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Abstract: The Game of Thrones is one of the most popular shows in the world, 
with numerous audiences since it has been translated into many languages. Like 
any other such show, the reactions to it function like mirrors of contemporary 
themes and obsessions. As with most aspects of culture today, ideologues of all 
types – Marxists, conservatives, traditionalists, Critical Race Theory activists, 
intersectionalists, feminists, and others – always try to use such widely popular 
shows to illustrate their ideas and push their agendas. Some aspects of Songs 
of Ice and Fire have triggered debates on the issue of its characters as being not 
diverse enough, and thus showing how George R.  R.  Martin wrote a rather 
non-progressive book. This paper focuses on the names the author chose for his 
characters, and argues that the choice of names in the show is due to a wish of 
the author to evoke important world cultures, to have a sonority that matches the 
characters’ personalities, and to be both archaic and memorable. I have called such 
a view a non-ideological and symbolic one, and I think that viewers identify with 
the characters in the film due to their likes and dislikes, and not according to any 
kind of ideological claims. Nevertheless, these names can also be considered to 
be a good illustration of diversity – of ethnic, cultural, and racial background. For 
such a demonstration the study concentrates on the names of a few of the main 
characters, trying to come up with possible etymologies (as we know that Martin 
looked into such names of Medieval England) which are correct from a historical 
linguistic point of view, but which also can be interpreted as symbolic and have a 
rich connotation within the literary text.
Keywords: popular culture, multiculturalism, Marxism, conservatism, feminism, 
white supremacy, historical guilt, medieval history, symbolic narrative.

Game of Thrones is not only a television series – based on George R.R. Martin’s 
novel Songs of Ice and Fire, first published in 1996 – but a popular culture phenom-
enon; it was watched and followed by millions of people around the world, it has a very 
numerous fandom, it has been the central topic of many articles, and it has met with a 
variety of controversial views. 

When it first aired, both the audience and the critics considered it to be a remark-
able production right away, especially due to its numerous actors, impressive battle 
scenes – which are modern in the sense that they are largely based on special effects –, 
good acting, interesting characters, and many creative artistic solutions. Nevertheless, 
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from the very beginning there have been voices that have criticised it for various rea-
sons; some deplore the fact that the series does not respect he novels to the letter, even 
though the author worked with the writers of the show; others, on the contrary, con-
sidered that there was too much detail, too many characters, and that it was difficult to 
follow as it compressed too much of the book into one episode. 

This paper, though, is dedicated to another kind of critique, which is focused on 
the show’s alleged lack of multicultural diversity. Based on the names and the naming 
of the characters – Martin’s original names are preserved in the series –, I have tried 
to bring a few linguistic and onomastic arguments in favour of the idea that – in my 
mind – the show does bring diversity and multicultural aspects, except such diversity 
is not what ideological activists understand by diversity these days, but historical, lit-
erary, and aesthetic diversity. Thus, the argument starts from two observations, one 
belonging to Volker Kohlheim (2018), who considers that the “principal task of liter-
ary names is not identification, but the establishment of the literary character”; the 
second to George R.  R.  Martin (2014), himself, who declared that “until I find the 
right name, it’s like I don’t know who he is, and I can’t proceed on”. Kohlheim takes 
into consideration several theories regarding literary names – from Roman Jakobson 
to Richard Coates, and refers to theories about ambiguity of literary characters’ names, 
of denomination and connotation; he also considers the manner in which characters’ 
names are determining in terms of how they are perceived, or how they are conform-
ing with a certain connotation or the ironical use of names, and the poetic function of 
these names. R. R. Martin refers more to the process of finding the right name, which 
in his case involves much research (especially into Old English and Medieval British 
History). At the same time, he is also very much influenced by the sonority of the 
names, which will create certain reflexes in the minds of the readers (the first reader 
being… himself). Martin mentions the fact that ‘the theoreticians’ urge writers not 
to use names starting with the same letter, because then the reader would be lost and 
confused, but he had to use many names with the same letter as his saga comprises 
many, many stories with hundreds of characters. The very personal side to his naming 
of his characters comes when he shows how he preferred short, clear names for the first 
people, and made them more and more complex for the second or third generations. 
As a humorous addendum, he also complains in this interview that Old English names 
were rather un-diversified, and he had to add to them certain sounds/letters in order to 
make them more suggestive (Edward – to Eddard, for example). 

