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Dearest reader,

First, a warning. This book is filled from front to back with spoilers for the entirety of Game of Thrones. So if you are a super-new fan who hasn’t yet seen the whole show and wants to experience it fresh, please gently place a bookmark at this page and return to it only once you’ve finished the series.

My hope is that you are standing in a bookstore or library or even your own home, drawn to the page you are reading right now because you, like so many millions around the world, love Game of Thrones. Whether you read George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire (ASOIAF) series starting in 1996 or binged the first seven seasons last year and then tuned in to HBO for the big finale, I am grateful you have found yourself here, reading my book.

I first learned about Martin’s work in 2011, along with much of the world, because of HBO’s adaptation. From the first episode, I could tell this was something I would love. Kingdoms! Outcasts! Boromir! Wolf puppies! Sex! It was all I needed.

I also realized I needed to read the books upon which this show was based. As an avid Harry Potter fan, I knew the vast differences between a visual adaptation and a novel was treacherous territory for me. But if I loved what I saw on the screen, the odds were high I would love the source material even more.

I purchased slightly worn copies of the four ASOIAF books that were then available. I devoured the first chapters of A Game of Thrones, and instantly knew I was holding something special in my hands. Soon I became that inconsiderate, reckless brand of New Yorker who walked down sidewalks while reading a book, nearly stepping into intersections or brushing shoulders roughly with strangers as I scanned the pages.

I bought the massive hardcover copy of A Dance with Dragons as soon as it was available. Toting that beast around the subways along with my textbooks was no easy feat, but I couldn’t contain my reading to the apartment.

At the same time I was falling in love with Daenerys Targaryen and Jon Snow and Arya Stark, I was introduced to Reddit. “The front page of the internet!” they called it. At first I just called it “a cesspool of misogyny,” but soon saw the value beneath the loud hordes on the main page’s threads. I learned how there was a subreddit, or subcommunity, for nearly every interest or hobby one could possibly have. Naturally, there was one for A Song of Ice and Fire. That little page, /r/asoiaf, soon became my addiction. I read every discussion thread, awed by the little details and foreshadowings I had failed to notice as I sped through the novels on my first time.

It was among those unfurled conversation chains that I first learned about “R + L = J”—the theory about Jon Snow’s parentage so popular and perfect it was effectively treated as fact. It was also there that I learned my first big lesson in navigating the internet for spoilers. At the time, discussion posts on /r/asoiaf had to be marked with the acronym of the book you wanted to discuss, so people would know to avoid threads about books they hadn’t yet finished. I was pretty far along in A Storm of Swords when I stumbled upon a thread titled something like “[ASOS] A question about Roose Bolton.” Well, I had my own questions about Roose Bolton. Maybe this would help. I clicked on the post, despite having not yet finished the book. The thread opened, and the first line was basically “So when Roose Bolton stabbed Robb Stark in the heart and betrayed the Northern army…”

I actually screamed. You think watching the Red Wedding was bad? Or reading it in A Storm of Swords as Martin masterfully builds up to the horrible scene? That was nothing compared to the pit in my stomach as I realized I had just spoiled for myself one of the biggest shocks of the series. But this was the first of my many forays into the spoiler-filled world of both A Song of Ice and Fire and the Game of Thrones fandom. My obsession with the books, and by proxy the show, knew no bounds.

In January 2014, I graduated from Hunter College and quickly registered at a temp agency. They placed me at a digital media company called Business Insider to fill in as an administrative assistant.

I soon made myself a valuable part of the growing team. My days were spent stocking the kitchen with snacks and seltzer and setting up Mac Mini computers for new hires, all while I observed the hustle of a newsroom. The temp job became permanent, and for the first time in my life I was introduced to a behind-the-scenes understanding of journalism and digital media and online content creation. One day, when I was adding sodas to the kitchen fridge and chatting with an editor about the coming weekend, Game of Thrones came up. We started swapping opinions on the show, and how it differed from the books. He was confused and surprised by how much I knew about, well, everything to do with Martin’s world of characters and HBO’s adaptation.

“If you ever want to write something for Business Insider about the show, let me know,” he said.

And my whole life changed.

In my spare time outside of office assistant duties, I began writing articles about Martin’s plans for the book series or ways HBO’s adaptation had changed up characters or roles or hinted at important prophecies and twists. The company grew, and new teams were created. As the person responsible for setting up all new hires’ computers and restocking the kitchen, I knew anyone and everyone at the company and what job openings were being posted.

When I read the description for a new entry-level reporter role on the “Culture” team, I applied for the job. Within three months, I was officially a full-time reporter for the company, covering not just Game of Thrones but other internet culture trends and entertainment news.

Now Los Angeles is home, and I’ve found myself guesting on podcasts and participating in events like Con of Thrones and often in a daze of writing anything and everything Game of Thrones related. I inadvertently started down a new path on the day I watched that pilot episode, even if it took years for that change to manifest itself.

And I know I’m not alone. This show changed thousands of lives, bringing love and jobs and friends and joy to so many incredible fans around the world. This book is here to help give back a little piece of the joy and celebrations the fandom has brought to my life. Can the lasting impact of a cultural behemoth like Game of Thrones be understood within the immediate minutes, hours, days, or even months after that final episode aired? As Tyrion Lannister wisely tells Jon Snow in the series finale, “Ask me again in ten years.” Maybe then I’ll have the best words to describe how much this roller coaster of a show has meant to my life.

For now, come along with me in an exploration of how Game of Thrones was created, how it changed pop culture, and the deeper meanings contained within some of the most magnificent hours of storytelling ever seen on television.

—Kim Renfro, INSIDER entertainment correspondent
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On the night of June 2, 2013, a chasm of pain and misery materialized in front of an unsuspecting television audience. Millions of Game of Thrones fans had spent more than two years obsessing over the grim politics of Westeros and falling in love with knights and lords and ladies and outcasts alike. They hadn’t noticed HBO was barreling them toward a cliff’s edge the whole time, like lambs to the slaughter. But the rest of us knew, and sat back, popcorn in hand and camera phones out, to watch the blood spill and the tears flow.

