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Concept art depicts Rhaenys Targaryen astride her dragon, Meleys.
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Emma D’Arcy as Rhaenyra Targaryen.








PROLOGUE
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“MADNESS AND GREATNESS ARE TWO SIDES OF THE SAME COIN. EVERY TIME A NEW TARGARYEN IS BORN, THE GODS TOSS THE COIN IN THE AIR AND THE WORLD HOLDS ITS BREATH TO SEE HOW IT WILL LAND.” GEORGE R. R. MARTIN, A STORM OF SWORDS

Over eight award-winning seasons, HBO’s groundbreaking fantasy series Game of Thrones became a worldwide cultural obsession. Adapted by David Benioff and D. B. Weiss from author George R. R. Martin’s best-selling A Song of Ice and Fire novels, the series explored the conflicts and clashes between a wide array of morally ambiguous characters—from flawed heroes capable of acts of villainy to political schemers whose treachery could sometimes be tempered with kindness. Amid a world inhabited by giants and dragons, the saga’s complex tapestry of intrigue, betrayal, and desire still felt recognizable and real.

Set 200 years before Game of Thrones, HBO’s new series House of the Dragon returns to the world of Martin’s inventive imagination, revealing how generational conflict helped bring down House Targaryen—once the most formidable family ever to rule the continent of Westeros.

Created by Martin and Ryan J. Condal, executive producer of the television series Colony and an avowed fan of Martin’s fiction, House of the Dragon is adapted from portions of Martin’s 2018 book Fire & Blood. “This is the Targaryen dynasty at the height of its influence,” Condal says. “The house never should have fallen but did because of a quest for pride and power.”

In Game of Thrones, the once-dominant house was primarily represented by a lone young woman, Daenerys Targaryen, played by Emilia Clarke. The daughter of the deposed Mad King Aerys II Targaryen, Daenerys escaped into exile following his death, and came to embody all the classic traits of her house. She had the striking silver-white hair and violet eyes of her forebears, and she spoke High Valyrian, the language of the ancient civilization of Valyria, where her family once lived as nobles. Introduced hiding from enemies of the Targaryens on Westeros’s neighboring continent, Essos, the orphaned princess fulfilled the destiny of her bloodline by hatching and commanding three dragons, creatures that had been extinct for nearly 150 years.

Hailed as the Mother of Dragons, Daenerys set out on a quest to restore Targaryen rule, conquering huge swaths of Essos while freeing slaves and earning public support by championing the oppressed. But underlying her compassion was an innate ruthlessness: Through sheer determination and force of will, Daenerys amassed immense armies, earning a reputation as an uncompromising leader capable of terrible retribution.

As Martin’s fiction makes clear, that thirst for conquest was in her blood: Three centuries earlier, her ancestor, the steely Aegon Targaryen, had left the family’s stronghold on the foreboding island of Dragonstone to vanquish and unite the Seven Kingdoms of Westeros. Marching with his sister-wives Visenya and Rhaenys and their three dragons—Balerion, Vhagar, and Meraxes—Aegon’s forces easily took control; only Dorne resisted invasion and remained an independent state.

Aegon crowned himself king of the Seven Kingdoms and ordered the construction of a towering castle, the Red Keep, in the newly founded capital city of King’s Landing. From hundreds of surrendered swords, the newly minted ruler forged a seat of power dubbed the Iron Throne, which was held for generations by Aegon’s descendants—many of whom intermarried to keep the royal bloodline pure, a practice commonplace in Targaryen tradition. Some of these monarchs were beloved, others were feared, but all possessed the notoriously stormy Targaryen temperament.

House of the Dragon opens 112 years after Aegon established his reign, with the throne having passed to Viserys Targaryen, father to Princess Rhaenyra, both of whom become pivotal figures in the ensuing Targaryen civil war. The new series breathes visceral life into that essential chapter in the history of Westeros, when quarrels sparked by hubris and heartbreak devolve into a conflagration that consumes everyone in its path.

