THE SECRET OF NIMH

What looks like Disney, sounds like Disney,
but isn’t Disney? A film by ex-Disney artists.

By Kyle Counts

Classical ammmaton has been gone
for a long nme. Elements hke lash
backgrounds, special etfects and char-
acter contact shadows are not seen
even in the best of the ammmated fea-
tures. But Don Bluth, president ol
Don Bluth Productnions and duecion
ol the lorthcommg anmmmated feature,

THE SECRET OF NIMH (rhvines
with time), wants to resurrect them an
his $6.1 milhon productuon set for a
June 1982 release. The film featares
the vowces ol Ehzabeth Hartiman (A
PATCH OF BLUE), Derek Jacob (1,
CLAUDIUS), John Carradine and
Dom Deluise.

[HE SECRE T OF NIMHE 1safirst
feature elfort by a group ol I amma-
tors—led by Bluth—who walked out
i mid-production on Disney Stu-
dio’s FOX AND THE HOUND due
to lack of creatve control, aday Bluth
refers toas “D-(lor Disney) Day. Tt got
1o be that we couldn’t be areative 1n
the true sense of the word. The red
tape, the burecaucracy, the chaimn ol
authormnty—evervwhere vou turned,
someone was saving, ‘we don’t do
that at Disney,” or ‘that isn’t what
Walt would have wanted.” When we
realized how difficult 1t was 1o grow
in those conlines, we deaded to leave
the orgamization,”

“"We' included Gary Goldman
and John Pomeroy, partner’s in
Bluth's company and directing am-
mators of NIMH. During THE RES-
CUERS, several arusts began o feel
the decay of the Disney system. “We
were bemng tramed o animate, but
not to director do lavoutsor cutung, ™
recounts Bluth, The group bought
their own ammmation equipment and
started expernimentuing. After five
vears they made BANJO, THE
WOODPILE CAT, which they sold
to ABC. The featurette showed 1o
themselves and 1o potential investors
that they were quite serious and capa-

ble ol domg a tull-length anmimated
leature,

IHE SECRET OF NIMH was, in
fact, hirst considered at Disney when a
copy of Robert C.O'Brien’s Newberny
Award-winning novel, Mrs. Frishy
and the Rats of Nimh, was circulated
among the lun\'t'lvlh.ll-lu'.h d poten-
ttal studio vehacle, It was greeted
with an overwhelmingly neganve
reaction by just about evervone but
Bluth.

I he Dl will differ vastly from the
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novel, according to Bluth. O'Brien’s
book 1s really two stories 1in one: the
first about a widowed fhield mouse
named Mrs. Frisby, who must move
her children out of thewr anderblock
home belore 1t s destroved by a
Larmer's tractor. The second storny
concerns a \ll]n.l-llllt*lllgrlll stramn ol
rats which escape rom thenr labcages
at NCEMNLHL, which stands for Nanonal
Insutute for Mental Health, and seck
thernr own sellf-suthcaent Utopia
belore the farmer, whose land they

Mad prolessor Mr. Ages pulls a string lo start the gears in his underground lab.
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OCCUPY, discovers they are \lt';llillg
both his graan and electrical supply.
Bluth's version combines the stonies,
the maan thrust centered around the
[ield mouse’s phight,

Bluth, however, felt any tutle with
the name “Mrs. Brisby™ (Whammo
had the copynght 1o Insby) would
sound too “cutesy-pie,” thus turming
off potenual adult patrons. “"We
don’t want people 1o think we're
making a children’s picture,” he sand.
“"We're not. We are attemptung to
stimulate, on all levels, for all ages.

Ceoervaanly there will be moments ol
“cutesy-pre’” i THE SECRET OF
NIMH, but such sentimentaliny
should be elfec Ii\t'l’@ counterbal-
anced by the hilm's darker tones. The
audience will witness, for istance,
the captured street rats’ metamorpho-
sis, through drugs, into an advanced
breed of super-rodents. The camera
will truck mmto the molecular struc-
ture of the rat’s DNA, and show the
DNA begin to change, culmimmaung
in a psychedehic hight show.

I'he stvle of THE SECRET OF
NIMH will no doubt reflect a strong
Disnev influence, but Bluth isn't
bothered by the companison. “Style
was somethimg that was set by Walt,
and evervone will always give that o
him,” sind Bluth, “He used a sem-
realistic form, which allowed audi-
ences to strongly indenufy with the
characters. This 1s our form n
NIMH. You create a torm all 1ts own
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Above: Mrs. Brisby tries to untangle
Jeremy, the crow, from a string he's
collected for his nesl. Inset: Don Bluth
(left) Gary Goldman (middle) and John
Pomeroy, maverick animators who left
Disney to form their own company.

by burlesquing a human or ammmal.”

I'he featare film 1s not the only
project on the the company’s docket.
11 weeks were alloted to the areanon
ol a two-mimute ammated sequence
for NANADLU. This deasion inareased
the pressure of a late June release date
for THE SECRET OF NIMH mak-
ing long hours the norm. Now, 1t 1s
not uncommon to find an exhausted
artist catnapping under his or her
desk. Such ten-minute refreshers are
encouraged by Bluth, who, as an
artist, knows how turimg itcan be tosat
at a drawimg table anywhere from
cight to 12 hours a day.

“That's why vou'll ind Don and
John and mysell the first ones herein
the morming and the last ones to leave
at might,” said Gary Goldman.
“We're runming hard, and we want
evervone else to run hard.” Goldman
feels that careating a nght-knit crea-
tive team at the directonal level s the
key 1o a quality project. “At Disney,
the storyman was responsible only
for the story, and when it wasdone the
director would determine if it worked
for him. Here, the drawings come out
of the director himsell.”

Bluth estimates that productuon s
shightly behind the maudway point,
with another seven months ol addi-
tnonal work to be done. The com-
pleted illm will make use ol some
6,500 feet of hilm, with over 1,000
background pamungs and between
120,000 and 160,000 drawings for the
film’s 75 to 78 muinute running time.,
Jerry Goldsmith, composer ol the
Oscar-winnmeg score for THEOMEN,
will write the music score, his hirst for
an animmated leature,

Bluth isn't all that ceranm he feels
comlfortable tagegmmg THE SECRE'T
OF NIMH as a return 1o the classic
style ol anmmmanon, saying, “I'd prefer
to simply say that we're gomg to do
our darmedest to kt't'p what Ithinkisa
dving art form rom dying.” O
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