“Red Wedding” is such an innocuous phrase. It means nothing. But now it means everything to Game of Thrones fans. Ever since that fated night, this pair of words has taken on a cultural weight almost no other television show in history can lift. Author George R. R. Martin had changed fantasy storytelling long before he turned his story over to David Benioff and D. B. Weiss so they could change television. But on that June night, the entire world was finally fully clued-in on the mastery that is Game of Thrones. The invisible rift that had sat between the book-readers and show-watchers was stitched back together.

From then on, we entered a new phase of pop culture. There was everything before the Red Wedding, and then everything after. There was a past when Game of Thrones might have been lost in the shuffle of prestige television’s heyday, and the future where HBO’s big risk on a fantasy series would be remembered as one of the greatest decisions ever made in Hollywood.

The novels in Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire (ASOIAF) series were already topping bestseller charts before Game of Thrones came along. But tens of millions more people would not have known the stories of Daenerys Targaryen, the Unburnt and Mother of Dragons, or of Jon Snow, the secret Targaryen prince kept hidden in plain sight, if it weren’t for David Benioff and D. B. Weiss. Those fans wouldn’t have shed tears over the execution of Lord Eddard Stark, nor sat, mouths agape, as they realized his son and wife, Robb and Catelyn, were doomed as well.

When HBO announced the episode titles for the third Game of Thrones season, Martin’s longtime readers knew at once what was coming. The ninth episode was called “The Rains of Castamere,” the name of the infamously ominous Lannister song. The lyrics of “The Rains of Castamere” tell the story of Lord Tywin crushing a lesser house beneath his heel when they dared challenge the Lannisters of Casterly Rock. In both the books and the show’s version of events, Catelyn Stark only realizes the festivities of her brother’s wedding are about to take a perilous turn when the Freys’ hired musicians begin playing “The Rains of Castamere,” signaling Tywin’s machinations even though he was nowhere near the castle.

Knowing what was coming for the show-only fans, ASOIAF readers banded together, both online and in the real world. They were determined to let the show’s audience experience the horror of the Red Wedding in the same way they had in the books: shocked, angry, heartbroken, and going from heartily invested in the young King in the North to freshly grieving for Robb and Catelyn and what felt like the entire House Stark cause.

Book-readers went through this gauntlet of grief with Martin’s third novel, A Storm of Swords, when it was first published in 2000. Ask anyone about the experience of reading Catelyn Stark’s point-of-view chapter, starting with the drums pounding, pounding, pounding, and they’ll feel a sick churning in their stomachs. They’ll tell you about throwing the book across the room in anger, or gasping so loud they startled their sleeping cat.

Only the most astute of readers would have seen the Red Wedding coming. No other book series had begun its run with the surprise execution of its presumed protagonist, only to carry forward with a new hero, that former protagonist’s son, and then give him the axe, too. What kind of sadism was this? What twisted sense of justice? What self-sabotaging writer would do such a thing?

This is Martin’s genius. Many of his characters are gray, and their prospects are bleak. Heroic characters die not in glory but in cold blood at a dinner table and all because of very human missteps. The heart and truth and valor lurking within them is captivating. Losing Ned Stark hurt. Losing Robb and Catelyn hurt more, because they represented our best hope for vengeance. Martin knew the moment he planned out Ned’s death that his son would have to follow, but the story was carefully built to lull us into a sense of security before he pulled the rug out.

The signs were all there with Robb’s series of mistakes and misfortunes, but audiences and readers alike were duped by the tropes of fantasy we thought the story would follow. Martin’s devoted book-readers had taken extra care over the previous three years not to spoil the coming shock. “Red Wedding” wasn’t even typed out in full on fan discussion forums like Westeros.org and Reddit; it was shortened to “RW.” Some news outlets picked up on the fact that something bad was about to happen, but it was anybody’s guess as to what new devastation was on its way.

Benioff and Weiss had been purposefully building toward this moment in the series from the start. Like the rest of us, they were hooked on Martin’s writing from the moment Jaime Lannister pushed little Bran Stark out a window. But they knew if they could sell Game of Thrones, and convince HBO to renew the series for at least three seasons, they would make it to the Red Wedding and everything would change. If they could get there, they knew they’d have the world convinced that A Song of Ice and Fire was the greatest story ever told.

“When we read the books, we knew we just wanted to get to this scene and do this holy-shit moment justice, that throw-the-book-across-the-room moment,” Weiss said at a 2016 San Diego Comic-Con panel.

With a few loaded crossbows, a few more daggers, and a twist to the heart, “The Rains of Castamere” brought together two factions of the fandom. Book-readers prepared for the aftermath of millions of people around the world finding out Robb, Catelyn, Grey Wind, and the entirety of the Stark army was obliterated. The people in the know were ready to be a shoulder to cry on, but first they would have a bit of fun with their show-only comrades.

Within hours of the silent credits rolling on the episode, videos began circulating online showing people, in real time, watching the Red Wedding unfold. Some crafty readers, simmering with anticipation of the shared grief and horror, took out their cell phones and recorded the trauma washing over their loved ones like so many shocks of cold water. In one such video, a shirtless man lays on a beige carpet. He rolls over onto his back and looks into the camera, his expression both accusatory and impressed.

“You guys knew about this?” he says, his voice cracking with what could be either high-pitched emotion or the sound of a person’s reality collapsing in on itself.

This clip was shown during an episode of Conan on June 5, when Conan O’Brien welcomed guest of honor George R. R. Martin. He sat the author down and had him watch a compilation of Game of Thrones fans reacting to “The Rains of Castamere.”

“The episode on Sunday melted people’s minds,” O’Brien said. “My eyeballs melted out of my head. The reaction was stunning. And I was thinking, ‘What is it about this show Game of Thrones?’ And I realized you get us to really care about characters, love them, think that they’re central to everything, and then you kill them! You sick bastard.”

Martin sat wearing his signature cap with a turtle pin, a symbol of the little dime store turtles he had as a boy, kept in a terrarium with a miniature castle. The small creatures died often, as was their lot, and so Martin would dream up stories of wars and royal family infighting to explain the turtles’ high mortality rate. Decades later, faced with the kind of success no author dares to imagine, Martin sat beside Conan O’Brien as a guest of honor, hands folded across his stomach and chuckling at the late-night host’s indignation.