“I like to think that my fantasies are character driven,” Martin says. “Character, the human heart in conflict with the self, as William Faulkner said, is the basis of all good stories, whether it’s a novel or a short story or a television series. The story has its surprises, it has twists, it has characters that we’ve tried to paint in what, for lack of a better word, is gray. I don’t want to write about pure white saintly heroes or evil, monstrous villains, because most human beings are really more complex than that. We all have good in us, we all have evil. The conflict arises out of that. It arises out of love and hate and desire and ambition. That’s true of Game of Thrones and House of the Dragon.”
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Young Rhaenyra Targaryen (Milly Alcock, center) sits to the left of her first husband, Laenor Velaryon (Theo Nate), at their wedding ceremony. Also pictured (left to right) Lord Lyonel Strong (Gavin Spokes), Alicent Hightower (Emily Carey), King Viserys Targaryen (Paddy Considine), Corlys Velaryon (Steve Toussaint), and Rhaenys Targaryen (Eve Best).







[image: Image]
King Viserys Targaryen (Paddy Considine) shares family secrets with young Rhaenyra Targaryen (Milly Alcock) in a chamber that displays the skull of his once fearsome dragon, Balerion, the Black Dread.
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CHAPTER I ORIGINS
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FIRE & BLOOD
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ONLY A SELECT FEW SERIES IN THE HISTORY OF TELEVISION CAN LAY CLAIM TO CHANGING THE FACE OF THE MEDIUM, BUT GAME OF THRONES UNQUESTIONABLY RANKS AMONG THEM. INITIALLY VIEWED AS AN EXPENSIVE GAMBLE WHEN IT PREMIERED IN APRIL 2011, THE LAVISH FANTASY SERIES QUICKLY EVOLVED INTO A WORLDWIDE OBSESSION AS IT PUSHED THE BOUNDARIES OF WHAT EPISODIC STORYTELLING MIGHT ACHIEVE. ITS BREATHTAKING VISUALS RIVALED THE MOST SPECTACLE-LADEN FEATURE FILMS, WITH FIRE-BREATHING DRAGONS SOARING THROUGH THE SKIES AND EPIC BATTLES BETWEEN RIVAL ARMIES UNFOLDING ON DESOLATE BATTLEFIELDS.

After routinely delivering record-breaking ratings throughout its run, the 2019 finale of Game of Thrones became the most watched program ever for HBO, besting previous record-holder The Sopranos, with a total viewership of 19.3 million. The drama would also go on to become the most decorated program in the history of the Emmy Awards, racking up 160 nominations and 59 wins.

Well before the final season of Game of Thrones aired, HBO had begun searching for a way to continue exploring the world of Westeros. The network had long understood that the fantasy would reach its natural conclusion once it had fully told the story of George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire novels, but executives also realized that the richly detailed mythology he’d created might yield many other compelling series.

So, in May 2017, when the wildly popular series was preparing to enter its seventh season, the network hired a group of writers, including Max Borenstein (Godzilla, Kong: Skull Island), Carly Wray (Mad Men, The Leftovers), Jane Goldman (Kick-Ass, X-Men: First Class), and Brian Helgeland (L.A. Confidential, A Knight’s Tale) to develop ideas for several potential shows inspired by Martin’s fiction.

Martin himself was invited into the development process to oversee the evolution of the projects, which he calls “successor shows.” The author had a lengthy history in television—although he’d begun his career as a novelist, Martin made the leap to the small screen in the mid-1980s, working on a revival of The Twilight Zone and writing and producing the Emmy-nominated fantasy series Beauty and the Beast, starring Ron Perlman and Linda Hamilton. Martin had also served as co–executive producer for Game of Thrones, and HBO felt strongly that it was vital that he be involved in any potential follow-up series.

After nearly a year of development, plans for the first successor series were announced in June 2018, when HBO ordered a pilot for a drama created by Martin and Goldman. The show was to be set almost 5,000 years before Game of Thrones, during the Age of Heroes, a mythic era of great prosperity when many of the most prominent houses were founded. Ultimately, it would chart the ancient world’s descent into its darkest hour, the Long Night, when Westeros fell under a winter that lasted a generation and was attacked by mysterious beings known as White Walkers.

