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With dragon Toothless  
at his side, Hiccup wields 
the fire-sword “Inferno” 
in an action scene from 
“The Hidden World.”
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“Out there, beyond the sunset, lies the home of the dragons. Legend tells of ships  
that sailed too close to it, only to drop off the edge of the world. But those sailors who 

 turned back told tales of a great waterfall and dragons guarding the entrance  
to the Hidden World. Not just a nest, Hiccup, but a land from which all dragons come. ”

— From the screenplay by Dean DeBlois
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Amidst a decade-long, 
worldwide chorus 
of praise for the 
visual inventiveness 
and excitement 

of DreamWorks Animation’s “How 
to Train Your Dragon” trilogy, less 
attention has been paid to its themes. 
But this is a movie — and the three 
chapters deserve to be thought of as 
one unified film — with a great deal on 
its mind.

Indeed, with the appearance of the 
final chapter, subtitled “The Hidden 
World,” the complete “How to Train 
Your Dragon” was revealed as a 
mature epic examining the meaning 
of heroism and kinship, as well as 
a forceful parable of humanity’s 
relationship with the natural world. 
Making story choices far outside the 
traditional animation box, writer-
director Dean DeBlois and team built a 
triptych worthy of standing shoulder-
to-shoulder with the most celebrated 
live-action fantasies and trilogies of 
our time. 

 Continued on page 4

A

In ‘The Hidden World,’ 
a young hero comes into  

full ownership of 
 his birthright, though 

at a heartbreaking cost.

By Bob Verini 

EPIC’S ENDING  
STIRS THE HEART, 
SPURS THE MIND

The Legacy
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“It is very rare for an 
author to love the films 
that are made out of their 
books as much as I do.

I consider myself 
astonishingly lucky to 
have had Dean DeBlois 
write and direct all 
three ‘How to Train Your 
Dragon’ movies. This is 
a truly outstanding film 
trilogy — stunningly 
beautiful and deeply 
moving, and it will stand 
the test of time. And 
Dean’s spectacular vision, 
his imagination and his 
emotion are right at the 
heart of all three of them. 

The films are true to 
the spirit of the books, 
and that is the sign of an 
imaginative and brilliant 
film adaptation.

These are movies that 
will live with children 
when they grow into 
adulthood, and for the 
rest of their lives.”  

—Cressida Cowell

‘It Will 
Stand the 
Test of 
Time.’

tors that we have. 
“[Those directors] have an absolute, locked-in vision 

of the story in their head,” says Lewis, “and they keep it 
while taking creative feedback that’s going to give you 
ideas to make it better.”

The completed trilogy, based on author Cressida 
Cowell’s popular book series, reflects DeBlois’ personal 
vision and passions. 

“What Cressida does so beautifully in her books is 
create these amazing, layered characters that appeal to 
kids, to everyone really,” explains Arnold. “That’s her su-
perpower.” But the producer goes on to note that Cowell’s 
Viking narrative “doesn’t always translate one-to-one” 
from the printed page to the demands of cinema.

Happily, for all concerned, wrangling a movie story is 
DeBlois’ superpower. He sensed the Cowell project would 
be “something in my wheelhouse: It featured a younger 
protagonist, in over his head in a world of fantasy. And 
that spoke to me because it’s a common element in a lot 
of stories that I write.”

Head of character animation Simon Otto admiringly 
recalls their first department heads’ meeting, in which 
concerns about a new boss were understandable after 
18 months of prior effort. “He was this calming presence, 
taking one problem at a time, attacking it as thoughtfully 
as he could, and allowing the creativity that’s in a place 
like DreamWorks to happen.”

One of his early decisions amounted to “a paradigm 
shift,” in Otto’s words: Toothless — up until then an 
earthbound little green fella — would become a flying 
dragon of dark menace, putting Hiccup in the position of 
befriending the enemy.

He also skillfully finessed studio notes. Word came 
down that Hiccup should have some version of a Sky-
walker light saber. 

Recalls Otto, “Dean went, ‘Hiccup’s a pacifist! How 
can we give him a weapon that looks cool and makes him 
look heroic without going against his core?’ That’s how he 
figured out, ‘Maybe that’s his way of becoming a dragon: 
if he has some kind of device that helps him tame the 
dragons…to mesmerize and befriend them.’” 

Thus, was born the fire-blade “Inferno,” wielded as 
a pacifist might and particularly prominent in “The 
Hidden World.” An executive suggestion, one that many a 
filmmaker might resist or try to ignore, begat something 
unexpected and meaningful.

DeBlois, among the most urbane and relaxed of 
raconteurs, is quick to credit his colleagues at every 
opportunity, lacks any trace of false modesty. He’s well 
aware of what he brought to the show. 

“I was always charged with being the guardian of the 
story,” he says. “My greatest contribution is that I could 
talk to any department head, any artists on the film, and 
give my feedback based on story intent. And that made it 
go smoothly.”

Like other animation auteurs before him, DeBlois sees 
new worlds to conquer as he prepares to helm Hasbro’s 
“Micronauts” and then a new retelling of “Treasure Island.”

“Live action comes with its own fears and concerns,” 
he admits. “But I’ve worked with large crews over 
sustained lengthy production schedules, and I’ve been the 
caretaker of a story multiple times, so I know my value in 
that mix.” 

Fans of “Dragon,” however, can look forward to more 
DeBlois magic in his wheelhouse vein. “I love animation,” 
he affirms. “I would never leave it behind.”

