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Praise for Game of Thrones versus History: Written in Blood




By unlocking the history behind the hugely popular books and TV series, this collection demonstrates how pop culture can be just as important as scholarship in defining what we mean by the “Middle Ages.”


‐Matthew Gabriele, Associate Professor of Medieval Studies,
 Department of Religion and Culture, Virginia Tech


Game of Thrones versus History takes Martin’s novels back to their avowed roots in medieval history, revealing the supports underpinning one of the most remarkable cultural phenomena of the past decade. In doing so, the authors illuminate not only the novels themselves but also a wide variety of episodes from our own bloody and conflicted past.


‐Ross King


Fantasy isn’t born in a vacuum; it’s actually a studied tweaking of the real, the recognizable, and the historical. This collection masterfully explores that artful blurring, unlocking Martin’s world‐making wizardry.


‐Benjamin Woodring, Ph.D., English, Harvard University,
 J.D., Yale Law School

This thoughtful and thought‐provoking work clearly demonstrates the power of popular culture to simultaneously educate and entertain.


‐Kristine Larsen, Professor of Astronomy,
 Central Connecticut State University
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Foreword
William Irwin
What a great idea! Game of Thrones versus history. Historians are storytellers, and the best historians, like the best storytellers, have ways of making their subject matter come to life. The challenge for the historian in the classroom is to find a hook or produce an example that will speak to a captive audience of students.
It’s particularly effective when a teacher can start from something everyone thinks they know to be true, and then proceed to show that it wasn’t exactly true. Something like “people think Columbus believed the earth was flat, but really he knew it was round.” In this sense, a negative example can be just as effective as a positive example.
All too often, though, students do not know much about the past and so do not have incorrect ideas about it to be supplanted. Thus the historian’s task becomes even more challenging. She needs to both explain and intrigue. This is where connections to popular culture can come in handy. When we can draw on what students are already interested in and knowledgeable about, we are halfway to the goal of engaging them with history.
I had a similar experience while teaching philosophy in the late 1990s. That’s why they asked me to write this foreword, so please forgive the self‐reference as I explain. Practically all my students were familiar with my favorite television show, Seinfeld. Many of them were even bigger fans than I was and could quote lines and cite episodes like scholars. It was only natural, then, to use the show to jump‐start explanations and discussions of philosophy. Jerry Seinfeld’s stand‐up routine and observational humor could be compared to Socrates’ questioning of his fellow citizens in the marketplace of Athens. It wasn’t a perfect comparison, but that was part of the point. Seeing the initial similarity, students became interested in the differences as well.
I wasn’t alone in doing this. Far from it.
Philosophers have always looked for vivid examples to illustrate complex ideas, and lots of professors were seizing on Seinfeld. When it was announced that the show was going off the air at the end of its ninth season in 1998, I was saddened as a fan and worried as a teacher. No longer would George, Jerry, Kramer, and Elaine deliver new philosophy resources. There was nothing left for me to do but build a memorial. There would be many tributes to mark the end of the show, but my idea was to capture in a book what had been happening in the classroom, not just in my classroom but in classrooms all over the country.
Seinfeld and Philosophy and the many books that followed have all been team efforts, in which many writers and editors brought diverse points of view together between the covers of a book. A recent success among the books is Game of Thrones and Philosophy: Logic Cuts Deeper Than Swords, edited by Henry Jacoby. As you might expect, the volume includes essays about understanding Westeros in terms of the political philosophies of Plato, Hobbes, Machiavelli, and Nietzsche. But the book also includes musings on the nature of happiness, magic and metaphysics, moral luck, and just‐war theory. Like other books in its genre, Game of Thrones and Philosophy works because it speaks to fans. The writers are fans who can quote Tyrion Lannister and speak Dothraki. They relish the chance to discuss Game of Thrones as much as they appreciate the chance to spread philosophy. This same infectious enthusiasm pervades the pages of the book you hold in your hands.
Despite its subtitle, Game of Thrones versus History is not actually written in blood. It is, however, written instead with verve, insight, and enthusiasm, displaying love for both history and literature. Connections to the kings and castles of medieval England would be expected in a book of this nature, but other, less likely connections also lurk in what lies ahead. There were no real dragons in medieval Europe, of course, but examining the Seven Kingdoms reveals surprising insights into cultural history concerning the nature of childhood, the lives of powerful women, pagan religions, and forgotten celibate societies.
We can learn history by comparing it to Game of Thrones, and Game of Thrones can teach us something about history by making us reconsider it in terms of alternative possibilities. Historians face the difficult task of constructing a narrative from multiple sources that sometimes conflict with one another. The authors of this book face a similar problem concerning their sources: the differences between the accounts given by the books and the television show. What really happened in Westeros and the rest of the known world?
Game of Thrones versus History works brilliantly, not just because its authors are excellent historians, but also because their source material is wonderfully rich. The smart, compelling writing in the books and on the television show takes us on flights of imagination and keeps us at the sword’s end of excitement. Appealing to a mass audience well beyond readers of fantasy literature, Game of Thrones is a pop culture force. Indeed, with its huge following of intelligent and devoted fans, Game of Thrones wins Emmy awards and takes the ratings crown. George R. R. Martin may be an American J. R. R. Tolkien, but he has created a global phenomenon. As evidence, consider the contributing authors in this book, who hail not just from the United States and our wintry neighbor to the north but from far‐flung kingdoms in Australia—and from Europe as well. Take my advice and let them be your guide through worlds of fantasy and reality. If you read carefully, you may even get to keep your head.
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Introduction: The Winter of Our Discontent
Brian A. Pavlac
People have surely been enjoying stories based on history since the first tales were told around fires in the night. Sometimes the stories are true, or at least as true as people can make them. Sometimes they are improved through creativity, adding elements that did not happen, or even could not happen. In our cultures, the oldest surviving stories were written down with huge doses of imagination. The first such story to survive was The Epic of Gilgamesh, which told of the founding king of Uruk in ancient Mesopotamia. King Gilgamesh not only interacted with gods and goddesses but, being partly divine, had superhuman strength himself. The Iliad and The Odyssey, the two ancient Greek epic poems traditionally attributed to Homer, centered around what was believed to have been a historical conflict in a very distant past: the Trojan War. The heroes of these epics, Achilles and Odysseus (or Ulysses, by his Latinized name), possessed respectively strength and intelligence within human capacity, although the narratives also included divine beings and dangerous monsters who wielded powers far greater than mere mortals.
Today we call such stories “myths,” even if they refer to events that may have happened and the characters in them might once have been living people. But for the listeners entertained by these stories, the tales held truth.1 First, they offered answers around the fundamental question of human existence: What is the meaning of life? Gilgamesh intentionally goes off in search of an answer to that question (and the one he finds is not reassuring). Achilles and Odysseus address the same question more obliquely, in the heat of battle and in the excitement of adventure. Of course, one big part of any awareness of life or of the human condition is the reality of death. “Valar Morghulis,” say the Braavosi. “All men must die.”2
Second, the tales also allowed readers and listeners to escape mundane burdens and the boredom of everyday life. As George R. R. Martin hesitantly explains:
Conflict and … and, uh, conflict and danger and, uh, all of these things are … are the strong spices that we want. You know when they occur in our real life, we hate them. But they’re part of what makes life “life,” as opposed to just unending days of boredom. And, uh, I think we crave them in our … our fiction.3