But there was an additional prequel project in the works—one that keenly interested Martin. The show centered on an important element of Martin’s Targaryen lore, the Dance of the Dragons, an event that saw factions of the house turn on one another in a fight for the Iron Throne. This conflict not only claims the lives of many of Aegon the Conqueror’s descendants but also leaves the Targaryens’ stable of dragons on the verge of extinction.

Martin had told an abridged version of the Dance of the Dragons in the novella “The Princess and the Queen, or The Blacks and the Greens,” which was published in the 2013 Tor Books anthology Dangerous Women. Edited by Gardner Dozois, the World Fantasy Award–winning collection featured stories from fan-favorite writers including Diana Gabaldon, Jim Butcher, and Lev Grossman, but Martin’s 35,000-word contribution, which centered on the tension between King Viserys’s daughter, Rhaenyra, and his second wife, Alicent Hightower, served as the centerpiece for the anthology.

The following year, Martin published a companion story, “The Rogue Prince, or A King’s Brother” in the Bantam Spectra anthology Rogues, which recounted the exploits of Viserys’s handsome, hot-tempered younger brother, Daemon, and the events leading up to “The Princess and the Queen.” Both stories were written as in-world histories authored by Archmaester Gyldayn of the Citadel of Oldtown, a character Martin describes as “a cantankerous old scholar.”
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A concept illustration depicts the interior of the King’s Landing Dragonpit.



Martin drew on all that material for his definitive recounting of the Targaryen civil war in Fire & Blood, which was also conceived as a historical document authored by Gyldayn. The book’s title is taken from House Targaryen’s “words,” a phrase that in Martin’s world serves as a family’s motto or creed.

After nearly a year of work on the Targaryen series by Game of Thrones writer-producer Bryan Cogman, among others, Martin reached out to screenwriter and producer Ryan J. Condal in September 2018 to pitch him on stepping in to take the reins of the drama. Martin was unhappy with the overall direction of the Dance of the Dragons successor series, and he felt Condal would be an ideal collaborator on the project. “Ryan is a really good writer, and he knows fantasy, and he knows my world, Westeros, not only from watching Game of Thrones but also from reading my books,” Martin says. “He was a strong showrunner, all of which made him a good candidate to take a run at the Dance of the Dragons.”

While Condal might not have been a household name, there was no question he was an ideal person to shepherd a Game of Thrones successor series. Like Martin, he was a native of New Jersey who developed a passion for storytelling from a young age. Condal had discovered the A Song of Ice and Fire novels during his college years at Pennsylvania’s Villanova University and was struck by the skill with which Martin conjured a fully realized world while deconstructing the genre’s deeply embedded tropes—many of which dated to the work of fantasy standard bearer J. R. R. Tolkien, the author of The Hobbit and the Lord of the Rings saga.

“I was learning how to write myself,” Condal says. “Reading those books was this perfect storm of loving this genre and seeing something completely new in them, and seeing the incredible craft at work that George was wielding. I felt George was turning all the Tolkien archetypes on their head. Just as a fantasy fan, I was totally drawn into the world. The world-building is immense and all-absorbing. George and Tolkien are, in my mind, the only people that have ever done that in high fantasy.”

After Condal moved to Los Angeles to try to break into the entertainment industry, he found early success when NBC ordered a pilot for his comic-book adaptation The Sixth Gun, which was executive-produced by Lost’s Carlton Cuse. With the 2013 shoot set to take place in Santa Fe, New Mexico—the city Martin has long called home—Condal took the opportunity to “fan-stalk” the author, asking his agents to invite Martin to dinner. Martin accepted, and the pair hit it off.
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Daemon and Rhaenyra Targaryen indulge in an illicit trip to a Flea Bottom brothel in this concept illustration.



