
Warrior queens, child kings, royal bastards, scheming uncles, feuding 
families, shifting allegiances, usurpation, decapitation, incest, toxic 
masculinity, toxic monarchy, a sprawling cast of characters, genea-
logical charts, ardent fans, a global literary event—take Shakespeare, 
add dragons, zombies, naked people, and corporate interests, take 
away the verse, and you get Game of Thrones.

Widely known for these naked people and magic dragons, the 
hit HBO series Game of Thrones, adapted from George R.R. Mar-
tin’s fantasy novels, A Song of Ice and Fire, drew its central storyline 
from historical source material in the Wars of the Roses, a bloody 
 !fteenth-century civil war among feuding noble families in England.1 
The Wars of the Roses involved the House of Lancaster (whose em-
blem was the red rose) and the House of York (the white) battling for 
the English crown amidst competing claims to the proper line of he-
reditary succession. Yorks unseated Lancasters, then were unseated 
by the upstart House of Tudor, inaugurating a period of peace and 
prosperity in England that included the reigns of Henry VIII and his 
daughter, Elizabeth I. The central parallel in A Song of Ice and Fire 
involves the Starks as the Yorks, the Lannisters as the Lancasters, and 
the Targaryens as the Tudors, as detailed in books and websites re-
counting “the history behind Game of Thrones.”2 Even the cadence of 
Martin’s title, A Song of Ice and Fire, recalls the Wars of the Roses, the 
ice pointing to the white rose, the !re to the red. In the author’s own 
words from 1998:

The Wars of the Roses have always fascinated me, and certainly 
did in"uence A Song of Ice and Fire, but there’s really no one- for-
one character-for-character correspondence. I like to use history 
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to "avor my fantasy, to add texture and versimillitude, but sim-
ply rewriting history with the names changed has no appeal for 
me. I prefer to reimagine it all, and take it in new and unexpected 
directions.3

Four hundred years before Martin gave the Tudors dragons, another 
famous writer told the story of the Wars of the Roses in a very dif-
ferent way. Written in collaboration with other authors in the early 
1590s, William Shakespeare’s dramatization of the Wars of the Roses 
comprises his “!rst tetralogy”—his !rst set of four plays that tell a 
single story (Shakespeare’s “second tetralogy” was composed later in 
the 1590s as a prequel of sorts, depicting the English history that led 
up to the Wars of the Roses).4 Martin clearly knew the Wars of the 
Roses, but was he also familiar with and in"uenced by Shakespeare’s 
plays about them?

Martin—who taught English and Journalism for three years at 
Clarke College in Dubuque, Iowa in the late 1970s5—is certainly 
 familiar with Shakespeare in general. Statements on his web-
site  include references to Julius Caesar (“Shakespeare wrote that 
Brutus was ‘the noblest Roman of them all’”), Romeo and Juliet 
(“ Shakespeare had to kill Mercutio because he was taking over 
play”), and Richard III (“Shakespeare’s Richard is a great char-
acter, even if he doesn’t have much to do with the real historical 
Richard”).6 Martin put lines from Shakespeare’s Sonnets into CBS’s 
Beauty and the Beast (1987–90), where he was a staff writer.7 His 
favorite sci-! movie is Forbidden Planet, which he notes is an adap-
tation of The Tempest.8 He quotes Julius Caesar in interviews (“The 
evil that men do lives after them; / The good is oft interrèd with their 
bones” [3.2.67–68]).9 And he cites Shakespeare when asked about 
the horrors of war:

Shakespeare refers to it, in those great scenes in Henry V, where 
King Hal is walking among the men, before the Battle of Agin-
court, and he hears the men complaining. “Well, I hope his cause 
is just, because a lot of us are going to die to make him king of 
France.”10

Martin even characterizes his very !rst publication as a shot at 
 Shakespeare: “It was Fantastic Four #17. It was a letter. It said some-
thing like, ‘Stan Lee, better than Shakespeare’.”11 In keeping with this 
comment, Martin places Shakespeare in a circle of his three greatest 
in"uences: “Maybe Stan Lee is the greatest literary in"uence on me, 
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even more than Shakespeare or Tolkien.”12 Martin even aligned his 
approach to adapting the Wars of the Roses with Shakespeare, when 
asked about his imagination:

