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Since 1995, 3D animation has been continuously developing to a point where 
now as an audience we find it difficult to differentiate between real and fake. But 
is it just down to the visuals that define what feels real, or is it something more? 
Researching into the several main aspects of 3d animation, I intend to identify 
the balance between the components of realistic animation and the connections 
it can create through expressive emotion. Using the 2010 animated feature film 
How to Train Your Dragon as my case study, I will be looking into the areas of, 
character aesthetics, visual emotion, character narrative, and story narrative. 
Answering the questions as to why we can become so emotionally connected 
to a 3D character; is it purely visual, or is it psychological? All have to be in a 
perfect balance in order to work, this is the art of creating, and capturing the 
soul of animation. By creating the imitation of life...
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Introduction

Animation has come a long way since the first feature length 3D animated 
film in 1995 (Toy Story, Disney Pixar), and with improvements in software and 
writing techniques characters are becoming more realistic and relatable to the 
audience watching them. This area of study is to investigate deeper into the 
designing and psychological understanding of why animated characters become 
connectable and in some cases successfully create an emotional bond with 
individual, or multiple audience members. For example, during moments that 
are designed so you can re-experience emotions from your own life because of 
their similarities, allowing you to understand the character more; by feeling how 
they feel. (Kress, 2005, p. 3)

I believe that there is so much more behind a 3D character within a feature film 
than just pixels. I find it extraordinary, the levels of detail taken to create visually 
realistic, and emotionally relatable characters within animation. This is why I 
want to research further into these levels and show the aspects that create 
emotionally realistic characters, and why we as the audience emotionally react 
the way we do to some of the characters.

Out of all the films I could have used for this case study, I have chosen to use 
the 2010 production How to Train Your Dragon by DreamWorks Studios for a 
number of reasons. One of these being the films category rating PG, (BBCFC, 
2010) meaning suitable for general viewing. Choosing an animated film with a 
lower age restriction classification widens the audience range for my research. 
Another reason being an extremely large number of positive reviews for this 
film since the time of release. This gives an encouraging indication that the film 
was, and remains in good favour with a number of audiences worldwide. IMDb 
currently gives the film a rating of 8.2/10 from an average of over 440,000 online 
reviews (IMDb, 2010) along with Rotten Tomatoes affirming an audience score 
rating “91% liking it” and a 4.2/5 rating from an average count of over 308,000 
online reviews (Rotten Tomatoes, 2010).

Predictably, due to the number of positive responses the film has subsequently 
developed a somewhat cult fan base towards the franchise; and thus an 
additional promising reason for choosing the film to research.
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This film also touches me on a personal level for a number of reasons. One 
being that I found the emotional response to this film from myself and to those 
around me fascinating to witness, and I still see these responses today. For that 
reason and numerous others, I can hold it firmly in place as one of my all-time 
favourite 3D animated productions. This is what I use as my drive to undergo 
this research project.

My methodology will be as follows. Several questions need to be looked into 
further in this research paper on emotional character creation that will allow me 
to elaborate further into additional fields of research, some as follows. How are 
fictional characters created to be as relatable as possible to a wide audience 
range? This will be from their visual design, and their implied design mentality. 
How is Anthropomorphism a further development on character creation? How 
does a character’s written personality and environment affect the view the 
audience have on them?

Several of the theories I will be using to research further into these methods will 
include ones such as John Bowlby’s theory of attachment, Morgan’s canon (The 
theory of emotion portrayed through anthropomorphised animals in response 
to humans), Occam’s Razor, Charles Darwin’s theory of emotion through facial 
expressions, and areas of the Cannon-Bard theory of physical and mental 
emotional experience. Using a range of sources including articles, books and 
journals to complete this case study.
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1.1
Plot Description

An adventure comedy set in the mythical world of burly Vikings and wild fire-
breathing dragons, based on the book by Cressida Cowell. The story centres 
around a Viking teenager named Hiccup, who lives on the Island of Berk, where 
fighting dragons is a way of life. The teen’s rather progressive views and offbeat 
sense of humour don’t sit too well with his tribe or its chief…who just happens to 
be Hiccup’s father. When Hiccup is inducted into Dragon Training with the other 
Viking teens he sees his chance to prove he has what it takes to be a fighter. 
But when he encounters (and ultimately befriends) an injured dragon, his world 
is flipped upside down, and what started out as Hiccup’s one shot to prove 
himself turns into an opportunity to set a new course for the future of the entire 
tribe. (DreamWorks Animation, 2014) 
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1.2.1
Hiccup Horrendus Haddock III