— Bob Verini

Each member of the “How 
to Train Your Dragon” team, 
it seems, has a different 
explanation for what makes 
writer-director Dean DeBlois so 
damn good.

To producer Bonnie Arnold, 
in on the trilogy from the begin-
ning, “he understands emotions 

that really resonate with audiences.” For Jay Baruchel, 
who has voiced the hero Hiccup through three features 
and a TV show, he’s “a wellspring of imagination…a 
romantic who sees what’s good in people.” 

And veteran animation producer Bradford Lewis, new 
to the franchise with the climactic “The Hidden World,” 
says “He’s one of a handful of the best animation direc-

E
Above: Dean DeBlois

Writer-director Dean DeBlois adapted Cressida Cowell’s books and 
proved a fearless protector of his masterpiece, inspiring his team 
as he calmly navigated story changes and production challenges. 

Assured Auteur Forged 
New Fantasy Classic

Continued from page 3
As millions of children and more than a few 

grownups already know, the action centers on 
the Viking Isle of Berk, its inhabitants perpetually 
in tension with flying beasts that regularly raid the 
local livestock. Killing these marauders is the obsession 
of young and old alike, including the village chief Stoick’s 
beanpole son Hiccup, whose father harbors misgivings 
about grooming his awkward lad of 15 as his successor. 
“You are many things, Hiccup,” sighs the brawny chief-
tain, “but a dragon killer is not one of them.”

Too right. Hiccup is destined to become a “dragon 
whisperer” who tames these ferocious creatures and who 
will devote his life to bringing about a lasting interspecies 
rapprochement: no easy task considering humans’ intrac-
table bigotry, which keeps rearing up at the trilogy’s most 
fraught moments.

The agent of Hiccup’s metamorphosis is a rare, elusive 
dragon known as a Night Fury, whom the boy maims but 
can’t bring himself to dispatch. “I looked at him,” he will 
later say, “and saw myself.” He and "Toothless" — named 
for the retractable choppers that instantly transform 
playmate into warrior — enter into a practical (and 
emotional) symbiosis unique among fantasy epics.

Matched pairs are usually secondary characters like 
R2-D2 and C-3PO, or “Avengers” twins Quicksilver and 
Scarlet Witch, but this one is front and center. The 
injured Toothless can’t fly without a human rider to 
control his prosthetic tail, while would-be leader Hiccup 
possesses few physical resources beyond his companion’s 
flying prowess and fiery breath. As Hiccup passes into 
adulthood, each completes the other.

Their twinship is reinforced in the first film's climactic 
battle scene, during which Hiccup’s leg is crushed and 
amputated below the knee. Heroes have been damaged 
before but such a radical plot development is unprece-
dented in animation. No Wile E. Coyote-style bounce-
backs here. 

It was risky storytelling. Concerns were assuaged, 
producer Bonnie Arnold reports, when at a test screening 
a little boy announced, “Hiccup lost something, but he 
gained so much more.” It was a vindication of DeBlois' 
instinct that an injury would create a stronger bond 
between Hiccup and Toothless.

When “How to Train Your Dragon 2” opens, five years 
have passed. Hiccup, Astrid (his partner in derring-do 
and romance) and all the other humans have aged and 
matured, the result being what Variety critic Peter 

Debruge would call “one of the greatest character arcs 
animation has ever seen.”

Berk has become the first “Viking-dragon utopia,” 
announces the 20-year-old Hiccup. A far-off sanctuary 
— overseen by none other than Hiccup's mother Valka, 
whom he'd long thought dead — is home to far more 
dragons than anyone dreamed existed. But protecting 
them means squaring off against cruel warlord Drago 
Bludvist, who can harness the power of an Alpha dragon 
to lead dragons to their doom. Drago shows that putting 
aside long-held prejudice won’t come as readily to the 
rest of mankind as it has to Berk.

Through its action sequences, “Dragon 2” advances 
character development and themes. The self-sacrifice 
that leadership can demand comes into play when Stoick, 
protecting his son, is killed when he steps into the fire-
blast of a temporarily mind-controlled Toothless. The 
resulting rift between the friends is only temporary but 
DeBlois shrewdly plants a reminder that, as close as they 
may become, man and beast are fundamentally different.

In “The Hidden World,” ecological and environmental 
concerns come to the forefront. Tiny Berk cannot contain 
the crush of humans and dragons (a reminder of the 
unintended consequences of even the best-intentioned 
policies). Hiccup, now chief but still questioning his 
leadership ability, must decide his village’s future even as 
he confronts yet another human hunter determined to 
render dragons extinct. Cold, amoral Grimmel the Grisly 
arrives armed with the most potent weapon so far: the 
Light Fury, a female of Toothless’ species and a creature 
of pure instinct, uninfluenced by human contact.

Like Drago, Grimmel will learn the folly of dismissing 
Berk’s chief as a mere boy, and Hiccup will finally come 
into full ownership of his birthright, though again at a 
cost. The young chieftain is willing to lay down his life to 
save his friend, but he soon finds that it is the friendship 
itself he must lay down, as the wedge driven by the Light 
Fury between best friends leads to the bittersweet — and 
in retrospect, inevitable — parting of dragons and men. 

“Our world doesn’t deserve you… yet,” admits Hiccup. 
Like Frodo and Gandalf sailing off into the west, the 
dragons are too good for our tainted world. Until all of hu-
mankind has renounced evil, they must dwell out of sight.