Despite the humor embedded in Martin’s major television appearance, the author talked at length about the emotional challenge of writing the Red Wedding. “I’ve gotten a lot of mail from readers, many of them saying it was brilliant, but others saying they couldn’t read past that, and they were giving up on my book, it was too painful,” Martin told a fan during an Entertainment Weekly Q&A in 2007. “But it’s supposed to be painful. It was painful to write, it should be painful to read, it should be a scene that rips your heart out, and fills you with terror and grief. That’s what I’m striving for.”

We may laugh now at the “Red Wedding reaction” compilation videos, showing women with their hands over their mouths, curled up unsuspectingly on couches and beds, but the dreadfulness of it is always there. The terror and grief live in our bones. It was a betrayal not just from Walder Frey, but from Martin himself.

The Red Wedding was a thousand thousand times worse than Albus Dumbledore getting blasted off the top of that tower. More gutting than Gandalf letting go of that ledge, disappearing into the abyss below. More horrifying than Dexter finding Rita in that bathtub of blood. More stunning than Omar Little dropping to the floor of that convenience store. And yes, the Red Wedding was more shocking than anything else that would happen on Game of Thrones. Even the execution of poor, dead Ned.

The horror didn’t just come from Benioff and Weiss’s bold choice of starting off the massacre with the stabbing of an unborn child in its mother’s womb (a specific slice of brutality not found in Martin’s novels), but from the nonstop slaughter that followed. This wasn’t a fight. Not even a bit of fisticuffs. Just death, death, death. And then a quick break as we see Arya. Oh, right—she’s watching Grey Wind die. And back to death. It was a massacre of unparalleled proportions, a scene so laden with emotions that we didn’t even need a somber background score. As the credits rolled, the audience was left sitting in silent contemplation of how pointless this all really was.

Of course, what goes down must come up. That’s how Game of Thrones works, even if the peaks were hard to see while we were laid so low in the valleys. It took four years, but our thirst for vengeance was quenched when Arya returned to that wicked castle and sliced open Walder Frey’s throat. Our hearts soared when Jon Snow stood with a tentative pride before the lords of the North as they hailed him as their king, just as his brother (er, “brother”) had done.

As the series marched toward its end, a truth became clear. Game of Thrones was the last show of its kind. For decades, before VCRs and then DVR and then on-demand and then streaming, appointment-viewing television was how the world consumed shows. But by the time the final episodes of Game of Thrones were set to air, no other show could command a live audience of tens of millions of people. Instead, for most other programs, people watched at their own pace. Sometimes live, other weeks they’d catch it a few hours later, or maybe the next morning or on Thursday when they had a free night. They’d binge old seasons of series on Netflix or HBO Now or Hulu. But not Game of Thrones.

By the end of its run on HBO, Game of Thrones was the Super Bowl of scripted television. It wasn’t just TV—it was a worldwide event happening live in your living room every Sunday for more than a month. Sure, you could opt out of watching. But if you went that route you were sure to wake up the next morning to an onslaught of spoilers. There was no avoiding the tidal wave of conversations, both on- and offline, about the events of the episode. You had to sit down and watch Game of Thrones at 9 p.m. ET on HBO, or else suffer at the hands of the zeitgeist. No other television show was achieving that kind of public fervor in 2019.

To know how that rabid fandom evolved, we have to travel further back in time before the Red Wedding broke hearts on that spring evening. We must go back to the days when the Mother of Dragons and King in the North and grumpkins and snarks were just an inkling of an idea in one man’s mind.
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When George R. R. Martin set out to write A Song of Ice and Fire, he likely knew full well the thousands of pages of material would be unadaptable for television. In fact, he’s often said he designed them that way.

Martin spent almost a decade working in television in the eighties and early nineties, cranking out pilot scripts and helping adapt other people’s written works for the small screen, including a revamp of Beauty and the Beast and episodes of The Twilight Zone, both on CBS. But Martin’s overactive imagination steered his TV writing into territory that simply wasn’t feasible for a cable network budget. He was over it.

“There were constant limitations,” Martin said in a 2014 interview with Rolling Stone’s Mikal Gilmore. “It wore me down. There were battles over censorship, how sexual things could be, whether a scene was too ‘politically charged,’ how violent things could be.”

He recalled a fight over the violence he was writing into an episode of Beauty and the Beast. “The Beast killed people. That was the point of the character. He was a beast,” Martin said. “But CBS didn’t want blood, or for the beast to kill people.… It was ludicrous. The character had to remain likable.”

Martin began his professional writing career in the 1970s with published science-fiction short stories and eventually published his first novel, Dying of the Light, in 1977. By the early 1990s, after his stint in TV writing with a sprinkling of sci-fi/horror novel writing on the side, Martin decided to return to writing fantasy books, where there would be no cap on the magical creatures, epic battles, or nuanced internal narration of the characters he was dreaming up. One day a scene came into his head, fully formed: a young boy on his pony, watching an execution before he and his brothers would find direwolf pups in the snow.

And so Martin crafted a new world, his own world. One unrestrained by budgets or extras or the notion that high fantasy was a niche market. His world was a medievalesque planet where seasons lasted for years and stories of heroes and magical beings fell to mythology. A world where an exiled teenager hatched dragon eggs with blood magic across the sea from an unstable kingdom too distracted by political squabbling to notice a coming threat looming beyond an immense wall made of mystical ice. Martin conjured up knights with intricate heralds marching into bloody battles fought in the shadows of looming castles. His was a world of ice and fire, of beauty and fantastical terrors.
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In 1993, Martin sent an outline and the first thirteen chapters of a new book idea to one of his literary agents, Ralph Vicinanza. Photos of the three-page letter were photographed and tweeted out by a UK bookseller in 2015. The tweet has since been deleted, but the letter outline remains famous among die-hard fans of Martin’s work.

“Here are the first thirteen chapters (170 pages) of the high fantasy novel I promised you, which I’m calling A Game of Thrones,” Martin wrote in the letter. “When completed, this will be the first volume in what I see as an epic trilogy with the overall title, A Song of Ice and Fire.”

His letter promised a rotating cast of characters, many of whom would die. From this letter, the very start, Martin knew he wanted us to feel as if every character was at risk of dying in any given chapter.

“Even the characters who seem to be the heroes,” Martin wrote. “The suspense always ratchets up a notch when you know that any character can die at any time.”