Third, the tales helped form values, perspectives on right and wrong beliefs and actions. Until modern times, people, as noted above, saw these stories as true, believing that they had actually happened. Learning the important stories was part of a person’s education. Moral lessons came from interaction with characters and their choices, whether the tragically flawed hero or the comedically gifted fool.
Today we call these stories literature and classify them in our libraries as “fiction.” Books in that part of the library are “made up,” written from their authors’ imaginations. Even in ancient times, though, historians began to write accounts that aimed to separate myth from fact. The earliest historians, such as Herodotus and Thucydides, tried to write about what people actually did, deleting any alleged involvement of supernatural beings and incredible occurrences. In libraries, history books are filed in sections called “non‐fiction”—the opposite to fiction. This is a rather awkward name: it is like calling empirical reality “non‐imaginary.”
Among the most popular genres in recent writing are historical fiction and fantasy.4 In historical fiction, authors start with what they know about the real past, then they fill in the blanks with imaginary speeches, conversations, meetings, and conflicts. In the Middle Ages conscious works of historical fiction were tales of knights and kings. The Song of Roland, El Cid, and even tales of the Knights of the Round Table included some historical rulers and historical events, although medieval audiences probably didn’t know or care about historical accuracy. The great English playwright William Shakespeare certainly knew that his “historical plays” fleshed out history, adding dialogue and events to improve dramatic needs. The opening lines of his Richard III, “Now is the winter of our discontent/Made glorious summer by this son of York,” make a clever transition from his play Henry VI but were surely never spoken by Richard III in real life—not even if you turn them into prose.5
The genre of fantasy writing reaches back again to those ancient epics—Gilgamesh, the Homeric poems—which placed human characters in environments of supernatural beings, magic, and monsters. Leading the way to modern fantasy were the works of two scholars who worked together at Oxford: J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (1954–1955) in particular brought fantasy writing to an adult audience.6 Almost all other works in the fantasy genre are now measured against Tolkein’s. The Lord of the Rings drew on Norse myth, classical epics, medieval history, and an overarching concept of Good at war with Evil, all set in an imaginary world where everyday life is similar to that of the European Middle Ages. Key heroes were regular folk —“hobbits”—who found in themselves strength they did not know they possessed.
In 1996 George R. R. Martin added his contribution to the genre with the publication of A Game of Thrones, originally planned, following Tolkien, as the first part of an epic trilogy called A Song of Ice and Fire.7 The increasingly popular television series on HBO, which is based on these books and called simply Game of Thrones, has turned Martin’s creation into a worldwide entertainment phenomenon. While Martin is not a professional scholar, as Tolkien was, his colorful and richly complex realms clearly derive from wide reading and reflect a deep knowledge of history.8 Like Tolkien’s Middle‐Earth, Martin’s Known World is set in a culture similar to our Middle Ages and touched by sorcery and dragons. His characters, like people throughout our history and literature, struggle with making the right choices in perilous times and places. As one way of appreciating Martin’s work, this collection of essays connects Game of Thrones’ fantasy fiction with historical fact.
You Know Nothing
For historians, the first step in answering any problem is to find the sources. Any record of past human activity is a source, but most useful for historians are written records: letters, diaries, memoirs, autobiographies, writs, laws, accounts, speeches, and literature. Without sources we know nothing of what happened in the past. And, even with sources, our knowledge is incomplete, tentative, and uncertain. The word “versus” in the title of this book underscores the tension of understanding facts and reality, whether in fiction or in history. The narrators in Game of Thrones are sources, and, like all people, they offer individual perspectives that contradict and confuse one another.9 The Byzantine historian Procopius of Caesarea (c. AD 500–560) offers the most famous example of such a discrepancy. In The Wars of Justinian, Procopius openly and fulsomely praises his emperor and patron. Hundreds of years later, however, historians discovered his Secret History, in which he denounces Justinian. Some historians are not bothered by such ambivalence and the discrepancies it produces, while others strive to determine a single, definitive “truth” about the past. Fiction is, of course, another matter, since it is—well, fictional. Nevertheless, many fans prefer one flawless canon, even though the reality of producing the television series and adapting Martin’s books has created two divergent versions of his story; and Martin is fine with that.10
To get a handle on the confusing sources, scholars have established what is known as the historical method.11 In an imitation of the scientific method, historians propose a hypothesis supposed to answer a historical question, collect and study the sources, draw conclusions, then share their results with other historians at conferences and in academic publications. When the results are published in articles and books, key parts of the historical argument are contained in references, or in notes such as the ones the reader of this book will find at the end of each essay. References serve two functions. Explanatory or content notes add detail to an argument in the main text or give additional information on a related topic. Source notes show the origins of the historian’s information. The second type is essential to scholarly argument; it allows other scholars to retrace and review the research, forming an independent evaluation of its conclusions.
By asking questions about the sources, historians try to resolve the conflicting points of view apparent within the sources themselves, decided upon by the writers of history, and brought to the material by the readers. Until the 1960s, historians mostly chose to write about political, diplomatic, and military subjects. This choice was partly due to people’s fascination with violence in the past, such as reflected in the American Civil War or in World War II. Martin himself comments:
I have to take issue with the notion that Westeros is a “dark and depraved place.” It’s not the Disneyland Middle Ages, no, and that was quite deliberate […] but it is no darker nor more depraved than our own world. History is written in blood. The atrocities in “A Song of Ice and Fire,” sexual and otherwise, pale in comparison to what can be found in any good history book.12