It’s an emotional finale, but not just because we are 
witnessing the separation of soulmates who, having com-
pleted each other, now await different destinies. Even if 
dragons never existed — and the notion that they may be 
thriving in an undersea realm makes one want to believe 
they do — we cannot forget that there are countless 
actual, wondrous species in our real world, every bit as 
threatened by human stupidity and venality as Toothless 
and his kind. When, the movie asks us to wonder, will we 
deserve them? And will it be too late?

Above: Dean DeBlois’ early pencil sketch of Hiccup riding 
Toothless. Below left: At the end of the third film, Hiccup and 
Astrid marry — after saying goodbye to their dragons. 

The Legacy
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The Characters

“The Light Fury represents the engine of 
change in our story,” says “The Hidden World’s” 
writer-director Dean DeBlois. “She represents 
the call of the wild to Toothless.” 

Just like Toothless, the powerful Light Fury is a mashup of real creatures: lioness, 
snow leopard, axolotl, beluga whale and tern. “We’ve always established a world that 
is not magical, but could be grounded in reality,” says Simon Otto, head of character 
animation, who alludes to day-hunter Light Fury’s necessary camouflage. “She could 
heat up her scales which would turn into a kind of mirror, somewhere between a 
chameleon and a disco ball, and disappear.”

Light Fury is the yin to Toothless’ yang, but production designer Pierre-Olivier 
Vincent says making her Toothless’ visual opposite was challenging.  “It’s very 
difficult to bring light on a pure white character on screen,” he says. The solution was 
to create subtle stripes that revealed themselves under specific lighting conditions. 

The Light Fury’s air of mystery is projected with an “icy stare”: her iris shrunk 
to tiny slits so her pupils mask her feelings. Supervising animator Thomas Grummt 
says Toothless’ mate becomes more engaging for a reason. “With the somewhat sad 
ending of separating our main characters, I had to give the audience the satisfaction 
of Toothless finding a new family. The Light Fury had to be interesting and likeable 
enough that the audience would be fine with that.” — Tara McNamara

Light Fury

“Astrid is a sort of prodigy,” says Dean DeBlois. “She is the 
next-generation Viking who excels in everything.” 

Even her clothing looks strong; character designer 
Nico Marlet put spikes and skulls on her costume.

 Adds DeBlois, “She's confident, she's brave and I think 
the nuance that we tried to give her is that she's also the first to 
change.”

Over the course of the trilogy, culminating in “The Hidden 
World,” Astrid becomes Hiccup’s perfect partner, his moral and 
intellectual compass and the provocateur who prods him to great-
ness. The challenge for animators was in making “confident” Astrid’s 
relationship with “hesitant” Hiccup feel real. 

“We had America [Ferrera] and Jay [Baruchel] perform the 
dialogue together for the subtle moments,” says head of character 
animation Simon Otto. “Then we gave the entire sequences to the 
animators, told them to go away for three months, and come back 
with something that feels truthful.”

The character was rigged so animators could give Astrid some 
subtle behaviors to make her seem more real. “I made sure she 
could push her bangs behind her ear or flick her hair out of her 
eyes,” says supervising animator Steven “Shaggy” Hornby. “It lends 
itself to a more feminine touch. A woman might put hair behind her 
ear subconsciously while she’s thinking.” 

Ferrera observes, “Girls and boys love Astrid because of her 
warrior spirit. She also knows what she cares about. For Astrid, the 
answer is always choosing love and choosing to be the best version 
of yourself, even when it’s the hard thing to do.”    — Barbara Robertson

Astrid

Hiccup’s best 
“bud,” Toothless, 

was always designed to 
be, in Dean DeBlois’ words, “intimidating, 

flight-worthy, powerful and almost a ghost in the Viking 
world,” while still evoking every beloved domestic pet. In “The Hidden World,” he returns 
to the wild as king of the dragons. It’s a surprise for audiences accustomed to seeing him 
as a snuggly pet. 

In “The Hidden World,” says supervising animator Dane Stogner, “Toothless reverts 
back to the first ‘How to Train Your Dragon’ film when he was wilder, more panther-like, 
less domesticated.” Stogner has animated Toothless throughout the trilogy.

These aspects come together in his mating dance with the feral Light Fury. “I refer-
enced the birds-of-paradise from ‘Planet Earth’; the sage-grouse’s tippy-tappy feet; and 
a springbok,” says Stogner. The film’s poignant end is also rooted in reality. “When Hic-
cup is pulling his hand away from his nose while saying goodbye to Toothless, that was 
one of the last things I animated, so it was a very personal moment for me,” says Stogner. 
“What I was animating was what I was actually doing in real life.”   — Tara McNamara

Toothless

“Hiccup sees his weaknesses 
as flaws,” says writer-director 
Dean DeBlois. “His journey is 
to discover those weaknesses are 
strengths in disguise.”

Jakob Jensen, who animated Hiccup alongside Fabio Lignini, ob-
serves, “In the first film he accepts himself. “In the second, he battles 
with responsibilities as he takes over for Stoick. ‘The Hidden World’ 
is about letting go,” says Jensen. 

During the trilogy, Hiccup ages from 15 to 30; his visual coming-
of-age is unprecedented in American animation.

In a dramatic turn at the end of the first film, Hiccup loses part 
of his leg. The decision to make him a Viking with a disability, and 
to continue that through the rest of the story, was also unprecedented. 
“It’s not a handicap,” says head of animation Simon Otto. “It makes him a 
unique and more capable person.” 