When it comes to the origins of HBO’s adaptation and the elements at play that led to Martin signing over the rights to his story, it’s essential to start with exploring how Martin’s initial seedlings of ideas changed significantly in the thirteen years following this pitch. As he began writing this seemingly unfilmable series, Martin’s imagination quickly outdid itself, and the planned story started branching out in ways he at first did not expect.

Three years after the initial trilogy outline was laid out in the letter to Vicinanza, Martin changed his mind and decided he’d write two trilogies. The six books would be separated by a five-year gap of time passing between each trilogy (in order to give the younger cast of characters time to age up).

A Clash of Kings followed A Game of Thrones in 1998 and was the first of the series to appear on the New York Times bestseller list. The third volume, A Storm of Swords, was published several months behind schedule, in 2000. It was even more popular than its predecessors.

The second trilogy was initially scheduled to launch in 2002, but Martin ran into unexpected issues with his blossoming storylines and unwieldy page counts. Publishers had asked him to keep the next volume under 1,200 pages, but the working text was already longer than the previous book.

He wound up abandoning the five-year jump, and also took a friend’s advice and divided the plotlines of the fourth novel into two separate books whose chapters would take place at approximately the same time. This meant that the fourth book, A Feast for Crows, featured the plotlines of characters like Brienne of Tarth and Cersei Lannister but contained no new chapters showcasing fan favorites such as Tyrion Lannister, Jon Snow, or Daenerys Targaryen.

A Feast for Crows debuted in June 2005 and was an instant bestseller. But despite its immediate sales success, the volume is often lamented among people as the worst of Martin’s published series. This is likely because of the long delay in publishing combined with the perceived “missing” storylines of beloved characters.

The book came with a caveat, published at the end of its final chapter, saying the fifth volume would likely arrive by the end of 2006. Also, the new plan was now for a total of seven books in the series.

“Tyrion, Jon, Dany, Stannis and Melisandre, Davos Seaworth, and all the rest of the characters you love or love to hate will be along next year (I devoutly hope) in A Dance with Dragons,” Martin wrote in early summer 2005 in an afterword published in all copies of A Feast for Crows.

As you can already tell, the landscape of A Song of Ice and Fire was in a near constant state of flux—even before the idea of a TV show was introduced.

As Martin had been plodding along with A Song of Ice and Fire in the nineties, he signed a deal with a management company called Created By, helmed by Vicinanza and a man named Vince Gerardis. Vicinanza was Martin’s literary agent in charge of handling all the foreign-rights deals for his books going back almost twenty years. But now Vicinanza would work with Gerardis specifically to get clients’ science-fiction and fantasy works turned into movies and TV shows.

And so word was spread about the potential opportunity for A Song of Ice and Fire to be optioned by a lucky producer or screenwriter. As Martin revealed in Inside Game of Thrones, a book about the HBO series by Bryan Cogman, calls were coming in from interested parties by the time A Clash of Kings was published in 1998.

Most of the people approaching Martin and the Created By team were eyeing A Song of Ice and Fire for a set of feature films. None of the meetings had Martin convinced, though. He privately told Gerardis that he thought HBO was the only potential home for the series, but that he didn’t have the time to write the scripts (though he did have the résumé to pull it off himself).

A Song of Ice and Fire began steadily picking up notoriety as the novels won literary awards and climbed the bestseller charts, and more inquiries about optioning the rights to the story started streaming in. This was helped by the fact that several major advancements had been made in special effects and computer-generated imagery (CGI) since Martin first began penning the saga that made filming the “unfilmable” possible.

The first of Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings film trilogy premiered in 2001 to resounding praise from critics and moviegoers alike, and showed what was possible in fantasy storytelling. Suddenly producers and executives realized there was an untapped market for epic fantasy series outside the scope of normal serialized television.

As the Lord of the Rings films continued making waves in Hollywood, scooping up Academy Awards in record-breaking fashion, people continued to approach Martin with proposals for movies based on A Song of Ice and Fire. Martin turned them all away, knowing he didn’t want to cut corners if his epic universe was ever going to make it onto a screen.

Then Gerardis found David Benioff. Though how exactly Gerardis came across the then thirty-five-year-old author and screenwriter is still a small mystery, we do know Benioff spoke with Gerardis on the phone in January 2006. Benioff hadn’t heard of Martin or A Song of Ice and Fire, but the pitch was tempting enough. He told Gerardis he’d be interested in reading the books, and shortly thereafter nearly four thousand pages of the ongoing fantasy story arrived at his home.

Benioff devoured hundreds of pages of A Game of Thrones before calling Dan (D. B.) Weiss—one of his oldest friends and a fellow writer/fantasy-obsessive. Weiss voraciously read A Song of Ice and Fire, and knew it was a match made in writer heaven.

“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,” Weiss said in HBO’s first edition of Inside Game of Thrones. “You never find them all in the same place. Except we did. It was exhilarating and terrifying.”

Benioff and Weiss had met in 1995 while studying literature at Trinity College Dublin. The pair bonded over being outliers in the academic environment while grinding out their respective theses.

“We were two American Jews in Dublin, with no Irish roots of any kind, obsessed with Irish literature and trying to find a functional gym in Dublin in 1995, which is not something that most Irish people in 1995 were all that preoccupied with,” Weiss told Vanity Fair during a 2014 interview.

Benioff’s debut novel, The 25th Hour, was published in 2002. He eventually adapted it himself into a screenplay for a movie directed by Spike Lee and starring Edward Norton. Weiss wrote his own debut novel, Lucky Wander Boy, around the same time. It was published in 2003, the same year he worked on his first collaborative project with Benioff—a movie script for an adaptation of Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game (the iteration Benioff and Weiss wrote was never used by the studio).

These writing efforts and experience adapting a book to the screen were likely what had drawn Gerardis to Benioff in the first place, and he in turn brought in Weiss. Though they later told Collider News the pitch from Created By was for a series of ASOIAF “feature adaptations,” Benioff and Weiss agreed with each other that TV, and specifically HBO, was the way to go if an adaptation was to be made. They had no idea Martin had been thinking the same thing.

