THE DARK CRYSTAL

Jim Henson brings the land of Froud to life
with $25 million worth of fantasy wonder.

By Larry Winters

Making the rounds in theaters
beginning this past December 1s a
short, but Illlplt*“iu'. teaser tratler ol
scenes from Jim Henson's THE
DARK CRYSTAL, the most com-
plex and perhaps the costhest lantasy
film ever made. Production sources
estimate the hilm’s budget 10 be at
least $25 milhion. Henson, careator ol
The Muppets, uses no hive actors in
the film. Virtually every scene has
been made mto a speaal ellect o
bring its cast of amazing non-human
characters 1o hife, based ondesigns by
noted fantasy arust Brian Froud.

l'hnu‘uh the pPrevicew tratler now
circulating promises audiences they
will see the suange world of THE
DARK CRYSTAL come to hie on
movie screens this summer, in Janu-
ary, Universal, the film's US. and
Canadian distributor, postponed the
film’s longstanding May 28 premere
to consider more favorable dates. The
film will probably see a Thanksgiv-
ing release in November. Sutfcompe-
ution from numerous other horror,
fantasy and scaence hictnon releases

An Ur-Ru, a race of
mystic philosophers
who raise and train the
film's young hero, Jen,
the last remnant of an
elf-like race called
Gelflings, to challenge
the evil power of the
Skekses. The story, by
Henson, is standard
stuff. Its visualization
from the work of Brian
Froud (inset) is the
film's main attraction.
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slated this summer was cited as the
reason for the film's delay, despite the
considerable prestige ol 1ts Muppets
connection, huge budget, and paruci-
pation of producer Gary Rurtz,
whose credits on STAR WARS and
ITHE EMPIRE STRIKES BACK are
prominently displayed mn all adver-
Lsing.

Co-directed by Henson and has
Muppets associate Frank Oz, THE
DARK CRYS AL presents a primi-
tve world devoid of technology and
science where trees walk, mountains
move, and nature 1s a hving lorce ol
spirit and intelhigence governed by
magic. Henson conceived the stony
idea in 1977 10 develop a new direc-
ton for his Muppet technology, and
was immediately attracted 1o the
work of English arust Bramn Froud,
published that vear in a handsome
colfee-table book by Peacock Press
and Bantam Books called The Land
0f Froud. Henson hired the arust o
design the lilm and s characters, and
IHE DARK CRYSTAL was born.
Four years of preproduction work lol-
lowed, at a cost ol more than $6 mul-
lion, before production began in

The mystical chamber of the Skekses, an ugly race of lizard-like beings who use the
power of THE DARK CRYSTAL to enslave the film's cute-looking characters.

April ol 1981.

During the hilm’s lengthy prepro-
duction perniod, Henson tleshed out
his story working with screenwriter
David Odell. From Froud's designs,
Protory pes ol characters, sets and cos-
tumes were constructed, and comae
artist Mike Ploog was brought in to
storvboard the acuon, providing a
blueprint for hillming. In 1979, alter
the vemendous hmancial success ol
Henson's birst feature, THEMUPPE |
MOVIE, the project was ]Ilt"ul'lllt'll O
Linancien l.ord Lew Grade who
agreed 1o bankroll filming through
his L 1T.C. Films Internatnonal com-
rl.tll\.(-I.le'\IIIH\lt'rlll|llll‘|l.h\llltl'
:n”.llnnl. l4r1'|lll.u,r flrom l.ll.nllflllhlt
losses on big-budget pictures, hke
RAISE THE TTTANIC, that flopped
at the boxolhce.

Henson was approached dunng pre-
]nlullnllull hy ]Hiuhurl Gary hurte,
then working on THE EMPIRF
STRIKES BAC N, 10 Prons ide thetech-
nology and expertise needed to hilm
Yoda, the Gremhn-hike Jedi master
conceived by George Lucas. Henson
used the assignment o underwrite

rescarch and development costs tor
techniques needed to hilm THE
DARK CRYSTAL. Yoda served as a
sort of dry run for the hilm. T he char-
acter's overwhelming popularity
also provided a bonus, a promotional
hook 1o win audience doeceplance fon
Henson's risky, unconventional
project. Kurtz joined Henson as co-
producer in 1980, shortly alter the
release of EMPIRE.

' he Yoda connection 1s particu-
fary Illl]unl.llll SINCE, s O6ne sounee
close to the production puts 1,
““Muppetry’ 1s a word the ilmmak-
ers want to avord. " | |Iflll§.:|l Henson,
Oz and regular Muppet crews per-
formed the characters, non-Muppet
volces have been .u]tlt"ll in the tlllll-
bing room. | he performers, no more
than three per creature, operate the
Characters from below stage by direct
manipulation or by mechanical
means, augmented by radio con-
trolled eflects meggered rom a dis-
tance when needed.

Characters include Gellthngs, two
human-hke elf creatures who serve as
the [ilm's hero and herome; Skekses
(sounds hke nexuas), hzard-hike vil-
lains who resemble Scred, the Muppet
character from Henson's SATUR-
DAY NIGHT LIVE segments; and
Garthim, the beetle-hike henchman
ol the Skekses. Notonly arethe names
a bit olf-putting for general audi-
ences, not o mentuon the appear-
ances, but some characters speak for-
cign languages which will not be
subtitled.

Filming wrapped last Septemben
at EMI's Enghish Borechamwood stu-
dios. Final postproduction work has
now been unnplrlnl. e llllllllg the
addinion of a symphonic score by
'revor Jones (EXCALIBUR), and
rimming to a ught Y49 minuees. A
July release in England, via UIP, 1s
lu'illglulhitll'lnl. D



