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Hiccup’s Workshop, complete with blueprints for Toothless’s tail, a model replica of a Night Fury, and instructions for the pedal system Hiccup uses to fly with Toothless.
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A Viking helmet on a map of the Isle of Berk and its surrounding areas—including the elusive Dragon Nest.








[image: Author Cressida Cowell pictured along Dean DeBlois sitting on wooden steps in front of a rustic wooden structure with weathered red pillars.]
Author Cressida Cowell pictured alongside writer and director Dean DeBlois while visiting the village of Berk set at Titanic Studios in Belfast, Northern Ireland.



PREFACE BY CRESSIDA COWELL

How to Train Your Dragon is a true story, and it is a story about growing up.

For as Hiccup says at the beginning of How to Steal a Dragon’s Sword, the ninth book in my series, “Sometimes we do not realize it at the time, but the story we are all a part of is not just a story about Vikings and islands and dragons. It is a story about growing up. And one of the things about growing up, one of the inescapable, inevitable laws, is that one day… One day… One day… It is going to happen. I’m sorry, but it’s true.”

Twenty-six years ago, when I just had my first baby, I drew these two pencil drawings of Hiccup (who is really me) and his father, Stoick the Vast (who is really my own father). And then I drew dragons. Who would have thought that those dragons would have turned out to have such very big wings?

    [image: A stylized dragon with a checkered body, holding a sword and breathing fire.]

I drew those pictures because there is a moment after you’ve just had a baby, one that every parent will recognize, when you look at the infinitely precious small human child in the tiny car seat in the back of the car, and you think to yourself, “They’re going to let me out of the hospital with a baby? But I know nothing about babies!”

So, you start finding out about babies and looking back to your own childhood, and thinking about how you were brought up, and what kind of parent you would ideally want to be. It could have been “How to Train Your Baby,” really.

This is why every line, every setting, every character—however extraordinary and fantastical and unlikely they may seem—everything in How to Train Your Dragon has a strange kind of truth to it.

The Isle of Berk is a real place, a wild little island called Little Colonsay, in a once-Viking-filled Scotland, an uninhabited isle so small that when you stand on the top of it you can see sea all around you. An island where I grew up and my children grew up. I first set foot on that island, climbing into the caves of it, searching for dragons, more than fifty years ago now. See how we’re going back in time even further!

The writing in the books was a complicated mixture of my memories of my childhood, and the here-and-now of bringing up my own children. So, How to Train Your Dragon is an intensely personal story, and a much larger story, all at the same time. It’s a story about growing up, believing in yourself, believing in dragons, and humans’ relationship with “the wild.” And it asks a very simple question: What if dragons were real?

How to Train Your Dragon took me back to a time when I was a child, when I still believed in dragons, and my ultimate wish was to fly on the back of one of my own, and I don’t think I am alone in being still just a hairbreadth away from wanting that now. I go into a hall of people and ask, “Who, here, would like to fly on the back of a dragon?”—and it isn’t only the children who put up their hands.

It is one thing to tell that personal-but-immense story in words and pictures in a book, when dragon- riding is just a bunch of airy words, where people’s imaginations fill in the gaps. It is quite another to tell the same story on-screen. I have been astonishingly lucky in how DreamWorks told that story in three magnificent, Oscar-nominated animated movies, and I am grateful to them, beyond words. These are movies that make you laugh, make you cry, and make you think. They are pitch-perfect in how they handle the themes of the boy growing up, his relationship with his father, his mother, the dragons, and his Tribe. They explore the idea of what makes a leader, and the difficult choices a leader must make, and the respect that human beings owe to their environment. They are staggeringly beautiful.

The movies reached millions of people and took $1.6 billion at the box office, while at the same time pushing creative boundaries and never underestimating the intelligence of the audience. This is such high-quality, creative storytelling for children and families, and I cannot tell you how much work goes on behind the scenes in order to achieve that. With the books, it is just me and a few pencils.

When I am merrily saying “Well, these dragons won’t be just these big green things, there will be an entire evolution of them, of all different species, especially adapted to their environment,” DreamWorks and Universal actually have to create those dragons, build them out of airy nothing, make them feel believable, and launch them into the sky.

With the animated movies, it took the artistry of an entire team of animators to bring this world to life, glorious acting performances, music by John Powell to take your breath away, producers, writers, and executives all working at the top of their game to make this happen. I had the astonishing good luck to have the same gifted writer and director, Dean DeBlois, working on all three movies. This normally never happens. Dean has been working on How to Train Your Dragon since 2008, and to have the unique vision of an amazing director writing and guiding and overseeing all three movies, and now the live-action, well… that is pretty much unheard of.