Although NBC declined to take The Sixth Gun to series, Condal went on to cowrite the 2014 Dwayne Johnson–led sword-and-sorcery epic Hercules, and in 2016, he cocreated the series Colony with Cuse. Set in Los Angeles during the aftermath of an alien invasion, Colony became a hit for USA Network, running for three seasons. It was during Condal’s run on Colony that his agent introduced him to another client on his roster, English film and television director Miguel Sapochnik, believing that the two shared a similar creative sensibility.

After beginning his career as a storyboard artist on films including Danny Boyle’s A Life Less Ordinary and Alan Rickman’s The Winter Guest, Sapochnik had made his feature film directorial debut with 2010’s Jude Law, Forest Whitaker sci-fi action movie Repo Men, before shifting to television, directing lauded episodes of dramas including House, Fringe, Banshee, and Under the Dome. In 2015, he helmed his first installments of Game of Thrones, tackling two season five episodes: “The Gift,” and its enormously challenging follow-up, “Hardhome,” which culminated with an epic battle between the undead warriors known as the White Walkers and the Wildings, a fierce human tribe. Receiving rave reviews for his work on the ambitious episode, Sapochnik would win his first Emmy Award the following year for directing season six’s “Battle of the Bastards.”

After being introduced by their agent, Sapochnik and Condal found common ground and soon decided to collaborate on a feature film adaptation of The Infinite Horizon, a graphic novel by Gerry Duggan and artist Phil Noto. Both were also interested in adapting Robert E. Howard’s Conan the Barbarian novels for the screen—Sapochnik had been in talks with Universal about a Conan movie, but Condal suggested they jointly develop a TV series instead. After successfully selling their series to Amazon, the streamer eventually chose to shelve the project, but the process had proved to the two friends that they made an excellent team.

During that time, Sapochnik had continued to play an active role in Game of Thrones, both as a director and later as an executive producer for the final season—he received a second Emmy nomination for directing that year’s “The Long Night,” an eighty-two-minute epic that required eleven weeks of grueling night shoots involving a cast of hundreds amid harsh weather conditions. He also shared the show’s Outstanding Drama Series Emmy win with Weiss, Benioff, and the other producers.

Given his visionary work on the show, Sapochnik had been asked by HBO to offer input during development of the potential Game of Thrones spin-offs, but he had misgivings about the successor projects. “None of them felt like they were really striving for something other than being different for the sake of it,” he says.

Condal, however, was eager to take the reins of one of the successor series, and when Martin approached him about jointly creating the Targaryen series in 2018, he leaped at the opportunity. Although he was already familiar with “The Princess and the Queen,” Condal quickly read a galley copy of Fire & Blood, which at the time had not been published. Then, in October 2018, he flew to New Mexico to visit Martin at his home, where the two creatives discussed the important plot points that would be included in the series’ first episode, plus its overall tone. Nothing from the previous iteration of the prequel was retained. “It’s not like we had to invent a lot, because the source material was there,” Martin says. “There was already a road map we could work from, so it was taking a road map and building the road, hitting all the important stops.”

One of the more challenging aspects of outlining the first episode was determining at what point to begin. Martin had imagined the sprawling saga might emulate the BBC’s 1976 mini-series I, Claudius, a personal favorite of the author’s. Adapted from the historical fiction of Robert Graves, the drama followed the history of the Roman Empire from 24 BC, when Emperor Augustus is in power, through to the death of Emperor Claudius in AD 54. In the first episode, Claudius hasn’t yet been born and appears only as an old man writing his memoirs in a framing device that would go on to bookend the first half of the miniseries’ thirteen episodes.

Similarly, Martin thought he and Condal should open their new series decades before most of its central characters were born. Says Martin, “I wanted to show how we got to this horrible war, but I wanted to start in a time of peace and prosperity, when everything was going well in Westeros, when Jaehaerys the Old King was not yet old, but he and his wife, Alysanne, were ruling over the Seven Kingdoms pretty successfully, and they were having children.”
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Concept art shows Daemon Targaryen wearing the crown of bones he sports after declaring himself King of the Narrow Sea.



