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CHIEF
Breed: ‘Short-Haired Oceanic  
Speckle-Eared Sport Hound’
Temperament: Independent
Likes: Biting
Voiced by: Bryan Cranston

Wes Anderson, director/co-writer: We 
had an idea that there was one dog that was a stray. A non-
domesticated animal. We knew from the beginning that we 
wanted a pack of dogs called Chief, Rex, King, Duke, and Boss, 
who were all the alphas.
Jason Schwartzman, co-writer: That’s just in that particular 
group. Each of those guys were the alphas, before [the dog exile 
to Trash Island].
Anderson: In the end, however, Chief and Rex end up being 
kind of co-leaders. 
Roman Coppola, co-writer: Initially we started with these  
five alpha dogs, and through the process of doing it, you start to 
come to realise their different roles. There was never a scheme. 
I think Chief was always clearly our main protagonist because 
he had a different attitude. 
Anderson: That was always his identity. It really came from the 
fact that he thinks that’s the only way to be — dogs shouldn’t be 
domesticated. I did actually have a real dog named Chief! He 
was a stray that we adopted. A black Labrador. 

SPOTS
Breed: ‘Short-Haired Oceanic  
Speckle-Eared Sport Hound’
Temperament: Loyal
Likes: Military service
Voiced by: Liev Schreiber

Anderson: He’s a bodyguard. He has  
a concept of service. He’s been trained in a really serious 
way to do this job. Also, he’s very sincere about it. His 
personality is probably more important than even his training.
Schwartzman: You see that in an early scene in the hospital. 
He and [the main human character] Atari have a bond  
beyond all else. He would be that efficient and by-the-book  
with anyone he was assigned to, but with Atari, there’s  
a special moment. 
Coppola: When I was little, I had a dog named Yojimbo, a bit 
like Spots. He was super-loyal. He would follow you around,  
do everything for you, that sort of thing. Of course, Yojimbo  
was the name of the bodyguard in the Akira Kurosawa movie  
of the same name that we love.
Anderson: You had a dog named Yojimbo? How did I not 
know that?! That should be what we say when people ask us 
where we got the idea for Spots! [To Empire] Spots was based 
on Yojimbo, Roman’s dog when he was a boy. 
Coppola: Start the whole interview over.

Schwartzman: It’s funny: I knew Yojimbo, the dog, but 
being younger than Roman, I didn’t know Kurosawa. So 
when I was growing up I thought it was like, “Yo! Jimbo!” 
I was very little.

REX
Breed: Mutt
Temperament: Plucky
Likes: Voting
Voiced by: Edward Norton

Anderson: Rex, I guess, we always  
thought of as the conscience of the group.

Schwartzman: What I love about the dogs is that you know 
they’re tough — even the ones who don’t seem super-alpha  
— because we see them fight. And when you see them fight, 
you see chaos, and characters who are not afraid. You see 
nature. They seem tough to me. 
Anderson: I don’t think we wrote any of the dogs for any  
given actor. We had one point where we had a list of who  
ought to play the dogs. The list was like: Bruce Willis, 
Denzel Washington, Sylvester Stallone. The most alpha-type 
men. I will say, the real identity of these characters came 
with the performances. The actors contribute quite a lot to  
these characters.  

Above: It’s a dog’s 

life: Chief (Bryan 

Cranston), King 

(Bob Babalan), 

Boss (Bill Murray), 

Rex (Edward 

Norton) and Atari 

(Koyu Rankin) are 

on the hunt.

Left: The pro-dog 

action group in  

full swing.

We s  A n d e r s o n

This being Wes Anderson, of course, it’s actually a pile of 
neatly stacked, meticulously crafted, perfectly symmetrical 
rubbish. Welcome to Trash Island. Population: dogs.

Having dipped into shark-infested waters (The Life 
Aquatic With Steve Zissou), Indian long-distance trains (The 
Darjeeling Limited) and the post-War European service 
industry (The Grand Budapest Hotel), near-future Japan 
provides the latest quasi-fantasy setting for Isle Of Dogs, the 
ninth film from the Texan filmmaker. In the fictional city of 
Megasaki, 20 years from now, dogs have become effectively 
outlawed, reduced to second-class pet-izens by a fearsome, 
cat-loving mayor and his cackling cronies. In the midst of 
anti-dog hysteria, all canines are ejected from the mainland, 
and forced to live on Trash Island, a miserable “junktopia” 
where once proud domesticated alpha-pups live a feral life.

Deploying the same gorgeous, labour-intensive 
stop-motion animation techniques he used for Fantastic 
Mr. Fox, Anderson narrows his focus to five formerly 
proud alpha dogs, desperate to return to a form of civility, 
who come to the aid of a small boy searching for his 
long-lost guard dog. In their quest for freedom, they meet 
a cavalcade of canine companions, where some very 
Andersonian order can be found among the chaos.

The day after the film’s rapturous premiere at the Berlin 
Film Festival, Empire met Anderson in a Rome hotel, 
flanked by friends, collaborators and Isle Of Dogs co-
writers Roman Coppola and Jason Schwartzman. Here, they 
talk to Empire through their ensemble of puppet pooches.
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Above: Four of  

the Trash Island 

doggy gang  

watch over Atari’s 

crashed plane.

Above right: Best 

buds Jupiter (F. 

Murray Abraham) 

and Oracle  

(Tilda Swinton).

Middle left: Duke 

(Jeff Goldblum), 

Rex, Boss and  

King have their  

eye on you.
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really the biggest puppet and the littlest puppet, as a pair.  
Tilda did a great voice for it. She appears in that first scene  
but you don’t hear anything from her.
Schwartzman: You see her for so long before she makes  
any noise. 
Anderson: She speaks human, or at least certainly is able  
to interpret — even if she doesn’t fully understand all  
the words. She’s definitely able to process information  
seen on television. 