To such standpoints – theoretical, literary and onomastic (origin and history of 
the names) – the present study opposes the opinions of some cultural critics of Martin’s 
saga, who have a rather ideological standpoint. Then, also based on Martin’s own com-
ments on how he comes up with the names of his characters – the historical, ethnic, 
and phonological arguments he brings – we will present a few possible etymologies, 
which can give another perspective on the issue of multiculturalism and diversity in 
his novels (and the series). The very history of the British Isles provided the multi-
cultural and multi-ethnic component of the saga (Angles, Jutes, Saxons, Picts, Danes, 
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Norwegians, French, Gaels and so many others are in the mix for the formation of what 
we call today Britain).

Consequently, this is an invitation to depart from ideology and also take a step 
back from the theory of literary characters’ names, and start analysing cultural phe-
nomena from an aesthetic point of view, for a change, even if our turbulent postmoder-
nity seems to concentrate only on social deconstruction, on tearing down any cultural 
and historical value, and on intersectionality. 

A few cultural and literary counter‑arguments to contemporary 
ideological and social viewpoints in the analysis of Game of Thrones

Rooted in the contemporary taste for social justice critique that is mainly con-
centrated on the social power play – with supremacists and victims, offenders and 
offended, powerful and powerless – many film critics have foregrounded these issue 
when it came to analysing Game of Thrones

[…] participants in the latest Euro-centric medieval fantasy craze is a marker of white-
ness. Popular culture remains ever complicit in the whitewashing of historical memo-
ries. Whitewashing is the white supremacist practice by historians, culture creators, and 
the media whereby whites are viewed as the sole actors in history while People of Color 
and their histories are ignored and relegated to being the passive recipients of whites’ 
goodness. Game of Thrones, Downton Abbey, and The Walking Dead are examples of how 
this whitewashing takes place. (Thomas 2013)

The “Euro-centrism” of the show comes from the author’s declared interest in 
using the British Isles in the Middle Ages as the main inspiration for his narrative. 
Obviously, characters are mostly white, as the population in the British kingdoms was 
almost entirely white. On the other hand, the interest of critics in the colour of the 
characters in Downton Abbey – a show about an aristocratic family, their servants and 
their village just before, during and after WWI – is also preposterous, as the story is 
about a white family. The argument that black and brown people did exist in England 
at the beginning of the 20th century is not valid, as the story has a restricted number of 
characters, and it is about change of mentalities and beliefs, of advancement in social 
customs and traditions of the white people in England at that time. Such changes were 
extremely dramatic for English society, which was just coming ‘to their senses’ from 
the ‘victorious’ Victorian Era, which seemed to have established all beliefs and rules 
forever. The tragedy of WWI woke up an entire society to a new reality, and this is the 
core of this story. Such parallel, though, between the two series, based on the colour of 
the characters, is rather farfetched.