As Martin writes in Fire & Blood, Jaehaerys and his wife welcome two sons—Aemon, Prince of Dragonstone, and his younger brother, Baelon—seemingly shoring up the future of the realm. “They had lots of other kids after that, but those were the two,” Martin says. “You had the heir, you had the spare, as they say. What happens, of course, is that both of those guys die. Suddenly, the succession gets much more complicated, and you see the seeds being planted for what will come. Basically, that’s how I wanted to begin the show—but nobody agreed with me.”

Given that the show would already be dense with Targaryen family history, both Condal and HBO felt it might be better to immediately introduce viewers to the pivotal players in the Dance of the Dragons. However, Condal did agree with Martin that it was important to offer audiences a clear sense of the history that led up to the war so that they could understand the many factors that fueled the conflict. “It’s a story that really takes place over twenty-five years,” Condal says. “You want to start far enough into it that you’re dropping people into something exciting but far enough back that you’re adequately laying enough track to get to a satisfying end.”

After some creative back-and-forth, they decided to begin the story with a short prologue that sees the revered Old King Jaehaerys convening a Great Council to determine who will succeed him. The king invites more than a thousand lords to the castle of Harrenhal, situated in the Riverlands, northwest of King’s Landing, one of the only holdings large enough to accommodate such an expansive crowd.

During the meeting, the lords consider fourteen claims to the throne, but only two serious contenders emerge, both of them grandchildren of Jaehaerys: Aemon’s daughter, Rhaenys, and Baelon’s son, Viserys. As Rhaenys is older than her cousin—and therefore the eldest direct descendant of the king—custom dictates that the throne should be hers. Although she has all the makings of an excellent monarch, the lords decide that only a man should be allowed to rule, and they select Viserys as their next king, leaving Rhaenys to be forever known as the Queen Who Never Was. The decision is applauded by Viserys’s ambitious brother Daemon, a valiant warrior with a reckless, lascivious temperament, who, according to the rules of male primogeniture, would be next in line for the throne.

The episode then skips ahead ten years, with King Viserys now in the ninth year of his reign. He and his wife, Aemma, have just one child, daughter Rhaenyra. With Aemma’s other pregnancies having ended in miscarriage or stillbirth, there’s doubt as to whether the queen will be able to bear the king a male heir, though she continues to try. Tragically, she dies giving birth to a son, and the baby passes away soon after.

Believing his future pathway to power is secured, a jubilant Daemon is witnessed carousing in the brothels of Flea Bottom, drunkenly toasting the “heir for a day.” Furious that his own brother would delight in the death of an infant, a grieving Viserys banishes Daemon from the Red Keep and, defying all convention, the king names Rhaenyra as his heir.

As the years pass, Viserys obstinately insists that the Iron Throne must pass to Rhaenyra, even after he takes another wife, Alicent Hightower, and welcomes two sons, Aegon and Aemond, in quick succession. The new queen begins to resent her stepdaughter, seeing Rhaenyra as a barrier to what Alicent believes should be Aegon’s rightful inheritance. Over time, rival factions develop, one supporting Rhaenyra, the other supporting Aegon. After an ailing Viserys dies an early death, the two sides viciously turn on one another, and their mutual enmity leads them into war.


[image: Image]
A concept design for Storm’s End, the stronghold of House Baratheon.



Having fleshed out the initial story beats with Martin, Condal wrote a formal outline for the pilot before moving on to script stage. Sitting down to write, he felt a tremendous weight of obligation, given his affinity for Martin’s work. “It would be like, if you loved baseball, having Derek Jeter teach you how to hit fastballs,” Condal says. “It was nerve-racking—like, OK, now I’m responsible for this thing, and I really have to deliver. That kept me up a little bit.”