NUTMEG
Breed: Collie 
Temperament: Haunted
Likes: Tricks
Voiced by: Scarlett Johansson

Anderson: She’s a show dog. We made 
some special costumes. Scarlett Johansson 

has a great voice, as we know — she did the thing for Spike  
Jonze [Her]. 
Coppola: Nutmeg is hardened. Any time spent on Trash Island 
tends to weigh on you.
Anderson: Yeah — and maybe you gotta be kind of tough to be  
a show dog. You gotta have the discipline and the training.
Schwartzman: You get rejected a lot.
Anderson: You have to be thick-skinned. You gotta be ready  
to take the falls.

GONDO
Breed: Mutt
Temperament: Troubled
Likes: Community
Voiced by: Harvey Kietel

Coppola: So much of it came from  
Harvey’s voice.

Anderson: Harvey was howling at one point.
Coppola: We kind of stayed away from too much literal dog 
sounds. There weren’t many “ruffs”!
Anderson: He’s a dog that’s been so badly mistreated. He’s 
probably the toughest dog in the whole thing. But when Harvey 
did the part, he had his own thing. When he was doing the scene, 
it was very interesting because he was taking his time in certain 
places and internalising stuff, kind of talking to himself. There 
was one scene where he was talking about his experience of 
cannibalism. His line was, “We finally consumed him.” When we 
reached that point, Harvey suddenly said to himself [whispering], 
“Yes. Yes. You did do it. You consumed him.” I edited out that 
bit, but I thought he was talking about something else. Like he 
was saying to himself, “What’s the worst thing you ever did? 
What did you do?” He might have been using a sense memory 
technique, a Stella Adler thing. In the moment, being there, was 
really a powerful thing to see. As crazy as it sounds given the 
context of a cannibal dog puppet, it was very moving. 

isle of dogs is in cinEmas from 30 march

 DUKE
Breed: ‘Bohemian Mountain Dog’
Temperament: Gossipy
Likes: Regular grooming
Voiced by: Jeff Goldblum

Coppola: Jeff Goldblum was such a good 
one for that.

Anderson: Duke is pretty straightforward. He loves gossip. 
That’s basically what most of the character is. They don’t have 
that much dialogue, those background dogs, but once the actors 
gave those performances, they gave them so much more 
identity. The puppet mixed with the voice is a real being.
Schwartzman: Wes was saying that some of the animators are 
better with certain characters. That’s what I love about it, too. 
It’s a really crazy collaboration. The voice, Wes directing the 
recording session, the animator, the design of the puppets 
themselves. It’s a real collaboration.
Coppola: What impressed me is that the puppets have different 
scales, but the face is not that tall. Some of the expressions in the 
eyes are remarkable, the control they have over such a small space. 
Anderson: Not many people can do it anymore. Or ever could, 
probably. They have all kinds of little tools. Some animators use 
them more than others. To move the eyes, you can stick a little 
pin in a hole in the eyeball. But then for some puppets, they use 
this tiny soft tool they just hold against they eye, using only the 
slightest bit of pressure. They all have their own methods. 

KING
Breed: Mutt
Temperament: Refined
Likes: Snacks
Voiced by: Bob Balaban

Anderson: He’s an actor. We thought  
it’d be good to have a performer. I think  

we expected him to be more vain. He didn’t really come out  
that way. He’s related to this food that we see throughout the 
movie — Doggy Chops. The puppet has this amazing handlebar 
moustache. A very long snout.
Schwartzman: He’s my favourite puppet.
Coppola: The moustache came from the script. I remember 
there was some description that wasn’t literal — just to make 
the script interesting. It was fun to see that literalised.
Schwartzman: He seems cool because he does these Doggy 
Chop commercials, but he probably learned how to fight from 
the stunt coordinator on some of those commercials. He’s not 
afraid to use that.

BOSS
Breed: Mutt
Temperament: Morose
Likes: Baseball
Voiced by: Bill Murray

Anderson: He’s a mascot. Bill [Murray] 
had a good description of a mascot:  

a mascot is somebody who, when things go badly, they’re  
there to cheer you up. But when things go well, you really  
want them around, to celebrate with you. They’re not just  
to cheer you up when things are bad. They’re best of all  
when it’s good. Maybe that’s what that character is: he’s  
a mascot who’s there to cheer everyone up. [Pause] I don’t 
know. Does he do that? [Laughs]
Schwartzman: He’s there, because he’s depressing. He’s  

a mascot who lost his superpower, in a way. He’s not ra-ra.
Anderson: No, he’s not ra-ra at all. Trash island will do that  
to you. It gets you down.

JUPITER
Breed: St Bernard
Temperament: Wise
Likes: Brandy
Voiced by: F. Murray Abraham

Anderson: We thought of him like a Roman 
senator. An ancient type. There was one 

face we referred to for him — who was it, Charles Laughton?
Coppola: He has a bit of a Robert Shaw quality to him.
Anderson: We did use photographs of humans as a guide for 
some of the dog designs. With Jupiter, F. Murray Abraham gave 
him a lot of gravity, obviously. 

ORACLE
Breed: Pug
Temperament: Mysterious
Likes: Television
Voiced by: Tilda Swinton

Anderson: Oracle was great. That’s a very, 
very small puppet. With Jupiter, it was 

Have Professor 

Watanabe (Akira 

Ito) and assistant 

found a doggy  

cure to help the 

poorly pooches? 