During the course of the movies, everyone grew up. Children who watched the first movie in 2010 are now in their early or late twenties, some of them already beginning to have children of their own. And with the passing of time, I am beginning to see that How to Train Your Dragon has not just been pure entertainment for people, although I do not underestimate the importance of that. How to Train Your Dragon has become a part of people’s childhood, their own growing up. People tell me how Hiccup was a friend and inspiration to them when they felt friendless and alone. How Toothless protected and comforted them when they were anxious and afraid. They talk about how they take the books and the movies to university with them. How they got married with John Powell’s music playing in the background. How the story of Hiccup has become part of their own family stories, and this is deeply moving.

And now… nearly a quarter of a century after I drew those first pictures… the dragons are taking flight once again, bigger and wilder and more real than ever. A new generation of children and young adults will meet the dragons as if it were for the very first time. And Dean DeBlois is directing once more.

I had the luck to visit the truly astonishing set at Titanic Studios in Belfast and see firsthand the sheer glorious ambition of the live-action movie. I was able to walk through the village of houses on the Isle of Berk they built from scratch, look up in awe at the Great Hall of truly immense proportions, even enter an entire dragon-training ground, for Thor’s sake! I trod on the boards of the Viking ship that was built especially for the film and marveled at the attention to detail in Gobber’s blacksmith’s forge, which felt like it had been used for twenty or thirty years.

I hope that this book goes a small way in paying tribute to the incredible hard work of all of the people working behind the scenes to bring this world to life, and the love and dedication it requires to make the dream feel like reality. The research, the care, the years of patient labor, the sheer dedication and imagination of so many people.

I watched on set as Gerard Butler, who has been playing the role of Stoick the Vast since 2009, acted a scene with young Mason Thames, playing Hiccup for the very first time. It was a pivotal moment in the story of the movie, and a moment that parents and children the world over will recognize as part of growing up. The child who feels, somehow, that they are failing because they aren’t a bit like a much-loved parent, but then has to find the strength to go their own way. The parent who loves the child so much that they find it hard when the child is different, because the child suddenly feels very far away.

You could see in Gerard’s face how much it meant to him. Stoick’s determination to get Hiccup to be the dragon-hunter that Stoick desperately wants him to be—with Gerry perfectly capturing the vulnerability behind that—while Stoick is thinking he is doing what is best for Hiccup, and what is best for the Tribe, along with the pressure that comes from being the leader and making the tough decisions.

[image: Four square tiles with Viking themed symbols, including a ship, a house, a dragon, and crossed weapons.]

Mason, for his part, was astonishing as Hiccup. Hiccup is in every scene, and Mason is by turns touching, courageous, mature, and moving. Yearning to prove himself to his father yet finding the strength to go his own way. It is an incredible performance at such a young age.

What I am hoping audiences will take away from this particular film is that extra degree of emotional, heartfelt complexity that is added once the actors are standing live in front of you, and the dragons are breathing, moving, and flying right in front of your eyes. What if I were Hiccup? What if I were Stoick? What would I do, what kind of leader would I be? Would I have the bravery to let Toothless go, even though I loved him? And it will take people back to the questions right at the heart of the movies, by giving you the closest feeling you will ever have to flying on the back of a dragon: What if dragons were real? What would they look like? How would they be? And, most important of all… how would we look after them?

These supposedly simple questions have never been more important than at this time, where we are at the moment, when we will be staring into the real consequences of not knowing our place in the world. We humans are beginning to pay the price for not being sufficiently respectful of the environment around us.

This is the thing about stories: The crucible of the story will change those who watch and listen to it, the characters within it, and the people who are telling it, all at the same time. And here is what I learned while I was writing these stories and watching the movies for all this time. It wasn’t “How to Train Your Baby” after all. It was “How to Train Your Parent.”

That baby in the car seat is now a young adult, twenty-six years old. A quarter of a century passed in the blink of an eye. Bringing up children and adults—and creating stories and movies for children and young adults—is just as much about what you learn from them as what you are trying to teach. I have learned so much from my own children’s imagination, their creativity, their positivity, their intelligence, and their lack of prejudice.

Their belief in the impossible.

Their belief in dragons.

And these are all qualities the world is going to need in the future.

Thank you to everyone at DreamWorks and Universal who have made such wonderful movies out of my books. It was out of my wildest imaginings how huge the dragons would be, and how high they would fly, when I drew those first pencil illustrations.

Thank you to everyone who has loved How to Train Your Dragon and made it part of their own childhood and their own family narratives.

And finally—thank you for the dragons. For, although we do not always see it, there are dragons all around us, quiet, invisible, and they take us on their backs, if we let them, so we can soar…

… so high.

—CRESSIDA






[image: A large indoor set resembling a medieval or fantasy style stone hall with wooden stairs, columns, and a statue of a warrior.]
Author Cressida Cowell visiting the set of the Great Hall.
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Writer-director Dean DeBlois on the set of the Training Arena, holding the film slate to celebrate the start of filming.



