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THE RETURN OF A
BUMBLING ICON:
REVISITING THE
PINK PANTHER
WITH STEVE
MARTIN

When news first broke
that a new The Pink
Panther film was in
development, with
Steve Martin stepping
into the famously
clumsy shoes of
Inspector Jacques
Clouseau, the reaction
was a mix of curiosity
and skepticism. The
original series,
anchored by the late,
great Peter Sellers, was

a comedic gold
standard. To revive
such a beloved
franchise required not
just talent, but a
unique vision. The
result, released in
2006, was a bold
reimagining that
introduced the iconic
bumbling detective to
a new generation. This
article takes a deep
dive into the making,
the impact, and the
enduring appeal of The
Pink Panther With

Steve Martin,
exploring how it paid
homage to its
predecessor while
carving out its own
distinct comedic
identity.
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THE GENESIS OF A
REBOOT: REVIVING
THE FRANCHISE

Following the death of
Peter Sellers in 1980,
the Pink Panther
franchise went into a
period of hibernation.
Various attempts were
made to continue the
series, including a
1983 film with a
different actor and a
string of animated
television specials, but
none captured the
magic of the original.
The desire to bring
back Inspector
Clouseau, however,
never fully faded. By
the early 2000s,
Hollywood was in a
phase of reviving
classic properties, and
The Pink Panther
was a prime candidate.

The key was finding
the right lead. While
many comedic actors
were considered, the

producers eventually

landed on Steve
Martin, a man who
needed no

introduction. Martin
was not just a box
office draw; he was a

comedic intellectual
with a deep respect for
physical comedy,

pantomime, and the
absurdist humor that
defined Sellers'
performances. This
respect was crucial.
The goal was not to
imitate Sellers but to
reinterpret Clouseau
through Martin's
unigue lens—a blend of
wide-eyed
bewilderment and
intellectual confidence
that was entirely his
own.

Steve
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Martin as

Inspector
Clouseau:
A New

Interpreta

tion

Any discussion of The
Pink Panther With
Steve Martin must
begin with
performance. Martin’s
Clouseau is a distinct
departure from the
original. Where Sellers'
character was often
unwittingly brilliant
through sheer luck and
obliviousness, Martin’s
inspector is more
willfully obtuse and
self-assured. He speaks
with a famously
mangled French
accent, delivering lines

like “l would like to buy
some hamburger” and
“That is a very large
shoe” with a deadpan
seriousness that makes
them hilarious.

Martin leaned heavily
into the physical
comedy that made him
a star in films like The
Jerk and Planes, Trains
and Automobiles. His
Clouseau falls,
fumbles, and destroys
property with a balletic
grace that is both
painful and hilarious to
watch. The actor
brought a meticulous
awareness of timing to
the role. Every pratfall,
every knocked-over
vase, every awkward
silence was carefully
calibrated. This
approach allowed him
to honor the slapstick
tradition of the series
while making the
character his own. He
is not trying to be a
ghost of Sellers; he is



playing a man who is,
in his own mind, a
brilliant detective,
utterly unaware of the
chaos he creates
around him.

PLOT SUMMARY:
THE HUNT FOR
THE PINK
PANTHER
DIAMOND

The narrative of the
2006 film acts as a soft
reboot, establishing a
new storyline that pays
homage to the original
1963 film. The story
centers on the murder
of a famous soccer
coach and the
simultaneous theft of
the legendary Pink
Panther diamond. The
diamond, a massive,
flawless pink gem with
a flaw shaped like a
panther, is a national
treasure of France.

In a bid to boost his
public image, Chief

Inspector Dreyfus
(played brilliantly by
Kevin Kline) decides to
assign the most
incompetent detective
he can find to the
case—knowing that the
real work will be done
by a younger, more
capable officer. His
choice is the
ridiculously inept
Inspector Jacques
Clouseau. Meanwhile,
Dreyfus assigns the
suave and competent
Inspector Gilbert
Ponton (Jean Reno) to
secretly solve the case
and feed Clouseau the
answers.