But Condal learned to embrace his nerves and take his cues from the easygoing Martin when it came to translating the epic tale. “It was probably the most confident I had been to date as a writer,” Condal says. “I trusted myself and trusted him and listened to him. He said this really interesting thing that stuck with me: ‘The author will always forgive the adapter for the big changes that he makes or she makes, but not necessarily the small.’ I took that to mean, ‘Make the big changes that you need to make it work on the screen, but don’t change a bunch of little things because you think you know better.’ ”

By early 2019, Condal had finished the script and submitted it to HBO for approval. It had taken him only a matter of months, a relatively quick turnaround by Hollywood standards. “I wanted to strategically come in and announce myself as a showrunner who delivers things on time,” Condal says. “Game of Thrones is a very difficult tone and world to hit, and I knew I could do that, even if there was going to be a ton of development on the script, which there was. Still, I wanted to announce, ‘Hey, I’m here, I’m serious. I can write for this world.’ ”
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Concept art depicts Ser Criston Cole of the Kingsguard (left) with Rhaenyra (right) aboard the Targaryen flagship.



“I thought it was a very strong draft to begin with,” Martin says. “I was very heartened. It was recognizably my story. When you’re looking at an adaptation of your own work, there’s always a little trepidation. You’re going to go through and see, has anything been changed? Did they eliminate anything that should be left in? Have they put in other things that were maybe not meant to be in there? Ryan made all the right choices.”

During this period, Condal was actively courting a reluctant Sapochnik to join him as co-showrunner on the potential series. As Condal saw it, there was no better partner for an adaptation of Martin’s fiction—not only was Sapochnik a superb visual storyteller who could bring the wisdom of years of experience on Game of Thrones to the project, but he also had proven to be an invaluable collaborator on their earlier endeavors. Still wary, Sapochnik eventually agreed to an exploratory partnership. “To be honest, there was a lot of trepidation because I really wanted to [move on and] do something else,” Sapochnik says. “But I said I would help and eventually see whether this was something I could get involved with.”

In May 2019, Condal and Sapochnik convened what’s known in the television industry as an architecture room. An early series of meetings with a team of writers who might or might not go on to work on a series, the architecture room for House of the Dragon was set up to help develop specific storylines for the first season and to flesh out story arcs for the show’s principal characters. Working together in the architecture room, Condal and Sapochnik helped shape the arcs of the characters and the season’s overall structure, establishing the tone of the series and the themes underpinning the entire show.

In addition to the showrunners, participants included Wes Tooke, who had been a co–executive producer on Colony, and writer Claire Kiechel, whose credits include the Netflix drama The OA and HBO’s Watchmen. Ti Mikkel, who works as writer’s assistant for Martin, also joined as a researcher. “She’s the keeper of lore,” Condal says.
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A concept design for the Grand Sept at King’s Landing.



Martin himself was available as needed to answer questions and offer input, but his time was at a premium. In addition to working on his own fiction, he still had a hand in numerous television projects, including the other Game of Thrones prequel, Jane Goldman’s successor series, which was heading before cameras. Principal photography on the pilot for that show—which was unofficially called The Long Night—began that same month in Belfast, Northern Ireland, where Game of Thrones had been shot.

Explains Condal, “George was heavily involved at the very beginning of our pilot process, and then, once he felt like he knew the story we were telling, he could see where it was going, he really stepped back—but he would check in at key points.”

Condal spent the bulk of summer 2019 finalizing a bible for the series. The detailed reference document would essentially serve as a blueprint for the first season of the show, and included information about narrative possibilities for two subsequent seasons. Several months later, in September 2019, HBO ordered a pilot for the Targaryen series, even as the network was struggling with how to proceed on Goldman’s successor show. The pilot for that drama had been completed with an impressive cast led by Academy Award winner Naomi Watts, yet executives worried that it simply hadn’t come together as they might have hoped. Finally, on October 29, 2019, the network announced it was cancelling the project, issuing a statement that read, “After careful consideration, we have decided not to move forward to series with the Untitled Game of Thrones prequel. We thank Jane Goldman, S. J. Clarkson, and the talented cast and crew for all of their hard work and dedication.”

But fans of Martin’s work didn’t have to wait long for more encouraging news. The following day, HBO revealed that it was picking up Martin, Condal, and Sapochnik’s show straight to series—it would be titled House of the Dragon.