Historians chose to write about wars also because sources on political–military topics were readily available. The historical record is replete with what men of means have accomplished. It is women and children, the poor and the oppressed who died unrecorded.
Since the 1960s, though, historians have increasingly concentrated on social and cultural topics that typically include underrepresented people.13 Feminists began gender studies by identifying and questioning patriarchy, or how social structures have been dominated by men for most of the past.14 More recently masculinity studies have begun to look at how men decided that they were men. And as for the oppressed, they can still be found in sources only by reading between the lines and by using the concept of “the other” or “otherness.”15 People of privilege, who write history, define and capture themselves in their historical records by identifying others, the evil, and opposite versions of themselves as embodying faults and vices that the privileged claim not to have. But, as historians argue, even when marginalized, oppressed or “subaltern” people still possess “agency,” the ability to make choices on their own behalf, if only to subvert or work against the powers that dominate them.
Definitions of what is good and bad throughout history have often been drawn from religion and faith. This is a delicate matter for historians. Today’s scholars uphold a position of skepticism about things like divine intervention, miracles, the supernatural, or the paranormal. No good evidence exists that any of these things actually has changed history, except insofar as people have taken action on the basis of their personal or communal beliefs in them. Most notoriously, the witch hunts clearly happened because people believed that witches conspired with the Devil to overthrow Christian society, even though there was never any proof of a diabolic conspiracy, much less of the efficacy of curses and spells.16 Many of Martin’s characters are skeptical or dismissive of religion. But fantasy fiction such as Martin’s usually assumes that the supernatural is real, especially as manifest in characters that defy biological science—whether creatures in their own right (White Walkers, wights, dragons), perfect disguises like the Faceless Men, or resurrected dead.17 The historical profession does not, in the absence of proof, preclude the possibility of the supernatural and takes a neutral stance toward the relative truth of one religious belief or another. Importantly, historians recognize the significance of religion and how much it has shaped people’s lives and decisions in the past.
Scholarly opinions can be as massive and enduring as the Wall in Game of Thrones. Yet the wildlings can go around, climb over, and even pass through its gates; this suggests that scholars, too, should be flexible enough to find alternative explanations. Scholarly ideas can be as grand as the castle Harrenhal, only to be burned down by dragonfire when new evidence destroys them. Scholarly theories can be blown up like the Great Sept of Baelor, leaving other scholars to rebuild a thesis from the rubble. Readers like to be reassured that history offers the definitive explanation of the past; but our understanding of history is constantly changing.
When Things Were Rotten
Popular images of the medieval period often begin and end with the label “dark ages” (which is used for other periods of history as well). The word “dark” raises expectations of ignorance, barbarism, and cruelty.18 The phrase “Middle Ages” also evokes the image of medievalism, a time of lords and ladies that exists only in the popular imagination. But the historical period of the Middle Ages was much more rich and complex. One reason historians use the plural form “Ages” is that an enormous amount of change happened during medieval history.
The way historians define the Middle Ages, however, raises a fundamental problem. First, they love to argue about dates. Periodization means clumping various years into one category (a century, an age, an epoch, a period) that experiences common political, social, and ideological trends. In the grand sweep of chronology, historians of western civilization usually recognize four great categories or historical periods.19 The first is prehistory, which started before 3500 BC, the date assigned to the invention of writing. “BC” refers, of course, to the time “before Christ,” while AD abbreviates anno Domini, which means in Latin “in the year of the Lord” (namely Christ).20 The second historical category is ancient history, which starts from the invention of writing and lasts until the beginning of the Middle Ages—the third period. Lastly, there is modern history, which begins at the end of the Middle Ages.
Where, then, does that third period of the Middle Ages begin and end? For historians, medieval history begins with the fall of the western half of the Roman Empire, which is traditionally placed in AD 476. (The eastern half of the Roman Empire continued for another thousand years, as the Byzantine Empire, until the Ottoman dynasty conquered it in 1453; and this date is sometimes conventionally given as the “end” of the Middle Ages.) But many events are significantly associated with the fall of the western half of the Roman Empire—from the Sack of Rome by the Visigoths in AD 410 to the removal of Emperor Romulus Augustulus in 476. Sometimes an arbitrarily rounded date like 450 or 500 is used. The label “dark ages” does fit the first few centuries after these events. Civilized Rome, with its wealthy cities, imperial bureaucracies, formal legal systems, paid armies, and schools had collapsed under the occupation of “barbarian” Germanic tribes with poor rural villages, kings who ruled through personal rule, oral legal traditions, armies held together by loyalty oaths, and widespread illiteracy. Only the Christian church managed to maintain a few centers of learning and knowledge. But the church placed limited value on needs of this world. Christianity urged believers to live an earthly life that would determine what their eternal life would be after death: either to suffer in hell or to rejoice with God in heaven. The influence of Christianity on medieval culture was so important that some historians call the Middle Ages the “age of faith.”
After an initial “dark age” that followed the fall of Rome, stability and culture began to return during the reign of Charlemagne, crowned emperor of the Romans in AD 800 by the pope. But this return, called “Carolingian Renaissance” (after Charlemagne’s Latin name, Carolus Magnus), collapsed soon after his death, through civil wars and through invasions by Magyars (Hungarians), Northmen (Vikings), and Saracens (Muslims). New military innovations of knights (armored warriors on horseback) and castles (fortified homes of the knights) enabled western Europeans to survive the political chaos. Knights banded together as lords and vassals, swearing oaths of fealty or loyalty to each other. They would then come to fight together in battle and celebrate together at their castle courts. Society became rigidly stratified, the clergy being the most respected members, nobles the most powerful, and peasants standing at the bottom and doing the farming that fed everyone. The priests prayed, the knights slayed and ruled, and the serfs toiled. With this restoration of some semblance of order, the early Middle Ages passed into the high Middle Ages. The conventional dates for this transition range from AD 900 to the millennial year 1000 (a date that was not as frighteningly apocalyptic or notable as some modern myths suggest), and maybe even to 1050.
The high Middle Ages embody the “forsoothly” medieval way of life that is popularly imagined. An improving economy encouraged trade; some simple manufacturing began, especially of textiles; and towns started to flourish. Townspeople were something new; they did not fit into the previous threefold division of clergy, nobles, and peasants. Slowly the “bourgeois” increased their rights and privileges. Kings began to claim power over clearly delineated territories. Knights fought for the king and against each other. The clergy, headed by popes who claimed true sovereignty in Christendom, briefly offered a serious alternative to leadership. But by the end of the High Middle Ages kings had reduced the pope’s authority over political affairs, although his dominance in the Latin church was vastly increased.
The event most closely linked with the beginning of the late Middle Ages is the Black Death, the spread of plague that began about 1348. Many thought that the world was ending, but the plague actually killed only about a third of the population. “Only.” The ensuing period—the late Middle Ages—was a time of questioning and hesitation. Expansion into Eastern Europe collided with the advance of the Ottoman Empire. The increased wealth generated by bankers and the new banking system drove criticisms of materialism. Royal authority struggled to accommodate demands for representative bodies. The Hundred Years War (1337–1453) saw the decline of knights on the battlefield and the end of castles as strategic points, most importantly as a result of the use of gunpowder weapons. The authority of the papacy was much weakened, first through transfer from Rome to the city of Avignon, then through the Great Western Schism, when multiple rival popes were elected, all living in growing opulence.
