chaste, humor-
ke, Invineibly un-self-conscious, nar-
row objectivity? Wilson says, *I ssked
Volodya whether it seemed to him there
was soméething & little queer about the
French, and suggoested the book might
have bean written by & Russian. He an-
swered, A Pole, perhaps."” It isn"t ob-
vious that Wilson is joking. If he is, he is
being too heavy and not funny. But he 18
answerad with the delightful flaxibility -
of feeling typical of Nabokov and,
though Mabokoy makesoniy a little pun,
it suggests, just as their respective
styles sugpesti—one so wittily volatile
and luxurious. the other plainly precise
and strongly “self-consistent”—a differ-
ence in sensibilities which, given car-
tain compatitive dispositiona In the
great writer and powerfal eritie, might
have made them mutuslly ropugnant
sooner or later. And yet the letters,
wonderful for their humor, (ntelli-
gence, love and smimcerity, make this
seem  impoasible. Their Ifriendship
seems 100 good to have culminated in
such wrotched disconnéction.

The lgtters are important in many
ways and they are excellent reading,
but it is hard o discuss them with a
good consclence. One begins ialing
gldes without able to know the
personal complications behind the bet-
tors, complications that are not one's
business anyhow. [ course Mabokov




