Close Encounters
of the Third Kind

While on first glance it might seem the quintessential Spielberg film, discrepancies
place Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977) slightly apart. When considered
in relation to Spielberg’s later science fiction films and their more conservative
attitude to family, their overtly pessimistic view of human nature, their ambivalent
presentation of the other, the cosmic outlook and wide-eyed optimism of Close
Encounters marks it, alongside 20017 A Space Odyssey (1968) (one of
Spielberg’s primary influences on Close Encounters), as utopian — even
transcendent — science fiction.

With the arguable exception of £.7. (1982), Spielberg hasn’t taken this approach
since then (his subsequent futuristic fables have been determinedly dystopian);
although he did, of course, return to Close Encounters twice more — the Special
Edition (1980) and the Director’s Cut (1998) — indicating that the film might still
continue to represent to its director a small ray of light in an otherwise increasingly
dark world view.

Since Empire of the Sun (1987), Spielberg has become more interested in
portraying loss of innocence than (in his words) the ‘celebration of a kind of
naivete’ that Close Encounters represents. Indeed, War of the Worlds (2005) is
almost the complete inversion/negation of Close Encounters inasmuch as
Spielberg presents the genocide of human beings rather than mankind’s
transcendence as the likely outcome of an alien visitation; and rather than having
the protagonist leave behind his family to discover a world beyond the stars as
Close Encounters’ Roy Neary (Richard Dreyfuss) does, Spielberg, in War of the
Worlds, has Ray Ferrier (Tom Cruise) fight tooth and nail to protect his children
from ET.

A comparison of Close Encounters’ symbolically named Barry Guiler (played by
four-year-old Cary Guffey) with the robot-boy, David, (Haley Joel Osment) in A./.
(2001) shows how Spielberg’s ‘star-children’ have darkened, too. (The visual
metaphor of the little girl in the red coat destined for the funeral pyre in Schindler’s
List (1993), and the Jewish children driven to hide in cesspits in order to survive
Auschwitz, marks a pivotal moment in Spielberg’s cinema in terms of his
changing representation of childhood, portraying an inexorable end of innocence.)

Survival in Spielberg’s later work becomes less a matter of wider co-operative
social endeavour than a need to protect oneself — and, more to the point, one’s
family — against a common enemy. The romanticised paternalism of Oskar
Schindler (Liam Neeson) is thus replayed in War of the Worlds with greater
reactionary inflection, as Ray locates within himself his capacity for violence as a
means of survival for himself and his children. What Spielberg is sanctioning in the
film is not violence per se. Rather, it’s the sanctity of family that Spielberg
champions above all else, something that has come to replace Close Encounters
advocation of cosmic open-mindedness as Spielberg’s project in his later films.

At the root of Spielberg’s concern lies the fear of the family’s violation by
(ultimately) external forces. This scenario (elements of it already exist in 1975’s
Jaws) is played out in the destruction of family and home by Martians in War of
the Worlds, the invasion of privacy by technology and corresponding disruption of
family structures in Minority Report (2002); and in the threat to family members by



the devastations of war (Saving Frivate Ryan, 1998; War Horse, 2011),
government-sponsored terrorism (Munich, 2005) and escalating Cold War hostility
(Bridge of Spies, 2015). In later Spielberg, only the strength of familial bonds
enables these threats to be vanquished (or at least temporarily assuaged).

Therein the artist and his work have diverged significantly in the years since Close
Encounters was made. ‘Il was a real devotee of the UFO phenomenon in the
1970s,’” Spielberg remarked in 2007, ‘but since then, I've revised my thinking.’
But even if Spielberg now sees in his film only the ‘blind optimism’ of his youth,
the transcendent philosophy of Close Encounters prevails in some areas of
science and culture.

During the filming of Close Encounters, a rumour spread that the film was being
secretly sponsored by an American government agency as part of its acclimation
programme to ready humankind for imminent first contact with extraterrestrials.
Such rumours are, of course, good old-fashioned urban myths (like the one about
Stanley Kubrick ‘directing’ the fake Apollo moon landings). In some ways,
however, there is a sense — conspiracy theories aside — that Spielberg may have
achieved something along those lines with Close Encounters. I1ts cosmic outlook
has influenced not only subsequent science fiction films (and a subculture still
obsessed with Roswell, Project MK-Ultra and ‘little green men’) but also areas of
legitimate scientific enquiry.

