Magnum’s America:
Nam and Apple Pie

THe

[ SRR W Y S VS G

By Tom Carsom - '7.
Writing for the only newspaper in town
that doesn't helieve the Nielsen ratings
are newsworthy makes me willing Lo guess
that a good many of you haven't ever
glanced at Magnum, .1, That sex-pistol
name aloﬁm a put-on. And
Tom Selteck is just chuck that grins in the
check-out line. Well, il you really are
“you," you're mistaken. As entertain-
ment, Magnum’s funny and hip, ({2,

More important is that it's the detec-
tive genre's first-ever epic. The show isn't
conceived on the more respectable level of
seriousness that Mash and Hill Street
Blues forever aspire to; it's as pop-blatant
as Dallas, though infinitely better al
same. Nor are any of its elements in-
trinsically new. Bul they've heen hor-
rowed and rearranged (from a headily
promiscuous variely of prototvpes) into a
combination that is original, just by being
the most svnthetically all-inclusive. Be-
yond that, Magnum makes knowing use of
TV’s unlimited current.events allusive-
ness-—a wealth which usually lacks reso-
nance, hecause it’s all new monev—to give
itself size and meaning. On it own pop
terms, it's the first action show with a
sense of history.

The setting is Hawaii (as in 50, q.v.).
Magnum, a down-at-heels private eye who
is benignly irreverent and perpetually im-
poverished (q.v. The Nockford Files),
somewhat raffish (q.v. Baretto1 hut also
one hell of a hunk {g.v. Vegas, Burl Reyn-
olds, and popular entertainment since the
Renaissance), has scammed a more-or-
less precarious niche on the estate of a
fabulously rich, perpetually absent author
(g.v. Nero Wolfe and the unsern God of
Charlie’s Angels inter alia). Ils steward is
a punctilious, dapper ex-Britih Army
regular, naturally named Higgins (as in
Professor Henry). But Magnum and his
two sidekicks—multiple sidekii s, a re-
cent television discovery, up the ante in
every plot- black, imposing, cvical bt
lovable T.C".. who runs a helicopler
charter service for plot mohility, and
quick-operating, anyvthing-for an-angle
discoworld Rick (Lou Grani’s Hossi gets
fired and chutes back into lowlife}, were
members of the same Yietnarm commando
unit, which is their colleetive wound and
the fderum of their mutually held notions
ahout courage, fair play, and honor-
among-teammates, This Jast is lifted
whole from The Deer Hunter, except that
instead of a progress from honor to dis-
illusionment, you get both points of view
coexisting statically side hy side —-a not
untypical film-to-TV alteration. The
navy, and more particularly the “Naval
Intelligence Agency” they all worked for,
plays the role of the domineering estah-
lishment that TV usually assigns to the
local police-—watching Magnum, vou
might never guess that Hawaii is under
civil administration,

Vietnam, which crops up directly via
flashback, is the ur-source of motivation
and memory, and is also treated as a
virtually psychotic experience: though the
flashbacks frequently appear as the key to
present-day character or plot, the context
is a welter of men shooting, running, and
dying in the jungle, with no apparent
purpose for the “missions.” Even so, the
war’s presence, along with the Pacific set-
ting (Hawaii is seen as the gateway to an
Orient rife with pelitical and corporate
intrigue, drug, gold, and gun traflic, and
all-purpose foreignness) and the machina-
tions of the “NIA” make Magnum’s latent
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motif an America that's finally getting
used, however unwillingly, to adapting its
frontier virtues and all-around nice-guy-
ness to the brutal realism of world poli-
tics. The show, obviously never debating
the right or wrong of being a superpower,
treats it instead as a visual (and plot-
generating) assumption, a point of recog-
nition as familiar as the Vietnam scenes.
But Magnum, the hell of a good guy who
has to toughen up to stay even, is the post-
Vietnam-American national character in
allegorical action,

The ideology of a TV show is rarely
something consciously worked out. A
show's creators dredge up emblematic
pop images almost instinctively, without
making distinctions between those that
come from the audience’s unconscious
and those the media generates itself, slap-
ping them together for their value as im-
ages without much regard for contradic-
tion. In that sense, Magnum’s schizoid

