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Preface

When I first pitched the Theology and Pop Culture series to Lexington, I conceived of this volume as the first to be published. At the time, we were still a year-and-a-half away from the premiere of the final season of Game of Thrones. Our collective hopes were high, and the show’s immense popularity seemed to me to make it the obvious first choice.

As of the writing of this introduction, the final season of Game of Thrones has come and gone. The controversy over the show’s writing in its final seasons, as well as its conclusion, call into question the enduring legacy of the show. In many ways, Game of Thrones helped define the peak of the Golden Age of Television, yet like others before, it still arguably ended its run as the most popular show on television in disappointment (see also: LOST). Likewise, due to both editorial delays on my part and a mandate from the publisher, the first volume in this series was on the intersection of theology and the music and life of Prince. Given the poor reception of Game of Thrones’ ending, perhaps it was better to start with a much more iconic and enduring pop culture legend.

Still, with two more books in the series forthcoming from Martin, as well as a spin-off coming from HBO, Game of Thrones isn’t leaving our cultural consciousness anytime soon.

I was a latecomer to Game of Thrones. When the Red Wedding premiered, it created a cultural uproar, and I felt I could no longer avoid the bandwagon.1
 During a summer fellowship when I was supposed to be learning Danish and writing about Søren Kierkegaard, I read the first three books in the A Song of Ice and Fire series. I was engrossed in the world Martin had built. I found myself having Game of Thrones-themed dreams. I was all in! There were times, after I later began watching the show, when I would recall watching certain scenes that in fact I had only read about. The books and the show and the lore all bled together.

I hope that this volume both excites fandom while also bringing a little bit more enchantment to our own world.

Matthew Brake

June 07, 2021

Note


	1. My goal at that point was to avoid Red Wedding spoilers at all costs. I was unable to do so, thanks to a friend who got a little too detailed in his description of the death of Talisa Stark. He knows who he is, and now, there is a record of his betrayal in writing. The North remembers, Austin!
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Introduction

Sex, Violence, and Theology in the World of Ice and Fire

Matthew Brake 

Game of Thrones was one of the most popular television shows of the last decade, airing on HBO from 2011 to 2019. Based on George R.R. Martin’s best-selling fantasy novel series, A Song of Ice and Fire,1
 the series captured the cultural imagination during the decade it was on the air. Despite what many saw as a disappointing final season from showrunners David Benioff and D.B. Weiss, Game of Thrones introduced Martin’s fantasy world to a wider audience, who found themselves captivated by Martin’s characters and the intricately created world they inhabited. Some of those who were captivated include the contributors of this volume, who have each found a different facet of Martin’s world to explore and elucidate. However, before diving into the chapters contained within, I want to establish the legitimacy of pursuing such a volume to begin with. Many of the theological and religious conversations that take place around Game of Thrones concern whether or not devout religious adherents should even watch the show. While I will address those religious reservations, I argue that Martin’s world helps us to see our own world more clearly, particularly the questions we have about God, religious devotion, and the world of death, power, and sexual violence the religiously devoted person is confronted with every day. For fans of the show and the books, this volume will reaffirm their interest. For those who may be skeptics, while you may never encounter Martin’s world for yourself, I hope you walk away with greater appreciation and respect for those who have made the journey to Westeros and Essos.


Why Game of Thrones?

To the question, “Why a volume on Game of Thrones?” I could pose a counter question: “Why not?” As a Christian, I have seen plenty of ink spilled on analyses of authors like C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien (who, coincidentally, has his own upcoming volume in the Theology and Pop Culture series). The theological and religious symbolism is a bit more “on the nose” in Lewis than in Tolkien, but nevertheless, the latter has enjoyed plenty of theological analysis.2
 Game of Thrones is as religious, if not more so, than Tolkien’s work. That Game of Thrones is important for a conversation about pop culture seems obvious. It was, after all, the most popular show on television at its height.3
 But religious audiences themselves are mixed on the show’s value for theological investigation.