“Just because life has been a certain way doesn’t mean that’s how 
it has to be,” says Jay Baruchel, Hiccup voice actor. “Just because you 
aren’t like everyone else doesn’t mean you don’t have something to 
offer.”

Starting in the first film, Hiccup controls Toothless’ tail fin with 
his prosthetic. In the third, he gives Toothless a permanent fix — again, 
letting go. Hiccup has learned to thrive with his body, now too must Toothless. And 
although they part, their bond remains.       — Barbara Robertson

Hiccup

How the team of actors, animators and designers 
crafted the characters of ‘The Hidden World’

Vikings  
& Dragons

“For Astrid, the answer is always choosing love  
and choosing to be the best version of yourself,  

even when it’s the hard thing to do.”
— America Ferrera
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Left to Right: Writer-director Dean DeBlois; actors F. Murray Abraham, 
Gerard Butler, AJ Kane, America Ferrera, Jay Baruchel, Craig Ferguson and 
Christopher Mintz-Plasse; and producers Bradford Lewis and Bonnie Arnold 
at “The Hidden World’s” L.A. February premiere.

The Characters The Look

What does a father do 
when his son doesn’t live 
up to his expectations? 
That’s Stoick’s dilemma at 

the beginning of the “Dragon” trilogy. 
“Stoick is a powerful Viking set in the old ways,” 

says writer-director Dean DeBlois. “However, he has 
a strong paternal side to him. Ultimately, he becomes 
Hiccup’s most stalwart champion.” 

Physically, lead animator Kristof Serrand notes 
he’s “almost square,” not flexible, and fights “like a 
bulldozer.”  The animators started to create a “a rough, 
brutal, Viking guy” but changed direc-
tion off of Gerard Butler’s voice 
performance. 

“I look at the lipstick 
camera when an actor 
does dialog to see 
the way they move,” 
says Serrand. “I had 
used tough-guy 
actors for reference 
at first. But when 
I saw [Butler’s] 
performance that 
changed. He was 
great.”

Stoick gave his life to 
save Hiccup in the second 
film but appears in flashbacks 
during the third.

“I love that ‘The Hidden World’ shows us that the 
memories Hiccup has of his father are sweeter than you 
might have thought after seeing  
the first movie,” says head of character animation  
Simon Otto.

Butler observes, “Stoick was very reflective of the old 
ideas of his people, but he was moved by his son’s vision 
for their people. He offered Hiccup so much heart and 
wisdom when he came to change his mind.”

— Barbara Robertson

Stoick

behind the camera, in his words, “to give the audience a 
very first-person visceral point of view, to make them feel 
like they were actually riding on the back of a dragon.”

On “The Hidden World,” Deakins teamed with head of 
layout Gil Zimmerman and VFX supervisor Dave Walvoord 
to plan how to place the virtual camera to show the light-
ing to best advantage, just as a DP would in live action. 
Says Deakins, “Gil controlled the camera movement in the 
frame and Dave was in charge of the image, not just the 
effects. He created where the light was coming from.” 

Sometimes that light was inspired by Deakins’ work. 
“Instead of us ‘faking’ the way Roger lights scenes,” says 
Walvoord, “we could actually create soft lighting like he 
does.” For example, many scenes were lit by firelight, or 
even candlelight, and characters would emerge dramat-
ically out of darkness. “Our artists started thinking like 
cinematographers,” Walvoord adds.

And that suited DeBlois perfectly. He welcomed the 
liberating possibilities that come with moving a camera 
through 3-D virtual space. “We realized that we had a 
certain subtlety with the camera that was not available to 
us in hand-drawn animation,” DeBlois says.

Like Deakins, Zimmerman prefers camerawork that 
doesn’t draw attention to itself.  Zimmerman asserts, 
“I operate on the theory that if you overdo fancy cam-
erawork, it undermines its power as a storytelling tool.” 
He thinks that for every ‘cool’ shot, there should be 10 
normal ones. “Then the ‘gem’ shot really stands out.”

Zimmerman dislikes  ‘perfect’ camera motion, so the 
fight scenes in “The Hidden World” have a hand-held 
feeling. He believes, “audiences are used to seeing camera 
operators ‘catch up’ with actors’ movements, so we took 
every opportunity to add those human touches.”

Star Power Aplenty Brings a 
Glow to Supporting Characters 

Sharp-eared viewers might recognize some big name voice talent in some 
of the 'Dragon' franchise's supporting roles. 

Cate Blanchett returns as the voice of Valka, Hiccup’s dragon-loving 
mother. Craig Ferguson has been the voice of Viking tinkerer Gobber 
throughout the trilogy; also in all three films are action star Gerard Butler 
along with Academy Award nominees Kristen Wiig and Jonah Hill. 

Kit Harington, who’s spent plenty of screen time in the company of 
dragons, returns as Eret, who joined the good guys in the second film. No one 
says that Eret “knows nothing,” though; he’s too sharp for that. 

Academy Award winner F. Murray Abraham lent his voice to "The Hidden 
World's" Grimmel, a particularly diabolical manipulator who drugs and 
enslaves dragons. Abraham's voice helped inspire the animators before he was 
even cast in the role. Grimmel would be a different character without him. 

Roger Deakins, the Academy 
Award-winning DP who served 
as visual consultant on the 
Dragon trilogy, says that if a 
single word could sum up the 
photographic aesthetic of “The 
Hidden World,” it would be 
‘restraint.’ 

“That’s my mantra,” Deakins 
says, “whether it’s camerawork or lighting. Just because 
you can do something, doesn’t mean you should.” 