Vietnam (the ohscene nightmare doubling
as macho proving ground-—which equa-
tion incidentally suggests how illogic can

“have its own accuracy) is the result of a

process essentially no different from say-
ing, “Let’s put Vegas in Hawaii.”” But one
of Magnum’s two impresarios is Glen A.
Larson, among felevision’s few thinkers of
big thoughts—his last biggie, Battlestar
Galactica, metaphorized the Holocaust as
the flight of Farth's last surviving tribe
from interstellar Nazis. Battlestar col-
lapsed of its own frumpily didactic
weight; the new dialectic—Marlboro men
against horse thieves is a lot more pop.
How to hold on to past ideals and codes
in an amoral present is the show’s theme,
not only in characterizing all the regulars
but in hinging the plots: the villains, too,
are often turncoats—people who, having
once helieved in the code, betray it. The
modernity is in the handling of this strug-
gle as psychologically perilous and poten-
tially crippling; and it's not one man’s
ohsession, but the show’s generic condi-
tion. Fveryone's reactions turn on the
past’s quirky tangle and weight, and
Magnum-—whose own hrooding simmers
on the low flame of his robust mental
heartiness—is there to rationalize it all.
Of course, it helps that the cowhoys are
also hipaters--whose style the private eye
is allowed to borrow {rom more explicitly
here than ever before. The tone of
Magnum isn't fraught, like most detective
shows, but loose and funky, with—for
TV-—inordinate amounts of time lovingly

devoted to establishing the characters’

Deconstructing a pest-Vietnam morality: Higgins, T.C., nd Map;nu

humor, roguishness, and scruffy likability.
You watch the show for them, and_the
first-rate dialogue—line for line, it’s as
fine-tuned as Lou Grant, and often fun-
nier—and the plethora of everyday detail
that's always most effective on TV, but
that most series are too slovenly made to
take advantage of. One of its continuing
pleasures for me, since it's something |
know a little of, is that the navy stuff and
the government-abroad atmosphere,
when it appears, is mostly dead-on: the
social habits of Americans posted outside
the continent, the local lingo, and the
military’s protocol and sense of self in
such places are all surprizsingly apt.

The casting is uniformly good, but the
series probably wouldn't work without
Selleck, who is a master of television be-
havior in much the same way Clark Gable,
in the same role (Rhett Butler), was a
master of movie behavior. Selleck, whose
rugged good looks are a little more rugged
and less good than par—his mobile, beetl-
ing brows and prognathous jaw could eas-
ily get him cast as a heavy —uses them to
unexpected nuance; instead of the leading
man’s mortician baritone he'’s got a high,
slightly nasal voice that's expertly mod-
ulated for comic effect. Even when the
writing is at its best, his sidelong readings
take it an extra, playful inch. Authentic
physical zest is rare on TV—even action
heroes meant to be swankily sexy tend to
come off as tight-lipped dim bulbs, like
Robert Urich on Vegas, or Mike Connors
as Mannix (never could figure out why he
quit the police force). But Selleck’s pres-
ence and air of huge enjoyment are almost

unnaturally vivid, and make the heavier
stuff semicredible.

Magnum’s season premiere, a two-
hour special aired on September 30, both
showed off the series’ appeal at its most
ingratiating, and raised its submerged
concerns to a new, slightly unnerving in-
tensity. Nuzo, an old war buddy of
Magnum’s and T.C.’s arrives in Hawaii: it
turns out that on one of the Nam com-
mando’s  theirs-nol-to-reason-why-nor-
you-either “missions,” they were all held
prisoner in tiger cages hung from trees by
a sadistic KGB colonel named Ivan, whom
Nuzo is convinced is now after him/them
again. As we used to say, chaos ensues.
Nuzo freaks out—donning black pajamas
and DeNiro’s Deer Hunter headband, he
wanders around T.C’s balcony, drinking
beer and cleaning an M-16, while “Satis-
faction” (cf. Apocalypse Now) blasts the
soundtrack. Magnum, initially (well, nat-
urally} skeptical, becomes a believer, seek-
ing revenge after a navy friend dies in a
car explosion intended for him. Mean-
time, the NIA, under the direction of cold,
mean-eyed Colonel Buck Green, is using
Magnum and company as unwitting bait
to unravel a Russian plot to disrupt a
state visit from “the Japanese prince”
(sic).