Hiccup as the main character isn’t given the best of chances from the opening 
of the narrative. For a start, he’s visually shown to be an underdog. He’s not 
stronger than any of the other Viking clan members and visually designed is 
made to be tall and thin, thus showing lack of dominance; there’s nothing truly 
dominant about his body shape, clothing, or facial expressions. Nothing about 
him is shown to be aggressive or hostile to creatures or other people. This can 
all be seen just from his simple appearance. (see figures 1-3)

One of the reasons for this visual appearance is to imply the sense of 
compassion toward that character, that sense of wanting to look after him; 
because He’s visually weak and can’t fend for himself because of his age. This 
is the first visual aspect of connection to a viewer feeling that they would want 
to help him in any way possible. This can be identified as the attachment theory, 
generally from an infant to adult, but the theory can be reversed when the 
additional factor of ‘cuteness’ is present. (University of Pennsylvania, 2012)

Many would argue that one of the most important psychological tricks character 
designers can utilise from first appearances is the emotional attraction people 
have to humans/creatures with big eyes. It is an underlining rule that characters 
with big eyes are seen as being cuter, friendlier, and receive more compassion 
than other characters from the initial introduction of that character (this is 
apparent in the character Toothless, see chapter 1.2.3). This is another theory 
introduced in 1949 by Konrad Lorenz as an addition John Bowlby’s theory of 
attachment regarding cuteness triggering an adult response to nurture their 
young. (Screuder, 2014, p. 667)

If a character is not visually appealing to an audience, then secondary 
characters (Astrid and Toothless) are needed to back them up and feed an 
audience its compassion towards the underdog of the plot. “The lead characters 
in our stories also need others. They need family, friends, those who agree with 
them and those who challenge them” - (Hill, 2012)

Figure 1. (upper right) Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)
Figure 2. (middle right) Hiccup looking for the downed Night Fury. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)
Figure 3. (lower right) Hiccup being attacked by a Gronkle. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)
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1.2.2
Astrid Hofferson

Astrid is one of the secondary protagonists in the film, and Hiccups love interest. 
Her physical appearance in terms of build is ironically similar to Hiccups as 
she is not muscular and also thin for a Viking; She is however taller and more 
agile which aids in her favour. Clothing wise she’s more edgy, adorned with 
animal skulls and spikes. (see figures 4-6) This makes her overall appearance 
more hostile than Hiccup, creating a feeling of caution and unease around her 
character; she doesn’t seem like everything is told in her appearance. Because 
her aesthetics are not the most welcoming, it gives the audience a feeling that 
they don’t need to find her initially cute or cuddly; and needing to be looked out 
for like Hiccup requires.

Although Astrid is a slightly hostile protagonist the designers have compensated 
for this by creating her with an almost perfectly rounded face, making her cuter 
in facial appearance which leads back to the theory by Konrad Lorenz on 
cuteness related to infant like features. (University of Pennsylvania, 2012)  This 
then rebuilds that lost emotion to her character from making her edgy and tough 
in stylised appearance in the rest of her body.

Like Hiccup, she also wears a more stylish hair style compared to other 
characters, this makes them stand out as a pair above the rest of the cast; 
shifting the audience’s focus towards them as a couple, and as a more central 
point of attention. (see figure 4,6) She is also a visually appealing character, 
but not in a complete sense of being cute and cuddly, more as of being morally 
strong and independent.

Figure 4. (upper right) Astrid Hofferson. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)
Figure 5. (middle right) Astrid Hofferson on Fire Duty. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)
Figure 6. (lower right) Astrid being saved by Toothless. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)
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1.2.3
Toothless

Toothless is one of the only lead non-human characters. Visually designed he is 
a completely balanced character of cute and hostile. The feelings towards him 
can change in an instance with slight alterations to his overall body shape and 
facial expression.

