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Production Notes

GRAND CANYON: THE HIDDEN SECRETS, a 35 minute true-life adventure in IMAX©/OMNIMAX, depicts the experience of humankind in the Grand Canyon from the Native American’s first descent into its vast depths in 2250 BC to the present.


The World Cinemax, Inc. production of a Destination Cinema, Inc. presentation is produced, created, and filmed by Kieth (cq) Merrill from his original screenplay.


Merrill envisioned the Grand Canyon as a natural site for his initial IMAX film.  Because of the great difficulty in hiking remote areas, most tourists never experience the beauty of the many side canyons and waterfalls located off the Colorado River, which flows rapidly at the Canyon floor.


“Utilizing IMAX film, I felt it would be possible to open up the Canyon for the first time to all but those visitors who have had the luxury of time and access to its secrets,” Merrill explained.


Intent on capturing the beauty of the environment while distancing the film from the nature or travelogue genre, Merrill decided to focus his script on the human history of the Grand Canyon.  “The project seemed overwhelming to begin with,” said Merrill, “I knew I could make a stronger artistic statement if we interjected the human perspective instead of shooting gorgeous postcards.”

He selected historical events through which the audience is presented spectacular vistas of the Grand Canyon.  Merrill focused on the desolate red cliffs of Toroweep to depict the descent into the Canyon of its earliest known inhabitants.  He chose the massive Red Wall Cavern as the
 

backdrop for a look at Anasazi Indian culture circa 650 AD.  The exquisite Desert View and Moran Point overlooks were selected as focal points for the recreation of the 1450 Coronado Expedition led by Conquistador DeCardena.  To depict the well-documented explorations of John Wesley Powell in 1869, Merrill turned to the mighty Colorado River, capturing its relentless movement and its breathtaking rapids.
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Merrill and his crew spent 78 days on location in and around the Grand Canyon National Park, going to considerable lengths to capture the hidden waterfalls, side canyons, and rarely-seen details which comprise the national landmark.


“The river was the most difficult, unpredictable and potentially dangerous segment of the film,” Merrill recalled.  “We were completely removed from civilization for 21 days, essentially camping out.  We had to take everything with us-all the supplies necessary to support our crew, the actors and the river guides plus all the film gear.  During the trip, communications with the outside world were at a minimum.  It was a terrific gamble, but it paid off.  The adventure is all up there on the screen.  But it wasn’t easy protecting ourselves and the sensitive equipment from the elements.”


For the river sequences, a special water box was constructed to protect the camera from spray and occasional submersion.  Accessories for the lens were built to help compensate for the unusual contrast in the canyon where, often, one wall was in intense sunlight and the other deep in shadow.  A modular camera crane, which could be broken down into compact sections and transported into remote locations was also designed, and a flexible structure was built which effectively transformed a regular river raft into a floating camera platform.


Despite the myriad of systems designed and constructed to allow for filming in the often unfriendly environment, the crew itself faced the hazards of extremes in temperature, high winds, and intense moisture, not to mention rattlesnakes and scorpions.


Logistical obstacles also posed intriguing problems for the filmmakers.  Filming in the most remote locations ever utilized for a motion picture of the Grand Canyon, the crew traveled by raft down the raging river, by horse, mule, on foot with backpacks, by helicopter and small airplane.  Ropes were employed to haul cumbersome equipment to optimum camera positions on the edges of precipices, in caves, and under waterfalls.


The challenge of capturing the Grand Canyon in an IMAX format required the utmost dedication from the crew.  “Because the consistent enthusiasm among the crew resulted in accomplishing our objective,” says Merrill, “a three year, seemingly impossible dream was turned into reality.”
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