Gerardis scheduled a lunch meeting between Martin and the two writers at the Palm restaurant in Los Angeles in the early months of 2006. Everyone at the table was in agreement that A Song of Ice and Fire couldn’t have the movie treatment like Harry Potter or Lord of the Rings. It had to be television, and if it had to be television, then it had to be HBO.

“We had to convince him it was a TV show and then convince him that we, who had never produced a minute of television in our lives, were the people to do this television show, that we were the people for him to give his child to,” Weiss said, reflecting on the day in a later interview with Vanity Fair. “The first was very easy, because he knows television and he knows film storytelling… that part was a relatively simple conversation. Convincing him that we were the ones to do the job took the rest of the three-and-a-half-hour lunch.”

For Martin’s part, he had to be certain that his unfinished series was in safe hands. The midday meeting spilled over into the afternoon and eventually the evening.

“We talked right through lunch and then everybody from lunch left and we were alone in the restaurant, they started resetting all the tables for dinner, then the dinner crowd started to come in and we were still talking,” Martin recounted during a 2013 Emmy Awards panel. “I did ask them a few pointed questions to determine whether they had actually read the books or [not].”

This knowledge test was tossed at Benioff and Weiss unannounced, but thankfully they had already spent hours discussing A Song of Ice and Fire with each other and were prepared.

“At the very end of that lunch, he said, ‘Who’s Jon Snow’s real mother?’ ” Benioff told Vanity Fair. “And it was very much like a test question. It wasn’t like, ‘Ha-ha!’ He asked it and stared at us… we made a guess, after a nerve-racking silence.”

“We gave an answer—a shocking answer,” Weiss confirmed at the 2013 Emmy Awards panel. “At that point, George didn’t actually say whether or not we were right or wrong, but his smile was his tell. We knew we had passed the Wonka test.”

Just over a decade later, Benioff and Weiss would use the penultimate scene of the seventh season finale, “The Dragon and the Wolf,” to confirm that Jon Snow was in fact the son of Lyanna Stark and Rhaegar Targaryen—not Ned Stark and a mystery woman, as much of the realm (and Jon himself) believed. But back in 2006, with only four volumes of A Song of Ice and Fire published, this fact was still just a fan theory, albeit one of the most widely believed predictions circulating among readers of Martin’s books.

Weiss and Benioff had clearly done a close reading of the novels and had picked up on the many contextual clues placed in Ned Stark’s point-of-view chapters that would lead a careful reader to understand the implied truth about Jon Snow. Benioff and Weiss would wait until their 2019 appearance on Jimmy Kimmel Live! to reveal that the name they gave Martin at that consequential lunch meeting was “Lyanna Stark,” but fans long assumed this was the “shocking” response they took a chance with. In Martin’s recollection of the afternoon, he indicates the two future showrunners got full marks.

“They gave me the right answers, so we shook hands and they took the ball and ran with it,” Martin said at the 2013 Emmys panel. “And next thing I knew we were in business with HBO.”

In March 2006, Benioff and Weiss gave the first pitch to Carolyn Strauss at HBO, and the television series Game of Thrones (the “A” was dropped from Martin’s novel title) was set in motion. Martin had turned over the optioned rights to HBO and Benioff and Weiss, trusting them with his literary offspring.

But what neither Martin nor Benioff and Weiss could have predicted at the time was that the next book in A Song of Ice and Fire wouldn’t arrive on schedule that year. Nor the year after that. Instead, Martin would find himself tangled up with plotlines and overlapping characters and battles and epic ideas. The fifth novel, A Dance with Dragons, didn’t come out in 2006 as Martin had hoped and put down in writing in that now-unfortunate afterword of A Feast for Crows.

Instead, as the years passed and Benioff and Weiss worked on getting the first version of the pilot filmed, Martin toiled away and rewrote chapters and reworked outlines until he finally turned in the manuscript for A Dance with Dragons in 2011. Much had changed by then, including the unexpected death of Vicinanza. He was sixty years old when he died of a cerebral aneurysm.

“The HBO series that we are all so excited about would not exist without the efforts of Created By,” Martin wrote in a LiveJournal post. “It was Ralph and Vince who brought the books to David Benioff and D. B. Weiss, and spearheaded the complex rounds of negotiation that followed. Ralph was to be co-exec producer on the series. It saddens me to think that he will never get to see it.”

A Dance with Dragons was published in July 2011, just months after HBO’s Game of Thrones premiered to an audience of two million people. At the time he agreed to the deal with HBO, Martin thought he was light-years ahead of Benioff and Weiss, and therefore had plenty of time to publish the final planned three books.

But he would not complete another installment in A Song of Ice and Fire until after the show had overtaken his published works and aired its finale in 2019 to a new record audience for HBO: 18.4 million viewers, more than nine times the number of people who tuned in for the pilot (and that doesn’t even count the millions of likely pirated streams).

Benioff and Weiss, the two men to whom Martin had trusted his life’s greatest work, would be the ones to carry a version of the ending to A Song of Ice and Fire over the finish line first. But before they would get there, progress back in the late 2000s would hit an unexpected road block with the disastrous first try at making a Game of Thrones pilot.




CHAPTER THREE [image: Image] The PITCH and the “PIECE of SHIT” PILOT
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In 2006, a few weeks after their crucial conversation with George R. R. Martin, it was time for Benioff and Weiss to convince HBO of the idea for Game of Thrones. They set up a meeting with then HBO Entertainment president Carolyn Strauss and her senior vice president Gina Balian.

“We had been warned that Carolyn was a tough pitch and we shouldn’t expect her to laugh at any of our jokes,” Benioff and Weiss later told Multichannel News. “So when she cracked a smile midway through the meeting we felt like we’d won the golden ticket.”

The Writers Guild Foundation Shavelson-Webb Library has a digital copy of a document aspiring TV writers should be required to study: the “show bible” for Game of Thrones. This forty-five-page document includes a pitch letter, addressed to “Carolyn, Gina, and Michael” (who are assumed to be Carolyn Strauss, Gina Balian, and the then soon-to-be head of programming, Michael Lombardo). Benioff and Weiss had never worked on a TV show before, let alone created one, but they wrote a mission statement brimming with enthusiasm, vigor, and an impressive showing of unearned confidence.

“The source material, our vision for it, and your experience with turning such visions into unforgettable series all point to one thing: Game of Thrones is a television phenomenon waiting to happen,” the pair wrote in the letter.

