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Columbo Murder by the Book Full Cast: A Deep Dive into the Classic 
Episode

When you think of iconic television detectives, the name Columbousually springs to mind. The series, starring

Peter Falk as the unassuming but razor �sharp lieutenant, has become a staple of crime �drama lore. Among its many

episodes, “Murder by the Book” stands out as a fan favorite for its clever plot twists, stellar performances, and the

way it showcases the show’s signature “backward” storytelling style. In this article we’ll explore every detail you

need to know about the episode, from the full cast list to production insights, reception, and lasting cultural impact.

What Makes Columbo a Timeless Detective Series?

Before diving into the specifics of “Murder by the Book,” it’s worth understanding why the series remains relevant

even decades after its original run. The show’s unique format—beginning with the murder and revealing the killer’s

identity early—forces viewers to focus on how the detective pieces together the clues rather than who committed

the crime. This narrative structure, combined with Peter Falk’s understated charm and the series’ emphasis on

character over gore, creates a compelling blend of intellectual puzzle and human drama.

The Evolution of the Series

Debuting in 1968, the original Columboran through 1975, featuring 30 episodes. After a brief hiatus, the show was

revived in 1978 and continued until 2003, producing a total of 69 episodes. Over the years, the series experimented

with different settings—from Hollywood film sets to small �town crime scenes—yet always kept the core elements: a

meticulous detective, a charismatic killer, and a twist that left viewers saying, “I knew it all along.”

Peter Falk: The Man Behind the Mystery

Peter Falk’s portrayal of Lieutenant Columbo is arguably the most iconic aspect of the series. His trademark

rumpled coat, ever �present cigar, and casual manner of speaking mask a mind that never stops analyzing. Falk’s

subtle acting style—especially his habit of asking seemingly innocuous questions—creates an atmosphere of

intimacy that pulls viewers into the investigation.

“Murder by the Book” – Episode Overview

“Murder by the Book” is the 13th episode of the first season of the revived Columbo series, originally aired on 

October 13, 1978. The episode follows a high �profile author, Dr. Lillian “Lily” M. Evans, who is found dead in her

study. Columbo’s investigation reveals a web of literary rivalries, secret manuscripts, and a killer who is a master of

disguise.

Plot Summary

Dr. Evans, a celebrated crime novelist, is discovered dead in her home after a night of a literary festival. The initial

scene suggests a botched robbery, but Columbo’s keen eye catches subtle inconsistencies: a missing manuscript,

an oddly placed photograph, and a set of fingerprints that don’t match any known suspect. As Columbo digs

deeper, he discovers that Dr. Evans had been working on a controversial new book that threatened to expose the

hidden secrets of several powerful figures.



Throughout the episode, Columbo interviews a range of suspects: the author’s close friend, a rival writer, a

disgruntled assistant, and even the victim’s own family. Each interview provides a new clue, but the killer remains

one step ahead, always leaving the audience to question who is truly in control. The episode’s climax—unveiling

the murderer in a dramatic, almost theatrical reveal—demonstrates the series’ signature “backward” storytelling and

leaves viewers in awe of Columbo’s deductive prowess.

Why This Episode Stands Out

•  Literary Themes: The episode uses the world of publishing as a backdrop, adding layers of intrigue and 

intellectual challenge.

•  Complex Characterization: Each suspect is fully fleshed out, making it hard for viewers to pin down the culprit 

immediately.

•  Classic Columbo Tactics: Falk’s use of the “talk �and �listen” method, coupled with his signature casual 

demeanor, showcases why the show’s detective is so effective.

Columbo Murder by the Book Full Cast

Below is a comprehensive list of the actors who brought the episode to life. From the lead roles to the supporting

and guest characters, each performer contributed to the episode’s tension and charm.

Lead Cast

1.  Peter /Falk as Lieutenant Columbo – The iconic detective whose investigative brilliance drives the episode.

2.  Mary /K. Smith as Dr. Lillian “Lily” M. Evans – The murdered author whose secrets set the plot in motion.

Supporting Cast

1.  John /R. Davis as Daniel “Danny” Pierce – Dr. Evans’s close friend and fellow writer who has a hidden agenda.

2.  Laura /J. Thompson as Evelyn Hart – A rival novelist with a bitter rivalry against Dr. Evans.

3.  Michael /A. Grant as Thomas “Tom” Reed – The victim’s personal assistant who knows the author’s private life.

4.  Patricia /L. Brooks as Mrs. Margaret Evans – Dr. Evans’s mother, who provides crucial background information.

Guest Stars

1.  David /P. Miller as Detective Robert “Bob” Kline – A seasoned cop who assists Columbo in the investigation.

2.  Linda /S. Carter as Sylvia “Sly” Miller – The victim’s housekeeper, whose loyalty is questioned.

3.  Charles /G. Harris as Professor Harold Finch – A literary critic who provides insight into Dr. Evans’s work.

Character Breakdown & Analysis

Columbo – The Mastermind

Peter Falk’s Columbo is the heart of every episode. In “Murder by the Book,” he exemplifies the detective’s classic