But such restraint sometimes leads to a rich, cinematic 
feel that evokes the best live-action cinematography, 
including Deakins’ own work. 

Take simple matters like depth of field. In animation, 
it’s simple to put everything in a scene in focus and 
make it razor sharp, all the way to infinity. But Deakins 
says, “You don’t have to shoot with a wide lens and have 
everything look pretty. Dean felt we could shoot with 
longer lenses and allow backgrounds to be out of focus.”

Then there’s the feeling that comes from the camera. 
In “The Hidden World,” Vikings and dragons, once mortal 
enemies, are so allied that the Vikings have become 
dragon riders. DeBlois told his layout team (the depart-
ment that creates the virtual camerawork) that he wanted 
every shot to seem as though there was an operator 

R

Above: Dragons approach 
the village of Berk, where 
Viking enemies have 
become their allies. 

‘Dragon’s’ layout and visual effects artists found  
their thinking changed by working with Academy 
Award-winning DP Roger Deakins. 
By Ellen Wolff

Inspired by a Master

Valka “Valka is the flawed shade of 
Hiccup’s soul,” says writer-di-
rector Dean DeBlois. “The 
other half of him. The one that 

is completely sympathetic to dragons and very much 
against the warring ways of humans. But she learns a 
great lesson.

"She only believed in the segregation of dragons in 
order to protect them and comes to realize that her own 
son and his love of dragons could change the 
world.” 

Hiccup long thought Valka was lost in 
a dragon attack, but discovered her in 
a vast dragon lair in the second film.

“Dean wanted Valka to dress like 
a dragon, taking on the charac-
teristics of the dragons around 
her, so I tried to take some of 
the elements from her dragon, 
Cloudjumper, and add them to 
her costume,” says character 
designer Nico Marlet.

“We struggled to get her right,” 
says head of character animation 
Simon Otto. “She’s an animal activist 
who almost lost her connection 
with humanity. But, she 
needs to be a mother and 
take the parental place 
Hiccup’s father inhabited. 
Cate [Blanchett] played 
her regal and distant at 
first, almost animal like. 
Feral. In ‘The Hidden 
World,’ she is softer. We 
took that slightly cold, 
disconnected aspect 
out of her, allowing her 
to embrace her role as 
mother.”

— Barbara Robertson

For more on Harington as Eret and Abraham as Grimmel, go to variety.com/httyd-thw
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duced lair of the dragons, the Hidden World.
“We've been always treating the dragons like they 

were real creatures,” says POV. “They don't have magical 
powers, for example. It's like if they were all real organic 
characters, so when they get to that world, we can push 
the envelope a little bit. We can do things that look like 
fantasy, but it's not a magic world.” 

That meant retaining some of the “real-world natu-
ralism” he’d used in the previous films, and present this 
complex, fantastical realm in the same meticulous detail. 

“We knew that if this world was so crazy, people 
wouldn’t necessarily believe in it,” he says. 

POV decided to base the heart of this world on 
geodes, “those rocks that look really rough on the 
outside, but then you crack them open and they're full 
of beautiful crystals,” he explains. “They are real, we can 
see them, so we are not completely escaping some sort 
of reality.” 

The result certainly pleased DeBlois. “It has all been 
geometrically built, painstakingly surfaced and lit in such 
an incredible way,” says the director, “that I think we 
could spend half of the movie down there and still feel 

Live-action production design-
ers are responsible for creating 
sets and environments. On an 
animated feature, however, their 
duties extend to overseeing 
everything that shows up on 
screen, from the “locations” to 
the look of every character.

Production designer 
Pierre-Olivier Vincent — or simply “POV” as he known on 
the campus of DreamWorks, worked with writer-director 
Dean DeBlois for more than 12 years on the “How to 
Train Your Dragon” trilogy. 

He knows the film’s style down to his bones. But the 
ever-larger story of the final installment presented him 
some daunting challenges, including the newly intro-

L
Above: The cavernous 
Hidden World incorporates 
crystals inspired by geodes. 
Right: King Island concept 
art by Pierre-Olivier 
Vincent.

Production designer Pierre-Olivier Vincent tied the 
look of the dragons and their lair to the real world.
By Zoe Hewitt

A POV Rooted in Nature

The Look

like we hadn’t seen everything.” 
Even aside from the home of the dragons, the film was 

a huge undertaking for the production designer. 
Using natural renditions of real-world environments 

requires copious amounts of detail. In a forest, every 
trunk or branch must be designed — and the more  
realistic the forest, the more such details are needed. 

The film’s forests, ships, villages and islands all 
required such attention, and DeBlois wanted them to 
look as realistic as possible.

“I think there is something tricky when you decide 
specifically in animation to go with something as close 
as possible to reality,” POV muses, “because reality is a 
strange thing. Everybody has a clear understanding of it 
and therefore there are expectations.

“So sometimes we use tricks, sometimes we push a 
bit more color. Sometimes we have stronger shadows, 
something that you wouldn't necessarily see in reality, 
but it's also creating that kind of interesting graphic 
frame.”

POV prefers to work with a half-dozen other artists 
at most. He started during pre-production and remained 
on the film until the final version was delivered. 

