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Preface

I started watching Game of Thrones slightly late in comparison to many viewers, on a plane to New York in the spring of 2012. I was already aware of the show, of course; my interest had been attracted by the medievalist setting and by the news that much of Season Two had been filmed in Iceland, one of my central areas of research as a professor of medieval literature. As my companion dozed, I watched three episodes back to back on that flight. Within the first twenty minutes I was completely hooked, drawn in by the show’s depiction of northernness, the effort that had gone into making the medieval world look plausible, and by the skilled storytelling that set the key three plotlines – those of the Starks, the Lannisters and the Targaryens – in motion. When I got home, I watched the box set of Season One: experiencing the show’s storytelling without knowledge of its source – the amazement produced by seeing Bran pushed from the tower window, Arya’s attack on Joffrey, Littlefinger’s dagger put to Ned’s throat and of course the execution of Ned himself – was foundational to the enormous pleasure I took in Game of Thrones. Over the summer of 2012, I read all the books so far published in the A Song of Ice and Fire series, exchanging the thrill of suspense for the pleasure of anticipation and, later in the same year, I caught up with Season Two when the box set became available. Thereafter I watched each successive season as it was broadcast, becoming more and more enthralled by its storytelling and by the thoughtfulness and detail that had gone into the worldbuilding project: it was a worldbuilding that worked. That success must primarily be laid at George R. R. Martin’s door of course, but the showrunners, David Benioff and Daniel Weiss, had the vision to bring that world triumphantly to the screen.

The making of the world of A Song of Ice and Fire and Game of Thrones, its convincing medievalness and its perceptive analysis and creative appropriation of medieval cultures was the subject of my earlier book, Winter Is Coming: The Medieval World of Game of Thrones, published in 2015. This set out to unpack the parallels offered by medieval societies, their history, literature, myths and legends, to the books’ and show’s imagined universe. Completing that book as Season Five came to an end left me with unfinished business; the show’s world had been mapped and its medieval affiliations uncovered, but Winter Is Coming resounds with unanswered questions: not least, who would finally sit on the Iron Throne? And so here I have returned to the Game of Thrones universe, but I read it now from a different perspective: one that is always conditioned by our knowledge of how it all ends.

In this new book then, I am not directly concerned with the relationship between medieval history and the TV-world – though some parallels will be mentioned from time to time, nor am I probing into how the books were adapted, cut and altered in order to realize the narrative of HBO’s Game of Thrones. Others have written about both these topics, and there are many references to those kinds of studies in the Bibliography. Rather, now that the stories of Daenerys, Jon Snow, Sansa, Arya, Bran and Tyrion – not to mention the myriad other characters that we have come to know over the eight-year duration of the show – have finally achieved their endings and the complete story-arc has concluded, I interpret Game of Thrones within its own hermeneutic, engaging with its characters, plotlines, narrative logic and thematic preoccupations as they are offered on the show’s own terms. I am not a media studies scholar, so I do not write much about the ways in which particular shots are framed nor how the editing works. My principal interest is in narrative: how the history of the War of the Five Kings and the deeds of Daenerys are related and from whose point of view, and what the larger effects of that story are in terms of the themes that medievalist fantasy seeks to address.

I have often been asked why I wrote Winter Is Coming. The respectable answer for an academic of course is to suggest that Game of Thrones operates as a kind of gateway drug to medieval history, literature and culture. Fans who are drawn into its extraordinary world can be induced to try harder stuff: Beowulf, Mongol history, Byzantine chronicles or Old Norse mythology, and for that reason alone the A Song of Ice and Fire/Game of Thrones transmedia phenomenon is worth taking seriously. But I am not only a medievalist, I am also a scholar of medievalism, intensely interested in the very different ways in which the medieval is deployed within contemporary culture: why we continually recur to ‘dreaming the Middle Ages’, in Umberto Eco’s words. Game of Thrones has become a key text within popular cultural medievalism, a phenomenon that repays analysis in its own right for what it tells us about our now as well as the imagined then. For, as Carolyn Dinshaw wrote, twenty years ago, ‘getting medieval [is about] . . . using ideas of the past, creating relations with the past, touching in this way the past in our efforts to build selves and communities now and into the future.’1