The plot thickens as
Clouseau and Ponton
follow a trail of clues
that leads them to the
victim’s ex-girlfriend, a
global pop sensation
named Xania (Beyoncé
Knowles). The
investigation takes
them from the streets
of Paris to the slopes of
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the French Alps, all
while Clouseau leaves
a wake of destruction
behind him. The
mystery, while
secondary to the
comedy, is engaging
enough to drive the
narrative forward,
culminating in a finale
where the bumbling
inspector, against all
odds, uncovers the
truth in a way that is
both absurd and oddly
satisfying.

The
Dynamic
Duo:
Clouseau
and

Ponton

One of the smartest
structural decisions in
The Pink Panther
With Steve Martin
was the introduction of
Inspector Gilbert
Ponton. In the original
series, Clouseau’s
sidekick was the long-
suffering Sergeant
Francois. Here, Jean
Reno plays Ponton as a
straight-laced,

frustrated professional
who is forced to watch
a fool take all the
credit. Reno’s deadpan
reactions are the
perfect counterbalance
to Martin’s manic
energy. Their
chemistry is the heart
of the film. Ponton is
the audience
surrogate—he sees the
incompetence, he
knows the truth, and
his silent, simmering
rage is a constant



source of comedy.

A STELLAR
SUPPORTING CAST

Beyond the two leads,
the film benefits from a
deep bench of talented
actors. Kevin Kline, as
Chief Inspector
Dreyfus, is a
masterclass in comedic
villainy. His Dreyfus is
a man of immense
vanity and fragile ego,
whose life is slowly
destroyed by his
association with
Clouseau. Kline’'s
expressions of pained
disbelief and mounting
fury are unforgettable.

Then there is Beyoncé
Knowles, in one of her
first major film roles,
playing the glamorous
Xania. She brings a
natural star power and
comedic timing to the
role, holding her own
against comedy
legends. The cast also
includes the great

Henry Czerny as Yuri, a
villainous henchman,
and a host of character
actors who populate
the world with quirky
Parisians and
suspicious aristocrats.
This ensemble creates
a rich comedic
ecosystem that allows
Martin’s Clouseau to
bounce off different
personalities.

PRODUCTION AND
DIRECTORIAL
VISION

The film was directed
by Shawn Levy, who
was known at the time
for family comedies
like Cheaper by the
Dozen and would later
go on to helm Night at
the Museum. Levy’s
approach was to honor
the classic slapstick
while updating the
pacing for a 2000s
audience. The film was
shot on location in
Paris, Rome, and New
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York, giving it a
genuine international
flavor that the original
series was famous for.

Levy and Martin
worked closely on the
physical comedy
sequences. One of the
most famous scenes
involves Clouseau
destroying a hotel
room while trying to
demonstrate his
“skills.” This sequence
was a love letter to the
destruction-themed
comedy of the Sellers

era, choreographed
down to the last
broken lamp. The

production design also
paid careful attention
to the visual aesthetic,
with the iconic pink
panther motif
appearing in
everything from the
title sequence to the
soundtrack. The music,
composed by
Christophe Beck,
brilliantly incorporated

Henry Mancini’s classic
theme, bridging the old
and the new.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
BOX OFFICE
PERFORMANCE

Upon its release in
February 2006, The
Pink Panther With
Steve Martin received
mixed to negative
reviews from critics.
Many reviewers were
quick to compare it
unfavorably to the
original Sellers films,
arguing that it lacked
the subtlety and
anarchic spirit of the
classics. A common
criticism was that the
film relied too heavily
on slapstick and not
enough on wit. Rolling
Stone called it a "pale
imitation," while other
outlets praised the
physical comedy but
found the script
lacking.



