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PREFACE: FROM PAGE TO SCREEN

by George R.R. Martin
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George R. R. Martin on the Game of Thrones set in Belfast.

David Benioff and D. B. Weiss are brave men or mad men. They’d have to be to take on a job like bringing A Game of Thrones (and the rest of my massive epic fantasy series A Song of Ice and Fire) to television.

There is no more hazardous task in Hollywood than trying to make a popular or critically acclaimed book into a television series or feature film. Hollywood Boulevard is lined with the skulls and bleached bones of all those who have tried and failed … and for every known failure, there are a hundred you have never heard of, because the adaptations were abandoned somewhere along the way, often after years of development and dozens of scripts.

Now, a story is a story is a story, but each medium has its own way of telling that story. A film, a television show, a book, a comic, each has its own strengths and weaknesses, things it does well, things it does poorly, things that it can hardly do at all. Moving from page to screen is never easy.

A novelist has techniques and devices at his command that are not available to the scriptwriter: internal dialogue, unreliable narrators, first-person and tight third-person points of view, flashbacks, expository narrative, and a host of others. As a novelist, I strive to put my readers inside the heads of my characters, make them privy to their thoughts, let them see the world through their eyes. But the camera stands outside the character, so the viewpoint is of necessity external rather than internal. Aside from voice-overs (always an intrusion, I think, a crutch at best), the scriptwriter must depend on the director and the cast to convey the depths of emotion, subtleties of thought, and contradictions of character that a novelist can simply tell the reader about in clear, straightforward prose.

There are certain practical challenges as well. A television drama has a running time of sixty minutes (for premium cable) or about forty-five minutes (for a network show). There’s more flexibility with a feature film, but even there, you had best come in around two hours. Go over three hours, and the studios are certain to start cutting. But most novels simply have too much story for these time frames. Produce a direct scene-for-scene, line-for-line adaptation, and you’ll end up with something too long for either flatscreen or Cineplex. And the problem is compounded when your source material is an epic fantasy. Lord of the Rings was broken into three volumes because the book that Tolkien delivered was three times as long as most novels published in the 1950s. And my own books, like almost all contemporary fantasies, are a deal longer than Tolkien’s.

Budget and shooting schedules also have a major impact on what can and cannot be done when moving from page to screen. It is easy for someone like me to write of a stupendous feasting hall with a hundred hearths, large enough to seat a thousand knights, each in his own heraldic finery. But pity the poor producers who have to reproduce that on screen. First, they have to build this gigantic set, with all those hearths (“Do we really need a hundred? Could we have, say, six?”). Then they have to find a thousand extras to fill those benches. Then they have to set the costume designer to work sketching out a thousand heraldic surcoats, after which they need to fit the extras and sew the costumes and ... well, you get the idea. Alternatively, the producers can try to do it all with CGI. A wonderful resource, CGI, but that’s costly and time-consuming as well. And the budget is the budget, whether it is one million dollars or one hundred million.
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“You’re mad,” I told them. “It’s too big.
It’s too complicated. It’s too expensive.”
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Over the course of my career, I’ve worked both sides of the great divide between page and screen. When I first broke into print in the early 1970s, it was as a novelist and short story writer, working exclusively with prose. By the 1980s, some producers and studios had noticed me, and I had my first experiences with my work being optioned, adapted, and (in a couple of cases) even filmed. I started writing scripts myself in the middle of that decade, initially for the CBS revival of The Twilight Zone, and I found myself adapting stories by other writers. I went on to work for three years as a writer/producer on the television series Beauty and the Beast, and then for five years in development (more commonly known as “development hell”), writing television pilots and feature films, most of which were never made.

All told, I spent the best part of a decade in Hollywood. I think I did some good work, but coming from the world of prose, as I did, I was constantly smashing up against the walls of what was possible in film and television. “George, this is great,” the studio would say, whenever I turned in the first draft of a new script, “but it would cost five times our budget to shoot what’s on the page. You need to lose ten pages … cut twelve characters … turn this huge battle scene into a duel … get down from twelve matte paintings to two.…” Et cetera.