The required visual components of cuteness that are seen within humans can 
also be inherited between different species. It’s why humans feel that puppies, 
kittens and numerous other young animals are seen as cute. Visually Toothless 
has the correct physical requirements to be identified as cute – Big eyes, large 
round head, and big nose. Another trait that is recognised, and common with 
animals is the addition of large paws. (Little, 2012, p. 4) There is also the added 
feature that many are small and fluffy (especially at infancy), hence creating 
them to be adorable in our eyes and wanting to protect and love them, the same 
as our own offspring.

The animal traits that have been used to show emotion from Toothless are 
just as subtle but identifiable as humans. The addition of more facial features 
to move, including expressive ears, eyes, and retractable teeth portray these 
emotions across to the film characters, and us even more effectively. Toothless 
can visually be seen as both cute, but dangerous. The design of retractable 
teeth evokes this difference even more by creating a more definable barrier 
between when he’s angry and calm.

Figure 7. (upper right) Toothless, a Night Fury. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010) 
Figure 8. (middle right) Toothless after seeing Hiccup in the cove. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)
Figure 9. (lower right) Toothless flying with Hiccup after fixing his tail. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)
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Here is a comparison between two consecutive frames’ visual emotions 
expressed by Toothless. (figures 10-11)

As shown here, these screen captures from the film are less than 1 second 
apart but the emotional change in facial expressions create an instant overall 
mood change to the character; and more importantly the attitude the audience 
have towards that character.
The differences in facial expressions that we can identify as different emotions 
from the character are created through changes of multiple components of the 
face and head (See chapter – 1.5.1), that have been associated with happiness 
and anger within animal expressions that are understood and shared by 
humans. (Darwin, 1872)

Figure 10. (above) Toothless is Angry. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)

Figure 11. (below) Toothless is Happy. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)
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1.3 
Why do aesthetics create emotion and mood towards a character?

The aspects of the character’s visual appearances listed above are limited to 
only their design, but why are aesthetics one of the most important components 
to prioritise in a 3D production? It is the same as with live action film. The 
creation of a visually appealing character allows the audience to want to root 
for them, or feel positive towards them before finding out about their personality. 
A study found that in live interaction people can identify the personality traits of 
someone who is physically attractive, or more attractive than another. (Williams, 
2011) This is one of the positive reasons why main characters in a lot of 
animated feature films are shown to be more attractive than other characters 
in the story; because the viewers focus would be more concentrated on them. 
However, that is a hugely limiting emotional connection that is made and can 
easily throw the viewer into conflict (conflict being one of the most typically used 
forms of emotional play) with their own feelings about the character later during 
the films plot. Meaning that good, doesn’t always mean good. (Lorenzo, et al., 
2010) For example, finding out that a visually appealing character is actually 
an antagonist; making them the bad person. This creates conflicting feelings 
towards that character; they may be shown to be attractive, which makes them 
good, but they have bad morals, which makes them bad. “Generally, the more 
physically attractive an individual is, the more positive the person is perceived, 
the more favourably the person is responded to” - (Patzer, 2012)

First impressions on a character are heavily influenced by their aesthetics, 
and initial presence. As mentioned, a character’s personality can be identified 
easier if they are an attractive character primarily seen as the protagonist. 
But if they are in fact the antagonist then there are several typical visual ways 
this is created to allow the viewer to identify this. Several examples of this is 
dark clothing, facial scars, slicked hairstyles, large overdramatic/untamed hair, 
piercing eyes, etc. “Sociologists tell us that we form impressions of strangers 
in the first ten seconds after we meet them, and that these impressions are 
remarkably durable.” – (Kress, 2005)
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1.4 
Why is it not essential for a 3D character to be 100% lifelike to be 
perceived as being real?

Since animation was introduced it wasn’t its primary intention to be depicting 
real life aesthetics. Now with the advanced progress of 3D software, animation 
is becoming more and more realistic; or similar to real life as can be. This 
however is not always viewed as necessary to create a believable character or 
to make an emotional piece of animation work. Animation has always needed 
to exaggerate certain components that relate to real life, such as real world 
physics in order to look similar to how we do. Movement of an animation can 
perceive how we react to it emotionally.

