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'PRIMARY' CAPTURES KENNEDY BEFORE CAMELOT AND DALLAS


-- What were the Kennedys really like? You're not going to get a more unadorned look at them, or their times, than in "Primary" (8 p.m., TCM). This 1960 documentary about that year's Wisconsin primary battle between Sens. John F. Kennedy and Hubert H. Humphrey was shot in a revolutionary style known as Direct Cinema or Cinema Verite. Employing newly developed portable cameras and sound equipment, filmmakers Robert Drew, Richard Leacock, Albert Maysles and D.A. Pennebaker were able to follow the candidates, their entourages and their families, as well as voters, in a relatively unobtrusive manner, gaining remarkable intimacy and immediacy.


"Primary" could not be more bare bones. But art emerges from its insistent minimalism. Cameras follow shoes as primary voters cast their ballots. We see Humphrey before farmers and mechanics and eavesdrop on his frustrations while going from one campaign stop to another accompanied only by a driver. The Kennedy campaign is better funded, and the candidate's wife stands out glamorously amid farmers' wives. But even the millionaire Kennedys are rather low-key by contemporary standards. 


In fact, "Primary" offers a remarkable window on the world of 1960, a time of cloth coats, men in hats and women wearing kerchiefs and scarves. People seem plainer, unburdened by the material wealth and physical corpulence that passes for "normal" in 2013. 


"Primary" collaborator Albert Maysles went on to work with his brother, David, on similarly intimate works, chronicling bible salesmen in "Salesman" (1968) and The Rolling Stones in "Gimme Shelter" (1970). Their disturbing masterpiece, "Grey Gardens" (1976), captured the decaying mansion and unraveling minds of two East Hampton socialites who happened to be relatives of Jacqueline Kennedy. 


This approach to documentary film clearly inspired television projects, including "An American Family" (1971) and MTV's "The Real World," and what we have come to know as reality TV. 


Two other contemporary Kennedy documentaries, "Adventures on the New Frontier" (9:15 p.m.) and "Crisis" (10:30 p.m.), follow. 


-- Apparently, we haven't heard the last word about the Kennedy assassination. "JFK: The Lost Tapes" (7 p.m., Discovery, TV-14) revisits remastered audio recorded on Air Force One and within the Dallas Police Department headquarters that reveals the chaotic scramble for answers in the moments and hours after the president's murder. 


 TONIGHT'S OTHER HIGHLIGHTS 


-- Live eliminations continue on "The X Factor" (9 p.m., Fox, TV-14). 


-- Billy Joel tributes performed on "Glee" (9 p.m. Fox, TV-14). 


-- Ben worries about a casual conversation with Derek on "Grey's Anatomy" (9 p.m., ABC, TV-14).


-- The 1930s inspire fashions on "Project Runway All Stars" (9 p.m., Lifetime, TV-PG).


-- Camille attempts to pass as her own cousin on "The Returned" (9 p.m., Sundance, TV-MA).


-- Mike's parents (Candice Bergen and Charles Grodin) descend for the holidays on "The Michael J. Fox Show" (9:30 p.m., NBC, TV-PG).


-- A serial killer case creates a conflict with the police on "Elementary" (10 p.m., CBS, TV-14).


-- Election Day becomes a teachable moment on "Parenthood" (10 p.m., NBC, TV-PG).


-- Damage control on "Scandal" (10 p.m., ABC, TV-14).


CULT CHOICE 


A world-weary detective (Harrison Ford) terminates outmoded androids in director Ridley Scott's 1982 science-fiction mystery "Blade Runner" (6:30 p.m. and 10:15 p.m., Sundance). 


SERIES NOTES


The gang finds the perfect place for the holidays on "The Big Bang Theory" (8 p.m., CBS, TV-PG) ... On two episodes of "Parks and Recreation" (NBC, TV-PG): Leslie's bucket list (8 p.m.); Ron needs help (8:30 p.m.) ... Jafar wants the skinny on Alice on "Once Upon a Time in Wonderland" (8 p.m., ABC, TV-PG) ... Too busy to party on "The Vampire Diaries" (8 p.m., CW, TV-14) ... Carol's online dating site is bugged on "The Millers" (8:30 p.m., CBS, TV-PG). 


An office softball rivalry emerges on "The Crazy Ones" (9 p.m., CBS, TV-14) ... Sean searches for an office snitch on "Sean Saves the World" (9 p.m., NBC, TV-14) ... Catherine takes drastic steps on Mary's behalf on "Reign" (9 p.m., CW, TV-14) ... Walden accepts Rose's help on "Two and a Half Men" (9:30 p.m., CBS, TV-14).


LATE NIGHT 


Tom Brokaw is scheduled on "The Daily Show With Jon Stewart" (11 p.m., Comedy Central) ... James Franco appears on "Conan" (11 p.m., TBS) ... Moshe Kasher, Alice Wetterlund and Kurt Braunohler are booked on "Chelsea Lately" (11 p.m., E!) ... J.J. Abrams sits down on "The Colbert Report" (11:30 p.m., Comedy Central) ... Keegan-Michael Key, Jordan Peele, Rosie Perez and Yo Gotti featuring T.I. are booked on "The Arsenio Hall Show" (syndicated, check local listings).


Jonah Hill and Chiwetel Ejiofor appear on "Late Show With David Letterman" (11:35 p.m., CBS) ... Jay Leno welcomes Kristen Bell, David Gregory and Julian Lennon on "The Tonight Show" (11:35 p.m., NBC) ... Tracy Morgan, Chris Pratt and Pusha T appear on "Jimmy Kimmel Live" (11:35 p.m., ABC). 


Liam Hemsworth, Bobby Moynihan and Sleigh Bells visit "Late Night With Jimmy Fallon" (12:35 a.m., NBC) ... Craig Ferguson hosts David Arquette and Krysten Ritter on "The Late Late Show" (12:35 a.m., CBS).


(Kevin McDonough can be reached at kevin.tvguy@gmail.com.)
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