This is, at its best, what Game of Thrones does, triumphantly asserting that these stories about these characters in this universe are worth telling.
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Introduction


Valar morghulis: All men must die is a favourite, fatalistic saying of the people of Essos, traditionally countered by an equal resigned response: valar dohaeris: All men must serve.1

So too, even the world’s most-watched TV series must eventually come to an end. Looking back on eight seasons, seventy-five or more hours of programming, not to mention the associated commentaries, updates, interviews and media appearances, the scholarly books and essay collections, the journal articles and the memes that form the show’s paratext, how do we understand Game of Thrones now that it is all over?


Game of Thrones is unique in television history in terms of the number of countries in which it was broadcast, the show’s popularity within those countries and the huge budget it commanded. Figures for all these are hard to pin down, but the final season was shown in 207 countries (in 194 of them the show was a simulcast, broadcast at the same time as the US slot).2

Total viewing figures are impossible to aggregate, but, at least in the United States, 32.8 million people watched Season Seven and, on average, each episode of that season was illegally viewed 140 million times.3

It won 308 Emmy Awards over its run. Season Two episodes averaged $6 million each in production costs; Season Eight had a $15 million per episode budget.4

You can certainly see that difference if you compare the thirty or so Dothraki riding through the Northern Irish countryside in Season One to the huge numbers of extras deployed in Season Six and their CGI-counterparts in Seasons Seven and Eight. These figures are astonishing, but they derive from a show that was a phenomenon in itself: a medieval fantasy epic that captured the imaginations of viewers from New Zealand to Iceland, from Chile to China, and spoke to those audiences not only about a fictional world of family drama and national power-plays but also about their own present: the concept of the Wall, the phrase ‘Winter is coming’, and all the direct comparisons between national politicians and characters in the show that infiltrated political discussion in the United Kingdom, the United States and further afield. Why did this show wield such power? 

All kinds of answers are possible to this question. One pragmatic response might be an economic analysis of the dynamics of the show’s crossmedia platform, ranging from George R. R. Martin’s books to licensed videogames to merchandise to Comic-Con appearances by actors and showrunners. Dan Hassler-Forrest has demonstrated some of the ways in which word of mouth was generated before the show’s first season, including the deployment of Game of Thrones’ food-trucks selling ‘medieval food’ in New York.5

Another more romantic answer might be that the show tapped into a growing worldwide taste for fantasy, fuelled by Peter Jackson’s film trilogies of the Tolkien works, The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit.6

Fantasy on such an epic scale can distract audiences from the troubles of their mundane lives, offering a kind of effortless escapism. Neither capitalist manipulation (though HBO and its licensees played a very strong media game) nor the expensiveness of the special effects and location work offer a totalizing explanation of Game of Thrones’ success. Rather, it was the appeal of the storyworld and the stories told within it, the complex themes that the narrative unpacks and the range of the characterization that crucially hinged on individuals trying to survive (if not to thrive) in dangerous and unpredictable social contexts that pulled in the viewers week after week and year after year. And it is those three aspects of the show, narrative, themes and characters, unfolding within this astonishingly well-realized storyworld that this book is about.

The richness of the show’s storytelling lies in some measure in its understanding of genre. Game of Thrones is a medievalist epic fantasy. Epic is traditionally a male-authored and male-centred form; it recounts the heroic deeds of men in the context of founding, building and reshaping nations. Public and political, it offers a hugeness of sweep and scale. In the Iliad, the scene is set outside the walls of Troy for the most part, but nevertheless various Greek polities are invoked in their different heroes and leaders. Just as the Odyssey and Vergil’s Aeneid traverse the Mediterranean world and, in Paradise Lost, John Milton builds a universe that takes in heaven, hell, Eden and the rest of the planet, so Game of Thrones ranges almost all the way across the Known World (as some fan-communities call the in-show universe).