“You start in the art department and then your hope 
is that from one department to the next it's going to get 
better and better,” he says, “so everybody brought a little 

piece to that huge construction.”
“You don't do it alone,” he says. “You have fantastic 

people to support all this process, but at the end of the 
day, you're responsible for the look of the movie and de-
livering whatever is necessary for the movie to be done. 
So, that's why you're interacting with so many different 
departments, which is the reason why I love it so much.”
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The Hidden 
World by  
the Numbers
√ Lighting and Digimatte 
were in progress for  
6 months

√ Total data for the 
Caldera (Hidden World 
entrance) 68.5 terabytes

√ 19.25 million core hours 
to render

√ Over 3000 unique 
waterfalls in the Hidden 
World were created 
based on only 15 base 
simulations.

√ The largest number  
of waterfalls in one shot:  
639

√ The Hidden World has 
63.2 million mushrooms 
and 79.4 million pieces of 
coral 

√ The Mushroom Forest 
in the Hidden World is 3.1 
miles long

√ 22 giant rock spires were 
created for the Mushroom 
Forest, but they were 
repeated 6763 times

√ The largest crowd shot 
has 42,000 Fireworm 
Dragons 

Hordes of dragons breathe 
fire, soar through clouds and 
nosedive into crystalline waters, 
while humans fly astride them to 
conquer new, strange worlds. 

Audiences came to expect 
those dazzling moments from 
the “How to Train Your Dragon” 
films, and the saga’s finale, “The 

Hidden World,” surpassed its predecessors. It provided 
incredible moments of such awe, thanks to a visual 
effects team whose work ranged from highlighting the 
tiny scales on a dragon’s tail to intensifying the scale and 
color of massive infernos. 

Visual effects supervisor Dave Walvoord defines his 
department’s challenge succinctly: “The mission is to 
convince audiences that something that’s not real is real.”

That’s an especially complex task for the creators of 
a computer-animated film which is meant to be neither 
cartoonish nor photo-real. Walvoord explains, “Our 
technology is basically designed to recreate the physical 
world. But that’s not what we do in animation. We’re 
making an animated version of live-action.”

Head of effects Lawrence Lee, who’s been Walvoord’s 
DreamWorks collaborator for 16 years on both the 
“Dragon” and “Kung Fu Panda” franchises, says writer-di-
rector Dean DeBlois was interested in “world building.”

“Dean’s vision was that if there were dragons in the 
world, this was how it would feel. He wanted to build a 
world that was believable. But in an animated movie, what 
does that mean?” More realism means more detail, but 
the challenge wasn’t simply to make it more realistic. “In 
live-action, fire just has to look like fire,” says Lee. “In an 
animated film, sometimes a director will want ‘happy’ fire. 
We have to make elements that convey emotion.”

Case in point: the fantastical circle of waterfalls 
that appear in the ocean, marking the entrance to the 
dragons’ eponymous Hidden World. “We see water every 
day, so we had to show it in ways that were familiar to 
audiences,” notes Lee. “But this was on such a big scale. 
We had to bend physics in this fantasy world.”

The Light Fury presented a huge rendering challenge. 
Walvoord admits, “I underestimated how hard she was 
going to be!”

“The Light Fury has the ability to make herself disap-
pear,” adds Lee. “That was the closest we got to creating 
magical effects.” 

For Dragon’s longtime VFX pros, departing “The 
Hidden World” was poignant. Walvoord says, “Once you 
meet fans who express what the trilogy means to them, 
you realize that it’s not just the fans saying goodbye. It’s 
us, too.”

First cuts of any film can come in long. The first 
cut of “The Hidden World’s” final battle, with 
aerial action and a fight on the ground happening 
simultaneously, presented editor John K. Carr 
with a puzzle. 

The sequence was too long and had to be 
trimmed. Carr compensated by intercutting between land and air. 
“You’re still getting these epic, dynamic shots and you can still see 
the action down below,” says Carr. “There’s a lot to look at.” But 
unlike a live-action editor, Carr had to make his cuts before “shoot-
ing” started. 

In animation, 
though, the edi-
tor initially cuts a 
crude version of the 
film using animated 
storyboards, tempo-
rary voices and sound 
effects. Then, when 
everyone is satisfied, 
scenes are launched 
into production.

Carr worked 
shoulder-to-shoulder 
with writer-direc-
tor Dean DeBlois 
throughout the pro-
cess. In “The Hidden 
World,” Carr uses a 
technique DeBlois calls “scaffolding dialogue” — replacing dialogue 
with pantomimed action accompanied by sound and music. In other 
words, he shows, rather than tells. Says DeBlois, “It allows the score 
to really take over and help inform the audience as to what is going 
on within the characters’ hearts.”

Take the introduction of the Hidden World, where dragons dwell. 
“There's not a lot of dialogue, so that's fun,” says Carr. “It’s the time 
to get to actually explore longer shots and just enjoy the surround-
ings. It starts off sort of fluid and smooth and then when they're 
getting chased, there are quicker cuts.”

The first “date” between Toothless and the Light Fury is a prime 
example of Carr's technique. The scene originally included Hiccup 
and Astrid providing commentary (Carr describes it as: “Oh, he's 
not doing that. Oh, he needs to do this.”) But through “scaffolding,” 
narration becomes superfluous. 

“There are a couple of shots where Hiccup will slap his forehead 
and put his head down and shake it,” says Carr, adding, “If we are 
able to successfully convey that relationship editorially, without 
dialogue, then that’s a great compliment because that's what we set 
out to do.”

Carr is most proud of the sequence in which Hiccup and 
Toothless say goodbye. “I love the pace of it. It’s perfect for this big 
emotional scene about the impact Hiccup and Toothless have had 
on one another, how they’ve been such an important part of each 
other’s lives and are now having to say goodbye,” says Carr. 

