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Introduction: The Summer of Warmth

On June 11, 1982, two weeks before John Carpenter's The Thing
opened in American theaters, Universal Pictures released a film
about an alien visitor who wanted nothing more than to phone
home. It had a glowing heart. It rode a bicycle across the face of
the moon. It made Steven Spielberg cry while editing it, and it
made most of the country cry while watching it. E.T. the
Extra-Terrestrial earned $359 million domestically in its original
run. It was the highest-grossing film in history at that point.

Fourteen days later, The Thing arrived.

John Carpenter's film was set in Antarctica in the winter,
which meant there was no sky and no warmth and no moon to
bicycle across. The alien in this version had no glowing heart and
no desire to go home. It had, instead, the desire to assimilate: to
take apart every living thing it encountered, copy it from the
cellular level up, and replace it with something that looked exactly
the same but was not. The film's central horror was not distance or
danger but substitution, the specific terror of looking at someone
you know and not being certain that the person looking back at
you is still there.

The Thing opened to hostile reviews and modest box office.
Critics who had spent a fortnight weeping over Spielberg's alien
found Carpenter's alien repulsive, nihilistic, and cold. The film was,
in the cultural climate of June 1982, the wrong alien in the wrong
season at exactly the wrong moment.

It was also, as anyone who has spent time with the film
knows, one of the most formally perfect pieces of horror
filmmaking the American cinema has produced, a work of
sustained dread and philosophical precision that has aged not



merely well but continuously, growing more resonant with each
decade that passes and adds to the list of things it can be read as
being about.

The summer was warm. The film was cold. The film has
outlasted the summer.

Chapter 1: The Source

John W. Campbell Jr. published a novella called "Who Goes
There?" in the August 1938 issue of Astounding Science Fiction
magazine, under the pen name Don A. Stuart. Campbell was both
the story's author and, as the newly appointed editor of
Astounding, the central figure in what would become one of the
most influential editorial periods in the history of the science
fiction genre. His magazine published the early work of Isaac
Asimov, Robert A. Heinlein, and A. E. van Vogt, among others, and
his editorial philosophy, demanding scientifically grounded,
psychologically serious work rather than the pulp adventure that
had dominated the field, effectively redefined what science fiction
was for.

"Who Goes There?" is the story that has outlasted almost
everything else Campbell wrote, precisely because it is the story
most fully realized in the register of genuine existential dread. The
premise is clean: a group of scientists at an Antarctic research
station excavates the body of an alien creature frozen in the ice for
twenty million years. They thaw it. It revives. It has the ability to
assimilate other organisms at the cellular level, to completely
replicate any living thing it absorbs, to become that thing so
thoroughly that the original and the copy are physiologically
indistinguishable. The station's dogs begin to behave strangely.



The scientists begin to distrust each other. Nobody knows who, if
anyone, has already been replaced.

The novella was adapted once before, in Howard Hawks's The
Thing from Another World in 1951, and the adaptation removed
the premise's most frightening element by making the alien a
plant-based organism that could not replicate. The 1951 film is
good enough to be a classic of its own kind, but it is a different
and less disturbing story: you always know which thing the Thing
is.

Producers David Foster and Lawrence Turman began
developing a more faithful adaptation in the mid-1970s,
specifically because they wanted to put back into the film what the
1951 version had taken out. The shape-shifting, cell-level
replication, the inability to tell the copy from the original: this was
the idea that had made the novella significant and that the cinema
had not yet managed to do justice to.

It came to John Carpenter in 1976, when he was first
approached by co-producer Stuart Cohen. Carpenter was not yet
the person who could make it, having directed only a handful of
films, none for a major studio. He moved on to Halloween and
then The Fog and then Escape from New York, and the project
came back to him in 1981, when the various creative and financial
circumstances had finally aligned and Universal was ready to
commit.



Chapter 2: The Making

Bill Lancaster wrote the screenplay, adapting Campbell's novella
into a structure that moved the story forward in time, sharpened
the paranoia mechanics, and made a crucial creative decision that
shaped everything that followed: he removed the solution to the
central problem.

