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the film, but the beauty of the film
was how that melted away and
blossomed into something else
entirely. It was about loneliness and
longing, and a broken family. It was a
love story. The warm embrace snuck
up on you the way good and lasting relationships tend to do.

At the center of the story, Henry Thomas as young Elliott Taylor was a revelation. Another
critic whose name escapes me now compared the performances of the children in E.T. to
J.D. Salinger’s writing. These were not Hollywood brats. These were nasty little punks
making poor decisions, they were innocent and complicated because they did not
understand the world. When Elliott fakes his illness so he can stay at home with his new
‘imaginary’ friend, | was exactly like that. And that understanding of seeing the film through
Elliott’s eyes was electrifying and funny.

Humor is a vital part of the film. There is intelligence at work, which any adult can see and
appreciate in the way Spielberg directs the single-parent mother, lovely willowy Dee
Wallace as Elliott’s mom, Mary. She is a gentle, hard-
working soul somehow managing to keep it all
together, wrangling three children while her absentee
husband is ‘in Mexico with Sally,” as her youngest son
cruelly reminds her at the dinner table. It’s a charming
part of the film that remains truthful and undated, three
decades later. And it’s wonderfully astute.

When E.T. finally meets Mary, peering out at her through
the eyeholes of a bed sheet of his ‘cowboy ghost’
Halloween costume, he growls a little salaciously - it’s
never clear if E.T. is boy, girl, or vegetable - but we
know he appreciates this taller being. We know that
from the tender scene, earlier in the film, when E.T. is
still a secret living in Elliott’s closet, and boy and alien
peer out through the slats of the closet door to watch
Elliott’s mom reading Peter Pan to his dumpling little
sister Gertie (Drew Barrymore). The scene works on multiple levels — foreshadowing E.T.’s
later fate (‘clap your hands if you want him to live...’), strengthening the bond between
Elliott and E.T., and gently letting audiences know E.T. is wise and appreciates wisdom.

The magic of E.T. is in its relationships. The boy and alien are connected through a bit of
science fiction that Spielberg cooked up with his screenwriter, Melissa Mathison - at first,
it’s a bit clumsy and confusing when the story cuts back and forth between Elliott at school
and E.T. getting trashed on Coors. But it escalates into delirious humor (especially as John
Williams gets in on the act, scoring a rhapsody of frogs with a piece of Victor Young’s music
from The Quiet Man) and it establishes the bond between the characters. The
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