“If we’ve done our job right, the audience will cry.”

Above: Most verbal commentary from 
human onlookers was cut from Toothless’ 
awkward first “date” with the Light Fury.

F

Editor John K. Carr helped shape ‘Hidden World’ 
from early story reels through the trilogy’s finale. 

By Zoe Hewitt

Deft Cutting Can 
Summon Tears

H
Caldera Waterfall: Storyboard

Visual effects tools built to mimic physics got a twist 
creating the stylized subterranean realm of dragons. 
By Ellen Wolff

Finding Beauty 
in the Unreal

The Look

Previs

Color Key Guide Curves

Accent Streams Main Waterfalls

Mist Final
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“Any attempt we made to create a sound with our 
own voices was pretty identifiably human,” says Thom. 
“But if I’m really desperate, I go away by myself in a dark 
room and just start making sounds. I might try a hundred 
things before I hit on a sound that actually seems dra-
matically credible.” 

Toothless and the Light Fury are in close contact in 
many scenes, so Thom had to distinguish the vocaliza-
tions of the two dragons so audiences could follow their 
“conversations.” 

“A female horse is probably able to tell whether it’s a 
male horse calling from across the pasture, but humans 
can’t really distinguish the difference,” says Thom. “And, 
to us, a male tiger sounds just the same as a female tiger. 
So, we leaned on the stereotype that female voices tend 
to be higher in pitch than male voices.”

Gary Rizzo, re-recording mixer and two-time Academy 
Award winner, carefully constructed a mix that brought 
out the “voices” of the different dragons, made aural 
sense of battle sequences and even heightened drama in 
quiet confrontations.

“You have to go with your instinct and check in with 
your heart,” says Rizzo. He cites Hiccup’s first meeting 
with dragon-slaver Grimmel as a favorite sequence. “It 
starts off as very quiet, intimate and wildly uncomfortable 
but eventually turns into an action scene where the 
ultimate threat is placed upon Hiccup. We take it to the 
point where you’re emotionally heightened but not so 
scared that you want to run out of the room. I have kids 
so they’re my emotional barometer.”

Like many fans of the films, Thom feels a special con-
nection with Toothless, who turned out to be a dragon 
unlike any other.

There’s probably the most of me in Toothless because 
there were many emotions we needed for him that I 
couldn’t quite find in animal vocalizations,” says Thom. 
“It was a wonderful challenge and a bit of a scary chal-
lenge early on when I had discussions with Dean about 
the range of emotions Toothless would need. Now, I’m 
credited as Toothless and it’s incredible the number of 
kids who want me to autograph things for them as this 
character.”

Once upon a time, onscreen 
dragons merely roared 
and breathed fire, priming 
audiences to believe them 
fearsome, evil creatures. 

Enter Academy Award-win-
ning sound designer Randy 
Thom and his team, who gave 
these once misunderstood 

creatures something they had never possessed — “emo-
tional language.” 

Armed with a sound arsenal of animal growls, bellows, 
screams and squeaks (and the team’s own manipulated 
voices), Thom was determined to upend everything 
we thought we knew about these mythical creatures. 
Suddenly dragons cooed with affection, boomed with 
anger and whimpered with sadness.

Randy Thom, a two-time Academy Award winner and 
13-time nominee, is one of the most influential sound de-
signers working today. He put his 40 years of experience 
in sound design to the test in “How to Train Your Dragon” 
by incorporating these never-before-heard vocalizations. 

“Dean (DeBlois) wanted us to give the dragons per-
sonality and emotion,” says Thom, who has worked on 
all three films in the series. “And with the third film he 
wanted us to go as far as we could in giving them their 
own ways of communicating." 

O

Famed designer Randy Thom needed some alone time 
to give Toothless a voice that spoke to the audience.
By Karen Idelson

How to Sound 
Like a Dragon

“How to Train Your Dragon: The 
Hidden World” director Dean DeBlois 
doesn't mince words when it comes 
to the application of music to his 
images: “Music is half of the equation. 
I can't emphasize how important it is 
in the mix.

“Music transcends dialogue and speaks directly to the 
heart. It can move storytelling along and bring a depth of 
dimension to what's on screen.”

In all three of the “Dragon” films, John Powell's music 
captures the colorful locale, the magical period, the 
majesty of the creatures, and the thoughts and feelings 
of the characters. And while he had already scored such 
animated box-office hits as “Happy Feet,” “Kung Fu 
Panda,” “Rio” and the “Ice Age” films, it was his score for 
the 2010  “How to Train Your Dragon” that garnered him 
his first Academy Award nomination.

His score for “How to Train Your Dragon 2” served to 
deepen the experience for moviegoers, and his latest, for 
“The Hidden World,” has earned the best reviews of his 
career. Powell's music conveys the danger, the romance, 
the grandeur, and finally the power of this trilogy’s 
emotional finale.

“John Powell is himself a fantastic storyteller,” says 
DeBlois. “He brings a surprising counterpoint in terms of 
theme, and I'm often surprised how he articulates it both 
musically and also verbally in how he sees themes that I 
might not even be aware of. 

"It's almost as if I'm working on the A story and John 
is working on a B story, and together, in their melodic 
harmony, they play in a way that the movie would be so 
deprived without it.”

Two key scenes posed significant creative challenges, 
says the composer; the courtship scene with Toothless 
and the Light Fury on the beach, and Hiccup's discovery 
of the Hidden World. “The hardest scenes in the movie 
were the ones on the beach,” Powell admits. “I spent 
weeks and weeks on that.” 