In Campbell's novella, the scientists devise a test to identify
which of their number has been replaced. The test works. The story
is not, at its core, about the impossibility of knowing who is
human. It is about a threat overcome by human ingenuity.
Lancaster and Carpenter took the test away. Their film has a
version of the blood test, a procedure that MacReady devises
partway through the film, but it does not resolve the question of
who is human and who is not in any clean or satisfying way. The
film ends in a state of fundamental uncertainty, with two survivors
sitting in the cold, watching each other, and neither of them able
to be sure the other is what they appear to be.

This ending was the decision that most divided the film's
original critics and is the decision that the film's subsequent critical
rehabilitation has most consistently recognized as an act of
genuine artistic courage. In 1982, an ending that refused to resolve
its central question was read as nihilism, a failure to provide the
cathartic victory that genre convention demanded. Forty years
later, it reads as the only honest conclusion to the philosophical
problem the film has spent 109 minutes constructing.

Carpenter's approach to The Thing was the opposite of his
approach to Halloween, his most successful film to that point.
Halloween worked through concealment, through the long build
of what might be in the shadows. The Thing worked through



revelation, through showing the creature in all its physical horror,
lit with the bright, clinical light that director of photography Dean
Cundey insisted on against the genre convention of darkness and
shadow. "Bringing the light in" was both a cinematographic
principle and a thematic one: the monster in The Thing is not less
frightening when you can see it. It is more frightening, because
what you can see has made you understand that the monster you
cannot see, the one that has already assimilated and is walking
among the crew, is functionally invisible.

The frozen studio

Principal photography began in August 1981 on six sound stages
at Universal in Los Angeles, each of which was refrigerated to
simulate Antarctic conditions. The cast and crew worked in
temperatures below freezing through the entire interior shoot, a
physical reality that contributed to the specific quality of
miserable, numb endurance that the performances carry. These are
not actors pretending to be cold. They are cold.

The exterior shots involved location work in northern British
Columbia, near Stewart, and some second unit footage from
Juneau, Alaska, where the grey sky and the indifferent vastness of
the landscape communicated the quality of total isolation that the
story required. The research station set was built at Stewart and
then deliberately destroyed for the film's climactic sequence; the
remnants of the American base, which the film uses as the
Norwegian base in the opening, are the real ruins of a real
structure that the production had blown up.

Carpenter had two weeks of rehearsal before filming, an
unusual luxury that paid dividends in the ensemble quality of the
performances. The twelve men in the Antarctic station do not feel



like a cast assembled for a film. They feel like people who have
been living in a confined space for months, whose relationships
and irritations and loyalties have developed the specific texture of
long proximity.

Rob Bottin and the creature

The $1.5 million allocated to creature effects was the production's
decisive technical investment, and the man who spent it, Rob
Bottin, was twenty-two years old when principal photography
began.

Bottin had worked on Carpenter's previous film, The Fog, and
had demonstrated a combination of technical ingenuity and
physical stamina that made him, despite his age, the right person
for a job that had never been attempted at this scale. The creature
effects budget for The Thing was more than Universal had ever
allocated to monster effects, and even that was not enough: the
work ran over, eventually costing the full $1.5 million against an
initial allocation of $200,000.

What Bottin built was not a monster in any conventional
sense. Campbell's creature is fundamentally formless, capable of
becoming anything it has assimilated, and its Vvisible
manifestations are the moments of transition, the process of
transformation and imitation caught in the act. Bottin created each
transformation sequence as a distinct mechanical achievement,
using chemicals, rubber, food products, animatronics, puppetry,
and cable-driven mechanisms to produce biological horror that
the audience could not file under any existing category. Forty-five
separate glimpses of the creature appear in the film. Each one
looks like something that should not be able to exist, and none of
them quite look like each other.
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The chest-defibrillation sequence, in which Dr. Copper
attempts to revive the apparently dead Norris and the man's chest
opens into a jaw that bites off the doctor's arms, was the sequence
that most definitively established the film's relationship with its
audience. The ASPCA arrived on the set while the dog
transformation sequence was being tested, having received
reports of an animal being mistreated. They were shown what they
were looking at, and departed satisfied. Whatever it was, it was not
a real dog.

Bottin worked on the film to the point of physical collapse,
hospitalizing himself from exhaustion near the end of production.
Stan Winston, who went on to lead some of the most celebrated
creature effects work in Hollywood history, contributed to the dog
sequence after Bottin's team ran short of time and resources.