The end of the Middle Ages is marked by the great changes in culture, religion, and geography that also mark the beginning of modern history. The Renaissance (which might have begun around 1400, 1450, or 1494) broke the intellectual monopoly of the Latin Christian church in Western Europe. The Reformation, traditionally taken to begin in 1517, with Martin Luther, shattered the unity of the church in the West. Various denominations—Lutherans, Calvinists, Anabaptists, and Anglicans—rejected the papacy to form their own Protestant versions of a Christian church. European ships sailing out into the Atlantic soon unleashed the power of Europe around the world. Some historians suggest that the Middle Ages lingered until the end of the Thirty Years’ War in 1648, or even until the beginning of the French Revolution in 1789. To choose reasonably significant dates, though, we could say that the early Middle Ages lasted from about 450 to 1050, the high Middle Ages from about 1000 to 1350, the late Middle Ages from 1300 to 1500, the Renaissance from 1400 to 1600, and the early modern period from 1517 to 1648 or 1789.
‘All this Divided, York and Lancaster, Divided in their dire Division’
Perhaps the greatest historical influence on George R. R. Martin has been that of the Wars of the Roses (1455–1485), a civil war in late medieval England.21 Given this reality, it is worth offering a brief history of the conflict. William Shakespeare also tackled the subject in a tetralogy (i.e. a group of four linked history plays); the line that heads this section comes from one of them.22 Shakespeare’s previous tetralogy ended at the point where Henry V (r. 1413–1422) of the Plantagenet dynasty defeated the French royal army at Agincourt, married a royal princess, and won the French throne for England. Unfortunately Henry died young.
Shakespeare begins his account of the Wars of the Roses with three plays that cover the reign of Henry VI (r. 1422–1461, 1470–1471), Henry V’s son, who inherited the French and English thrones when he was only nine months old. Various factions fight to control him even when he becomes an adult, since he keeps suffering bouts of mental illness perhaps inherited from his maternal grandfather, Charles VI “the Mad” (r. 1380–1422). One faction supports the Lancaster branch of the Plantagenet house and has a red rose for its emblem; the other faction supports the York branch and is symbolized by a white rose—hence the name of the conflict. In spite of Henry V’s successes, England had lost the Hundred Years’ War and people were looking for someone to blame. Richard, duke of York (1411–1460), used popular resentment to attack the factions around the king, but lost his life at the Battle of Wakefield. A few weeks later, though, at the Battle of Towton, his son won the throne as Edward IV (r. 1461–1470, 1471–1483). Edward’s unpopular marriage to Elizabeth Woodville and enmity of his main supporter—Richard Neville, earl of Warwick, called “the Kingmaker”—cost him the throne and forced him into exile in 1470. The next year he returned with an army and won the throne back. He enjoyed being king and lived the high life until an early death.
His brother Richard, duke of Gloucester, was supposed to act as guardian to Edward’s two young sons. But, as portrayed in Shakespeare’s Richard III, a villainous Richard of Gloucester seized the throne for himself, becoming King Richard III (r. 1483–1485). Richard sent the two princes to the Tower of London and they never emerged again. He had other enemies and rivals executed, in the fashion of his time, but not enough of them, apparently. Henry Tudor had a weak claim to being a legitimate heir to the throne, but was supported by the Lancastrians. He invaded the realm and killed Richard in the closely fought Battle of Bosworth Field. The new king, Henry VII (r. 1485–1507), ended the Wars of the Roses and established the Tudor dynasty, which had its own ups and downs over the next century.
Martin drew on this historical conflict to create his novel: at its core lie the houses of Stark (York) and Lannister (Lancaster).23 The doomed Richard of York influences the character of Eddard Stark. Robert Baratheon resembles Edward IV both in his warrior prowess and in his neglect for rule. Robb Stark, also like a valiant Edward IV, makes a politically foolish marriage. Among the Lannisters, Tywin is a bold and sharp ruler, just like Edward I, “the Hammer of the Scots.” Richard III’s wit, insight, and alleged hunchback are exaggerated in the character of the dwarf Tyrion. His sister Cersei receives the same kind of abuse hurled at Margaret of Anjou (1430–1480), the wife of Henry VI. And young Danaerys combines the attributes of an inspirational Joan of Arc with those of the claimant to the throne, Henry Tudor. For more on these characters, see the brief summary below and many of the chapters in this volume.
The Story so Far
To go by the title that Martin has given the whole series, A Song of Ice and Fire, the overriding storyline involves fantasy elements. On an unnamed planet (sometimes called “the Known World”), humans live on the continents of Westeros and Essos, while the environment fluctuates between long and short spells of warm or cold weather. The “song’s” first element is ice. “Winter is coming,” says the original protagonist Ned Stark repeatedly. The Others or the White Walkers represent that winter. In the opening prologue they assault rangers of the Night’s Watch, who normally defend the Wall. Then, progressively through the story, the Night King slowly, glacially builds up forces of White Walkers and wights (the old‐fashioned term for zombie‐like undead), eventually to attack the Seven Kingdoms to the South.24
The overwhelming bulk of the story so far is, however, about people trying to use power. At the highest level, the “game of thrones” involves struggles over the constituent Seven Kingdoms of Westeros. At the lowest level, Martin tells about outsiders trying to make a place for themselves in turbulent times. This human problem is, of course, universal, which is how the book can appeal to many folk who will never approach the power of a king who sits on the Iron Throne, a perilous seat made of swords.
The good guys are the Stark family: patriarch Ned, the Warden of the North, lord of the castle Winterfell; his wife Catelyn; and his legitimate children, Robb, Sansa, Arya, Bran, and Rickon, along with Ned’s alleged illegitimate son, Jon Snow.25 The wealthy and well‐connected Lannisters are the opposing family. Patriarch Tywin is ruthlessly building his family’s fortunes even as his gold mines run dry. His twin children, Jaime and Cersei, are in an incestuous relationship, although she has married the current king, Robert Baratheon. Their three royal offspring, Joffrey, Myrcella, and Tommen, are actually issue of the incest between Jaime and Cersei. Their younger brother, Tyrion Lannister, is trying to find his own place, which is complicated by his stature as a dwarf. A third family is the Targaryens, who had held the royal dynasty until Robert seized the throne. Two surviving Targaryen children, Viserys and his sister Daenerys, scheme to return to Westeros and reclaim the crown. Daenerys represents the second element in the novels’ title, “fire”: it is connected to her dragons, which help to bring magic back into the world.
These various characters’ efforts to manipulate power for their own ends or for the benefit of others drive the various plots, all seen from first‐person perspectives. The storyline begins after the suspicious death of the king’s “Hand”—his chief advisor and the administrator of the realm. King Robert asks his old friend Ned Stark to take his place, drawing Ned and his family into the “game” of royal intrigue. This request leads to Bran’s crippling, Ned’s beheading, Robb’s rebelling, Sansa’s constraining, and Arya’s wandering. Ned’s exposure of Jaime and Cersei’s incest provokes King Robert Baratheon’s death and the War of the Five Kings. As king, vicious Joffrey spreads cruelty, Robert’s brothers Stannis and Renly rebel against the illegitimate king, and Stannis commits magical fratricide on Renly through the Red Woman, Melisandre. Meanwhile old grudges encourage the rebellion of the ironmen from the Iron Islands, who attack both Stark and Lannister. Stannis’ attack on the capital, King’s Landing, fails, due to Tyrion’s strategy and courage, along with Tywin’s warfare and plotting (“swords and spears […] quills and ravens”).26 Tywin also arranges the murder of Robb and his mother Catelyn Stark by the Frey and Bolton families, at the “Red Wedding.” Stannis is briefly diverted northward to defeat the wildlings in their assault against the Night’s Watch on the Wall. His attack against the Boltons who hold Winterfell fails and leads to his death.27 Jon Snow, who had become Lord Commander, is murdered by mutinous members of the Night’s Watch, but he comes back from the dead in a good way. Season 6, which is based on the novel The Winds of Winter (still unpublished at the time of this writing), ends with Jon and his half‐sister Sansa reunited and back in Winterfell, having defeated the Boltons. Their sister Arya is beginning a career as an assassin, and their crippled brother Bran has become a seer, the three‐eyed crow or raven.