“When we looked at House of the Dragon, one of the advantages it had was, it had text from George R. R. Martin and had the Targaryen history,” HBO president and chief content officer Casey Bloys told The Hollywood Reporter in 2020. “There was a bit more of a roadmap. It was an easier decision to say, ‘Alright, let’s go straight to series.’ ”






BEYOND BELFAST
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ONCE THE STRAIGHT-TO-SERIES ORDER WAS ANNOUNCED, CONDAL BEGAN TO ASSEMBLE AN OFFICIAL WRITER’S ROOM STAFFED BY A DIVERSE GROUP OF MEN AND WOMEN, AT LEAST SOME OF WHOM WOULD BE WELL VERSED IN BOTH GAME OF THRONES AND MARTIN’S NOVELS. DURING THE INTERVIEW PROCESS, SARAH HESS BECAME A FRONTRUNNER. A TWO-TIME EMMY AWARD NOMINEE, HESS HAD WRITTEN THE FIRST EPISODE OF TELEVISION SAPOCHNIK HAD EVER DIRECTED—FOR THE HIT SERIES HOUSE—AND HER IMPRESSIVE RÉSUMÉ ALSO INCLUDED SUCH ACCLAIMED SHOWS AS DEADWOOD AND ORANGE IS THE NEW BLACK.

Hess, though, had been a writer on Goldman’s canceled Game of Thrones spin-off, and had misgivings about embarking on another successor show. Fortunately, the creative team won her over. “They basically seemed willing to consider whatever suggestions I had,” says Hess, who was hired as a writer and executive producer on the series. “They also told me that they really wanted to center the show more around the women in the script—that was a selling point for me, definitely.”

House of the Dragon’s season one writer’s room comprised a staff of seven: Condal, Hess, Gabe Fonseca (Jessica Jones), Ira Parker (Better Things), Charmaine DeGraté (The 100), Kevin Lau (The Nevers), and Eileen Shim (Light as a Feather). The group met together in Los Angeles in the latter months of 2019 to hash out the details of the individual episodes and then went their separate ways to write each installment.

One of the challenges of writing for House of the Dragon was mastering the language of the series, which Condal describes as “semi-Shakespearean.” “It can’t be too contemporary, but if it reads too period, it reads very affected and fan fiction-y,” Condal says. “Dialogue in the show is half the battle—that’s the hardest stuff to write, those really intricate character pieces. They’re the hardest to execute on the page, because you can’t gussy it up with fancy production design and action sequences.”
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The sign outside Warner Bros. Studio Leavesden, which is situated near London.



With the writing process underway, the showrunners turned to the next task at hand—determining where they would stage their new Westeros epic. Game of Thrones had been headquartered in Northern Ireland, at Belfast’s Titanic Studios, and the series had made excellent use of some of the breathtaking locations throughout the region. The fantasy show’s outsized presence had also served as an enormous boon to the local economy, drawing both tourism and trade to the region.

But as Condal and Sapochnik were seeking a home for the production, the United Kingdom was officially withdrawing from the European Union, and there was a great deal of uncertainty about how that might affect Northern Ireland. The possibility of new regulations governing travel and transportation loomed, and it was unclear how those might impact the shoot.

Rather than returning to Belfast, the showrunners instead chose to bring House of the Dragon to Warner Bros. Studios Leavesden in Watford, England. A former aircraft factory and airfield, the state-of-the-art facility just outside of London has hosted productions including The Batman and the Harry Potter films since Warner Bros. took ownership of the site in 2000.

Leavesden was an ideal hub for the series. Its large soundstages could accommodate expansive sets that would need to remain standing for the duration of the first season, perhaps longer. The facility also had the room to house one of the largest virtual production stages in Europe. Known as the Volume, or V stage, the 24,000-square-foot space houses a 7,100-square-foot curved LED screen capable of displaying photorealistic computer-generated environments. Warner Bros. initially had planned to build a Volume in Burbank, but Condal and Sapochnik successfully argued that, though expensive to set up, such a stage could play an essential role in the production of House of the Dragon. After a long series of discussions, the studio agreed to build the Volume at Leavesden.