There is some religious hesitancy about engaging with Game of Thrones. Conservative Christian leaders like John Piper express concern over the depiction of sex and nudity in the show, noting that unlike the graphic violence the show portrays, “nudity is not make believe.”4
 For Piper, watching such material is a violation of the Christian call to purity, and those who engage in such “public” displays are little better than exhibitionists. Piper places importance on the need for Christians to remain distinct from “the world.” He fails to mention that folks in what he would dub “the world” have their own problems with the depiction of sex in Game of Thrones. More specifically, they take issue with the multiple depictions of rape, including turning a sex scene from the books into one of rape between Cersie and Jaime Lannister (which Susan Johnston explores in chapter 11). Even more disturbing than the depictions of rape is the real-life exploitation of actress Emilia Clarke, who portrays Daenerys Targaryen. She notes the pressure she faced in early seasons to participate in various scenes of sex and nudity.5
 It is truly unsettling to read about Emilia Clarke crying in the bathroom before doing these scenes.6


As we see, conservative Christians are not the only ones who take issue with Game of Thrones. David Gibson of the Religion News Service, writing for the more progressive Christian website, Sojourners, notes similar concerns as someone like Piper, not just about depictions of sex but also about the violence and moral vision (or lack thereof) of Martin’s world, although in this piece, the reaction is more mixed. Some see in Martin’s work a rejection of Christian teachings, while others see a story world that calls attention to important ideas, like Reinhold Niebuhr’s Augustinian realism, given Martin’s tendency to kill off idealistic characters who are unable to get on board with the way the world “really works.”7


While this volume predominantly leans toward Christian theologizing, it (and the book series as a whole) aims to be inclusive of all religious traditions (a task taken up very well by Jeffery Long, Justin Tse, and Nathan Frederickson in chapters 8–10 in particular), I would be remiss if I didn’t mention how other religious traditions have navigated the question of whether their followers should watch Game of Thrones. A Google search asking, “Should Muslims watch Game of Thrones?” turns up a number of interesting search results, including a message board chastising the show for its content (and seeking to figure out how to get one’s wife to stop watching it)8
 and an article about the Turkish army banning Game of Thrones and requiring its officers to take courses on Islam.9
 However, one also finds a guide for watching Game of Thrones during Ramadan,10
 a wiki style page on Muslim contributions to Game of Thrones,11
 and an article noting the love for the show in the Middle East.12
 Typing in “Should Jews watch Games of Thrones?” produces similarly mixed results. One finds articles like “8 Jewish Things I Love About ‘Game of Thrones’”13
 or “8 reasons why Game of Thrones is so Jewish!”14
 mixed with articles condemning its depiction of nudity and sex15
 or expressing concern about its portrayal of graphic violence (even as a fan).16


And yet, despite the chastisement from religious leaders and mixed feelings about the portrayals of sex and violence, people from various religious traditions tuned in to watch Martin’s fictional world come to life. Why did religious audiences tune in to Game of Thrones? Was it because they were seeking titillation? Was it because they are all sinners rebelling against the wisdom of their spiritual leaders? Were they all deceived? I would surely seek a more nuanced explanation for Game of Thrones’ popularity among religious adherents. After all, don’t popular portrayals of religious and theological ideas say something about how the contemporaneous culture views religion (Andrew Thrasher certainly makes that case in his chapter)? And might the ambiguity and struggle with watching Game of Thrones among religious adherents say something about the quality of the world that Martin constructed?

I would argue that the rich, layered world-building present in Game of Thrones is what makes the worlds of Westeros and Essos feel so real and makes them so appealing. The vivid and detailed histories help create that world, but so does the complex and varied religious landscape. The show and the books present a pluralistic world with variously credible gods and religious traditions. Some of these gods, like the Seven, appear to lack supernatural power but more than make up for that with the zeal of their followers, while other gods are capable of raising the dead or imparting the ability to shapeshift. The “old gods” send the Stark children direwolves to protect them, while the Lord of Light sends his priests and priestesses to raise up the Prince That Was Promised and to prepare for the battle against the army of the dead. The pluralistic religious context of this world, as well as the varying levels of supernatural power among the different religions, raises important theological and religious questions and considerations about the nature of power, religious piety, religious representation, and violence and death. It is these ideas that brought religious audiences back for more every season (no matter how much this show, or the books, broke our hearts). The World of Ice and Fire speaks to a broad range of human concerns, from politics, to relationships, to sex, and yes, even religion and theology.



