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Introduction

Anna Czarnowus and Carolyne Larrington

Bran the Broken, First of His Name, becomes king of the Six Kingdoms of Westeros in the final episode of the HBO TV series, Game of Thrones (2011–19). His qualifications for kingship reside partly in the fact that he is almost the last surviving male from any of the Great Houses of Westeros and partly in his all-encompassing knowledge of past, present and quite possibly future. For Bran, as Tyrion Lannister claims in that final episode at the Great Council, is ‘our memory, the keeper of all our stories’ (8.6). Memory and story, history and narrative are more important than military power, physical prowess or messianic vision for the future of the survivors of the Massacre of King’s Landing: they will teach how to prevent the recurrence of the past with its civil wars, violence and horror with a wiser, more altruistic statecraft. It is from Tyrion’s persuasive rhetoric in that key speech that seeks to bring resolution amidst the ruins of King’s Landing that we take our subtitle. For Game of Thrones, and George R. R. Martin’s still unfinished novel series A Song of Ice and Fire, with which it exists in symbiosis, Martin himself and the showrunners are indeed memory keepers, reshaping, reinterpreting and remediating many versions of the medieval past to make meaning in our present.

The novels and show diverged at different points along the storylines of particular characters but, broadly speaking, after Season Five the showrunners, David Benioff and Daniel Weiss, developed the plot themselves with some reference to notes given them by Martin. These often varied in detail from the narratives that are still underway in the books. The TV show lays claim to being the most-watched show in TV history, broadcast in 207 countries, in 194 of them on simulcast: that is, at the same time as the US East Coast broadcast. Its huge success depends on a number of factors: its interest in large and still relevant political questions, its exploration of the dynamics of the family, not to mention its reputation for nudity, explicit sex and bloody violence. Crucial however is the believability and coherence of the secondary world, in which the show was set, a universe that takes its inspiration from medieval history, literature and culture, the building blocks for Martin’s world creation. The books and show (hereafter referred to as the ‘series’) then are fundamentally medievalist in their vision; their setting is a medievalized universe, their cultures are calqued upon a range of global medieval societies and their imaginary is one that takes the medieval supernatural as its starting point.


Medievalism and Game of Thrones studies

The universe in question is inspired by the Middle Ages and – according to Martin and the showrunners – it purports to reflect the historical Middle Ages in varying ways. Helen Young notes of A Song of Ice and Fire (and her observations also hold good for the TV show) that the series falls within ‘the realm of Gritty Fantasy . . . which claim[s] to represent the medieval period as it really was’.1 Young defines Gritty Fantasy as ‘marked by low levels of magic, high levels of violence, in-depth character development, and medievalist words that are [characterized by] rain, blood, and mud’.2 It is a dark and brutal world in which Whiteness dominates; Gritty Fantasy is not intended for children but is rather a dark and often pessimistic vision created for adults.3 While this kind of world preserves some features of the Middle Ages, its inscenation is partly driven by the Renaissance conception of the period as the Dark Ages and the twentieth-century reaction against the ‘romantic Middle Ages’ (to use David Matthews’s influential terminology).4 Martin’s world is indeed medievalist in the sense of returning to and rescripting the always imaginary Middle Ages. However, as Shiloh Carroll notes, both Martin and the showrunners tend alternately to ‘pass the buck’ in response to criticism of their depictions of a medievalized world.5 Thus they claim either that the series depicts violence (particularly sexualized violence) because this accurately reflects the medieval period or, when medieval experts dissent from this vision, fall back on the argument that the series is a fantasy work and thus makes no claim to medieval historical authenticity.


Medievalism, as first formulated by Leslie J. Workman, has always been understood as including creative reworkings of the historical period: the ‘process of creating the Middle Ages, and a scholarly, but also artistic recreation of it, the study not of the Middle Ages themselves, but of the scholars, artists, and writers who . . . constructed the idea of the Middle Ages that we inherited’.6 Tison Pugh and Angela Jane Weisl indeed have posited that the entire construction of the Middle Ages is itself a fantasy; hence it is unsurprising that literary fantasy as a genre should participate enthusiastically in this type of construction.7 Pugh and Weisl extend their definition of medievalism more broadly, to encompass along with art, literature and scholarship, those leisure activities that can be understood as entertainment and culture. At the same time as taking the Middle Ages for their subject or inspiration, they necessarily engage with the artist or creator’s contemporary sociocultural milieu.8 Any attempt to enter into dialogue with the Middle Ages is thus itself a form of medievalism.