Exaggeration is classed as one of the twelve principles of animation. 
Exaggeration, when used for movements, adds more appeal to the action; 
depending on the animation style. This is mainly to overcome the sense of 
fake perception. (Thomas & Johnston, 1988) As audience members we are 
always trying to find the flaws in animation, as it is trying to copy real life; this 
creates a distraction. As animation is always slightly stylised, the combination of 
movement to aesthetics is an important balance. If a character doesn’t move to 
how they look like they should, they become unrealistic and defeats the object 
of the character feeling real; if they move to how we feel they would in real life, 
they are seen to be a ‘life like’ character through their movement and aesthetics. 
However, this is different to stylised characters and movement.

There are 3 sides to a character - Aesthetics, Movement, Personality. Not all 
three of these aspects need to be lifelike in order for us to sense they are real. 
However, real emotions from a character is an important part of their personality. 
For example, How to Train Your Dragon is not exactly life like in aesthetics, this 
make all of the characteristics of the film plausible but not real. (Wisslar, 2012) 
From characters to environment there is a stylised art design to the production; 
the quality of that art design is what makes it appealing. Believable 3D worlds 
instead of realistic worlds allows the audience to see past the obvious of the 
world being fake, allowing them to be engrossed into the narrative of the story. 
(see chapter – 1.7)
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Even in the real world, people are not perfect emotionally or physically, so 
why should they be in animation? A perfect person becomes fake. Being able 
to empathise with a 3D character is easier if they look similar to how we do, 
and the environment around them. This is where the level of detail matters, a 
character needs flaws in order to be seen as realistic. (Squadron, 2014)
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1.5.1
Facial Expressions

Basic emotions through facial expressions

Joy, Anger, Sadness, Fear

These are the 4 basic emotion classes. All of the characters in How to Train Your 
Dragon show these emotions, however the human characters all progress into 
more complex emotions such as,

Love, Lust, Pride, Optimism, Relief, Surprise, Rage, Disgust, Envy, Suffering, 
Disappointment, Shame, Nervousness.

These are classed as secondary emotions, next are ternary emotions and so 
on. One of the ways that animation films like this portray emotion to overcome 
the visual deception of real life is to oversell the emotional aspect through 
character movement in conjunction with facial expressions. Not always in the 
sense of extreme emotional performance, but in a way of showing a character’s 
emotions who should not normally feel them. For example, the theory of 
Morgan’s Canon. Being that “In no case is an animal activity to be interpreted 
in terms of higher psychological processes if it can be fairly interpreted in terms 
of processes which stand lower in the scale of psychological evolution and 
development.” - (Morgan, 1898) In its basic term, Morgan believed that animal 
behaviour if approached in a more anthropomorphic way, was entirely fake and 
should only be view as its simplest form.

However, anthropomorphism even if fairly subtle is extremely common in 
animation films to create a higher level of connection between the audience and 
a creature character because their emotional responses can be seen as lifelike 
rather than their appearances, thus also resulting with a character portraying 
a higher level of intelligence than actual animals. (see chapter 1.5.1) Toothless 
shows a lot of these responses to the main characters than first thought and 
the development of the character shows this throughout production. This is one 
of the most complex ways of portraying lifelike emotions through animation 
because of the facial rigging involved to imitate certain muscle groups as 
humans to mimic the same emotional poses; as animals do not have the same 
facial anatomy as humans.
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Descriptions of Facial Muscles and Other Non-verbal Behaviours Involved in 
the Emotions Darwin Considered Universal between primates and humans. The 
Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals - (Darwin, 1872)

Chart 1. (above) Universal Emotion Facial Expressions. C. R. Darwin. (1872)

Further ways animators can use these research findings to refine facial 
emotions in animated characters is through the Facial Action Coding System 
(FACS) which uses taxonomy to group facial muscles together when creating 
expressions. This coding group implemented by Paul Ekman and Wallace

Emotion Darwin’s description (non-facial elements in parentheses)

Anger Nostrils raised, mouth compressed, furrowed brow, eyes 
wide open, head erect, (chest expanded, arms rigid by side, 
stamping ground, body swaying backward/forward, trembling)

Contempt Lip protrusion, nose wrinkle, partial closure of upper eyelids, 
turning away eyes, upper lip raised, (snort, body expiration, 
expiration)

Disgust Lower lip turned down, upper lip raised, expiration, mouth open, 
spitting, blowing out, protruding lips, throat-clearing sound, 
lower lip and tongue protruding.