Utilized to groundbreaking effect by the Disney+ series The Mandalorian, the relatively new technology affords important advantages: Instead of standing in front of uninspiring green screens that will be replaced with digital backgrounds much later in production, actors can work on the Volume with fully rendered digital “sets” projected onto the LED screen all around them. The camera can then capture the actors, any physical props on set, and the digital background on the screen all at the same time, creating one seamless image. “We were interested in the creative possibilities,” Sapochnik says. “It’s not a solve-all, but it has a lot of potential.”
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Shelves stocked with props and other useful items at Leavesden.



To give the series the sense of scope and visual grandeur that had become synonymous with Game of Thrones, the showrunners still planned to shoot on location at sites across England and Europe, and at the end of February 2020, Condal and Sapochnik traveled to Spain and Portugal to scout potential locations. That trip came to an alarming and abrupt conclusion, however, as an explosion of COVID-19 cases in neighboring Italy created a panic across Europe, signaling to the showrunners that they should quickly return home—Condal to LA and Sapochnik to London.

“It was the most end-of-the-world thing that could be happening,” Condal says. “You go to the airport, and everybody’s rushing around and trying to get on flights. Nobody knows who’s got the virus.” The lockdowns that followed around the globe cast doubt on the future of the series, which had been scheduled to begin filming in January 2021.

Choosing to press forward in the hopes that they might still be able to meet that preliminary start date, Condal and Sapochnik reached out to potential candidates to head up key departments for the series, conducting preliminary interviews remotely, both by phone and over Zoom. The behind-the-scenes creative team grew to include an accomplished trio of professionals: award-winning production designer Jim Clay, whose credits include Love Actually, Children of Men, and Belfast; costume designer Jany Temime, known for her work on such films as Skyfall, Gravity, Black Widow, and five films in the Harry Potter franchise; and casting director Kate Rhodes James, a three-time Emmy Award nominee whose credits include Mr. Selfridge, Sherlock, and the miniseries Bodyguard, which starred Game of Thrones actor Richard Madden.

Sapochnik also recruited an impressive stable of accomplished directors to join him for season one: Greg Yaitanes (House), Clare Kilner (The Alienist), and Geeta V. Patel (The Great). “This show requires you to have had a certain amount of experience in terms of scale and understanding of period pieces and negotiating for yourself but also being a team player, and I needed people I could trust,” Sapochnik says. “Greg gave me my break in television, and we’ve talked for years about doing something together. This was the right opportunity. Clare has a great cinematic sense to her—I wanted someone who understood blocking and could take five people in a room and make it look cool. Geeta was somebody that we brought on based on the strength of her previous work.”






THE PRINCESS AND THE QUEEN
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AS KEY ASPECTS OF THE PRODUCTION WERE COMING TOGETHER AND THE THREAT OF COVID APPEARED TO RECEDE, CONDAL AND SAPOCHNIK BEGAN MEETING DAILY AT SAPOCHNIK’S HOME TO REVIEW AND REVISE THE SCRIPTS FOR ALL TEN EPISODES OF THE FIRST SEASON, FURTHER REFINING THE VITAL CHARACTER ARCS AND RELATIONSHIPS. EVENTUALLY AS SAPOCHNIK SHIFTED HIS FOCUS TOWARD PREPRODUCTION, HESS JOINED CONDAL IN COMPLETING THE EPISODE REWRITES, INCLUDING THOSE FOR THE ALL-IMPORTANT SERIES PREMIERE. THAT FIRST EPISODE NEEDED TO LAY ALL THE GROUNDWORK FOR THE SUBSEQUENT NINE, SO THE WRITING PARTNERS TOOK CARE TO CLARIFY AND INTRODUCE THE POLITICAL TENSIONS THAT DRIVE THE NARRATIVE AND INCLUDE ENOUGH WORLD-BUILDING TO ORIENT VIEWERS WITHIN THIS ERA OF WESTEROS.
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