The MAESTERS of this Volume

Those of us who are fans of Game of Thrones (and the World of Ice and Fire more broadly) all have questions and ways of analyzing Martin’s world for the ideas and themes that interest us. This volume contains just a small sampling of such analyses from a group of scholars who are more than up to the challenge and whose insights I believe you will enjoy engaging with!

Part 1 of this book explores various questions about power and the sacred institutions of Westeros. Eric X. Jarrard looks at how certain patterns in the Hebrew Bible show the corrupting power of kingship, which we certainly find at work in Game of Thrones, even among some of our most beloved characters. Mollie Gossage and Edgar Valles discuss the integration of the Targaryen kings into the religion of the Seven, and the nature of exceptionalism. Those who were devastated by the Red Wedding may appreciate Katy Krieger’s chapter on guest rights and hospitality in Westeros.

Section two visits two of the more remote parts of Westeros: the Wall and the Iron Islands. It is these remote backwaters of the Seven Kingdoms that provide Shaun Brown and Drew McIntyre the opportunity to consider questions of Christian Ecclesiology. Brown looks at the Drowned God of the Iron Islands as an opportunity for reflection on the nature of Christian discipleship, while McIntyre considers the cast of rejects in the Night’s Watch as an image of the make-up of the Christian church.

St. Augustine is the subject of section three. Mark Wiebe addresses Augustine’s views on evil as privation in the case of the Night King, a living embodiment of privation. David Mahfood considers how the Seven and the Christian Trinity are and are not alike in terms of power and function. He also addresses Augustine’s use of the Trinity as a means for analyzing human nature and considers whether the Seven allow for the same analysis.

Section four takes an important look at the religious diversity in Game of Thrones, representations of “the East” and Orientalism, and where we might find themes from so-called “Eastern” religions. Jeffery D. Long starts off by asking about the presence of Hinduism in Martin’s world and where we might find it, while Justin Tse looks at Orientalism in the World of Ice and Fire and explores how the West has always defined itself against the East. Nathan Frederickson concludes this section with a comparative analysis, in the spirit of Ninian Smart, of the various worldviews one finds across Westeros and Essos.

The final section tackles some of the more visceral themes in Martin’s fictional world—sexual violence and death. Susan Johnston asks us to consider the rape of Cersei that was problematically inserted into the television series, and how Catholic theology can contribute to a far more robust understanding of sexuality and the ethics of consent. Andrew Thrasher discusses how Martin has created a medieval world with a late-modern social imaginary. Such an imagination deals with the irrelevance of belief in God for one’s everyday life, while enchanting death itself. Finally, Loraine Haywood looks at the death of the beloved character Hodor as a means of considering a type of Lacanian “Theological Real,” or the unconscious struggle against death.

This volume is certainly not the final theological or religious analysis of the World of Ice and Fire, but it certainly brings to light many of the ways one might engage with that world and analyze its underlying theological messages. Perhaps by analyzing the religious and theological messages of Westeros and Essos, we might better be able to theologically understand our own world a little better.



Notes


	1.  When I use A Song of Ice and Fire, I will be referring to the book series, while Game of Thrones refers to the TV show. When I say, “the World of Ice and Fire,” I’m referring to Martin’s world as seen in both the books and the TV show, and will thus not italicize it.

	2. See, for example, Fleming Rutledge, The Battle for Middle-earth: Tolkien’s Divine Design in the Lord of the Rings (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004).

	3. Daniel D’Addario, “Game of Thrones: How They Make the World’s Most Popular Show.” Time. https://time.com/game-of-thrones-2017/. Accessed on May 29, 2021.