Fear Eyes open, mouth open, lips retracted, eyebrows raised, 
(crouching, paleness, perspiration, hair standing on end, 
muscles shivering, yawning, trembling) 

Happiness Eyes sparkling, skin under eyes wrinkles, mouth drawn back at 
corners

Joy Zygomatic and orbicularis muscles contracted, upper lip 
raised, nasolabial fold formed, (muscles trembling, purposeless 
movements, laughing, clapping hands, jumping about, dancing 
about, stamping, chuckling/giggling)

Sadness Corners of mouth depressed, inner corner eyebrows raised, 
(low spirits)

Surprise Eyebrows raised, mouth open, eyes open, lips protruding, 
(expiration, blowing/hissing, open hands high above head, 
palms towards person with straightened fingers, arms 
backwards)

17



Friesen in 1978 is now a common way to systematically categorize facial 
expressions of emotion. (Paul Ekman Group LLC, 2016)

We can compare these emotions and the facial muscles used with screenshots 
from the production to identify what lifelike emotions are being portrayed in 
each scene, even with Toothless; Even though it was previously stated that his 
emotional responses as according to Morgan’s Canon should not be seen as 
realistically portraying a higher form of intelligence. When used in 3D animation 
Toothless is designed to oversell these emotions to create a connectible bond 
with the audience for his character and to the other characters within the film.

A further search to this theory is comparing his character with the human 
character Hiccup, showing these same emotions proving that the character is 
expressing more complex emotions that are in turn observed as such by Hiccup.

Anger

Contempt

Disgust
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Fear

Happiness

Joy

Sadness

Surprise

Figures 12-27. (left) Hiccup, Human. (right) Toothless, Dragon. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)
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1.5.2
Why is Anthropomorphism a powerful creation?

Anthropomorphise/or Humanise is the concept of adding human traits to 
animals to make them act/appear more like humans. This allows a way to be 
more engaging with animals, even in the real world. Anthropomorphism has 
been used in animation since the early 1920’s, most significantly by Walt Disney 
and is used commonly to the present day.

Although Charles Darwin focused on emotion in animals, the scientific 
community has focused on the ethology of behaviour in animation instead; 
and suggestions that animals further advanced intentions and emotions have 
been denounced and that animal behaviours should be studied rather than the 
underlining emotions. (Tinbergen & McFarl, 1981) This links to the principle 
of Occam’s Razor, being that “the simpler explanation of an entity is to be 
preferred” (Duignan, 2015)

Toothless being the anthropomorphic character in the production, becomes a 
more connectable character because of the humanistic traits that are added to 
him; this also allows an additional means of communication with the character. 
Extending from a developmental view, animation films are commonly shown 
to younger audiences because of their mental imprinting and a tendency to 
connect faster to anthropomorphic characters. (Piaget, 2007) This being that 
when children develop mentally they have typically been socialised with other 
humans and not so much with other non-human bodies. Consequently, by 
means of anthropomorphism to connect more with their environment when not 
in the presence or confronted by humans. This plays a key component to the 
Three-factor Theory created by Psychologist Adam Waytz. Stating that there are 
three factors that are required to predict when an individual is most likely to use 
anthropomorphism depending on the person and their surrounding environment.

These three factors are:

1. Elicited agent knowledge – Being that a human does not know, nor will 
ever know what it is like to be an animal, or an object, for the simple reason 
being because they are human.
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“A person cannot truly know what it is like to be a bat, a sloth, or any other 
nonhuman agent for that matter simply because humans’ sensory experiences 
are in here, not in there.” - (Waytz, et al., 2007)

2. Effectance – the motivation required to understand an individuals’ 
environment and to interact with it.

3. Social Motivation – Being able to maintain a social connection with others 
demonstrates a basic human need.

The overall factor amongst all of these is the state of the humanistic drive for 
knowledge and a means to understand our surroundings more. This is, for 
example is why many who come into contact with animals such as canines 
and felines treat them with, to within some degree, a mutual understanding of 
one another even if they do not personally have a preference for the animal. 
Someone will understand how an animal is acting if it does not like them, and in 
return an animal will most likely understand the mutual feeling back depending 
on their body language. This is why anthropomorphic characters are extremely 
powerful psychologically, because they bend the understanding the human mind 
has for social understanding for another character within their environment.