The recent detection of Earth-like planets (such as Kepler 186f) that may be
capable of sustaining life in the habitable zones of distant stars has prompted
SETI (Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence) scientists to consider actively
messaging the night skies in the hope of detecting extraterrestrial intelligence.
And while areas of the scientific community still seem stuck in what Dr J. Allen
Hynek (consultant for the US Air Force’s Project Blue Book, and technical advisor
to Spielberg on Close Encounters) termed ‘cosmic provincialism’, others feel that
as a civilisation we, like Roy Neary, are in dire need of the kind of transformative
contact with alien intelligence that Close Encounters represents. As post-
humanist scholar Elana Gomel puts it: ‘We need aliens because we are already
alien to ourselves.’

If Spielberg hesitates, then, between the childlike and the childish in his own view
of Close Encounters, perhaps the reason lies, not so much in Spielberg’s own
ideological contradictions, as in the simple co-existence of the two states inside
Roy, and by extension, in us all. Neary retains a childlike potential, a receptivity to
the aliens and what they represent: growth, renewal and willingness to ‘go
abroad’, but at the same time he’s kept in a state of cosmic immaturity by social
constraints. It’s his defiance, as much as a childlike openness — his courage and
willingness to break society’s rules — that ultimately transforms him.

‘We need extraterrestrial civilisations to introduce us to an array of possibilities
and variations beyond our past experience and also to shock us out of such
parochialisms as regarding ourselves as the summit and final goal of evolution,’
announced scientist Ben Finney to a team of specialists in history, theology,
anthropology, psychology, sociology, international law and political science at a
SETI Institute conference in 2000. It’s like a moment straight out of Close
Encounters, like a speech given by Lacombe (Frangois Truffaut) to the United
Nations: one that looks forward — as Spielberg once did (and, who knows,
perhaps still does) — to a new epoch in humankind’s evolution and our journey
into the sublime.

Jon Towlson, bfi.org.uk, 20 May 2016



CLOSE ENCOUNTERS OF THE THIRD KIND
Director: Steven Spielberg

©: Columbia Pictures Industries Inc.

Production Company: Columbia Pictures Corporation
In association with: EMI Films, Inc.

Producers: Julia Phillips, Michael Phillips
Associate Producer: Clark Paylow

Unit Production Manager: Clark Paylow

Project Co-ordinator: Mona Thal Benefiel

Location Manager: Joe O’Har

Assistant Director: Chuck Myers

2nd Assistant Director: James Bloom

Script Supervisor: Charlsie Bryant

Casting: Shari Rhodes, Juliette Taylor

Additional Casting: Sally Dennison

Screenplay: Steven Spielberg

Technical Dialogue: Colin Cantwell

Director of Photography: \Vilmos Zsigmond
Ad(dlitional Directors of Photography. John Alonzo, Laszlé Kovacs
UFO Photography. Dave Stewart

Mothership Photography: Dennis Muren

2nd Unit Director of Photography: Steve Poster
Colour Consultant: Robert M. McMillian

Optical Photography: Robert Hall

Camera Operator: Nick McLean

Gaffer: Earl Gilbert

Stills: Peter Sorel, Jim Coe, Pete Turner

Visual Concept: Steven Spielberg

Special Photographic Effects Supervisor: Douglas Trumbull
Photographic Effects Director of Photography: Richard Yuricich
Special Visual Effects Co-ordinator: Larry Robinson
Matte Photography: Don Jarel

Matte Artist: Matthew Yuricich

Effects Unit Project Manager: Robert Shepherd
Realisation of ‘Extraterrestrial’: Carlo Rambaldi
Mechanical Effects.: Roy Arbogast

Mechanical Special Effects: George Polkinghorne
Electronics Designs: Jerry L. Jeffress, Alvah J. Miller,
Peter Regla, Dan Slater

Chief Model Maker: Gregory Jein

Model Shop Co-ordinator: J. Richard Dow

Model Makers: Jor Van Kline, Michael McMillen,
Kenneth Swenson, Robert Worthington