To return to Rod Thomas’ comments, he goes on by showing how the history 
of Europe that is taught in US schools mentions the existence of People of Colour 
very briefly – and he refers to “Moors and Saladin”. If we were to focus on the ‘pro-
gressive’ ideology only, and actually looked at the past of Europe, we might say that 
the Moors were ‘colonisers’, ‘racist supremacists’ (not white but still…), ‘patriarchal 
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chauvinists’, ‘homophobes’, ‘misogynists’, etc., as they invaded the north of Africa and 
the Iberian Peninsula, and brought with them and their Islamic culture all of the above. 
But, apparently, only white people were colonisers, and the rest of the attributes, the 
others who invaded, killed, raped and oppressed in history were just following their 
‘different’ cultural traditions. In fact, both white and non-white people in history did 
what they thought was suitable at the time, according to their culture, their beliefs, 
their geographical and climactic contexts, and to just apply stereotypical labels to them 
is equally wrong. To use Game of Thrones as an illustration of ‘white supremacy’ and 
‘whitewashing’ of history, is as wrong as it were to use any saga belonging to the Muslim 
culture, for instance, and say that they consider all white people to be ‘dogs’ (as they at 
least used to call any non-Christians), less than human, or untouchable.

An even more acid critic looks at Game of Thrones and finds that the show is noth-
ing but a mirror of contemporary identity issues, and that there is nothing ‘progressive’ 
in the show:

The fantasy genre in which “Game of Thrones” operates is a thinly veiled representa-
tion of the contemporary political moment. The story is a deeply reactionary project 
meant to shore up white-supremacist ideology in its moment of crisis. It’s not about 
climate change at all. It is not progressive, not instructive. The story, in its ideology, is 
reflective. It is reflective of the United States at this particular historical conjuncture. It 
is not a critique of the status quo, asserting a transcendent hope or possibility. It is a 
reactive argument in favor of it through a mirroring effect representing our ideological 
landscape in inverted form. It is reflecting back to us our crisis of identity, our need as a 
nation to define ourselves by who we are not, our ideological obsession with an inside 
and outside, with borders. It is about walls that we build – materially and symbolically, 
and who is on what side of them. It is asking us to reinvest through identification with 
it. (Malone 2019)

There are many levels on which the above quotation is profoundly wrong; just 
considering the idea that art has to be instructive, which is a directive of the Socialist 
Realism of recent totalitarian regimes in the East of Europe, and it is enough to say 
that the critic is seriously biased. As I have already mentioned, Martin acknowledges 
that the story was largely based on the medieval British Isles, with their enemies and 
tensions: the main historical forces were the English, the Scots, the Irish, the North 
peoples, the French, etc. The writer also wanted to show that while peoples fight with 
each other, there are other much more important things happening, and that if people 
forgot about such feuds and struggles for power, they might prevent catastrophes from 
happening – he referred to climate change (another very modern point of interest and 
tension in the so-called progressive topics). Well, in the 90s when he wrote the initial 
story ‘climate change’ was called ‘global warming’, and, nobody spoke of any wall of any 
kind in the US in those times. Should we infer that Donald Trump read the book, and 
this is where he got his idea about the wall, so that we might accuse Martin of the inten-
tion to suggest such drastic measures? Even if the genre of this saga were didactic litera-
ture (and there is much to say about the value of such literature historically, and forget 
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about the socialist directives), there is nothing in this fantasy that can be considered 
white-supremacist. Not as long as there are white and people of color who have power, 
there are normal characters and non-conforming ones that are in power, and there are 
many white characters who are slaves, very poor, doing menial jobs, etc. 

Malone goes on with his considerations – based on the same ideology and prov-
ing to be a true activist of sorts – by showing how the television series, even though 
pretending to be multicultural and liberal, is, in fact, just another expression of white 
domination, white exploitation, and capitalist class identification:

The story represents for its audience the multiculturalism and identity politics of white 
neoliberal society that leaves the structures of capitalist exploitation and racial domi-
nation unperturbed. […] The ideological work further comes in the form of crafting 
identifications with a particular house: Targaryen Lannister, Stark. With whom do 
you identify? Are you ‘team’ Stark? Targaryen? Lannister? All offer different configura-
tions of neoliberal white supremacist capital for its multicultural audience to cheer for. 
(Malone 2019)

So the writer considered that the class system of the Medieval times – with the 
birth privilege, with a beginning of capitalist commerce, with the ideal of the enlight-
ened leader and knightly conduct, etc. – is not reflective of today’s progressive ideas. 
Of course not, it is reflective more of history, the psychology of the tyrant, of human 
ability to fight with all kinds of predicaments, of human obsessions and the danger of 
falling into the trap of one’s own extreme ideas, etc. It is a literary fantasy placed in a 
Medieval World.