Chapter 3: The Cast

Carpenter assembled an all-male cast of twelve, mostly television
character actors with a handful of recognizable film names, and
the balance between familiarity and obscurity was precisely right
for the film's purposes. You needed to know some of these people
well enough to be uncertain which of them might have been
replaced. You needed others to be relatively unknown, so that
their behavior could be ambiguous without the familiar signals of
star performance interfering with your reading.

Kurt Russell played MacReady, the team's helicopter pilot,
and the collaboration between Russell and Carpenter was by this
point their third film together, following Elvis (1979) and Escape
from New York (1981). The relationship had developed a specific
creative vocabulary, a shorthand that allowed Russell to bring
qualities to the performance that a more directed actor might not
have found. MacReady is not a hero in any conventional sense. He
is a pragmatist, a man whose primary quality is a commitment to
doing what needs to be done regardless of what it costs him or
anyone else. He drinks Scotch and plays chess against a computer
and, when the computer beats him, pours his drink into its
terminal. He is not particularly noble and not particularly
admirable. He is effective.

Nick Nolte was Universal's initial choice for the role and
declined. Christopher Walken, Jeff Bridges, Sam Shepard, and Kris
Kristofferson were among those considered before Carpenter
settled on Russell days before photography began. The specific
quality Russell brings, a kind of weathered authority that is not
warmth and not coldness but something more like competence, is
the quality that makes the role work. The audience follows



MacReady not because they like him but because he seems most
likely to have understood the situation correctly, and in a film
about the impossibility of trusting your own perceptions, someone
who seems to understand the situation is the closest thing to an
anchor available.

Wilford Brimley played Blair, the team's biologist, and the
film's most formally interesting performance. Blair is the character
who first understands, fully and systematically, what they are
dealing with. His simulation, in which he calculates the rate at
which the Thing would assimilate the entire population of the
earth given any breach of quarantine, is the film's most explicit
statement of its stakes, and Brimley delivers it as what it is: a
scientific demonstration by a man who has understood something
he wished he had not understood. Blair's subsequent breakdown
and isolation are the film's most affecting passage, the moment at
which the full weight of the knowledge he carries becomes visible.

Keith David played Childs, the team's assistant mechanic, and
the film's final scene is his. The ending, which places David and
Russell opposite each other in the cold, neither certain the other is
human, neither able to act on the uncertainty, is among the most
sustained and demanding duets in horror film history: two actors
generating maximum menace through minimum performance.

The supporting cast, including Richard Dysart, Donald Moffat,
Charles Hallahan, Richard Masur, David Clennon, T.K. Carter, Joel
Polis, Thomas Waites, and Peter Maloney, functions as a collective,
a group whose individual distinctions are just sufficient to maintain
the audience's ability to track who is where, and whose collective
erosion, as suspicion and violence and transformation reduce the
team, is the film's main narrative engine.



Chapter 4: The Setting

Antarctica is not simply the film's location. It is one of its two
primary subjects, alongside the creature, and understanding why
the location works as well as it does requires understanding what
Antarctica means as a setting.

The continent is the largest uninhabited landmass on earth
and the one most thoroughly hostile to human life. Winter at the
Antarctic pole is not a temperature that requires warm clothing
and some inconvenience. It is a temperature at which exposed skin
dies within minutes, at which machinery fails, at which the human
body is not metabolically capable of sustaining itself without
constant external support. The researchers at the American base in
the film are not merely isolated. They are isolated in the one place
on earth from which rescue is most structurally impossible. There
is no outside that can be called for help.

This extreme isolation is the structural condition that makes
the film's central problem interesting rather than just frightening.
In a less isolated environment, the solution to a shapeshifting alien
that might have assimilated some of the team is to leave: to
disperse, to reach authorities, to put distance between yourself
and the problem. In Antarctica in winter, you cannot leave. You are
there until the weather clears, and the weather clearing is weeks
away. The creature and the humans are locked in the same space,
and the humans cannot run. All they can do is think.

Dean Cundey's cinematography of the exterior Antarctic
locations is among the most beautiful and most desolating work
he has done across a career that included Halloween, Jurassic Park,
and Back to the Future. The landscape is photographed with a
clarity that communicates its inhospitability without drama: it is



simply white, and vast, and empty, and it goes on forever in every
direction. The base is a collection of buildings that the landscape
does not acknowledge. The landscape does not know they are
there. If they stopped maintaining the buildings, the landscape
would return to what it was within a winter.