Toothless still uses all of his animalistic traits for expressive communication 
and emotional expression, in conjunction with the added humanistic qualities 
he possesses; as a non-verbal character, Toothless shows more signs of aural 
and visual expression when communicating. Although these do not give the full 
indication of a verbal response, they are implied through his physical actions 
and auditory responses.

For example, during the scene where Hiccup is being attacked in the training 
arena. Toothless can hear him crying out in fear. Toothless then responds to 
hearing this sound using the animal expression noted in The expression of 
emotions in man and animals. Ears pointed up, head raised and turned to 
direction of sound as shown in Figures 28-29 (right). (Darwin, 1872, p. 83) This 
is also the facial expression linked to surprise (see figure 27).
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Figure 28. (above) Toothless is calm and resting, no sound to be identified. How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)

Figure 29. (below) Toothless can hear Hiccup’s shouts. In response, ears upright and head raised to direction of sound 
as noted by Darwin in The expression of emotions in man and animals. (1872) How to Train Your Dragon. (2010)
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1.6.1
Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III

In terms of hierarchy, Hiccup is a runt and one of the lowest members of his 
tribe (despite being the son of the chief). He doesn’t fit in mentally or physically 
with his peers or family and is seen as a burden even in the eyes of his own 
father. “You are many things Hiccup, but a dragon killer is not one of them.” – 
Stoick the Vast (Hiccups’ Father) He has always wanted more out of life, rather 
than being put in his place by everyone bigger and stronger than him. He wants 
nothing more than the chance to prove and make something of himself to the 
rest of his tribe. He doesn’t listen to orders, and frequently ends up creating 
further problems than fixing them, while he focuses on attempting to gain the 
recognition of his peers. As seen when he tries to take down a dragon using a 
crossbow he’s designed to overcome his physical weakness, but in result ends 
up having the weapon destroyed, being chased by a dragon, almost eaten, and 
in turn resulting in the loss of half the tribe’s sheep from the dragon raid when 
his father comes to rescue him. (How to Train Your Dragon, 2010)

This summarises Hiccups character in the initial 5 minutes of the film. There 
is sufficient amount of footage and background information within this time 
frame to allow a number of audience members to relate instantly to Hiccup’s 
character; causing them to feel sorry for him and wanting him to succeed. One 
way animators will try to create this is to go a step further than just having 
sympathy for the character, but to get the audience to feel empathy. Being that 
the audience would feel the character’s emotional pain from their perspective. 
These methods are stated in the book, The Illusion of Life: Disney Animation. 
(Thomas & Johnston, 1988, pp. 323-357)

Hiccup is initially shown to be inadequate of being a Viking. However, he shows 
skills in intelligence, vigilance, leadership (once his peers begin to recognise 
him), and craftsmanship. This creates a foundation for the character to develop 
on, and an area of anticipation for the audience to build on. When his skills are 
introduced more ideas are fuelled by them as to what he will end up doing; this 
excitement drives the character plot forward.
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A previously mentioned, Hiccup’s character is the underdog in the story. He 
feels underprivileged for who he is, and what he has accomplished with his life. 
He will stop at nothing to change this, even to disregard the orders from his 
own father. At the start of the story, he wants to prove that he can kill a dragon. 
His intelligence and craftsmanship gives him the skill to build a weapon to bring 
down a dragon instead of using his strength. This act creates a happy emotion 
to the audience; because the main character has achieved something. This is 
his first real achievement of the production, and it creates excitement.

His personality is somewhat in a conflict with his appearance sometimes which 
leads to a different character narrative. Hiccup wants to become a dragon 
slayer, although lacks the physical (and later mental) abilities to kill a dragon. 
This alters his life path and thus the plot of the story.