I don’t know if I’d ever claim it’s enormously original. You look at 
Shakespeare, who borrowed all of his plots. In A Song of Ice and 
Fire, I take stuff from the Wars of the Roses and other fantasy 
things, and all these things work around in my head and somehow 
they jell into what I hope is uniquely my own.13

Shakespeare scholars such as Amy Rodgers have identi!ed allusions to 
speci!c Shakespearean moments: Robert Baratheon gored by a boar 
during a hunting accident recalls Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis; 
one of Martin’s characters saying “Heavy is the head that wears the 
crown” is almost a direct quotation of Shakespeare’s Henry IV say-
ing “Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown” (2 Henry IV, 3.1.31); 
 Martin’s Varys musing “And who would mourn poor Varys then?” is 
an ironic twist on Antony’s lamentation for Caesar, “What cause with-
holds you, then, to mourn for him?” (Julius Caesar, 3.2.95); the noble 
bastard Jon Snow parallels the Bastard in Shakespeare’s King John; 
and, according to Rodgers, “Winterfell’s set is a ringer for Macbeth’s 
stronghold in  Roman Polanski’s 1971 adaptation.”14 Fans in online 
forums have found additional connections: allusions to three Shake-
spearean tragedies (King Lear, Hamlet, and Othello) in a single chapter 
(GoT, Daenerys IX); the army of moving trees attacking Asha Grey-
joy resembling the Birnam Wood in Macbeth; the ambitious witch- 
fueled Stannis Baratheon as an echo of Macbeth; Jon Snow’s death 
and Julius Caesar’s; the Thyestean feast in Titus Andronicus and the 
Frey pies; and The Bloody Hand, a play-within-the-novel from the 
“Mercy” chapter of The Winds of Winter, which echoes Richard III and 
 Hamlet.15 Blog posts propose more parallels, including Petyr Baelish 
as Iago and  Robert Baratheon as Falstaff.16 Actors in the show have 
made analogies, as when Gwendoline Christie glossed Jaime Lannis-
ter’s road trip with Brienne: “There is this thing in Shakespeare that 
when people go into the woods, it’s often symbolic of confusion.”17 
And, shifting from speci!c allusions to thematic echoes, scholars such 
as Jessica Walker have emphasized similar ways of remembering the 
past in  Shakespeare’s !rst tetralogy and A Song of Ice and Fire:

The parallel historiographies in question include the role of Prov-
idence, which surfaces in A Song of Ice and Fire through the act of 
prophecies and portents; Fortune’s Wheel, symbolized in Martin’s 
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work through the unusual passage of seasons in his world and his 
use of rise-and-fall imagery; the related but distinct concept of 
memento mori or valar morghulis, which reminds the reader of the 
inevitability of death; and the use of proto-Gothic imagery to un-
derscore a cyclical interpretation of history, embodied here by the 
forces of ice and !re.18

Turning from texts to receptions, Dan Venning argues that the Shake-
spearean ancestry of Game of Thrones helps the show, like Shake-
speare’s plays and their afterlives, bridge highbrow and lowbrow 
culture—professional literary critics and pop-culture fans.19

For instance, the artist Mya Gosling, who draws “the world’s fore-
most (and possibly only) stick-!gure Shakespeare webcomic,” Good 
Tickle Brain, celebrated Shakespeare’s birthday in 2015 with a comic 
suggesting the only difference between Shakespeare and Game of 
Thrones is dragons (see Figure I.1).20 Fans have written Shakespeare 
and Game of Thrones mash-ups, one in 2016 imagining how showrun-
ners Benioff and Weiss would butcher Much Ado about Nothing (“Hero 
falls in love with Don John because she is a stupid young woman 
and has no foresight”).21 Perhaps the most amusing connection to 

Figure I.1  Mya Lixian Gosling, “Happy 451st Birthday, Shakespeare!” 
Good Tickle Brain (April 23, 2015), https://goodticklebrain.com/
home/2015/4/22/happy-451st-birthday-shakespeare.
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Shakespeare came in “George R.R. Martin’s Open Letter About the 
Deaths in Game of Thrones,” written in 2014 in response to online 
chatter about his habit of killing off main characters:

Allow me to pose this question to you—how many of you have 
heard of William GODDAMN Shakespeare? In case you illiter-
ate shitlords aren’t familiar, he’s the most famous, accomplished, 
well-known author in human history—and a guy who would kill 
off characters in insanely brutal ways like it was nothing ALL OF 
THE GODDAMN TIME.22

The letter continues with a series of comparisons (“Let’s just say 
MacBeth makes the Red Wedding look like a bridal shower”). The 
massive attention the letter received online forced Martin to publicly 
clarify that it wasn’t actually written by him (it was a satirical essay by 
a blogger named Andrew Bridgman).23

The missing piece in all these intersections of Shakespeare and Mar-
tin is sustained attention on the most obvious and meaningful con-
nection between the two authors: the shared source material of the 
!rst tetralogy and A Song of Ice and Fire in the Wars of the Roses. 
This book asks what someone who knows Shakespeare’s !rst tetralogy 
(as opposed to the history of the Wars of the Roses more generally) 
understands about A Song of Ice and Fire (the books) and Game of 
Thrones (the show) that someone unfamiliar with the Shakespearean 
texts might miss. In keeping with the expansive and episodic nature 
of the texts under consideration, there is not a single story told in this 
book but, rather, a series of interweaving observations. My hope is 
that, taken together, these vignettes reveal Martin’s debt to the literary 
strategies and achievements in Shakespeare’s !rst tetralogy as distinct 
from Martin’s use of the history of the Wars of the Roses as source 
material. These comparisons also illuminate how Shakespeare and 
Martin worked as authors and the conditions of literary production 
during the different eras in which they wrote. I include interviews with 
some Game of Thrones actors, and some re"ections on how Game of 
Thrones !ts into the history of Shakespearean adaptation. And in the 
end, I suggest the comparison with Shakespeare helps us understand 
how Martin changed the ending of Game of Thrones, and why fans love 
these texts so much.

Because its narrative is long and complex, Game of Thrones starts 
with a title sequence mapping out the locations of the narrative. 
I’ll follow suit here with a map of the disciplinary locations of the 
book that follows. After Chapter 1 surveys the relevant historical 
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background, Chapter 2 delivers the book’s main argument, laying out 
a case for Shakespeare’s powerful yet indirect presence in Game of 
Thrones, drawing upon the discourse on Martin’s medievalism led by 
scholars such as Shiloh Carroll and Kavita Mudan Finn. Chapter 3 
invokes Adaptation Studies to analyze Game of Thrones as what Kevin 
Wetmore and Adam Hansen call a “Shakespearean echo,” viewing 
George R.R. Martin as what Valerie M. Fazel and Louise  Geddes call 
a “Shakespeare user.” Authorship Studies inform Chapter 4 (about 
collaboration). In the !rst half of the book, Chapters 4–9 are compar-
ative, examining parallels and divergences, invoking disciplines such 
as Film and Television Studies (Chapters 3, 4, 7, and 8), Genre Studies 
(Chapters 5 and 6), Performance Studies (Chapter 9), and  Audience 
Studies (Chapter 10). The second half of the book shifts from a com-
parative to a historicist methodology, Chapters 11–19 asking how 
Martin used Shakespeare as a source, and how their different time pe-
riods in"uenced their shared tropes, motifs, devices, characters, and 
plots. These readings are interdisciplinary: Political Science informs 
Chapters 12 and 17; Sociology appears in Chapters 13, 14, and 19; and 
Gender Studies arise in Chapters 14 and 15. Theory from these disci-
plines is used to explicate our literary texts, but Chapter 12 offers an 
example of “Shakespeare for Theory” where literature is not the re-
cipient of theory in the service of exegesis but the origin of new theory 
then offered to other disciplines. The !nal third of the book also spot-
lights questions of reception. Chapter 15 looks at criticism on race and 
gender in Shakespeare and Martin’s texts, building on conversations 
begun by Carroll, Finn, Helen Young, and Mat Hardy, among others. 
Chapter 18 shows Martin cycling the various possible endings of A 
Song of Ice and Fire through Shakespeare. And Chapter 19 concludes 
the book from the vantage of Fan Studies.
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