And I would. That was the job. But I always preferred those early, unproduceable first drafts of mine to the final shooting scripts, and after ten years in the industry, I was tired of reining myself in. It was that, as much as anything else, that led me to return to prose, my first love, in the 1990s. The result was A Game of Thrones and its sequels (five books published to date, two more planned and on the way). I had spent years pitching, writing, and developing concepts for television, all eminently doable for TV budgets. Now I wanted to put all that behind me, to pull out all the stops. Huge castles, vast dramatic landscapes, deserts and mountains and swamps, dragons, direwolves, gigantic battles with thousands to a side, glittering armor, gorgeous heraldry, swordfights and tournaments, characters who were complicated, conflicted, flawed, a whole imaginary world and a cast of thousands. Absolutely unfilmable, of course. No studio or network would ever touch a story like this, I knew. These would be good books, maybe great books, but that was all they’d ever be. (Ah, the irony …)

It was about the time A Clash of Kings was published that we first began to hear from producers and screenwriters interested in optioning the series (Clash was the second volume but the first to hit the bestseller lists). I was skeptical. My agents and I fielded a few phone calls, took a few meetings, listened to the proposals … but I remained dubious. They were all talking about doing A Song of Ice and Fire—all of it, all seven books, including the ones I had not written yet—as a feature film. No doubt they were inspired by the huge success of Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings films and hoped to duplicate that. I had been inspired by Jackson’s work as well, but I knew the same approach would never work for my own fantasies. My series was too big, too complex. Just one of my volumes was as long as all three of Professor Tolkien’s. It took three films to do justice to the Lord of the Rings. It would take twenty to do A Song of Ice and Fire, and there wasn’t a studio in the world mad enough to commit to that.

Still, the conversations did get me thinking about how my story could possibly be brought from page to screen. Television was the only way to go, I realized. Not a network series; that would never fly. Network budgets were simply not high enough, and their censors would choke on all the sex and violence in the novels. At best you’d get bowdlerized versions, weak tea instead of strong mead. A long miniseries might work, something on the order of Roots or Shogun, but the networks weren’t making those kinds of epic minis anymore.

It would have to be HBO, I decided. The people who’d made The Sopranos, Deadwood, Rome. No one else even came close when it came to producing quality, adult television. But it couldn’t be as a movie-for-television or even a miniseries. It would have to be a full-on series, with an entire season devoted to each novel. The only problem was, HBO had never done fantasy nor shown any interest in the genre. It would never happen.

And then I met David Benioff and Dan Weiss, at a lunch set up by my agent Vince Gerardis at the Palm in Los Angeles. It started as a lunch and ended after dinner, and it turned out that David and Dan had the same dream I did, of doing A Song of Ice and Fire as a series on HBO. “You’re mad,” I told them. “It’s too big. It’s too complicated. It’s too expensive. HBO doesn’t do fantasy.”

The two madmen were undeterred. They loved the story and were convinced that they could bring it to the screen. So I let them try.

Best call I ever made.

As I write, the first season of Game of Thrones has come and gone, to great popular and critical acclaim, including Emmy® and Golden Globe® nominations, and wins for Peter Dinklage for his performance as Tyrion Lannister. Writers, producers, directors, costumers, special effects designers, stuntmen, and many more have been recognized for their outstanding work by their peers. Filming on the second season has been completed, and the new episodes are now in post. And the series and the books alike have become a part of our cultural zeitgeist, with references and tips of the hat from other shows as diverse as The Simpsons, The Big Bang Theory, Parks and Recreation, Castle, and Chuck.

No one is more pleased or astonished than I am. Pretty damn good for a story that I was once convinced could never make that jump from page to screen.

How did they do it, you ask?

Bryan Cogman has been part of this journey from the very beginning. He was the first person David and Dan hired when they got the green light, and he’s lived most of the last few years in Westeros. I’ll let him tell you.

Like David and Dan, he knew this job was dangerous when he took it.


—George R. R. Martin

Santa Fe, New Mexico
January 27, 2012




FOREWORD


Seven Questions with David Benioff & D. B. Weiss

As executive producers and head writers, David Benioff and D. B. (Dan) Weiss share the helm on Game of Thrones. They became friends some sixteen years ago when they met while studying Irish literature at Trinity College in Dublin. In the years that followed, they each achieved success as novelists and feature-film screenwriters, but they hadn’t found a good project to collaborate on until they came across George R. R. Martin’s epic fantasy saga A Song of Ice and Fire.
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D. B. Weiss and David Benioff.

BRYAN COGMAN: What was your first encounter with George R. R. Martin’s books?