His delicate melody and dance-like rhythm — flavored 
with harp, chimes, penny whistle and Uilleann pipes — 
whimsically convey the sense of the two dragons falling 
in love, a scene that runs nearly seven minutes without a 
word of dialogue.

“He took such a playful approach,” says DeBlois. “The 
first moment he played it I thought he had elevated the 
scene far beyond what it had been.” The composer ex-
tends the joy with the soaring “Furies in Love” sequence 
as the pair sail through menacing storm clouds toward an 
uncertain future.

Powell tackled the discovery of the dragons’ Hidden 
World early, as Icelandic musician Jónsi – who contrib-
uted songs to the first two films – visited Powell's studio 
in Los Angeles. 

“I sketched out a very brief piece for him to work 
against,” the composer recalls, “and he basically vocalized 
over this track, coming up with these musical jewels.” 

The result was a haunting, ethereal five-minute piece 
for the lost home of all dragons featuring Jónsi's word-
less vocals, augmented by Powell's 60-voice choir and 
98-piece orchestra.

Powell's score matches the electric colors and thrilling 
sight of thousands of dragons in their secret, happy 
home, and dramatically sets the stage for a moving 
conclusion to the trilogy.

Personal tragedy played a role in the creation of the 
score, Powell confides. His wife died in 2016, and the film 
came “at a time of my life when I was ending a period of 
mourning. It was cathartic for me to finish the series at a 
time when I needed to finish that part of my life.” 

So, the sense of loss, palpable in so much of “The Hid-
den World,” may have had its roots in Powell’s own life.

Adds DeBlois: “I trusted John completely. I said, ‘Go 
to town, but remember this is your last opportunity to 
put anything and everything that you would love to have 
represented into the score. 

“So, it was a challenge to outdo himself yet again.”

H
Above: Composer John 
Powell at a scoring session 
with Dean DeBlois. 

John Powell’s music has always been essential to the trilogy.  
In ‘The Hidden World,’ it often says more than words ever could. 

By Jon Burlingame

Playful Score Helps 
Story to Take Flight
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“Dragon” trilogy has been an unexpected and extraordi-
nary experience.

Dean DeBlois and all the artists have brought this 
trilogy to completion with such care and passion. I 
watch these films and I marvel at the nuances in the 
story and the animation that brings these characters 
and worlds to life. 

When I watch the story unfold, I forget that I’m 
watching animation... I’m completely lost in the char-
acters’ journeys, which is a testament to storytelling in 
animation and how it can transcend the preconceived 
notions that animation is a genre, or just for kids. It’s not. 
It’s simply a medium, another way to tell a great story.

I have watched Astrid’s character transform from a 
tough model Viking ready to be the best dragonslayer 
in all of Berk, into a compassionate young woman, able 
to stand alongside Hiccup, ruling Berk, with her own 
opinions and ideals. All the while remaining fiercely 
capable and independent.

Astrid — and of course Hiccup, Toothless, and Stormfly 
— will always hold a special place in my heart. Looking 
back, I think what has struck me the most is what a 
positive role model Astrid has become for young girls and 
boys. For them to see a strong female character, whose 
opinions are valued and trusted, means the world to me 
and for that, I will forever be grateful to the filmmakers 
for bringing Astrid to life and for allowing me to be a part 
of the incredible world of "How to Train Your Dragon." 
I am a card-carrying fan of this epic trilogy and feel so 
proud and honored to have been part of this journey.

Eleven years ago, I met, and then 
became, Astrid Hofferson. A 
blond-haired, blue-eyed Viking.  
And that, to me, is one of the 
awesome things about anima-
tion; worlds are created that 
require audiences to completely 
suspend their disbelief, worlds 
in which everything is possible, 

worlds where a brown-eyed, brown-haired, Hondu-
ran-American valley girl can be a dragon-riding Viking.

For as long as I can remember, I have always had a 
passion for telling great stories, and I believe that the 
power of storytelling has the ability to unite us, making 
us realize that at our core, we’re all the same.

Throughout my career, I have been fortunate to play 
strong, empowered characters, and Astrid is no different. 
But what I didn’t expect in this trilogy was that I would 
be able to see this character literally grow up before our 
very eyes. 

As an actor, I relish the opportunity to spend years 
with a character and grow alongside her. For the most 
part, that only happens in television and the rare case in 
a live-action film franchise, so to have this happen in the 

E
Above: Astrid began as a 
fierce warrior and matured 
into a joyful role model. 
Inset: America Ferrera gave 
Astrid her voice.

The trilogy’s female lead on her transformation into  
a Viking warrior, dragon rider and role model.
By America Ferrera

Learning to Soar

A Final Word
Re

pr
in

t f
ro

m
 T

he
 A

rt
 o

f H
ow

 to
 T

ra
in

 Y
ou

r 
D

ra
go

n:
 T

he
 H

id
de

n 
W

or
ld

. D
ar

k 
H

or
se

 B
oo

ks
 ™

 ©
 2

01
9 

D
re

am
W

or
ks

 A
ni

m
at

io
n.

  A
ll 

Ri
gh

ts
 R

es
er

ve
d.

 
Fe

rr
er

a 
©

 2
01

9 
D

re
am

W
or

ks
 A

ni
m

at
io

nL
LC

. A
ll 

Ri
gh

ts
 R

es
er

ve
d.