Meanwhile the wealthy Tyrell family gains influence in the capital. As a result, Tywin’s grandson, King Joffrey, is poisoned at his own wedding—the Purple Wedding—which leaves his vulnerable and weak brother Tommen, now king, to marry Joffrey’s widow, Margaery Tyrell. Tyrion is about to be wrongly executed for the crime but escapes with the help of his brother Jaime although he stops on the way in order to kill his father, Tywin. Cersei tries to outflank her enemies by appointing a zealous preacher, the High Sparrow, as High Septon, leader of the main religion in Westeros. The High Sparrow arrests not only Tyrell’s enemies, but also Cersei herself. Forced into a humiliating walk of atonement and threatened with still more punishment, Cersei wreaks vengeance on many of her enemies by blowing them up. As season 6 ends, Cersei takes the iron throne as the first regnant queen of the Seven Kingdoms.
Across the Narrow Sea in Essos, Daenrys Targaryen has been developing from a shy slip of a girl to a charismatic and dominating queen. Her marriage to Khal Drogo of the Dothraki horse‐riding warriors was supposed to provide her brother with an army, but her sibling’s foolishness got him gruesomely killed.28 Drogo dies soon after, although out of his funeral pyre an unburnt Daererys appears with three dragons. She slowly builds allies and armed forces, conquering the slaver cities of Yunkai, Astapor, and Meereen. She gets stalled for a while in Meereen, where she tries to rule a rebellious population while gathering resources for an invasion of Westeros. At the end of season 6, with a vast fleet combining forces from Dorne, the ironmen, and the Dothraki and advised by Tyrion Lannister, she has set sail to reclaim the Iron Throne. But, as Ser Davos Seaworth warns: “The real war isn’t between a few squabbling houses. It’s between the living and the dead, and make no mistake, my lady, the dead are coming.”29
Scholarly Studies
This volume proposes to help readers understand and appreciate the vast tapestry of George R. R. Martin’s fiction by hanging it alongside the great vista of history. From various perspectives, the authors take a look at Martin’s plots, characterizations, and settings and discuss, from the vantage point of history, whether Martin’s creations are possible or fantasy. Each author has his or her own voice, own perspective, and own methodology in applying sources. Such a collection of chapters is perforce not comprehensive; it cannot cover every relevant facet of Game of Thrones. There is also some repetition and redundancy among the authors, as well as some disagreement of interpretation. But, because of that, the collection offers insights into the real practice of historians. Point by point, a scholar takes a thesis and argues it out, until a stately edifice is built to encompass our understanding of the past.
The chapters are grouped into five parts. Part I covers largely political issues. The opening chapter of Kavita Mudan Finn appraises women rulers, who have become increasingly important over the course of the Game of Thrones and in our own view of the past. Jacopo della Quercia quizzes Machiavelli for advice that he might offer to historical or fantasy rulers, either male or female. Steven Muhlberger analyzes the role of knights and their behavior in medieval and Westerosi society. Then Brian A. Pavlac probes the moves by which kings win and play with power.
Part II digs into the cultural history of those on the fringes of Western Europe or Westeros. Shiloh Carroll surveys how invaders and conquerors transform societies. Brian de Ruiter then constructs a more narrow argument around Hadrian’s Wall. Turning eastward, Mat Hardy illustrates how foreign both Essos and Asia might seem—or not. Robert Haug then sharpens the argument on the use of slave‐soldiers in both places.
Part III raises issues of women and children, to whom Martin’s stories give pride of place, even if history often has not. Janice Liedl starts from the top of the family unit, the parents, and what choices they typically made in medieval or made‐up society. Helle Strandgaard Jensen and Magnus Qvistgaard continue from the bottom up, presenting the limited perspectives of children. Nicole Mares examines the overall possibilities for women to direct their own lives, while Danielle Alesi concentrates on Sansa Stark.
Part IV covers religious issues. Don Riggs compares religions in Europe with those in Westeros. Maureen Attali exposes the more violent sides of people of faith. Daniel Clasby blends together the tension between tendencies for violence among religious believers and their attempts to live in harmony. Finally, Kris Swank takes a peek at the world from under the covers of those believers who practice sexual abstinence.
Part V does, admittedly, collect essays without any thematic cohesion. Giacomo Giudici’s piece on communication speaks to some accurate and inaccurate methods of writing and talking. The article by Sara Uckelman, Sonia Murphy, and Joseph Percer identifies qualities of medieval and fantasy names. Concluding the volume, Gillian Pollack highlights various means by which Martin evokes the Middle Ages.
We hope these scholarly efforts will feed an interest in history while deepening an appreciation for George R. R. Martin’s Game of Thrones.30
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Kings, Queens, Knights, and Strategy
1
High and Mighty Queens of Westeros
Kavita Mudan Finn
“Courtesy is a lady’s armor,” advises Septa Mordane, governess to Lady Sansa Stark, who, early in Game of Thrones, is engaged to the crown prince of Westeros, Joffrey Baratheon. Sansa is the perfect aristocratic girl, versed in courtesies, songs, and good behavior, unlike her tomboyish younger sister Arya. But Sansa and the viewer quickly learn that being a perfect lady is far from being a perfect queen. Queens in Westeros, like their real‐world historical counterparts, have a dirtier and more complicated job than is generally acknowledged, and they are under attack in subtler ways than by the sword.
The cultural standards in A Song of Ice and Fire and Game of Thrones hew closely to traditional fantasy tropes, themselves a product of J. R. R. Tolkien’s training as a medieval literature scholar. While Tolkien focuses on plotlines that largely exclude women, George R. R. Martin includes six women among his fourteen major point‐of‐view (PoV) characters.1 Instead of telling stories of kings, as is traditional in medieval romance and modern fantasy, Martin focuses on the people surrounding the king: his advisors, his family, his servants—and sometimes his queen.
The first queen whom viewers encounter is Cersei Lannister, the consort of King Robert Baratheon. Even before she appears, she is defined first and foremost as a Lannister, more loyal to her blood relations than she will ever be to her husband. Royal marriages in medieval and early modern Europe were founded on military and diplomatic ties, so a married queen was expected to maintain a relationship with her family—within certain limits. King Edward IV of England (r. 1461–1470, 1471–1483) faced this problem when he secretly married the beautiful Elizabeth Woodville (c. 1437–1492). The introduction of Elizabeth’s large and ambitious family at Edward’s Yorkist court upset the balance among the established families and led to a resurgence of civil war.2 Within several years, Edward lost his throne to the rival house of Lancaster and had to invade his own country to get it back. Controversy over the marriage also contributed to the chaos after Edward’s death in 1483, the disappearance (and probable murder) of his two sons, and his younger brother’s usurpation of the throne as King Richard III (r. 1483–1485).3
If all this sounds familiar, so it should. Game of Thrones makes no secret of its medieval roots—it’s a short step, after all, from York to Stark and from Lancaster to Lannister. Even though the series includes direwolves, fire‐breathing dragons, and the walking dead, its complicated plot hinges on a quintessentially medieval problem: a disputed succession that leads to civil war. Historically, the fifteenth century saw civil wars erupt in England, France, Burgundy, Spain, and the Italian Peninsula—wars that only got worse after the sixteenth‐century Reformation. During this turbulent period, a queen’s role was especially important and often controversial. Studying the queens in Game of Thrones and their historical sources of inspiration can tell us a great deal about how women were perceived then—and are now.
The Making of a Queen
Prior to Robert’s rebellion 15 years before Game of Thrones begins, almost all the queens of the Seven Kingdoms came from the Targaryen family.
The line must be kept pure […] theirs was the kingsblood, the golden blood of old Valyria, the blood of the dragon. Dragons did not mate with the beasts of the field, and Targaryens did not mingle their blood with that of lesser men.4