The scene where Hiccup finds the dragon he shot down is the turning point 
in his character’s narrative. Upon seeing the fear in the dragon’s eyes, he can 
see what he has done and that it’s not what he wanted or worth the price; so 
instead he frees the dragon. This act marks the defining moment that starts their 
relationship, as Hiccup puts it about saving Toothless’s life. “I wouldn’t kill him 
because he looked as frightened as I was. I looked at him, and I saw myself” 
(How to Train Your Dragon, 2010)
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1.6.2
Astrid Hofferson

Astrid is already seen from her introduction to be Hiccup’s love interest. She 
has a better job than him, is stronger, more respected for her abilities, an avid 
fighter, and knows what she wants out of life; which is to become a dragon 
slayer.

Not a lot is known about Astrid’s past, or her parents throughout the production. 
Only that her character has a very firm and at times jealous outlook upon 
others. She is what is seen as the strong female lead that the audience is 
inspired to be, including Hiccup. This is shown frequently by Hiccup’s actions 
around her, and his dialogue. 

From her introduction the emotion the audience feel towards her are conflicted. 
She’s an attractive character but her personality can be seen as unsociable. 
She gives out a lot of constructive criticism, and is seen as angry a lot of the 
time towards her peers. However, she is intelligent and uses her skills to her 
advantage; she is always trying to push herself to achieve. This makes her 
a connectable character to the audience because she is also trying to make 
something of herself, despite almost being an opposite of Hiccup. She has a lot 
of pride for herself and the Viking way of life, and aims to keep up the traditions 
known to them. (Wikia, 2016)

Although seen with a tough exterior she does have a softer, more understanding 
side to her. When later confronted with Hiccup and Toothless she begins to 
learn and see things from Hiccup’s point of view. This creates a development in 
her character’s personality to become more compassionate towards him, and 
later develop feelings as they become love interests. This then creates another 
development in the audience’s emotional mood towards her, and they become 
more compassionate towards her character because she is no longer seen to 
be as mean as initially witnessed towards Hiccup and Toothless. For example, at 
the end of the Night Flight scene:

[Punches Hiccup] “That’s for kidnapping me... [Kisses him on the cheek] That’s 
for everything else.” – Astrid. (How to Train Your Dragon, 2010)
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1.6.3
Toothless

Toothless’s character and backstory can been seen as fairly simple prior to 
being shot down by Hiccup at the beginning of the film. He is a Night Fury, one 
of the rarest and deadliest dragon’s no one has ever seen. As Hiccup puts it - 
“This thing never steals food, never shows itself, and never misses” - (How to 
Train Your Dragon, 2010)

Automatically this creates a real sense of anticipation and wanting from the 
audience. What is this dragon? What does it look like? How big is it? How 
dangerous? How, What and Why. All questions that are being asked from the 
initial build up intro of the film and just keep growing. A common technique is 
to always keep the audience wanting more, that is exactly what Toothless does 
time and time again. These are similar techniques as used in the creative writing 
process for the backing of the story and are commonly used because they 
engage the audience, which keeps them interested and emotionally connected 
to the plot. (Cole, 2002)

Toothless has a fairly complex personality and expresses emotions as so, for 
an animal. His personality is shown to be quite similar to Hiccup’s. Imitating his 
humour at times (see chapter 1.5.2), while having a dry sense of one himself. 
He reacts negatively whenever someone offends him or Hiccup, the same 
for feeling threatened or mistrusted. He is playful and normally a fairly calm 
and curious creature. This gives him an endearing quality (see chapter 1.2.3), 
much as does his appearance when seen as docile and unthreatened by his 
surroundings.

All this makes Toothless one of the most loved characters in the film. More often 
than not creature characters are favouritised over human characters. Mainly due 
to the fact that they are designed like Toothless to be the best of both worlds. He 
is dangerous and mean, yet extremely cute and cuddly. Toothless being one of 
the only animal characters in the film that shows this level of emotional diversity, 
almost making him human in comparison from his actions. (see chapter 1.5.2)
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Already from the introduction of the 3 main characters a lot of information has 
been presented to viewer. It has been identified who to feel sorry for, who to be 
inspired by, and who to fear/creates conflict between two worlds. By this point 
an emotional connection to the characters would have been established, but 
continues to grow.