The anamorphic widescreen format, which Cundey had
argued for with Carpenter, was the right choice for that landscape:
it emphasized the horizontal expanse, the sense that the camera
could pan left or right forever and find nothing but the same white
distance. Inside the base, the anamorphic frame compressed the
narrow corridors and cramped rooms into spaces that felt smaller
than they were, that pressed the characters into proximity with
each other and with whatever might be among them.

The production design, by John J. Lloyd, built the base as a
lived-in working environment rather than a Hollywood version of a
research station. The equipment is real scientific equipment. The
spaces are functional rather than decorative. The clutter of a place
where twelve people have been living and working for months is
present in every room: coffee cups, paperwork, personal items, the
detritus of extended occupation. The base feels inhabited, which is
the condition for the horror to work: the horror is not that the
alien has invaded somewhere alien. The horror is that the alien has
invaded somewhere that was ordinary.



Chapter 5: The Score

Ennio Morricone composed the score for The Thing, a
circumstance remarkable enough to require a moment's attention.
Morricone was, and remains, one of the most celebrated film
composers in cinema history, the creator of the operatic Western
scores for Sergio Leone's films and hundreds of other works across
a career spanning seven decades. He won the Academy Award for
Lifetime Achievement in 2007. That he composed the score for a
film of this kind, and that the film is sufficiently well-known that his
contribution to it constitutes a significant part of the film's
ongoing reputation, is not something the music industry of 1982
would have predicted.

Carpenter typically composed his own scores, a practice that
had given his films a consistent sonic identity, the pulsing,
minimalist electronic music associated with Halloween and Escape
from New York. He chose to hire Morricone for The Thing because
he wanted the score to sound different from his other work, to not
carry the expectation of his own voice. Morricone composed
primarily in his characteristic style, though the result sounds, to
many listeners, strangely like a Carpenter score: minimal,
electronic, pulsing, built from repetition and atmosphere rather
than melody.

Carpenter supplemented the score with some cues of his
own, uncredited, in the final cut. The distinction between
Morricone's material and Carpenter's is not always clear on first
listening, which is the point: the score is a unified document,
whatever its mixed authorship, and its unity comes from a shared
commitment to dread without drama, to the emotional
temperature of something cold and patient and very old.



The score's central gesture is a single sustained note, or a
simple ascending figure, repeated over and over with slight
variations in texture and rhythm. It communicates something
implacable: a process that is happening regardless of human
response, that neither accelerates nor decelerates in response to
what the humans do, that simply continues. This is the formal
musical equivalent of the creature's nature. The Thing does not
hurry. It does not panic. It assimilates at the rate that assimilation
proceeds, and no human response changes that rate.

The score was released on MCA Records in 1982 and has
been reissued in expanded form by subsequent labels, including a
comprehensive edition that includes previously unheard material
from the sessions. It sits in the catalogue of both Morricone's work
and Carpenter's, an anomaly in both, and it is precisely the
anomaly that makes it significant: a collaboration between two
composers whose work would otherwise not overlap, producing
something that carries the signature of neither and the character
of both.



Chapter 6: The Story

The story of The Thing is, on its surface, a monster movie: alien
creature invades research station, researchers attempt to identify
and destroy it. This summary is accurate and completely
inadequate. The film is using the monster movie structure to ask a
question that does not have a clean answer, and the question is
this: what is the relationship between appearance and identity, and
what happens to trust when the two can be completely separated?

The creature can copy anything it absorbs. It can copy the
cells, the structure, the behavior patterns, the personality,
everything that a person presents to the world as evidence of who
they are. The copy is perfect. There is no external sign, no visible
marker, no behavioral tell that distinguishes the original from the
duplicate. The only way to know whether someone has been
replaced is to test the cells directly, and the film's blood test scene,
in which MacReady heats blood samples with a hot wire and
watches for the cellular self-preservation response that only the
alien's cells demonstrate, is one of the most formally tense
sequences in horror cinema precisely because the test is the only
available proof and the test can be interfered with.