Animation Supervisor: Robert Swarthe

Animator: Harry Moreau

Editor: Michael Kahn

Production Designer: Joe Alves

Camera and Mechanical Design: Don Trumbull,
B/G Engineering, John Russell, Fries Engineering
Art Director: Dan Lomino

Set Decorator: Phil Abramson

Production lllustrator: George Jensen

Property Master: Sam Gordon

Construction Manager: Bill Parks

Wardrobe Supervisor: Jim Linn

Title Design: Dan Perri

Music: John Williams

Sound Recording: Gene Cantamesa

Re-recording Mixers.: Buzz Knudson, Don MacDougall, Robert Glass
Supervising Dialogue Editor: Jack Schrader

Supervising Sound Effects Edjtor: Frank Warner

Stunt Co-ordinator: Buddy Joe Hooker

Technical Aadviser: Dr J. Allen Hynek

Special Consultants: Peter Anderson, Larry Albright, Richard Bennett,
Ken Ebert, Paul Huston, David M. Jones, Kevin Kelly, Jim Lutes,
George Randle, Jeff Shapiro, Rourke Engineering

Cast

Richard Dreyfuss (Roy Neary)

Francois Truffaut (Claude Lacombe)

Teri Garr (Ronnie Neary)

Melinda Dillon (Jillian Guiler)

Cary Guffey (Barry Guiler)

Bob Balaban (David Laughlin)

Roberts Blossom (farmer)

Merrill Connally (fearm leader)

George Dicenzo (Major Benchley)

Lance Henriksen (Robert)

Warren Kemmerling (Wild Bill)

J. Patrick McNamara (project leader)

Philip Dodds (Jean Claude)

Shawn Bishop (Brad Neary)

Adrienne Campbell (Silvia Neary)

Justin Dreyfuss (Toby Neary)

Amy Douglass, Alexander Lockwood (implantees)
Gene Dynarski (lke)

Mary Gafrey (Mrs Harris)

Norman Bartold (Ohio tolls)

Josef Sommer (Larry Butler)

Rev Michael J. Dyer (himself)

Roger Ernest (highway patrolman)

Carl Weathers (military policeman)

F.J. O’Neil (ARP project member)

Philip Dodds (ARP musician)

Randy Hermann, Hal Barwood, Matthew Robbins
(returnees from Flight 19)

David Anderson, Richard L. Hawkins (air traffic controllers)
Craig Shreeve, Bill Thurman (air traffic)

Roy E. Richards (Air East pilot)

Gene Rader (hawker)

Eumenio Blanco, Daniel Nunez, Chuy Franco, Luis Contreras (federales)
James Keane, Dennis McMullen, Cy Young,
Tom Howard (radio telescope team)

Richard Stuart (fruck dispatcher)

Bob Westmoreland (load dispatcher)

Matt Emery (support leader)

Galen Thompson, John Dennis Johnston (special forces)
John Ewing, Keith Atkinson, Robert Broyles, Kirk Raymond (dirty tricks)

Make-up Supervisor: Bob Westmoreland USA 19770
Hairdresser: Edie Panda 137 mins
BFI SOUTHBANK BFI PLAYER

Welcome to the home of great film and TV, with three cinemas and a
studio, a world-class library, regular exhibitions and a pioneering
Mediatheque with 1000s of free titles for you to explore.

Browse special-edition merchandise in the BFI Shop.

We are always open online on BFI Player where you can watch the best
new, cult & classic cinema on demand. Showcasing hand-picked
landmark British and independent titles, films are available to watch in
three distinct ways: Subscription, Rentals & Free to view.

We’re also pleased to offer you a unique new space, the BFI Riverfront — See something different today on player.bfi.org.uk

with unrivalled riverside views of Waterloo Bridge and beyond, a delicious

seasonal menu, plus a stylish balcony bar for cocktails or special events.

Come and enjoy a pre-cinema dinner or a drink on the balcony as the sun  Join the BFI mailing list for regular programme updates. Not yet

goes down. registered? Create a new account at www.bfi.org.uk/signup

Programme notes and credits compiled by the BFI Documentation Unit
Notes may be edited or abridged. Questions/comments? Email prognotes@bfi.org.uk
The British Film Institute is a charity registered in England and Wales No. 287780