However, the audience
reaction was far more
favorable. The film was
a significant
commercial success,
grossing over $158
million worldwide
against a budget of
$80 million. Families
and younger viewers
who had never seen a
Peter Sellers film
embraced the new
Clouseau. For them,
The Pink Panther
With Steve Martin
was their first
introduction to the
character, and they
found it hilarious. The
film performed
particularly well in
international markets,
proving that the
universal language of
physical comedy still
had powerful appeal.

Bridging

Generatio
nal Gaps

This difference
between critical and
audience reception
highlights a key
function of the film: it
served as a gateway
for a new generation.
While purists may have
preferred a different
approach, the film
successfully introduced
the core concepts of
the franchise—the
diamond, the bumbling
inspector, the
frustrated boss, and
the chaotic
investigation—to a
demographic that was
unfamiliar with it. This
is a vital, if often
unglamorous, role for a
reboot to play.

LEGACY AND THE
SEQUEL: THE PINK
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PANTHER 2

The commercial
success of the 2006
film naturally led to a
sequel. The Pink
Panther 2, released in
2009, saw Steve Martin
return as Clouseau,
this time joining an
international “dream
team” of detectives to
solve a series of high-
profile thefts. While the
sequel again featured
a strong cast, including
John Cleese as the new
Chief Inspector Dreyfus
and Andy Garcia, it did
not recapture the
magic of the first film.
The reviews were even
more critical, and the
box office was
significantly lower,
ending any plans for a
third film in the Martin-
led series.

Despite this, the 2006
flm has found a
comfortable place in
popular culture. It is

regularly broadcast on
television and has a
devoted fanbase. For
many people born in
the late 1990s and
early 2000s, Steve
Martin is Inspector
Clouseau. His version
of the character is the
one they grew up with,
and his performance
has its own unique
charm. The film also

demonstrated that
Steve Martin, even in
his late 50s, still

possessed the physical
prowess and comedic
genius to carry a major
studio comedy.

ANALYZING THE
COMEDY:
SLAPSTICK VS.
SUBTLETY

One of the central
debates surrounding
The Pink Panther
With Steve Martin is
the nature of its
humor. The original
Peter Sellers films were



celebrated for their dry
wit, clever wordplay,
and moments of
surrealism. Martin’s
film is broader, louder,
and more overtly
physical. This was a
conscious choice. Levy
and Martin understood
that comedy had
evolved since the
1970s. Audiences in
the 2000s were used to
the faster pacing and
more exaggerated
physicality of films like
Ace Ventura: Pet
Detective or Dumb and
Dumber.

Therefore, they chose
to make Clouseau’s
incompetence more
spectacular. The falls
are bigger, the
accidents are more
destructive, and the
accent is thicker. While
this approach alienated
some critics, it also
attracted a new
audience. The film
does contain moments

10

of genuine wit,
particularly in the
exchanges between
Clouseau and Ponton,
but its primary
language is slapstick.
Consider the scene
where Clouseau tries to
take a fingerprint from
a glass and ends up
shattering the entire
table. It is not clever,
but it is impeccably
executed physical
comedy.

The
Accent: A
Point of
Contentio
n

No discussion of The
Pink Panther With
Steve Martin is
complete without
addressing the accent.
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Martin’s French accent
is deliberately terrible
and wildly inconsistent.
It was criticized by

various cultural
commentators and by
some French
audiences. However,

from a purely comedic
standpoint, the accent
is a character trait. It
demonstrates
Clouseau’s
obliviousness to his

own ridiculousness.
When he says
“rhythm” or
“hamburger,” the

11

pronunciation is so bad
it becomes a punchline
in itself. Martin has
spoken about how he
studied the way people
from different regions
spoke and crafted an
accent that was
singularly
Clouseau’s—one that
sounds like a French
person trying to speak
English, but failing
spectacularly.

THE ENDURING
APPEAL OF THE
PINK PANTHER
FRANCHISE




