Columbo Knows the Butler Didn’t Do It

By JEFF GREENFIELD

HE popularity of “Columbo” is as
intense as it is puzzling. Dinner
parties are adjourned, trips to
movies postponed, and telephone

calls hastily concluded (“It’s starting
now, I gotta go.” “Migod, it’s 8:40, what
did I miss?”), all for a detective show
that tells us whodunit, howhedunit, and
whyhedunit all before the first com-
mercial.

Why? Peter Falk’s characterization is
part of the answer of course; he plays
Lieutenant Columbo with sleepy-eyed,
slow-footed, crazy-like-a-fox charm. But
shtick —even first-class shtick— goes
only so far. Nor is it especially fasci-
nating to watch Columbo piece together
clues that are often telegraphed far in
advance. No, there is something else
which gives “Columbo” a special appeal
—something almost never seen on com-
mercial television. That something is a
strong, healthy dose of class antago-
nism. The one constant in “Columbo”
is that, with every episode, a working-
class hero brings to justice a member
of America’s social and economic elite.

The homicide files in Columbo’s of-
fice must contain the highest per-capita
income group of any criminals outside
of antitrust law. We never see a robber
shooting a grocery store owner out of
panic or savagery; there are no bar-
room quarrels settled with a Saturday
Night Special; no murderous shootouts
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between drug dealers or numbers run-
ners. The Kkillers in Columbo’s world
are art collectors, surgeons, high-priced
lawyers, sports executives, a symphony
conductor of Bernsteinian charisma—
even a world chess champion. They are
rich and white (if Columbo ever does
track down a black killer, it will surely
be a famous writer or singer or athlete
or politician, rather than a product of
Watts).

“Columbo’s” villains are not simply
rich; they are privileged. They live the
lives that are for most of us hopeless
daydreams: houses on top of moun-
tains, with pools, servants, and sliding
doors; parties with women in slinky
dresses, and endless food and drink;
plush, enclosed box seats at professional
sports events; the envy and admiration
of the Crowd. While we choose between
Johnny Carson and “Invasion of the
Body-Snatchers,” they are at screenings
of movies the rest of us wait in line
for on Third Avenue three months later.

*

Into the lives of these privileged rich
stumbles Lieutenant Columbo—a dwell-
er in another world. His suspects are
Los Angeles paradigms: sleek, shiny,
impeccably dressed, tanned by the om-
nipresent sun. Columbo, on the other
hand, appears to have been plucked

from Queens Boulevard by helicopter,

and set down an instant later in Topan-
ga Canyon. His hair is tousled, not
styled and sprayed. His chin is pale and
stubbled. He has even forgotten to take
off his raincoat, a garment thoroughly

out of place in Los Angeles eight
months of the year. Columbo is also
unabashedly stunned by and envious
of the life style of his quarry.

“Geez, that is some car,” he tells the
symphony conductor. “Ya know, Il
bet that car costs more than I make in
a year.”

“Say, can I ask you something per-
sonal?” he says to a suspect wearing
$50-dollar shoes. “Ya know where I can
buy a pair of shoes like that for $8.95?”

“Boy, I bet this house musta cost—I
dunno, hundred, what, hundred fifty
thousand?” . :
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His aristocratic adversaries tolerate
Columbo at first because they misjudge
him. They are amused.by him, scornful
of his manners, certain. that while he
possesses the legal authority to demand
their cooperation, he has neither the
grace nor wit to discover| their mis-
deeds. Only at the end, inja last look
of consternation before the final fade-
out, do they comprehend that intelli-
gence may indeed find a home in the
Robert Hall set. All of them are done in,
in some measure, by their contempt for
Columbo’s background, breeding, and
income. Anyone who has trorked the
wrong side of the counter at Berg-
dorf’s, or who has waited on tables in
high-priced restaurants, mhst feel a
wave of satisfaction. (Yeah, baby, that’s
how dumb we working stiffs are!”)

Further, Columbo knows about these
people what the rest of us suspect: that
they are on top not because they are

smarter or work harder than we do,
but because they are more amoral and.
devious. Time after time, the motive
for murder in “Columbo” stems from
the shakiness of the villain’s own sta-
tus in high society. The chess champion
knows his challenger is his better; mur-
der is his only chance to stay Kking.
The surgeon fears that a cooperative
research project will endanger his sta-
tus; he must do in his chief to retain
sole credit. The conductor owes his po-
sition to the status of his mother-in-
law; he must silence his mistress lest
she spill the beans and strip him of his
wealth and position.

*

This is, perhaps, the most thorough-
going satisfaction “Columbo” offers us:
the assurance that those who dwell in
marble and satin, those whose clothes,
food, cars, and mates are the very best,
do not deserve it. They are, instead,
driven by fear and compulsion to mur-
der. And they are done in by a man of
street wit, who is afraid to fly, who
can’t stand the sight of blood, and who
never uses force to take his prey. They
are done in by Mosholu Parkway and
P. S. 106, by Fordham U. and a balcony
seat at Madison Square Garden, by a
man who pulls down $11,800 a year
and never ate an anchovy in his life.

It is delicious. 1 wait only for the
ultimate episode: Columbo knocks on
the door of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue
one day. “Gee, Mr. President, I really
hate to bother you again, but there’s
just one thing. . ..”