The philosophical problem this creates is not merely
dramatic. The creature does not change who you are. It changes
what you are. The person you were, with your memories and your
relationships and your particular way of moving through the
world, continues to exist in the copy. What does not continue is
whatever it is that makes you human rather than alien, and the film
refuses to specify what that is. The body is the same. The
personality is the same. What exactly has been lost?



The paranoia

The film works as a study of what happens to human social
structures when trust is removed as a possibility. The team does
not simply become afraid of the creature. It becomes afraid of
itself, each member calculating the probability that the person
next to them is no longer what they appear to be, each interaction
filtered through the knowledge that the calculation has no reliable
answer.

Bill Lancaster's script is precise about the stages of this
process. The first stage is disbelief: the initial encounter with the
dog's transformation produces shock and response but not yet
sustained paranoia, because the event is too strange to be
processed as a continuing threat. The second stage is the
calculation, the period after Blair's simulation when everyone
understands the mathematics of what they are dealing with and
begins to look at their colleagues differently. The third stage is
breakdown: the moment when the paranoia exceeds the capacity
of social convention to contain it, and the team fractures into
individual calculations rather than collective action.

MacReady's attempt to reassert collective action is the film's
central dramatic movement. He cannot prove he is human. He can
only insist, and threaten, and maintain the kind of authority that
comes from a willingness to do what needs to be done even when
what needs to be done is terrible. The film does not present this as
heroism. It presents it as the available alternative to paralysis.

The ending and what it means

MacReady and Childs sit in the ruins of the base as it burns. The
fire will consume what remains of the creature. They cannot be



rescued before the cold kills them. Neither of them can verify the
other is human.

They pass a bottle of Scotch between them.

This ending was read in 1982 as nihilistic, as the film refusing
to provide any hope or resolution or reward for the suffering it
had put its audience through. This reading was not wrong exactly,
but it was incomplete. The film is offering a different kind of
resolution: a recognition of shared condition. Whether or not
Childs is human, MacReady has chosen to behave as though he is.
Whether or not MacReady is human, Childs has chosen the same.
In the face of the total impossibility of certainty, they have chosen
to act on the assumption of trust, knowing the assumption might
be wrong.

This is not warmth. It is not hope in any conventional sense. It
is, however, a form of dignity: the choice to be human in your
behavior regardless of what you cannot know about the person in
front of you. The film earns this ending because it has never
cheated on the central problem. It has not provided an answer to
the question of who is human. It has instead suggested that in the
absence of any answer, the choice to behave humanely is the only
thing that matters.



Chapter 7: The Disaster

The Thing was released on June 25, 1982, and the cultural
conditions of that week amounted to the worst possible context
for what the film was doing.

E.T. had been in theaters for two weeks, redefining what the
summer movie experience could be. The film was not merely
successful: it was a cultural event, a shared emotional experience
of the kind that happens once or twice in a decade, a film that
people were seeing multiple times and discussing with the
urgency of something that had changed their understanding of
what cinema was for. In this environment, a film about an alien
that wanted to eat you from the inside out landed like a violation
of an unspoken agreement.

The reviews were shaped by this context. Vincent Canby of
the New York Times framed the film as an exercise in cynicism, a
deliberate affront to the emotional generosity that E.T. had just
demonstrated was possible. Roger Ebert gave it two and a half
stars and found the characters poorly realized and the gross-out
effects more impressive than interesting. Other critics reached for
the language of disgust: repulsive, nihilistic, soulless. The creature
effects that Rob Bottin had spent himself in building were praised
as technical achievements and condemned as unnecessary
transgressions.

The charge that stuck, and that has required the most
subsequent correction, was that the film's characters were
underdeveloped. The charge was not entirely wrong. Lancaster's
screenplay does not provide the kind of backstory and
psychological interiority that conventional dramatic narrative
develops in its characters. What it provides instead is a group



dynamic, a web of relationships and tensions and established trust
that the creature's assault dismantles piece by piece. The
characters are not underdeveloped. They are developed in a
manner specific to the kind of story being told, a kind that 1982
criticism was not fully equipped to evaluate.

The opening weekend

The film opened to $3.1 million across 840 theaters, a figure that
placed it fourth for the weekend. Its first week produced $8.3
million. The domestic total from its theatrical run was $19.6 million
against a budget of $15 million. This was, technically, a profit on
the bare production budget, but the marketing and distribution
costs brought the total expenditure to a figure the theatrical gross
could not cover.