INTRODUCTION BY DEAN DEBLOIS

I love “art of” books. They become a record of an intensely creative but short-lived experience which inevitably fades with time. These books not only chronicle the history of the art and design that went into every on-screen detail, but they also shed light on the heaps of beautiful and inspiring explorations that didn’t make it. They flesh out the back-stories of the movies that they eventually became, giving glimpses into the intricacies of their fictional worlds. They showcase wonderful behind-the-scenes work that would have otherwise never been seen. Here is a look at some of ours.

Imagining How to Train Your Dragon in the medium of live action was both an exciting and a daunting prospect. Exciting because of the potential to amplify the visceral, palpable elements of the story and deliver them with completely credible dragons. Daunting because there is a myriad of ways that things can go wrong with a rookie director at the helm. But when I heard that a live-action version was being considered, I pushed for the job, since these characters and their world are near and dear to me.

From the start, I focused on two primary goals. One, surrounding myself with the best, most talented cast and crew that I could find. And two, building upon what worked in the original that Chris Sanders and I helmed, while embellishing and deepening in places where it felt additive. The request was to tell this story in a new medium. The challenge was to deliver it in a way worth doing.

[image: A watercolor illustration of a black dragon with green eyes standing on a moss covered rock, with a message of gratitude written below.]
A drawing of Toothless created by writer-director Dean DeBlois as a thank you to the amazing cast and crew.



I think this story resonates with its audience because its bones are universal. At its core, it’s about perceived weaknesses, and how they can be strengths in disguise. That was the essence of Cressida Cowell’s books—and it’s an empowering idea worthy of exploring within the framework of a fun fantasy-adventure film, because so many of us have felt like outsiders and failures in our own lives. How to Train Your Dragon celebrates all of the misfits and oddballs by showing that you don’t have to change who you are to be embraced by the world. You can defiantly be yourself and let the world change to embrace you.

[image: Dean DeBlois with a beard sits on a carved wooden throne with dragon shaped armrests, surrounded by Viking style decor.]
Writer-director Dean DeBlois pictured on the set of the Training Arena, sitting on Stoick the Vast's throne.



That, above all, is why I relate to Hiccup. I recognize that kid. I know what it feels like to be on the outside, looking in. However, Hiccup’s enviable superpower is his ability to withstand the mockery and ridicule of others and still follow his heart and act on his true nature, no matter how dire the outcome. Change goes hand in hand with courage and sacrifice—and only resonates if the person making the sacrifice stands to lose everything.

Stoick, on the other hand, represents the flip side of the struggle. He is the personification of strength, discipline, and tradition—the impossible standard that Hiccup is measured against. Moreover, Stoick and Hiccup are caught in the push and pull of love and expectation. Like so many parents dealing with teenagers, they lack the tools to communicate and just be the person that the other so desperately needs. Stoick fears for his kid in a dangerous world, yet, deep down, he knows that he must let him find his way. Hiccup wants to make his father proud, but he’s ill-equipped to succeed. It’s a dilemma. But as Hiccup perseveres and trusts his heart, Stoick comes to discover his own weakness, and more importantly, he evolves to become something greater. He is introduced to a new definition of strength and courage—and in the end, he supports a transformation to his world that he himself stood in the way of. He comes to see his son as the leader of a new era and a new way of thinking.

That is the core of this story. Without it, there would be no Toothless, no adventure, no tale to tell. I find it cathartic, given that I didn’t get to heal my own relationship with my father before he passed away. It felt to me like a story worth telling, or in this case, retelling, with all of the tools and talent available to us.

And we found the perfect cast! Mason Thames as Hiccup and Gerard Butler as Stoick fill out their characters perfectly. Nico Parker as Astrid and Nick Frost as Gobber provide insight, tough love, and warmth along Hiccup’s journey. The trainees comedically serve to reflect the struggle between acceptance and following your heart. The aim was to further flesh out the characters this time around and bring a live- action level of subtlety to the mix—all while expanding the mythology of Berk and the stakes that define their existence on that remote island.

What follows in these pages is a glimpse at the incredible work produced by our talented artists, craftsmen, and technicians. We assembled a top-notch, passionate crew that bought inspiration, imagination, and many years of experience to this production. Each and every day, I witnessed first-hand the level of love and care that they poured into this project.

Personally, this experience has been a lifelong dream come true. I was squealing inside every time I walked onto a set, reveling in every detail rendered for real. The sheer artistry of it all was overwhelming. What a privilege.

—DEAN DEBLOIS

[image: A pencil sketch of a dragon perched on a rocky cliff, with wings spread and tail extended.]
Drawing of Toothless perched atop a rock created by writer-director Dean DeBlois.
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