The personal relationship that Toothless and Hiccup develop throughout the 
story is one of the more significantly emotional connections of the plot. With 
both of the character’s narratives in place and the audience now engaged with 
them, the stronger connection between them takes place. This is from about 
20-25 minutes into the film, any longer and the audiences focus could be shifted 
away from the important factors of emotion. This is where the main story arc 
comes into place.
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1.7
Story Narrative

The Narrative Arc is the backbone of the story. This is the overall actions that 
are imposed on characters creating the base of the production. The points in 
this story can be identified and linked to show the main character’s narrative 
arc, and the emotional responses that are being developed by them to be 
experienced by the audience for the character. How to Train Your Dragon 
follows a traditional animation story arc of a Three-Act Structure, this is a very 
identifiable writing pattern which splits the story into three acts; beginning, 
middle, and end. (ClassAct, 2011) This is the real emotional rollercoaster that is 
designed for the viewer to enjoy, and reflect off.

At the beginning the audience is introduced to the setting, the island of Berk, 
and its ways of life for the members of the tribe. The characters are then 
introduced one by one, as spoken to the viewer by the main character (Hiccup); 
They are introduced by name, then description of their roles. This style of 
character narrative is not common for live action. However, in animation this 
particular style works particularly well because your mind is suddenly engaged 
onto that character, takes in the information, then is brought back out to the 
films plot with the main character. It’s a sudden give and take. This beginning is 
also where the first plot point starts, allowing the audience to understand where 
the main character is heading.

The middle section is filled with complications and obstacles that cause conflicts 
to the main and additional characters. These minor obstacles are resolved, 
but not for long as they end up contributing to the inevitable resulting moment, 
known as the Climax of the story. The story arc will rise and fall as more crises 
are thrown at the character. Chaos and conflict is one of the most powerful 
writing tools to use as it allows opportunities to cause emotional turmoil both 
with the written character and with the audience. (Kress, 2005, pp. 51-66)

The end of the story, is where the Climax and any loose ends that have come 
up during the other 2 acts are resolved. The chaos quickly fades out of the 
scenario to avoid losing the audience’s interest due to sustained tension, and 
the story closes.
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Narrative Arc

Chart 2. How to Train Your Dragon Narrative Arc.

Note: Data created through plot analysis of How to Train Your Dragon. Robert Hurley. (2016)

The stories main narrative arc shows the main character’s (Hiccups’) emotional 
mood during each identifiable plot points. When these statistics are presented 
in a chart they show the stories mood shape. This is a point as made by author 
Kurt Vonnegut about the shapes of stories. This visual format (chart 2) shows 
the Emotional Rollercoaster that the narrative is taking, and that is being 
portrayed to the audience by the main character. This narrative arc shape is 
similar to the Cinderella shape as referred to by Vonnegut during a lecture 
between 1970-1980. Creating an incline and decline in emotional mood defines 
the areas and plot points in the stories narrative. (Vonnegut, 1970-1980)
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Conclusion

In this case study I have been over the following areas of research. The visuals 
of characters, the importance of realistic visuals, the power of anthropomorphic 
characters, character narrative, and finally, story narrative. Now although all of 
these aspects are important in their own right, there have been debates over 
which area is more important than others and thus creates a better animation 
if this area is focused on. In my conclusion I find that all of these areas are 
equal in terms of importance to creating realistic emotion; both visually and 
emotionally. Characters need rich back stories and personalities for them to 
appear detailed and real, but in addition they also have to look realistic and 
move in a way that is appropriate. The higher quality these aspects are the 
more powerful the connection these characters will have with an audience. 
Animation is all about trying to create something believable. The psychological 
understanding of why these types of characters make us feel the way we do 
show just how powerful the human mind is when stimulated in the right way, 
or has been developed to such an extent that emotional connections become 
significantly valued higher than others.

As said by Disney animator Mel Shaw, “It’s a personal thing. You’re taking the 
whole personality and character and making that person believable in motion 
and E-motion. That’s the art of animation for me.” (Thomas & Johnston, 1988)
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