D. B. WEISS: I first encountered the books as a truly massive stack of paper sitting on the floor beside David’s front door. They literally looked like a doorstop.

DAVID BENIOFF: In January 2006, I spoke on the phone with a literary agent who told me about some of the books he represented. One, in particular, sounded interesting: A Game of Thrones by George R. R. Martin. I’ll confess that I hadn’t heard of the book, or of George, before this phone call. I had been a massive fan of fantasy fiction when I was younger, particularly high fantasy, but after reading one Tolkien rip-off too many, I lost my taste for it. Still, hearing about the novel intrigued me, so I said I’d be curious to read the book. A few days later a package arrived at my doorstep. A heavy package, containing the first four books of A Song of Ice and Fire, more than four thousand pages in total, each sporting traditional high fantasy covers— bearded men wielding swords, distant castles, sexy sorceresses with impressive cleavage. I thought, “Well, this looks like your standard sort of thing.” Within a few pages I knew I was wrong. After Jaime Lannister pushed Bran Stark from a high window, I was addicted. A couple of hundred pages later, I called Dan, one of my oldest friends and someone I knew was once as obsessed with fantasy as I had been. Both of us had been proud dungeon masters in our respective Dungeons and Dragons games. Okay, maybe “proud” is too strong a word. Maybe we didn’t exactly brag about those D&D games at high school parties. But still.

D. B. WEISS: He asked me to check out A Game of Thrones to make sure he wasn’t crazy. I checked it out, had a similar “holy shit” reaction to Bran going out the window, and three days later I’d read nine hundred pages. I hadn’t read a book that way since I was twelve. It was a powerful reading experience. Compulsive. Propulsive.

DAVID BENIOFF: Convulsive.

D. B. WEISS: At times.

BRYAN COGMAN: What made you want to adapt the material, and why did you do so for HBO television as opposed to a feature film?

DAVID BENIOFF: You don’t enter into any adaptation process lightly. In the case of Game of Thrones, we’ve dedicated six years of our lives to the show. We did it for a simple reason that will be familiar to George’s readers: We fell in love with the books. We fell in love with the world he created, with the sprawl of Westeros and Essos. We fell in love with the characters, hundreds of them, the good as well as the bad, with the Starks and the Lannisters and the Targaryens and the Greyjoys. We fell in love with the brutality of the narrative: No one is ever safe. Good does not triumph over evil. Awful people have sympathetic traits and lovable people have loathsome traits.

D. B. WEISS: If a large part of your livelihood is adapting source material for the screen, you’re always on the lookout for deep characters, a beautifully crafted and compelling story, passion, violence, intrigue, humanity, and all the ambiguities that come with a fully realized world … and you never find them all in the same place. Except we did. It was exhilarating and terrifying.

DAVID BENIOFF: And all of the things we loved made it impossible to consider the books as source material for feature films. First off, compressing each book into a two-hour movie would mean discarding dozens of subplots and scores of characters. Second, a fantasy movie of this scope, financed by a major studio, would almost certainly need a PG-13 rating. That means no sex, no blood, no profanity. Fuck that.

BRYAN COGMAN: Describe some of the challenges of adapting such a sprawling narrative, with so many characters and plot threads.

D. B. WEISS: The question answers itself: there is a lot in there. George hasn’t just told a story—he’s built a world. Ten hours is a fair amount of time to tell a story, but to establish a world, you have to be efficient or risk losing things you love. In the first season, I’d say we managed to keep almost everything we really loved. Going forward, alas, there will have to be some sacrifices or compressions—otherwise we’d need thirty episodes per season, and our casting budget would sink the ship. But the aim will always be to preserve the spirit of the series—to make a show that makes viewers feel the way the books made us feel when we first read them … and reread them, and re-reread them.

BRYAN COGMAN: Which scenes or particular lines of dialogue are you most proud of writing?

DAVID BENIOFF: The bit where Syrio tells Arya about his beliefs: “There is only one god. His name is Death. And there is only one thing to say to Death. Not today.”

That scene [from Episode 106] perfectly showcases the collaborative process on Game of Thrones. George, of course, invented both Arya and Syrio. We originally didn’t plan to have this particular Arya-Syrio scene in the episode, but [Episode 106 cowriter] Jane Espenson convinced us it was a good idea. Dan took Jane’s original scene and reconfigured it. I came up with those lines about Death. Miltos Yerolemou [who played Syrio] took some dialogue that could have sounded portentous or pretentious, or portentously pretentious, and delivered it just so. And Dan Minahan directed a perfect little scene.