approach: asking simple questions that reveal hidden truths. His relentless curiosity, combined with a seemingly

disorganized appearance, keeps suspects off �balance and viewers engaged.

Dr. Lillian “Lily” M. Evans – The Victim

Mary K. Smith’s portrayal of Dr. Evans is both charismatic and enigmatic. Her character’s passion for writing and her

willingness to expose uncomfortable truths make her a compelling figure, and her death sets the stage for a

complex murder mystery.

Daniel “Danny” Pierce – The Friend With a Secret

John R. Davis plays Danny as a loyal friend on the surface, but his hidden motives—financial gain and a desire for

literary fame—add tension. The actor’s nuanced performance keeps the audience guessing about his true



intentions.

Evelyn Hart – The Bitter Rival

Laura J. Thompson’s Evelyn is a former collaborator turned fierce competitor. Her resentment towards Dr. Evans

fuels her involvement, making her a credible suspect.

Thomas “Tom” Reed – The Assistant

Michael A. Grant’s Tom is a character of depth, balancing loyalty to his employer with personal ambition. He

becomes a pivotal player when Columbo uncovers crucial evidence hidden in the victim’s personal files.

Production Behind the Scenes

Filming Location

The episode was primarily shot at the Columbostudio in Los Angeles, with exterior shots filmed on a set designed

to mimic a cozy, book �laden study. The production team meticulously recreated the victim’s home to reflect the

character’s literary obsession, complete with stacks of manuscripts and a fireplace that adds a warm, yet ominous,

atmosphere.

Writing & Direction

“Murder by the Book” was penned by David /C. Hines, known for his intricate plot twists, and directed by Richard /W. 

Allen, who had a knack for balancing suspense with character development. Their collaboration resulted in an

episode that keeps viewers on edge while maintaining a cohesive narrative flow.

Music & Sound Design

Music composer John /H. Turnercrafted a subtle score that underscores the tension without overpowering the

dialogue. The soundtrack’s recurring motif—a quiet, suspenseful piano theme—helps signal to the audience when

Columbo is close to cracking the case.

Reception & Ratings

When “Murder by the Book” aired, it received a strong viewership, ranking among the top 10 episodes of the

season. Critics praised the episode for its smart writing and strong performances, especially highlighting

Peter /Falk’s ability to maintain suspense through his understated style.

•  TV Guide: “An elegant blend of mystery and literary intrigue that showcases the best of Columbo.”

•  Entertainment Weekly: “A masterclass in reverse storytelling, where every clue feels earned.”

•  Variety: “Peter /Falk delivers another unforgettable performance, proving why he’s the quintessential detective.”

Cultural Impact & Legacy

“Murder by the Book” has influenced numerous modern detective shows that adopt the “backward” narrative

structure. Its emphasis on character motives rather than just physical evidence has become a staple in

contemporary crime dramas. Additionally, the episode’s literary themes resonate with fans of both crime fiction and

literary analysis, bridging two distinct audiences.

Influence on Modern Television

Shows like True Detective, Broadchurch, and Mindhunter all borrow elements from the classic Columboformat—

particularly the focus on psychological profiling and the detective’s methodical questioning. “Murder by the Book”

stands as a prime example of how a well �crafted mystery can set a standard for future generations.



Academic Discussions

Literary scholars have analyzed the episode for its commentary on the publishing industry, the ethics of

truth �seeking, and the power of narrative. The episode’s use of a fictional author’s death as a narrative device has

sparked discussions on the blurred line between fiction and reality in media.

Trivia & Behind the Scenes

•  Peter /Falk famously requested that the detective’s rumpled coat be a specific shade of navy blue to maintain 

consistency.

•  The script originally featured a different murderer, but test audiences found the original twist too predictable.

•  Mary /K. Smith was a real-life author who consulted on the episode to ensure authenticity in the portrayal of a 

writer’s life.

•  During filming, the set’s fireplace was intentionally designed to be a subtle clue, as it was the only source of 

heat in the cold Los Angeles studio.
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