The practice of incestuous brother–sister marriage sets the Targaryens apart from the rest of Westeros, while also giving each child born to the family a fair chance of turning out insane, thanks to generations of inbreeding.5 The World of Ice and Fire (2014), which provides a detailed history of Westeros, includes instances of Targaryens marrying outside the family, usually to shore up alliances or to gain additional territory, but the overall tendency was to preserve the royal bloodline. In short, Targaryens make their own rules, and those rules do not apply to any other family, whether in Westeros or in medieval Europe.
Medieval nobility commonly negotiated multiple marriage agreements for daughters who might potentially become queens. When Robert Baratheon takes the Iron Throne from the Targaryens, he chooses for his queen Cersei, the only daughter of Lord Tywin Lannister, the richest man in the Seven Kingdoms. Although Tywin had delayed supporting Robert until the last moment, his seizure of King’s Landing secured Robert’s victory. Viewers learn later that Cersei had already been offered to the last Targaryen prince, but the “mad” king, fearful of Tywin’s growing power, had refused. When Cersei marries Robert, she is therefore fulfilling the promise that she would become a queen—a promise she had made in her youth.6 Following a similar succession of marriage arrangements, Margaery Tyrell, a wealthy daughter of Highgarden, states her ambition unambiguously: “I don’t want to be a queen. I want to be the queen.”7 She marries first Renly Baratheon, then King Joffrey (if only for a few hours), and finally King Tommen.
Decades of war in medieval Europe created a multitude of widows and many found themselves remarried, with or without their consent. Elizabeth Woodville, for instance, was the widow of a Lancastrian knight before becoming the wife of the Yorkist king, Edward IV. Roughly a decade later, Edward’s brother Richard married Lady Anne Neville (1456–1485), who was previously married to the son of the Lancastrian king, Henry VI (r. 1422–1461; 1471). Unlike Elizabeth, Anne was from a prominent noble family, with a massive dowry and substantial landholdings in the north of England. Some chroniclers even hinted that Anne’s money and family influence made it possible for Richard to claim the throne later.8
She is not the most extreme case, however. Lady Margaret Beaufort (1443–1509), whose bloodline gave her a complicated claim to the English throne, was constantly being married off in order to either advance or control that claim. She was briefly married to the Lancastrian Edmund Tudor, who died in prison of plague and by whom Margaret had her only child. When the Yorkists came to power in 1461, she was married to one of Edward IV’s supporters. After he died in battle, Margaret married for the last time, and her third husband’s talent for double‐dealing and raising large armies made it possible for her son to become King Henry VII in 1485. As queen mother she set her stamp on the English court and took charge of her royal grandchildren, including the future King Henry VIII. As far as we know, Margaery Tyrell’s ferocious grandmother Lady Olenna had only one husband, but her influence on her children and grandchildren certainly evokes Margaret Beaufort, who would never be queen in her own right but was nonetheless a force to be reckoned with.
In A Storm of Swords and during the second season of Game of Thrones, Sansa Stark’s elder brother Robb, declared “King in the North” after his father’s execution, contracts a secret marriage not unlike that of King Edward IV, and with similarly bloody results. In the book, Robb sleeps with and impulsively marries a young woman named Jeyne Westerling, despite being betrothed to a daughter of the irascible Lord of the Crossing, Walder Frey. Although this marriage is the “honorable” thing to do in one sense (because they had had sexual relations), the breaking of his word to his betrothed leads to Robb’s murder at the hands of Lord Frey and his allies. We later learn that even Robb’s initial encounter with Jeyne was a deep‐rooted conspiracy begun by Tywin Lannister, liege lord to Jeyne’s parents, and designed to destroy the northern alliances from within.9 The television series replaces Jeyne with a lady physician from Volantis named Talisa, who, while similarly unsuitable, has no connection to the rest of the characters. Unlike Jeyne, she is murdered at the Red Wedding alongside her husband.
Some queens in Game of Thrones claim thrones in their own right rather than through marriage. The most significant is Daenerys Targaryen, who possesses the only three living dragons in the world and intends to use them to take back her inheritance. Unfortunately, Daenerys is forced to rely on men for her armies and her councils, and it remains to be seen whether or not she will succeed. Another woman, Asha (or Yara) Greyjoy, claims the Seastone Chair of the Iron Islands through force of arms as well as through lineal succession, but fails when faced with her more powerful uncle Euron. Conscious of the danger Euron represents, Yara flees the Iron Islands and makes an alliance with Daenerys, who promises to support her claim. Lastly, Arianne Martell, daughter of Prince Doran Martell of Dorne, is recognized throughout the region as his heir—although this detail was changed between the books and the television series, where Doran is murdered by his brother’s paramour Ellaria Sand, who takes control of Dorne. These, however, are exceptional cases in Game of Thrones, just as there were only a few queens regnant in medieval Europe. Princess Isabella of Castile, for example, played a major role in the unification of Spain. Several marriage contracts came and went before she wed Prince Ferdinand of Aragon in 1469. When she inherited Castile (r. 1474–1504) and he inherited Aragon (r. 1479–1516), they together created a united Spain they passed on to their children and grandchildren. She herself actively ruled, at times leading her own armies. Fortunately queens did not need to rule in their own right to be a dominant force. Queen consorts, although dependent on men (whether husbands, sons, or other family members), could still wield considerable power within those limits.
Responsibilities of Queenship
The Targaryen queens held a great deal of power since, as blood relatives to the king, their bloodlines were equal to his. More importantly, they had dragons. Dragons are a gender equalizer, as queens and kings, princes, princesses, and royal bastards alike ride their fiery mounts to battle—more often than not to their deaths. This unusual balance of power led to several uprisings during the Targaryens’ 300‐year rule over Westeros. The most infamous of these, the so‐called Dance of the Dragons, raged between Queen Alicent, second wife of Viserys I, who fought on behalf of her young son Aegon, and Princess Rhaenyra, Viserys’ eldest daughter by his first wife.10
Historically, a similar civil war began in England in 1135 when King Henry I declared his daughter Matilda his heir. The aristocracy refused to follow a woman and crowned her cousin Stephen of Blois instead. Eighteen years of brutal civil war followed, during which chroniclers claimed that “Christ and his saints slept.” Finally the realm was united under Matilda’s son, King Henry II (r. 1154–1189). The Dance of the Dragons lasted only two years, but “the Targaryen power [was] much diminished, and the world’s last dragons vastly reduced in number.”11 Echoing the resolution of the English Civil War, the war only ended when Rhaenyra’s son Aegon became King Aegon III and married Aegon II’s daughter. The seeds of the Targaryens’ downfall can be found in this conflict, as most of their dragons—arguably their main source of power—were killed during the war.
With the dying out of the dragons, the military function of Targaryen queenship diminished and the role of queens became more ceremonial. “Good” Queen Alysanne, for instance, is revered for her charity and her kindness, particularly to the Night’s Watch, while Queen Naerys, wife to Aegon the Unworthy, survives in song for her beauty and her sadness. The Water Gardens in Dorne were constructed for the Targaryen queen Daenerys. She filled these gardens first with her own children, then with children of the Dornish nobility, and, finally, with the children of all those who served in her household, a tradition that endures into the period in which the series is set.12 By the time of the War of the Five Kings, the queen’s job is, first and foremost, to provide heirs to the throne and, second, to promote harmony at court. When queens step outside those prescribed areas of influence, as Cersei Lannister repeatedly does, they meet with strong opposition from the surrounding men.
Although Cersei appears to fulfill all the expectations one had from a queen (by providing heirs, being gracious and charming in public, and acting as an intermediary between the Lannisters and the Baratheons), this is only a façade, soon demolished. Viewers quickly discover that all three of her children came from an incestuous affair with her twin brother Jaime and that she would stop at nothing to preserve her royal power. Her dismissive attitude and short‐sighted policies—as well as her inability to control her sadistic and bloody‐minded son Joffrey—result in her being almost universally despised, both within the story and among critics and fans. Martin, however, gives us Cersei’s point of view in the fourth and fifth books, where it becomes clear that her worst decisions are driven by desperation, paranoia, and frustration with her lack of real power. As she complains early in Season 2: “This is what ruling is: lying on a bed of weeds, ripping them out by the root, one by one, before they strangle you in your sleep!”13
Cersei’s flaws are highlighted by her rivalry with her prospective daughter‐in‐law, Margaery Tyrell. Not only is Margaery the perfect candidate on the surface, she also cultivates the queenly attributes that Cersei abandons:
When she was feeling pious she would leave the castle to pray at Baelor’s Sept. She gave her custom to a dozen different seamstresses, was well‐known among the city’s goldsmiths, and had even been known to visit the fish market by the Mud Gate for a look at the day’s catch. Wherever she went, the smallfolk fawned on her, and Lady Margaery did all she could to fan their ardor. She was forever giving alms to beggars, buying hot pies off bakers’ carts, and reining up to speak to common tradesmen.14