	4. John Piper, “Should Christians Watch Game of Thrones?” Desiring God. https://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/should-christians-watch-game-of-thrones. Accessed May 29, 2021.

	5. Roison O’Connor, “Emilia Clarke’s awful Game of Thrones experience is proof that nude scenes need to change.” Independent. https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/tv/features/game-thrones-nudity-emilia-clarke-daenerys-sex-scenes-a9213241.html. Accessed on May 29, 2021.

	6. Adam White, “Game of Thrones star Emilia Clarke says she was pressured to perform nude scenes.” Independent. https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/news/emilia-clarke-game-thrones-nude-scenes-dax-shepard-daenerys-a9208471.html. Accessed on May 29, 2021. Piper himself comes off as a bit obtuse on the point of rape, exploitation, and the power imbalances that spawn these things. A since-deleted January 2015 tweet that I came across illustrates this point. In it, Piper notes, “The Bible says there are men who rape (Genesis 34:2) and women who seduce (Genesis 39:7). United in sin, distinct in form.” To see the tweet (as well as an interesting blog commentary), see “John Piper Steps In It on Rape and Sex.” Diary of an Autodidact. http://fiddlrts.blogspot.com/2015/04/john-piper-steps-in-it-on-rape-and-sex.html. Accessed on May 29, 2021 (the blogger does not list their real name on the blog).


	7. David Gibson, “Should a Christian Watch ‘Game of Thrones?’” Sojourners. https://sojo.net/articles/should-christian-watch-game-thrones. Accessed on May 29, 2021.

	8. “My wife watches the show ‘Game of Thrones.’ How can I convince her to stop?” Ummah. https://www.ummah.com/forum/forum/misc/anonymous-posting-counselling-forum/343398-my-wife-watches-the-show-game-of-thrones-how-can-i-convince-her-to-stop. Accessed on May 29, 2021.

	9. JPost.com Staff, “Report: Turkish army bans Game of Thrones, requires officers take course on Islam.” The Jerusalem Post. https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/report-turkish-army-bans-game-of-thrones-requires-officers-take-course-on-islam-381226. Accessed on May 29, 2021.

	10. Mustafa Rashid, “Muslims Guide to Game of Thrones.” Musty Reviews. http://mustyreviews.com/muslims-guide-to-game-of-thrones. Accessed on May 29, 2021.

	11. “Muslim Contributions to Game of Thrones.” Materia Islamic. http://materiaislamica.com/index.php/Muslim_Contributions_to_Game_of_Thrones. Accessed on May 29, 2021.

	12. Kateryna Kadabashy, “How the Middle East reacted to the Game of Thrones finale.” Arab News. https://www.arabnews.com/node/1499881/lifestyle. Accessed on May 29, 2021.

	13. Miriam Anzovin, “8 Jewish Things I Love About ‘Game of Thrones.’” Jewish Boston. https://www.jewishboston.com/read/8-jewish-things-i-love-about-game-of-thrones/. Accessed on May 29, 2021.

	14. Francine Wolfisz, “8 reasons why Game of Thrones is so Jewish!” Jewish News. https://jewishnews.timesofisrael.com/8-reasons-why-game-of-thrones-is-so-jewish/. Accessed on May 29, 2021.

	15. Allison Josephs, “Why We Don’t Watch ‘Game of Thrones’ (And Other Shows Like It).” Jew is the City. https://jewinthecity.com/2017/07/why-we-dont-watch-game-of-thrones-and-other-shows-like-it/. Accessed on May 29, 2021.