So far so trite. The explanation is even
dumber—Nuzo’s another KGB man who
plotted with Ivan to brainwash T.C. in
Nam, so they could bring him out of
mothhalls 10 years later to assassinate the
prince under the impression he's wasting
Ivan. But on that contrived loom the show

spun a {wo-hour exploration (“imedita-
tion” is not the word) on the themes of
loyalty and treachery, whose final mes-
sage was that in a stab-in-the-back world
the good guys have to turn as dirty as the
enemy to win, Magnum and T.C. do ev-
erything they do out of the highest,
homiest sense of loyvalty and comaraderie,
the Russians play ruthlessly on same, and
the semiruthless NIA (American, alter
all) sits on the fence. Meaningful altusions
to World War 11 abound: at the cutset,
T.C. flies over Qahu singing "“Remember
Pearl Harbor,” and later mentions— oh,
s0 casually—that a helicopter is taking
“the same roule the Japanese used in
19417 Higgins - whose British empire
past makes him an old hand at this—sits
home huilding a model of the bridge on
the River Kwai, and his mention of the
movie (where Alec Guinness's sense of
honor and duty made him the enemy’s
patsy, remember?) sends Magnum to his
Betamax Lo solve the mystery hy hearing
William Holden say in Stalag 17, “They
can do that. ... Puisomebody right in our
midst. We'd never suspect.”

The seript pushed the multiple layers
of this increasingly hallucinatory land-
scape on you with amazing dexterily and
insistence; the result, as pure television,
was spellbinding. Magnum is generally
the best action show on TV, but moments
in this episode even rivaled Peckinpah: a
telephone repairman, caught by a sniper,
dangling limply from his rig on a pole;
T.C., resipuing himself to horror in Viet-
nam, pressing his haunted eves against
the bamboo bars of his cage while rain
turns his face silver. The two most stom-
ach-churning moments of violence were
the most graphic 've ever seen on televi-
sion, and they were graphic to incile you,
to justify not only T.C.'s killing rage hut
Magnum’s final acl. Both men end up
thrashing their code in order to live up to
that code; “'destroying the village in order
Lo save it turned into hutch psychology.
And vet the writing and the performances
were so potent that vou didn’t just rool
them on, the way vou might root for
Bronson in Death Wish—you looked on
them as honorable men (and greal guys)
driven by inexorabie. near-Greek (ate.

I don’t know how many of you noticed
“KGR™ and “Russians™ back up there. So
far as I know, this is a first; even Mission:
Impossible, to whom subverting foreign
governments was as American as chewing
gum, left it at “an unfriendly Furopean
power.” The show's denouement turned
on hoth thiz open anti-Sovietism and the
theme underpinning it, in one of the most
startling scenes ever on American televi-
sion, After the prince is saved, Magnum
{whose oflscreen narration is one ol the
show's hest resurrections from the film
noir cemetery) explains that KGH-man
Ivan (whom the teleplay makes direcily
responsible for Sadat’s assassination, by
the way) is going scot-free, becawns the
State Department doesn’t want to ifend
the Russians, Pause. “But,” savs
Magnum, remembering innocent guesl
stars brutally murdered, “that wasu't
good enough.” He kidnaps Ivan and
marches him off into the woods, a gun at
his back. Ivan, who is cynical and jaded as
only Russians can be, gives the Lraditional
“You Americans are soft” speech: “You
won't, Thomas. You can't. If T had a gun,
in battle, vou could shoot me. But like
this—your sense of honor [mild con-
tempt] and fair play [greater contempt]
won't, let you." He starts to walk away.
Magnum blows him in half.

For the last week I've been appalling
my friends by telling them the story of
that episode. I've been appalling them
more hy telling them that it made me a
fan. I don't believe the people who made
the season premiere acted out of ideologi-
cal motives; I think they're making expe-
dient, commercial use of images already
present in the public mind that for the
first time in years are frightening again,
and for betler or worse I think that's what
pop culture is for. (Get tough, America, the
Reds are on the loose. Or is Magnum only
telling us what we already suspected
that the best hipsters are reactionaries,
after all? |
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