Famous
ly, epic tends to begin in medias res (in the middle of things). What we need to know is either assumed on the basis of traditional knowledge or of intertextual relationships with earlier literature, or else it is mediated to the audience through flashback, exposition, prophecy or through other plot devices embedded in the work itself. The epic fantasy author cannot rely on intertextuality to provide the back-story, for immersive fantasy – the type of fantasy that Game of Thrones undoubtedly is, even if Season One has features of the intrusion fantasy – creates its world anew.7

Epic then is a useful overarching description for the genre into which Game of Thrones fits; acknowledging the epic conventions that the show employs gives the audience a position from which to watch and understand it. The show is also emphatically medievalist epic: medievalism understood as referring to ‘manifestations of the middle ages in postmedieval times’, an imagined Middle Ages.8

Medievalist fantasy relies on assembling its world from relatively familiar building blocks: knights, castles, fools, feasts, even dragons need relatively little exposition for we all know already what these things are. This is not, however, as Sarah Salih has pointed out, because the medieval has survived intact into the present day, rather ‘considerable popular interest in the medieval coexists with a lack of precise information about it, so that its image is multiple, fragmentary and visually unclear’.9

Moreover, our ideas about and images of the Middle Ages are highly inflected by other post-medieval reworkings of those tropes; that is, they are neomedievalist, as defined by Carol L. Robinson and Pamela Clements: ‘a post-postmodernist medievalism: fragmentary, fluid, attempting to encompass all truths, yet also brazenly fictionalizing these apparent truths . . . a medievalism . . . fully aware and celebratory of the constructed nature of its world(s).’10

So, while George R. R. Martin’s depiction of the Ironborn takes much of its inspiration from the historical phenomenon of the Vikings, it also draws significantly on the 1958 Kirk Douglas film, The Vikings.11

The show is thus a second-order, neomedievalist iteration of an already medievalized world, adapting and making visual Martin’s medievalist universe (until the point where the show-plot overtakes the book), an imaginary that in itself represents a fusion of actual medieval and neomedieval constituents. 

Epic attracts companion and symbiotic genres: these offer narrative space for those elements which high epic ignores or minimizes. Thus, in the interstices of traditional epic we find such genres as female complaint or, in the medieval period, romance. Aeneas departs from Carthage, impelled on his imperial mission by his mother Venus and the destiny that awaits him, and Dido’s heart breaks. This perspective on their story is not found in the Aeneid, but rather in Ovid’s epistolary poem collection, the Heroides. This gives space and voice to the many women like Ariadne or – in a rather different way – Medea, who are regarded as collateral damage in the classical world’s most important epic projects. In the medieval period, classical epic is reconfigured in vernacular romance; this expands on the women, the private emotions and human relationships that epic plays down or leaves out. So too, in modern reframings of the epic, particularly in this century, the audience expects to follow the fortunes of women now foregrounded as actors, exercising heroic agency, as well as witnessing the private passions that influence public action. Women can no longer be merely inspirational, maternal or maidens in peril; rather, men must now share the spotlight and the action sequences with female protagonists, along with the ethical responsibility and moral dilemmas that were previously the task of the hero to resolve. Nor can the show’s main characters, male or female, any longer be simply villainous or uncomplicatedly good; nuance, uncertainty and shading are all crucial to characterization. The straightforward empire-building project, the battle against a monolithic form of evil, such as Tolkien’s Sauron, or Lord Voldemort in the ‘Harry Potter’ universe, even saving the world – none of these aims is now enough. In Game of Thrones the epic is generously reconfigured as inclusive, diverse, as giving space to women, ‘cripples, bastards and broken things.’ Even if, as we shall see in Chapter 6, that project of inclusiveness fails on a number of levels, so that the show’s promise of a different kind of vision runs aground on a whole host of rocks, nevertheless Game of Thrones succeeds in opening up important questions about the centrality of






















OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml



		Cover


		Half-Title


		Dedication


		Title


		Contents


		List of Figures


		List of  Episodes


		Preface


		Acknowledgements


		Introduction


		1  Institutions and the family


		2  Identity


		3  Power and knowledge


		4  Love, desire and hate 


		5  Gods, demons and monsters


		6  Us and them: Gender and marginalization


		Afterword


		Notes


		Bibliography


		Index


		Copyright








OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
£

) POWER AND PASSION IN
/4 GAME OF THRONES O






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC

e e T R