The show bible also made comparison between Martin’s work and The Brothers Karamazov, the epic philosophical novel by acclaimed Russian writer Fyodor Dostoevsky, published just before his death in 1879. Benioff and Weiss wrote that “there was no film in [A Song of Ice and Fire], any more than there is a film in The Brothers Karamazov” and said that “shoehorning it into a three-hour package would be an act of vandalism.”

The pair also compared Martin’s work to having the “character depth of Lion in Winter,” a 1966 play by James Goldman, and “the drama and epic scope of War and Peace,” the seminal 1889 work of Russian author Leo Tolstoy.

Regardless of their literary comparisons, one thing was clear: “This is an HBO series.”

The mission statement also smartly touches upon HBO’s past hits (The Sopranos, The Wire, and Deadwood) and a key void that existed in the market back then, the one they were primed to exploit—the epic fantasy.

“People are hungry for Game of Thrones. They are starving for it, and when we give it to them, they will wolf it down,” Benioff and Weiss wrote. “When we give them this show, they will lose their fucking minds.”

Benioff and Weiss were presciently aware of the gold mine they were perched upon, with a full blessing from George R. R. Martin to start digging. The show bible takes playful swipes at popular onscreen fantasy, too. Benioff and Weiss promise HBO there will be “no long-bearded wizards” (as featured in Lord of the Rings), “no invisibility cloaks” (the magical object made famous in Harry Potter) and no “glowing grimoires” (a book of magic spells, as seen in the Halloween classic Hocus Pocus).

“In short, none of the things that can make fantasy feel creaky, corny, or kiddie,” Benioff and Weiss concluded.

In early articles hyping up Game of Thrones, many reporters and critics cite HBO and Benioff and Weiss giving the tagline: “It’s The Sopranos in Middle Earth.” And this clever move of combining a known HBO triumph with the newly resurrected fame of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings fantasy world paid off.

Aided by their comprehensive breakdown of the compelling cast of characters and outline of the pilot episode, the mission statement convinced Strauss to give them a retainer to write the pilot. But by the time Benioff and Weiss were ready to start shooting the first iteration of the pilot, two years had passed and Strauss was out at HBO.

According to a March 2008 report from Deadline’s Nikki Finke, part of the reason behind her exit was a decline in uber-successful HBO shows.

“ ‘Everyone felt this was the right time,’ an insider told me about her firing,” Finke reported. “Because the pay channel has lost all its sizzle. Heck, HBO hasn’t had a new hit series in, like, forever.”

Little did HBO know the mother of all TV shows was sitting on their backburner thanks to Strauss, who left her role at HBO and became one of the executive producers credited on Game of Thrones. Though HBO’s team didn’t realize it, Strauss had been one of the first people at the company to see the potential in what would eventually become HBO’s most successful series of all time. With Strauss’s firing, Game of Thrones was left in the hands of new co-presidents Richard Plepler and Michael Lombardo.

As explained in Fast Company’s “Oral History of How Game of Thrones Went from Crazy Idea to HBO’s Biggest Hit,” Plepler and Lombardo were the perfect pair to greenlight the series. They had already begun investing in fantasy programming with their first out-of-the-norm venture, the vampire drama series True Blood. Thanks to the early signs of success for True Blood, as well as the Oscar haul of the Lord of the Rings trilogy, Plepler and Lombardo were as ready as they’d ever be for a show like Game of Thrones.

Benioff and Weiss sent them the script for the pilot and an updated pitch letter with the complete outline of the first season, and hoped they were ready to take a new kind of risk with big-budget, high-fantasy programming.

There were two compelling parts of Benioff and Weiss’s pitch for Game of Thrones. First was the then radical idea of killing off a main character. Martin’s novels were riveting, and not just thanks to the lush scenes of sex and violence and magic, but because he had crafted narratives where no one—not even the core cast of heroic protagonists—ever felt safe.

The second key aspect of the pitch was a focus on the political intrigue and drama that would be driven by power struggles more than magic and mythology.

“These are not two guys that are interested in telling a story about dragons,” Lombardo recalled thinking. “They didn’t come at this because they were interested in visual effects. They were really, profoundly, emotionally moved by the story of these warring families and about the thirst for power and love and validation.”

(Almost a decade later, Benioff and Weiss would confess to Entertainment Weekly that part of this pitch wasn’t exactly truthful. “The lie we told is the show is contained and it’s about the characters,” Benioff told EW’s James Hibberd in 2018, ahead of the series finale. “The worlds get so big, the battles get so massive.”)

Plepler and Lombardo were ready to dive in, but the waters would quickly grow choppy. The BBC had originally signed up to be a production partner with HBO for the show, but the company pulled out at the last minute. This left HBO (and therefore Plepler and Lombardo) with the full monetary responsibility for what would eventually become a $10 million pilot.

“I knew this was a big swing for us—to pull this off on a TV budget,” Lombardo told Fast Company. “Because even though people talk about our big budgets, we didn’t have the money Lord of the Rings had to pull this off. And I think the consumer had a certain bar in their mind of how something had to look to have the feel of authenticity. You really had to transport yourself into a world that felt real even though it was a mythical world. And that takes money and expertise, and, so, we were aware of that.”

With Plepler and Lombardo’s blessing, Benioff and Weiss headed to Northern Ireland to set up shop and spend several months filming the first-ever Game of Thrones episode. Dozens of costumes were made, sets were built, castles and moors and other natural landscapes were overrun with filming crews. Wolves were brought to the set, White Walker prosthetics were designed, and the Iron Throne was built.

By early 2010, after three years of perfecting their script and seven months of filming overseas, the neophyte showrunners had the first cut ready to go. In a Santa Monica studio, the two showrunners sat down with Scott Frank, Ted Griffin, and Craig Mazin—all fellow script writers and good friends whom Benioff and Weiss trusted to give an honest review of their Game of Thrones pilot.

As the episode came to a close and Jaime Lannister shoved Bran Stark out of a tower window, it was immediately clear that something somewhere had gone horribly wrong. Craig Mazin looked at the two inexperienced showrunners and spoke truthfully: “You guys have a massive problem.” This grave pronouncement was noted (literally, in Sharpie and in all caps, on a pad of paper) by Benioff and Weiss, who realized they might have just blown it.