Margaery, in short, is gaining public support independently of the king. Queens in medieval Europe were able to sway public opinion through ceremonial interactions with the general population. For instance, when the city of London unsuccessfully rebelled against Richard II in 1392, his queen, Anne of Bohemia, interceded on behalf of the citizens, to spare them from the king’s wrath—an incident immortalized in Richard Maidstone’s poem Concordia. Like Margaery, medieval queens could also wield influence through smaller acts of patronage: buying goods from local merchants and craftsmen or encouraging the cultural life of the court. Eleanor of Provence (1223–1291), wife of Henry III of England (r. 1216–1272), presided over one of the most splendid courts of the thirteenth century. The same held true for Queen Isabeau of France (c. 1370–1435), who patronized many artists and writers, including Christine de Pizan, considered the first professional woman writer in Europe.
This patronage extended to religion. Queens in medieval Europe would give generously to monasteries and abbeys, fund a variety of church projects, and sometimes even retire to convents late in life. Whatever their personal beliefs, they had to conform to what the church deemed to be appropriate behavior. Queen Isabella of Castile, for instance, encouraged the Spanish Inquisition and expelled both Jews and Muslims from the Iberian Peninsula on the pope’s orders. In season 6, Margaery Tyrell ingratiates herself with the powerful and deeply pious High Septon (who had been the High Sparrow) in order to protect her family and her status as Tommen’s queen. This again contrasts her with Cersei, who pays for her antagonism against the High Septon with the public humiliation of a walk of shame (although her fiery revenge by burning down the Great Sept has no historical basis).
Royal women sometimes exercised power by serving as regents for their young sons, as Cersei does to a limited extent. When those sons reached the age of majority, married, and had children of their own, queen mothers were expected to retire gracefully and allow their successors to rule unhindered. Most of them did. Some kings, however, saw fit to keep their mothers close, even at the expense of their wives. The redoubtable Eleanor of Aquitaine (1124–1204) ruled as regent in England while her son Richard I joined the Third Crusade (1189–1192). It is she who is forever associated with “the Lionheart,” rather than his wife Berengaria of Navarre. King Louis IX (r. 1226–1270), canonized as Saint Louis, brought his mother, Blanche of Castile (1188–1252), out of a convent to rule France when he led the Seventh Crusade (1248–1254). Louis’ wife, Marguerite of Provence (1221–1295), accompanied her husband and, when he was imprisoned in Egypt, took charge of the French army, briefly becoming the only woman ever to lead a crusade.
A crusading queen earned herself a reputation for piety and courage. A queen during a civil war was lucky if her reputation survived the conflict. Isabeau of Bavaria had been married for seven years to Charles VI of France (r. 1380–1422) and had borne him four children before he manifested signs of insanity. When Isabeau took over the kingdom as regent, she was repeatedly accused of adultery and mismanagement, though she was likely innocent of both.15 Similarly, Margaret of Anjou (1430–1482) had been married for eight years when her husband, Henry VI of England (r. 1421–1461, 1470–1471), fell into catatonia in 1453, one month before their only son was born. Margaret was slandered in diplomatic letters, in attempts to discredit her son’s claim to the throne.16 These accusations first appear in sources hostile to the queen’s party and were almost certainly untrue. Although the accusations of adultery brought against Cersei Lannister happen to be true, several other women are falsely accused during the series; this is meant either to punish them or to discredit their sons and husbands. Witchcraft accusations were another popular weapon used against queens. Joan of Navarre, wife to Henry IV of England (r. 1399–1413) was convicted of witchcraft in 1419 and forced to hand over most of her jointure to her stepson Henry V (r. 1413–1421) in order to fund his wars against France. There is no indication that anyone believed she was guilty and her relationship with the king remained cordial—perhaps an indication of how dependent she was on his goodwill.
Although Daenerys Targaryen rules in her own name as the Mother of Dragons, she is no less bound by social and cultural strictures—indeed, she refers to her court manners in Meereen as “floppy ears” that she must wear to preserve her position. After a traumatic miscarriage at the end of the first book and season 1, it is prophesied that Daenerys can no longer bear children. This poses an obvious problem for the inheritance of the Iron Throne. Historically, Isabella of Castile successfully used her marriage to Ferdinand of Aragon to shore up support against her uncle Enrique, who threatened to divert the succession of Castile elsewhere. But her marriage to her ambitious and frustrated husband brought her other problems, particularly when she tried to ensure that Castile would pass on to her daughter Juana after her own death. Ferdinand conspired with Juana’s husband to have her declared mad and imprisoned, so they could split the kingdom between themselves, thus countermanding Isabella’s dying wishes. Similarly, Mary I of England (r. 1553–1558), a queen in her own right, found little comfort and many problems in her marriage to Philip II of Spain a century later. Philip constantly nagged her for more power in England, while the English parliament stood firmly against allowing a Spaniard (and a Roman Catholic) to rule over it. It is therefore not too surprising that Mary’s half‐sister Elizabeth I (r. 1558–1603) refused to marry and reigned for 44 years as the Virgin Queen.
The Unmaking of Queens and Other Cautionary Tales
A queen’s position, while potentially powerful, was by no means invulnerable. Many kings found excuses to rid themselves of unwanted wives. Most infamous is Henry VIII of England (r. 1509–1547) with his six wives; but he was far from being the first. In 1483, just before he inherited the throne, Charles VIII of France (r. 1483–1498) was betrothed to Margaret of Austria (1480–1530), who was only three years old at the time. She came to the French court as a child and grew up there. In the autumn of 1491, however, Charles repudiated the betrothal and married instead Duchess Anne of Brittany (1477–1514), for blatantly political reasons. Brittany was an important strategic barrier between France and England and Charles’ marriage to Anne gave France control over its territories. When he died without an heir, his cousin, Louis XII (r. 1498–1515), inherited the throne. Although Louis was already married to his cousin Jeanne of France (1464–1505) he had the marriage annulled and wed Anne, the previous king’s queen. Like his cousin Charles, Louis also died without a male heir, but France ultimately kept Brittany.17 Meanwhile Margaret of Austria, the jilted fiancée of Charles VIII, went on to marry and be widowed twice and then vowed never to marry again. Her father, Emperor Maximilian I (r. 1486–1519), who had also been betrothed to Anne of Brittany, appointed Margaret regent of the Netherlands, thus giving her a significant political role for the rest of her life. Meanwhile Jeanne of France, the abandoned wife of Louis XII, retired to a convent and was eventually canonized. These women were given no choice in their repudiation and were forced to make the best of embarrassing and potentially damaging situations.
Though Sansa Stark begins the series as the daughter of a powerful lord betrothed to the king’s son, she loses much of her value as a potential queen after her father is executed and she becomes a hostage to the Lannisters. The alliance with the Tyrells gives King Joffrey an excuse to repudiate Sansa and take Margaery as his queen instead (while threatening to keep Sansa as an unwilling mistress).18 As discussed above, Robb Stark’s decision to break his betrothal to Lord Frey’s daughter proves equally fatal to him and to his wife in Game of Thrones. But not all changes in marriage plans were scandalous. What is not reflected in Westerosi politics is the many routine cases of betrothals cancelled or altered for a variety of normal reasons, not least because the parties involved were children. While it is a common belief that child marriage was normal in the medieval period, this is simply not true: royal and aristocratic children were often promised in marriage with the caveat that the marriage itself should not take place before they reached the age of majority.
As mentioned above, queens were sometimes accused of adultery. When these accusations were made for obviously political reasons, they were usually taken with a grain of salt. If, however, they were proven true, the results could be catastrophic. In 1314, the three daughters‐in‐law of King Philip IV “the Fair” of France (r. 1285–1314) were tried for infidelity and treason, a turn of events that destroyed the French succession and ushered in the Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453). As for the former princesses, one was exonerated—probably owing to her substantial dowry—and the other two were publicly shamed before being sentenced to lifetime imprisonment. A year later, when Philip IV’s successor, Louis X (r. 1314–1316), was unable to obtain a divorce, his unfortunate wife, Marguerite of Burgundy (1290–1315), was found mysteriously strangled in her cell. Henry VIII of England was more vicious. Anne Boleyn (1501–1536) and Katherine Howard (c. 1522–1542) were both beheaded after being convicted of adultery, though it is likely that neither was guilty. Anne Boleyn was even accused of sleeping with her brother George—one possible inspiration for the incestuous relationship between Cersei and Jaime in Game of Thrones. In A Feast for Crows and in season 5 of Game of Thrones, Cersei accuses Margaery Tyrell of adultery and incest, only to find herself implicated in the same crimes—crimes of which she is undoubtedly guilty.
Cersei’s public penance in King’s Landing, which occupies one of her two chapters in A Dance with Dragons and a substantial portion of the season 5 finale in Game of Thrones, is a conflation and exaggeration of actual medieval punishments inflicted upon women. Convicted for witchcraft in November 1441, Eleanor Cobham, duchess of Gloucester, was forced to walk through the streets of London, wearing only a simple shift and carrying a candle. Nearly 20 years earlier, Eleanor had married the duke of Gloucester after an adulterous affair. His subsequent divorce from his first wife, Jacqueline of Hainault, no doubt contributed to Eleanor’s notoriety long before her trial. Although witnesses did not hurl garbage, her penance was scandalous enough to appear in most English chronicles thereafter.19 In 1483 Richard III forced Edward IV’s favorite mistress, Jane Shore, to do a similar penance for her involvement in a treasonous plot against him. The punishment backfired, however. Instead of shaming the victim, it confirmed instead that Mistress Shore was more popular in London than Richard III.
In Game of Thrones Cersei has no such support during her public penance, as she has antagonized the citizens of King’s Landing at every opportunity. Furthermore, not only is she forced to walk all the way across the city barefoot—as both Eleanor and Mistress Shore did—she does so “clad only in gooseprickles and pride,” having been shaved and stripped beforehand.20 During her walk, she regrets her penance:
I should not have done this. I was their queen, but now they’ve seen, they’ve seen. I should never have let them see. Gowned and crowned, she was a queen. Naked, bloody, limping, she was only a woman, not so very different from their wives, more like their mothers than their pretty little maiden daughters. What have I done?21