ET. made $359 million. This comparison was made
repeatedly, in reviews and in industry commentary, as though the
appropriate verdict on any film that did not match ET.'s
performance was failure. By that standard, essentially every other
film of 1982 was a failure. The useful comparison was not to E.T.
but to the film's own costs, and by that comparison, The Thing was
not a disaster, merely a modest disappointment.

It was the reviews that damaged Carpenter's position most
severely. He had moved from independent filmmaking into major
studio production with this film, and the hostile reception,
combined with the box office modesty, left his career in a less
comfortable position than it had occupied before. He would not
direct another major studio film for several years. The film that was
his most formally accomplished work was the film that most cost
him professionally.



Chapter 8: The Reclamation

The Thing was released on VHS and LaserDisc shortly after its
theatrical run ended, and the home-video response was, almost
immediately, the inverse of the theatrical response.

The film found, on the small screen, the audience that the
cultural moment of summer 1982 had prevented it from reaching.
These were viewers who came to it without the context of E.T,,
without the critical framing that had positioned it as a nihilistic
affront to human feeling, without the assumption that they were
watching a failure. They were watching a horror film, and what
they found was a horror film that did things horror films had not
done before.

The practical effects, which had been condemned as
excessive on the big screen, proved more effective in the intimacy
of the living room, where the full detail of Bottin's work was visible
without the distancing effect of theatrical presentation. The film's
deliberate pacing, which had struck some theater audiences as
slow, read on the small screen as the sustained dread it was
designed to be. And the ending, which had seemed cold and
unsatisfying in a theater full of people who expected resolution,
became, in the private context of the living room, the most honest
conclusion the film could have found.

Word spread the way it spread before the internet: through
video store conversations, through late-night television
screenings, through the specific excitement of a person who has
found something that rewards the attentiveness it asks for and
needs to tell someone else about it. The audience for The Thing
assembled across the middle 1980s and grew through the rest of
the decade, and by the time it hit its tenth anniversary in 1992,



there was no serious argument left that the film's original
reception had been anything other than wrong.

The critical reversal

The systematic critical rehabilitation of The Thing accelerated in
the 1990s and 2000s as the generation that had grown up with the
VHS tape began writing about film. These were critics for whom
the film was not a disappointment relative to E.T. but a formative
experience in its own right, a film encountered at the age at which
first encounters leave permanent marks. Their reassessments were
not simply revisionist: they were attempts to articulate what the
film had done that the 1982 critics had not found language for.

The key arguments that emerged from this reassessment
were three. First, that the film's treatment of the creature was
formally innovative rather than gratuitously unpleasant: Bottin's
effects were not gore for gore's sake but a sustained visual
argument about the nature of identity, about what it looks like
when the boundary between self and other is destroyed. Second,
that the film's treatment of paranoia was philosophically serious
rather than merely dramatic: the film was doing something
substantive with the problem of knowledge and trust, something
that academic writing in epistemology and political theory could
engage with productively. Third, that the ending was an act of
artistic integrity rather than nihilism: a refusal to provide false
comfort in a story that had honestly established the impossibility
of certainty.

These arguments accumulated into a consensus that placed
The Thing among the most significant horror films made in the
United States, and eventually in the wider canon of American
cinema. It appears regularly at or near the top of horror film



rankings by critics, scholars, and practitioners. It appears in the
teaching materials of film schools. It appears in the conversations
of directors across genres, cited as an influence or a touchstone or
a benchmark.

The film is shown every year at the Amundsen-Scott South
Pole Station, after the last plane leaves and the winter crew is
committed to their isolated months. It is screened, the station
tradition holds, as the weather closes in and the period of total
isolation begins. The people who watch it know exactly what it
means to be the people they are watching.

nNo
w



Chapter 9: What Changed

The critical reversal of The Thing is, in formal terms, one of the
more complete reversals in American genre film history. The 1982
response and the contemporary consensus represent not merely
different assessments of the same qualities but different
frameworks for what a horror film is supposed to do and different
standards for what counts as effective filmmaking.

The 1982 critical consensus assumed that horror films, like
other genre films, owed their audiences a certain kind of
emotional resolution, that the function of fear in a film was to
build to a release, that nihilism was a failure of craft rather than a
possible position. It also assumed that the gross-out quality of
Bottin's effects was a distraction from rather than a component of
the film's meaning.