	16. Benjamin Resnick, “Should Jews Be Watching Game of Thrones?” Forward. https://forward.com/culture/178866/should-jews-be-watching-game-of-thrones/. Accessed on May 29, 2021.
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Part I

Power and Sacred Institutions in the Seven Kingdoms




Chapter 1


 Seasons Change and “Winter is Coming”

Patterning in Game of Thrones and the Hebrew Bible

Eric X. Jarrard 


Introduction

Although the critical and popular reception of the final season of Game of Thrones would ultimately burn with the fiery scorn of, say, a queen unrepentantly torching King’s Landing, in the run up to the season premiere, we were optimistic and ignorant to the fate of the show; we were, in the parlance of the series, “sweet summer children.” Excited for the return of one of the most celebrated, loyally watched shows of recent memory, meandering dragon rides notwithstanding, critics and fans alike were pleased with the first episode of season eight (“Winterfell”), some even going so far as to claim it was the “best” premiere since the Pilot episode.1
 Kathryn VanArendonk itemized the successfully navigated difficulties of this final season premiere:


It is hard to pull a juggernaut into port. For Game of Thrones, its immense size—sprawling plot, colossal cast, long cultural show—makes that task a particular challenge. It has to create the sense that this huge world is ending, that characters who’ve been scattered across the map are now, at last, reuniting in meaningful and conclusory ways. It has to feel satisfying, an elusive and unmistakable quality in narrative that relies on a combination of being expected and feeling surprising, and often hinges on long-developing character arcs. And yet, even as the show starts pulling the levers to make this whole thing feel like it’s shutting down, it has to maintain some momentum. Slowly and carefully may be the best way to dock an enormous ship, but it’s pretty boring to watch.2




The sad irony of VanArendonk’s praise of the premiere is, of course, that a primary critique of the final season was its virtually nonexistent ability to sustain momentum over the course of the season.

As the season and viewer patience wore on, it became clear that viewers were likely not going to experience the long-awaited resolution they had hoped for, and that pacing, and more specifically momentum, would be chief among the difficulties encountered by the show as it hurtled toward its finale. While the big questions of who would win the “game of thrones,” and when and how they would accomplish that victory, remained, it became abundantly clear that the ending would likely feel unearned in any real sense of the word, and at the very least would be unevenly paced. In contrast to VanArendonk, this problem was underscored by reviewer Willa Paskin, who commented on the critically unbalanced momentum of the season premiere, or, as she put it, “the idea that we are hurtling toward some conclusion that will explain it all.”3


In truth, though, the issues of pacing and narrative structure should have been more widely anticipated having plagued the series ever since it departed from the book canon. These problems became especially prominent in the seventh season, reaching a crescendo, for instance, in “Beyond the Wall,” when characters completed journeys in a single episode that had taken multiple seasons earlier in the chronology of the show.4
 On this tendency, Nina Shen Rastogi rightly observed,


Our sprawling tale has lost some of the scaffolds that kept it coherent, like a commitment to logical rules of time and space and a rigorous pairing of action to consequence. But the [story] is still deeply concerned with shapes and patterns.5




What Rastogi describes as scaffolds of coherency, however, are fundamentally rooted in the conviction that the pacing and ordering of narrative chronology are self-evident, persistent, and critical elements of storytelling. This is, as a point of fact, not so for at least one other celebrated and fiercely analyzed work: the Hebrew Bible. Indeed, when reviewing the above-cited quote, with only a single, relatively insignificant change—from “show” to “story”—we could apply Rastogi’s comments to the Hebrew Bible.

This chapter will explore the notion of narrative scaffolding in these two works—Game of Thrones and the Hebrew Bible—as a productive fulcrum of comparison. It argues both works share a preeminent interest in patterning, over and above more commonly accepted forms of plot propellent and resolution, as an effective technique for addressing their mutual pessimism over the failed institution of kingship. Patterning in the final season of Game of Thrones demonstrates a tendency to create distinct visual allusions to previous seasons for the purpose of establishing an implicit pattern of cause and effect concerning the ascent and descent of Daenerys Targaryen. Patterning in the Hebrew Bible, especially in the Former Prophets and wisdom literature, similarly
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	1. Kathryn VanArendonk, “This Is the Best Game of Thrones Premiere Since the Pilot,” Vulture.com, 14 April 2019, https://www.vulture.com/2019/04/game-of-thrones-season-8-premiere-review.html.
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