“Watching them watch that original pilot was one of the most painful experiences of my life,” Benioff said during a live recording of Mazin’s podcast, Scriptnotes, along with Weiss. “I mean, it’s probably like appendicitis and that.”

One of the biggest errors that came to light was how the pilot had failed to establish Jaime and Cersei Lannister as siblings, let alone twins. The whole final climax of the pilot occurs when young Bran Stark discovers Jaime and Cersei having sex, thus revealing to the audience that the queen and her brother are engaged in a covert incestuous relationship. But nobody in the viewing room understood the Lannister-sibling relationship, nor why that would lead to the presumed murder of a child.

More generally, the pilot seemed to be doing a poor job of establishing the very large cast of characters and their relation to one another—both familial and geographic.

“Craig [Mazin] didn’t really have any brilliant ideas except he told us ‘change everything,’ ” Benioff said. “And we believed him, because he was right.”

Shortly after this first crash-and-burn trial run of the pilot, the two new showrunners had to repeat this horrific viewing process with HBO president Mike Lombardo. HBO hadn’t yet signed off on a full first season run of ten episodes, so this was a major test.

“We needed to get to series,” Weiss explained in a later Vanity Fair interview. “Mike came in. He had had enough waiting. And I was just staring at Mike’s face. It was like a horror movie. Not Mike’s face—which looked great—but his expressions.”

Though Weiss remembers it as a horror story, Lombardo’s own recollection of the first pilot was told more gently in the oral history published in Fast Company.

“The pilot was okay,” Lombardo said. “It wasn’t great. The casting was really good. We ended up reshooting, I don’t know, 80 percent of that pilot, 90 percent of that pilot, but by that time we were in. We knew there was something amazing and we learned from our mistakes.”

Lombardo was able to focus in on one key problem happening within that first attempt at a pilot.

“The weakness was that the show needed more scope,” he said. “It screams for scope. You need to feel the landscapes of the different kingdoms, so it was a visualization and an execution that we learned from, and we learned to do it on a budget that made sense for us.”

Plepler wasn’t in the same room as Benioff and Weiss when he first saw this pilot with an all-caps “MASSIVE PROBLEM,” but he was much more optimistic about the prospects of the show based on this hour of footage.

“We were told by someone who watched it with Richard that when it was done, he stood up and pumped his fist in the air, which was very far from our own reaction to the pilot we had shot,” Weiss told Fast Company. “To his credit, he saw through the mistakes that we couldn’t.”

And so in early 2010, four years after meeting George R. R. Martin for the first time, Benioff and Weiss had to wait patiently to see if their shared dream would become a television reality. Weiss says it took around four months after the first pilot was turned in for the HBO executives to greenlight the full series.

“HBO was really on the fence about whether or not they were going to let this go to series,” Weiss told Variety in a later interview. “And those were four of the longest months of both of our lives—sitting there thinking every day that this thing that was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that’s never going to come by again, and we fucked it up. It would be one of those big fish stories, those one-that-got-away stories, you’d be telling for the rest of your life.”

In spite of that first-lap stumble, Lombardo and Plepler decided to charge forward. On March 2, 2010, news outlets were buzzing with reports that HBO had officially greenlit Game of Thrones. Benioff estimated that an astonishing $10 million had already been spent on the first iteration of the pilot. According to the Hollywood Reporter, HBO eventually shelled out a total of $20 million before the final version of the pilot was completed. The entire first season was greenlit with a new $50 million total budget, and orders for reshoots were given.

“So what happened was, they said, ‘O.K., the pilot’s not so good, but we’re just going to go ahead and make season one, and you’ll reshoot the first episode while you’re doing season one,” Benioff told Vanity Fair.

“To be given the opportunity to do something like this one time is a pretty rare gift,” he said. “To be given the opportunity to do more or less the exact same thing twice is an extremely rare gift.”

Benioff and Weiss knew the responsibility and trust that was being handed over to them by both HBO and George R. R. Martin.

“In 2010, [Plepler] ordered a very expensive show set in a genre alien to pay TV, from two guys who had never written or run a show before, and whose first attempts at writing and producing the Game of Thrones pilot had fallen well short of expectations,” Benioff and Weiss told Multichannel News years later. “And knowing all those things, he supported our show, and took a serious, potentially ruinous risk in doing so. Because he believed in it.”

That belief wasn’t doled out with zero caveats, however. Weiss and Benioff would later admit that it was clear they had to earn HBO’s trust back in the year after they initially bombed the pilot.

“That first year felt very probationary,” Benioff told Variety in 2015. “It was like, ‘All right, these guys are probably not very good at this. Let’s see what they can do. We’ve already sunk a lot of money into this pilot. Might as well get one season out of it.’ ”

As anyone who has taken an Econ 101 class will tell you, HBO subscribed to what’s known as the Sunk Cost Fallacy, in which people will choose to continue spending money on something they think is bad because they’ve already sunk enough value in it, and they figure it’d be an even bigger waste of money to quit and walk away. Thankfully this fallacy isn’t always correct, and we are forever indebted to HBO for not following behavioral economic theories to a T.

And perhaps no one can sum up the turnaround achieved by Benioff and Weiss better than that same friend, Craig Mazin, who first said they had a serious problem on their hands. Benioff and Weiss invited Mazin along to HBO’s Game of Thrones premiere event in April 2011. Back then the premiere was a smallish affair, nothing over-the-top or celebratory in the way future red carpet premieres would be.

“One of the moments I will never forget is being invited to the premiere of the first season where they showed the first two episodes of the series,” Mazin said on his Scriptnotes podcast. “So I went in just thinking, well, I’m going to see how this goes. And I sat there, and this show unfolds… and I am stunned. Stunned.”

Mazin told Benioff and Weiss on the podcast how shocking the pilot turnaround was.

“I very specifically remember walking out and you were there, and I said to you, ‘That is the biggest rescue in Hollywood history,’ ” Mazin recalled. “Because it wasn’t just that you had saved something bad and turned it really good. You had saved a complete piece of shit, and turned it into something brilliant. That never happens.”

With their first big blunder out of the way, Benioff and Weiss had to wait and see if the world would become as captivated by George R. R. Martin’s imagined universe as they had nearly six years prior.