The contemporary consensus, built across four decades of
horror criticism and horror filmmaking, understands the film within
a tradition of body horror in which the physical transformation of
the body is itself a form of meaning, not decoration but argument.
It understands the ending as an example of a tradition of
ambiguous horror conclusions in which the withholding of
resolution is the point. And it understands the film's relationship to
paranoia as a specifically American preoccupation, a work made in
the context of the Cold War that uses the Antarctic setting and the
alien threat to formalize the anxiety about subversion and
substitution that had been running through American political
culture since the early 1950s.

This last context has become, in the decades since 1982, one
of the film's most productive readings. The creature is a perfect
formal expression of the fear that the person next to you is not



what they appear to be, that the surface of social life conceals a
different and threatening reality, that the very mechanisms of trust
and community are vulnerable to exploitation by something that
wears a human face. This is the fear that McCarthyism had given
form to, and it is the fear that the Cold War's logic of hidden
allegiances had sustained. Carpenter and Lancaster may or may
not have intended the allegory. The film is available for it, and the
availability is part of why it has continued to generate readings.

N
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Chapter 10: The Enduring Cold

A note on the question of whether The Thing is a great film or
simply a very good film that has been over-promoted by people
who saw it at the right age.

It is a great film. The precision of its formal construction, the
specific quality of its craft in every department, the consistency
with which every decision serves the central philosophical problem
rather than the comfort of the audience, the sustained
achievement of its ending: these are not the qualities of a film that
is merely good. It is a film that does exactly what it sets out to do,
without compromise and without apology, and that the thing it
sets out to do is genuinely difficult and genuinely uncomfortable
does not diminish the achievement.

What it is not is a film for everyone, or a film for every mood,
or a film that offers any of the consolations that most films offer. It
will not make you feel warmth for humanity. It will not give you a
triumph to carry out of the theater. It will give you the specific,
uncomfortable, exhilarating experience of watching a work of art
that is fully committed to its own vision, that knows exactly what
question it is asking and that refuses to pretend the question has
an easy answer.

John Carpenter made the most formally accomplished film of
his career and watched it fail commercially and critically in the
shadow of a film about an alien who wanted to be friends. The
failure was the kind that happens when a work arrives in the wrong
moment, and the recovery was the kind that happens when the
moment eventually shifts to accommodate the work rather than
requiring the work to accommodate the moment.



The film is screened every year in Antarctica, at the bottom of
the world, in the dark of the polar winter, by people who are as
isolated as the people they are watching and who understand, in a
way most audiences cannot quite reach, what it means to be in a
room with people you cannot entirely trust, in a place you cannot
leave, waiting for the cold to reveal what it is hiding.

It is not a comforting film. It is not supposed to be. The cold is
still out there.

Appendices: The Numbers, the Names, and the Cold

Appendix A: The Box Office Record

The Thing's commercial history is the cleanest in the series: the
film cost $15 million, it earned $19.6 million in domestic theatrical
release, and the narrative of failure was constructed from a
comparison to E.T. rather than to the film's own production costs.
The actual arithmetic was a modest profit on the bare production
budget, a loss when marketing and distribution are included.

The summer 1982 context:

The comparison to E.T. is the most revealing number in the
table: a film released two weeks before The Thing earned more
than eighteen times its domestic gross. In the context of that
comparison, every subsequent film of the summer looked modest.
The comparison was rhetorically convenient for the assessment of
failure and intellectually dishonest: The Thing was not a failure
relative to its budget or its genre or its production scale. It was a
failure relative to the most commercially successful film of the
year, which is a standard almost nothing in cinema history would
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survive.
The Rotten Tomatoes arc:

The gap between the critic score and the audience score is
instructive: the audience, which has been finding and responding
to the film on its own terms for forty years, has arrived at a warmer
assessment than the critical establishment even in its current
rehabilitated form.

Appendix B: The Source and the Adaptation

John W. Campbell Jr. (1910-1971) published "Who Goes There?" in
August 1938 under the pen name Don A. Stuart, a name derived
from a combination of the maiden name of his mother (Dorothy
Stuart) and a version of his own. Campbell used the pseudonym
for stories he considered more literary than the standard science
fiction of the era, which his regular byline had come to be
associated with.