Contemporary medievalist cultural products tend to incorporate other kinds of medievalisms, producing what Carol L. Robinson and Pamela Clements have called ‘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)’.9 Such postmodernism, or neomedievalism, is typical of the representations of the medieval in Martin’s novel cycle and the TV show; this form of medievalism reworks the historical Middle Ages, mediating them via or in reaction to other medievalist conceptions in order to ‘engage alternative realities of the Middle Ages’.10 As we shall see below, A Song of Ice and Fire/Game of Thrones draws widely on pre-existing iterations of medieval history, historical fiction and post-medieval reimaginings of the medieval. Thus, its depiction of the Ironborn derives both from the Vikings as historical phenomenon and as they have been imagined by twentieth-century Hollywood films, such as the 1958 Kirk Douglas film The Vikings. This eclecticism has made the series a key text for many canonical studies of medievalism.11 David Matthews’s Medievalism: A Critical History starts with a reference to the TV show as a medievalist fantasy where ‘dark-age power struggles are played out’.12 And yet, since the series is also read as gesturing towards real-world, contemporary issues, those apparently distant power struggles are also highly relevant to the present. Simultaneously medievalist and neomedievalist, the A Song of Ice and Fire/Game of Thrones series has attracted a sizeable and diverse fandom that includes medieval and medievalist scholars as well as ordinary enthusiasts. Thomas A. Prendergast and Stephanie Trigg identify the show as the most conspicuous example of a fantasy work that ‘regularly brings scholars and fans into the immediacy of online debate and discussion. Medievalism here generates a global community of historical scholarship, critical analysis and enthusiastic play.’13 So too, this volume reaches out to and participates in that global community, bringing together a historical understanding of the Middle Ages that offers parallels, analogues and sources for the series, literary- and media-critical analysis of Martin’s books and the TV show and taking up Prendergast and Trigg’s idea of ‘enthusiastic play’: scholarly knowledge, literary imagination and fan interest are brought into juxtaposition by contributors who are both medieval experts and fans of Game of Thrones.

The relationship between medieval studies and medievalism has always been complicated, as Matthews’s discussion shows. These parallel domains emerged in the 1850s when scholars, artists and interested amateurs in Britain, Germany and France began systematically to investigate the period from the perspective of the newly formalized disciplines of history and literary studies.14 The result was the emergence of ‘professional’ medievalism – an academic interest in the medieval – alongside a ‘non-professional’ medievalism that inspired writers, artists and the general public.15 The two fields developed in parallel in the academy; while medievalism at first took a back seat to medieval studies within the domains of history and literature, by the early twenty-first century the situation seems to be reversed. Medieval history and literary studies are no longer central to university humanities curricula; yet medievalism studies flourishes.16 Consequently, one aim of this book is to place medieval studies and medievalism in creative contiguity: to compare structural developments and concepts across two distinctly imagined worlds in order to argue that we can treat medieval history and imaginative literature as offering a series of analogies to the world created by Martin and the showrunners in the novels and TV show. The essays collected here aim both to lead the enthusiast for medievalist fantasy to investigate the institutions and concepts of the medieval world and to invite scholars to the medieval period to discover how medievalism illuminates, reimagines and remediates the ways in which we have come to understand the material realities, textual constructions and ideological functions of that past.



Medievalist fantasy

The medieval, thanks very largely to Tolkien, has become a conventional setting for fantasy, offering the benefits of intertextual allusion and an assumed pre-existing familiarity with medieval or pseudo-medieval cultures. It is of course possible to write fantasy set elsewhere, whether in the future (at which point it becomes science fiction) or in a different past period. Yet the time and space within which the story is set will not be totally unfamiliar if the author’s worldbuilding task is not to be exhausting. Thus, the medieval functions as both recognizable and estranged, in part because of its fragmentary survival in our own culture: audiences both know what a medieval world should look like and yet have insufficient detailed knowledge to critique individual manifestations of such a world.17 The ‘Known World’ of Martin’s fantasy epic, as fan communities like to call this universe, is a medievalist creation. It draws some inspiration from, but as much reacts against, Tolkien’s Middle Earth which itself was inspired by nineteenth-century medievalism. Martin comments in an important interview:


Ruling is hard. This was maybe my answer to Tolkien, whom, as much as I admire him, I do quibble with. Lord of the Rings had a very medieval philosophy: that if the king was a good man, the land would prosper. We look at real history and it’s not that simple. Tolkien can say
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