Since Cersei, rightly or wrongly, identifies her beauty as the source of her power, she sees the ridicule and disgust of the crowd as the fulfillment of the curse of the maegi of Lannisport whom she had encountered as a child.22
In addition to the penance, the Faith Militant initially intended for Cersei to have a trial by combat. While trials by combat appear in medieval romance, they rarely if ever happened in actuality.23 In contrast, such trials in Westeros are imbued with religious significance, and their verdicts cannot be countermanded. Although Cersei appears to have set herself up for success by naming, as her champion, a monster knight raised from the dead, her son Tommen’s decision to ban trials by combat late in season 6 forces her to take more drastic measures. Through her master of whisperers Qyburn, Cersei engineers a catastrophic explosion of wildfire beneath the Sept of Baelor, killing most of the Tyrell family, her uncle Kevan, and the High Septon and prompting her own son to throw himself from a window of the Red Keep. When she is named “Queen on the Iron Throne” at the end of the season’s finale, clad as she is in a black, high‐necked gown in sharp contrast to the flowing dresses she wore earlier in the series, her hair shorn, she bears a closer resemblance—both in expression and in costume—to her late father, Lord Tywin, which suggests that her rule is likely to be as merciless as his.
Cersei’s reign may come to an end at the hand of her unknown rival, Daenerys Targaryen rather than Margaery Tyrell, whom she had suspected and tried to undermine. By the end of season 6, Daenerys has taken control of a Dothraki horde, recaptured Meereen, and set sail for Westeros at the head of an enormous fleet, ready to take the Iron Throne for herself. Margaery, unlike Cersei and Daenerys, had the support of the population in King’s Landing and the southern regions as well as a network of allies, both men and women. This is unusual. Most of the main female characters in Game of Thrones find themselves either the only woman or one of few women surrounded by men in male‐centric situations. Cersei, who views other women as competitors, prefers it this way. The women of Highgarden and Dorne represent a different kind of collaborative female power. Margaery has been well taught by her grandmother Olenna, whose nickname “Queen of Thorns” reflects both her cleverness and her ruthlessness. Similarly, the princesses and even the illegitimate royal daughters of Dorne (known as the “Sand Snakes”) take an active role in both governance and espionage, and they are given considerably more sexual freedom than their northern counterparts. In contrast, both Cersei and Daenerys suffer as a result of their isolation, as do all three women of the Stark family.
Historically, European queens were able to form networks and alliances, most frequently ones based on blood ties. Marguerite of Provence, wife of King Louis IX, had three sisters who married other European monarchs. Although their relationships were often fractious, they maintained contact with one another and held firm in their allegiance to their native Provence while their husbands squabbled.24 By the fifteenth century, however, when civil wars overtook wars of conquest, even family alliances came under tremendous strain. Within Game of Thrones, the Queen of Thorns, to avenge her lost family and destroy the Lannisters, joins forces with the Sand Snakes and their mother in Dorne, in support of Daenerys. With Yara Greyjoy and the Iron Fleet along with the levies of Dorne and Highgarden at her side, Daenerys has created a powerful alliance of women to take down Cersei Lannister, thus making it almost completely certain that she is the younger and more beautiful queen in Cersei’s prophecy.
The queens of Game of Thrones are formidable women in their own right, as were their medieval and early modern counterparts in Europe. Queenship was an unpredictable and dangerous undertaking, since the actions of a queen reflected not only upon the king, but also upon the country she adopted through marriage. It is not surprising, therefore, that one of the most popular works of Christine de Pizan’s during her lifetime and in the century following her death was an advice book addressed to queens and aristocratic ladies, instructing them on how to keep their positions. The Treasury of the City of Ladies (c. 1405) was written in the tradition of “mirrors for princes,” books intended to teach rulers how to rule. “There is no doubt,” Christine observes, “that a lady is more feared and respected and held in greater reverence when she is seen to be wise and chaste and of firm behaviour.”25 Calling on the examples of Blanche of Castile and other queens of France and addressing herself not just to queens but to women of all classes, Christine advises patience, prudence, and, above all things, discretion—advice that one might argue Margaery Tyrell follows and Cersei Lannister flouts. Where the institution of queenship is going in Westeros remains to be seen, as the Mother of Dragons can make her own rules. Queens may follow the philosophy of Septa Mordane, that “courtesy is a lady’s armor,” but it seems more likely that they will take the advice of Shakespeare’s Lady Macbeth: “Look like the innocent flower,/But be the serpent under’t.”26
Notes
1 Éowyn of Rohan and Galadriel of Lothlórien are the only significant female characters in The Lord of the Rings. Major female PoV characters in A Song of Ice and Fire are Catelyn, Sansa, and Arya Stark, Daenerys Targaryen, Cersei Lannister, and Brienne of Tarth. Minor female PoVs are (so far) Asha Greyjoy, Arianne Martell, and Melisandre of Asshai.2 Elizabeth’s mother, Jacquetta, was from the royal family of Luxembourg and had been married before to King Henry VI’s uncle. After his death, she remarried a young knight named Richard Woodville, against the king’s command.3 Richard died at the hand of rebels two years after his coronation, in the Battle of Bosworth Field, and has the dubious distinction of being the only king of England whose body wound up buried beneath a car park.4 George R. R. Martin, A Song of Ice and Fire, Book One: A Game of Thrones (New York: Bantam, 1996), 26.5 In order to preserve bloodlines and territories, royal families throughout Europe intermarried during the medieval and early modern periods. Although marriages between close relations (often within four degrees) required papal dispensation, ...
OPS/images/logo.gif
WIIL EY Blackwell





OPS/images/9781119249443.jpg
EDITED BY

BRIAN A. PAVLAC






OPS/js/kobo.js
var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}