D. B. WEISS: They’re pretty simple, but the lines I’m most proud of are probably in the scene between Robert and Cersei [in Episode 105], when they’re having a rare moment of clarity about their toxic swamp of a marriage. Cersei asks Robert if there was ever a chance for them to be happy together, and Robert tells her the truth: “No.” Then he asks her, “Does that make you feel better or worse?” And she tells him, “It doesn’t make me feel anything.”

It doesn’t look like much on the page, really. So let me amend the question to “What are the lines you’re most proud of having actors deliver with devastating effectiveness?”

DAVID BENIOFF: You, sir, are mistaken. The best line you wrote has to be when Sam says, “I always wanted to be a wizard.”

BRYAN COGMAN: Which of the story’s many themes resonate most with you?

DAVID BENIOFF: In the real world, terrible shit happens to good people and duplicitous assholes often enjoy tremendous success. So how come in fantasy worlds good always triumphs and evil suffers resounding defeat? It sounds odd to say about a story featuring dragons and ice demons and silver-haired princesses, but George brought a measure of harsh realism to high fantasy. He introduced gray tones into a black-and-white universe.

D. B. WEISS: I always thought of it as a story about power, first and foremost. Who wants it, why they want it, how they get it, what they do with it, what it costs them and their families. It’s a theme that swirls through many great epic stories, from The Iliad to The Godfather to Lord of the Rings. And in that vein, it’s also a story about the ways the personal becomes the political, the way individual loves and lusts and hates and regrets can have repercussions that stretch far beyond the people they affect immediately.

BRYAN COGMAN: Why was Northern Ireland the ultimate choice for the bulk of the shoot and the Game of Thrones base of operations?

DAVID BENIOFF: A number of reasons: Northern Ireland offers a broad array of diverse locations within a short drive. Windswept hilltops, stony beaches, lush meadows, high cliffs, bucolic streams—we can shoot a day at any of these places and still sleep that night in Belfast. And Belfast is a wonderful base, a small city where we’ve felt at home right from the beginning. Our local crew is stocked with remarkably passionate, talented folks. Unlike some places where big productions are commonplace, like Hollywood or London, we still feel a sense of excitement from the community that we’ve chosen Belfast as the show’s hub.

BRYAN COGMAN: Finally, at what point did you realize [former assistant, now story editor] Bryan Cogman was the key to the success of this thing?

D. B. WEISS: Sadly, it was moments after we fired him and sold his baby to the circus.

DAVID BENIOFF: He constantly threatened to quit our show and work on Camelot. True story.
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[image: initial cap]he seed (for the Wall) was planted ten years before I started writing the books, when I visited the UK for the first time and went to Hadrian’s Wall. The sun was going down, and I stood on top of the wall, looking north. It was autumn, a chilly day. The wind was blowing, and it awoke something in me.


I tried to imagine what it would be like to be a Roman legionary stationed on that wall, someone from Italy or Africa; they had soldiers from all over the world at that point. You’re standing there, essentially at the end of the world, and you could see hills and forests beyond. What enemy is going to come out of those woods? What is going to emerge and attack you from beyond the wall? It was a really profound moment, and it touched something in my imagination. There was a story there. Of course, on Hadrian’s Wall, what would have emerged from those woods would be Scotsmen! I had to do better than a Scotsman. And fantasy is inevitably bigger, so I knew the Wall had to be bigger.


—GEORGE R. R. MARTIN

(executive producer, author of A Song of Ice and Fire)
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The rangers venture north.
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The Wall.
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The Haunted Forest, where wildlings and worse dwell.

 

WHITE WALKERS

A BRIEF HISTORY
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“Oh, my sweet summer child, what do you know about fear? Fear is for the winter, when the snows fall a hundred feet deep. Fear is for the Long Night … when the White Walkers move through the woods.”

—Old Nan
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Thousands of years ago, according to legend, a brutal winter and a horrific darkness engulfed the whole of Westeros. This darkness—known as the Long Night—lasted a generation. It was the time of the White Walkers, demonic creatures born from the icy wastelands of the far North.
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