We now know with the gift of hindsight that it worked the second time around, but why?

“Every single department stepped up,” Benioff later told Vanity Fair. “As Dan was saying, certainly we hadn’t done it before. I don’t know if anyone had done this type of genre on this type of scale… the difference between what we had originally shot and what you see in season one is dramatic.”

For the first version of the pilot, Benioff and Weiss had hired director Tom McCarthy to be behind the camera. As McCarthy explained to the AV Club in a 2011 interview, he took the gig because he was between jobs and it would be a new challenge (McCarthy had primarily worked in film prior to this, including the breakout indie movie The Station Agent starring Peter Dinklage).

McCarthy said he had “very little” impact on the look and feel of the pilot, and by the time Benioff and Weiss realized they needed to reshoot the bulk of it, McCarthy was busy with another project and unable to return for another run.

“I couldn’t do it. And I just didn’t feel connected to it,” McCarthy said. “It wasn’t a big decision. It felt right.

“I think if you’re going to do series television on any level, and if you want to enjoy it, you really have to understand the parameters of what you’re doing, and have your team in place, and have your support network,” McCarthy said. “I think the great shows, The Wire, Sopranos, Six Feet Under—I think there was a very clear understanding of whose show it was, and I think those guys who made those shows, there was a singular vision there.”

And so McCarthy walked away, and Timothy Van Patten took over for reshoots of the pilot, and also directed the second episode of the debut season. In addition to a new director, Benioff and Weiss worked with casting director Nina Gold to get new faces into several key roles.

All of Catelyn Stark’s scenes were reshot with new actress Michelle Fairley instead of Jennifer Ehle, who had decided to leave the project after reconsidering the lengthy time commitment. The role of Daenerys Targaryen was also recast, and the now famous Emilia Clarke stepped in for Pride & Prejudice and The Tudors actress Tamzin Merchant.

Martin was very active on his blog, then hosted on LiveJournal, at the time. He announced several of the changes there. One actor swap has become more meaningful in hindsight: the recasting of Ser Waymar Royce. He is the lordling in charge of the Night’s Watch ranging mission that opens the entire series and goes horribly, deadly wrong.

“David and Dan and HBO have decided to reshoot the prologue sequence from the pilot,” Martin wrote on Not a Blog. “For the very best of reasons, I think: to make it better. I’ve seen the pilot, or at least a rough cut thereof, and I thought the prologue sequence was quite good, actually. But this will be the opening scene of the entire series, the first introduction to the world of Westeros for millions of viewers, so ‘quite good’ was not good enough. We want to make it great.”

Martin then explains how the reshoots become an issue when “life moves on and so do actors.” One such actor was Jamie Campbell Bower, a young actor who Martin said “everyone loved” as Ser Waymar, but he had landed a role on the Starz Camelot series by the time HBO needed to do reshoots.

“Unfortunately, Jamie’s shooting schedule with Camelot conflicted with our own, so there was no way he could come back and reprise his performance as Ser Waymar,” Martin wrote. “But we wish him luck with his new (much larger) role… and who knows, if Game of Thrones should happen to have a longer run than Camelot, maybe one day he can come back and play another (much larger) role for us.”

By January 2019, nearly a decade later, Camelot was long gone and HBO had made new casting announcements for the first Game of Thrones prequel series, then in its pilot stage. One of the actors who landed a part was none other than Jamie Campbell Bower, making Martin a bit of a blogging prophet.

In addition to recastings, Benioff and Weiss reworked almost the entire pilot script. We know the details of what was changed between versions of the episode thanks to the Shavelson-Webb Library, where both a version of the original script from Benioff and Weiss and a new version (penned in 2010) are available for public perusal.

In broad strokes, the original pilot script pulls swaths of George R. R. Martin’s first chapters of A Game of Thrones onto its pages, often word for word. But the new version is a clear concession on Benioff and Weiss’s behalf that some things don’t translate straight from page to screen. They realized they needed to spoon-feed information to the audience and better explain the relationships between all of the characters and locations.

The original pilot opens precisely as Martin’s first prologue chapter does, with three Night’s Watch rangers (Ser Waymar Royce, Gared, and Will) beyond the Wall and already in the middle of tracking wildlings. However, the aired pilot begins with our three doomed rangers crossing beneath the Wall and beginning their journey north.

Benioff and Weiss were taking Lombardo’s advice and giving the pilot a better sense of scope. By showing Castle Black and the Wall right away, the cold open is given a better sense of location.

Another change came with the description of Will’s discovery of the wildling corpses and the White Walkers themselves, referred to as “Others” in the first script but White Walkers in the final version (Martin uses these terms interchangeably in the books).

When Will sees the corpses in the final pilot, their bodies are mangled and arranged in a pattern, something Benioff and Weiss invented for the show. Their script indicates that this was a “witchy mandala” designed to send a message and show that the White Walkers were not mindless animals. The change allows for Benioff and Weiss to establish that the White Walkers are sentient, inhuman beings with a culture and purpose.

And both versions of the script make it clear that the White Walkers speak a language humans cannot understand. Again, this is something Martin alludes to in his books when the Other speaks and Will thinks the voice sounds “like the cracking of ice on a winter lake.”


MAESTER’S NOTES

The first attempt at a pilot had a different opening credits sequence than the one we’ve come to know and love. Benioff and Weiss originally used a raven flying with a message as the opening, showing the bird soaring over various locations. For the final pilot, Benioff and Weiss hired Angus Wall at the Santa Monica design firm Elastic to create the new opening credits sequence. As Vanity Fair reported, Wall had previously been hired by Carolyn Strauss (ex–HBO executive turned Game of Thrones producer) to do the credits for Carnivale and Rome.

Wall took this early idea of a raven flying over the various spotlight locations and re-imagined it as a digital camera’s perspective with machinelike, da Vinci–esque inspirations. This is where we get the cogs of castles and sigils and the final shot of the astrolabe rotating around the sun with engravings that show the battle for the throne between the stag (Baratheon), lion (Lannister), wolf (Stark), and dragon (Targaryen).

By putting the map into an inverted sphere shape, the Elastic team was also helping Benioff and Weiss solve their challenge of properly establishing the geography of Westeros and Essos.
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