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It's rare for a TV show to live up to its own publicity, but last night it happened. BBC2's The Kennedy Assassination: Beyond Conspiracy (Sunday) promised to unravel once and for all the 40-year mystery surrounding the murder of JFK, using clever computer animation - and it did just that.

An animator called Dale Myers spent 10 years building a virtual model of Dealey Plaza in Dallas, mapping on to it a frame-by-frame reconstruction of Abraham Zapruder's home movie of the shooting. With this he could view the incident from every angle, which proved beyond reasonable doubt that all the shots fired at Kennedy's motorcade came from Lee Harvey Oswald on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository. The good old grassy knoll theory, based on fanciful interpretation of a sound recording and introducing the tantalising possibility of a second shooter, was neatly discredited. The police microphone that supposedly caught the bang was in the wrong place at the time. 

Mark Obenhaus's film wasn't just a painstaking re-examination of the evidence - it also analysed our apparent need to believe in a conspiracy. The idea that one delusional individual could do so much damage just doesn't satisfy the appetite for myth, and so from the moment when Jackie screamed "My God - they've killed him!" we've been hunting high and low for "them". President Johnson went to his grave believing that Fidel Castro was behind the hit. Others believed it was the Russians, the CIA, the Mob or any combination of the above.

Peddler-in-chief of conspiracy theories, the mythomaniac film maker Oliver Stone, did more than anyone to validate this rubbish - and now his JFK (given a Saturday-night screening on BBC3) is almost the standard text on the subject. Gratifyingly, The Kennedy Assassination did a fact-by-fact demolition job on Stone's cocktail of fiction and half-truth. There was no "magic bullet". Jack Ruby was not a hitman. Jim Garrison never made those rousing speeches delivered with such stomach-churning sincerity by Kevin Costner. Stone's admitted "dramatic licence" never looked more hollow and self-serving.

There are plenty of pale young men for whom the evaporation of the conspiracy theory will come as something like a bereavement. For the rest of us, though, it's much more interesting to consider Lee Harvey Oswald as the ultimate poster boy for American malaise, the thorn in the side of the world's largest democracy. Oswald's story, from lonely childhood right through to desperate, failed attempts to defect to Russia and Cuba, is truly worthy of study. And the intimate connection between the murders and the media - Ruby shot Oswald on live TV - was without doubt the turning point of 20th-century broadcasting.

Another anniversary, another death: it was 50 years ago that Dylan Thomas supposedly drank himself to death in a Greenwich Village bar. Yet here was another legend debunked; Thomas actually died, according to presenter Nigel Williams, from half a grain of morphine administered by a dodgy Gramercy Park doctor in the Chelsea Hotel. It was all of a piece with the rest of the story that unfolded, in reverse order, in Arena: Dylan Thomas - From Grave to Cradle (Saturday, BBC2). Thomas was fatally feted by his American admirers ("arse-lickers" according to his wife, Caitlin), who wanted their poets drunk, stoned and out of control.

Working back from that messy end, we met a different Dylan, a reliable professional who drank half pints and could spend days in his shed struggling over a single line. We heard his surprisingly posh, non-Welsh voice (he described himself as "a poor man's Charles Laughton") doing hammy readings of his gnomic verse. And we ended up in the place Thomas never really left - his idyllic Swansea childhood, the vivid essence of which he would spend a lifetime chasing in poetry. As the myths dropped away, we were left with the boy Dylan in his little bedroom in Cwmdonkin Drive "writing, writing, writing," according to his mother. It almost began to seem worth pulling down the dusty Collected Poems from the shelf and seeing if they made any more sense 20 years after they were last opened.

After all this death, it was a relief to bask in the calming loveliness of Natural World (BBC2, Sunday), a trippy trip through southern Africa's sandy deserts. Along the way we met an eccentric cast of chameleons, big white spiders and, best of all, the totally blind, spherical Golden Mole, a sort of termite-guzzling tribble that would make a great addition to any sandpit.



LOAD-DATE: November 24, 2003