The story had been adapted once before, loosely, in Christian
Nyby and Howard Hawks's The Thing from Another World in 1951.
The 1951 film relocated the creature to the Arcticc made it
plant-based rather than animal-based, and removed the
shape-shifting entirely, producing a technically proficient Cold War
science fiction film that is a classic of its type but an adaptation
only in the loosest sense.

Lancaster's 1982 screenplay returned to the novella's central
premise, adding the specific character of MacReady, the isolation
dynamics, and the ending's terminal ambiguity. The blood test,
which appears in both the novella and the film, functions
differently in each: in the novella it resolves the paranoia, and in
the film it cannot, because the Thing has had time to interfere with



the samples.

A 2018 Kickstarter campaign funded the publication of
Frozen Hell, a longer manuscript version of "Who Goes There?"
that Campbell had cut before publication. The expansion provided
more world-building and character detail, and its publication
generated renewed interest in the source material in the context of
the film's long-established reputation.

Appendix C: The Cast

The female presence in the film is limited to two uncredited
appearances: the voice of MacReady's chess computer, voiced by
Adrienne Barbeau (Carpenter's wife at the time), and the female
contestants visible on a television broadcast MacReady watches at
the film's opening. This all-male cast was a deliberate choice
reflecting the reality of Antarctic research stations in 1982 and
serving the story's interest in a specific, enclosed, pressured
community.

Appendix D: The Creature Effects

Rob Bottin was twenty-two when principal photography began on
The Thing, and he worked on the film's creature effects for roughly
a year, eventually hospitalizing himself from exhaustion before
production was complete. His contribution is the most technically
ambitious practical effects work in the history of the horror genre
and, by the consensus of the field, has never been surpassed.

The effects used a mixture of materials and techniques:

Chemicals: Solvents and reactive compounds that produced
convincingly biological-looking transformation textures.



Rubber: The primary structural material for the creature's
body, manipulated by cables and pneumatic bladders from
beneath and inside the set surfaces.

Food products: Mayonnaise, gelatin, chicken parts, and other
food materials used to create convincingly organic textures and
fluids.

Mechanical components: Cable-driven and motor-driven
mechanisms that allowed the creature's elements to move and
deform independently.

Puppetry: Hand-operated elements for the most dynamic
sequences.

Animatronics: Pre-programmed mechanical movement for
sequences requiring repeated consistent motion.

Stan Winston contributed to the dog transformation
sequence specifically, after Bottin's team ran short of time and
resources. Winston's contribution is acknowledged in the film's
credits. The dog transformation was the sequence that caused the
ASPCA to visit the production, believing from a third-party report
that a real animal was being mistreated. They were shown the
mechanical dog and departed.

The creature appears in 45 distinct forms or glimpses across
the film's 109 minutes. None of them are the same, and none of
them resemble any recognizable organism, because the creature
itself is not a single organism but a collection of assimilated
others, a provisional form on the way to something else.

Appendix E: The Score



Ennio Morricone composed the main score, released on MCA
Records in 1982. John Carpenter contributed additional cues,
uncredited, to the final cut. The two composers' contributions are
not consistently distinguishable by ear, which is the point: the
score needed to sound like a single document rather than a
credited collaboration.

Morricone described his approach in a 2012 interview as
having been shaped by Carpenter's specific brief: he wanted
something minimal, cold, and implacable, something that
communicated ongoing process rather than event. The result
draws on electronic and minimal orchestral resources in a way that
is unlike the majority of Morricone's work for other directors while
remaining consistent with the emotional temperature of his work
for Leone, in which the music's primary function is to make space
for what the film is doing rather than to compete with it.

The score's central theme, a repeated ascending figure over a
held bass note, is one of the most economical and most effective
dramatic statements in horror film music: a sound that implies not
threat but inevitability, not danger but process. The creature does
not have music that announces its presence. The music implies a
universe in which the creature's assimilation is simply a fact of
nature, as cold and as indifferent as the environment in which the
film is set.

The score has been reissued in expanded form by Varese
Sarabande and other labels and is considered, by the community
of film music critics and enthusiasts, one of the definitive horror
scores, cited alongside Bernard Herrmann's work for Hitchcock
and Pino Donaggio's work for De Palma as a benchmark of the
form.

THE END
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