The fandom of the show is, in fact, happy with the multicultural aspect of the 
series, and even highlight the ‘history’ imagined by the author, who creates a fictional 
universe that is very suggestive of diversity. In the official website of the fans of Game of 
Thrones, at the article referring to “Cultures and People”, one may find the comprehensive 
list of these Peoples: the Ancient Cultures of Peoples in Westeros (First Men, Andals, 
Ironborn, Rhoynar); the Ancient Cultures and Peoples of Essos (Giscary, Valyrians); 
the Contemporary Cultures and Peoples of Westeros (Northmen, Crannogmen, wild-
ling tribes, Free Folk, the hill tribes of the Vale; the Contemporary Andal Kingdoms 
(Valemen, Reachmen, Westermen, Stormlanders, Rivermen, Crownlanders, Ironborn, 
Dornishmen, Valyrian survivors); and the Contemporary Cultures and Peoples of 
Essos (Daughters of Valyria, Braavos, Norvos, Wohor, Lorath), etc. etc. (cf. fandom of 
GoT, which is made up of numerous fans of the show).

Just from such enumeration one might notice the intention of the author to cre-
ate a diversity of peoples and cultures. For some critics, though, multiculturalism only 
and solely means racial diversity. Consequently, they attack the show, by labeling it as 
‘too white’, and not multicultural enough, and also attack its fictional and fantasy name 
characters. In a very confusing text, Caroline Siede considers that the show is both too 
much a fantasy and not a fantasy enough:
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In other words, the show’s cast and creators believe diversity is out of their hands. 
Despite its fantastical elements, they argue Game of Thrones deserves to be judged as a 
historical drama like The Tudors or Mad Men, both overwhelmingly white shows whose 
racial dynamics do presumably reflect a real-life historical reality. But is Game of Thrones 
actually replicating history in a meaningful way? […] Game of Thrones has made some 
pretty significant changes to history. For instance, Martin grafted medieval English cul-
ture onto a landmass 130 times bigger than England, as if geography plays no role in 
the evolution of civilization. Time is also pretty wonky in the series: Westeros has been 
functioning medieval society for roughly 5,300 years, more than 4,000 years longer 
than the real-life Middle Ages lasted. One has to wonder when, if ever, Westeros will get 
around to its own Scientific Revolution. (Siede 2016)

Consequently, the show is a fantasy, but critics object that while writing a fan-
tasy, the author should have introduced more racial diversity, as he introduced dragons, 
and other supernatural elements, and not concentrated on historical reality. Then, the 
critic goes on to say that the show is not accurate geographically, and temporally, which, 
apparently is important for a fantasy… In other words, England is too big and too old, 
but it is not big and old enough…

Another type of critique comes from a Marxist perspective, one of the most well-
known Marxist bloggers in America, Hakkimda shows how the last season of the series 
was a disappointment, and how there are numerous articles referring to that, but none 
of them actually criticises enough and shows how the series totally neglects the ‘working 
class’, the ‘common people’ and their dwellings and occupations:

The three articles I have recently read about the last season (and the Finale) of The Game 
of Thrones are critical of its ending, all presumably from a socialist/Marxist point of view, 
but none of them makes an effort to account for this lack of representation of the pro-
duction process, and consequently its main agent, the labourers, although they do not 
fail to comment on GoT’s politics. These articles are ‘The Real Reason Fans Hate the 
Last Season of Game of Thrones’ by Zeynep Tüfekçi (in Scientific American), ‘Game of 
Thrones trapped into fears of revolution and political women – and left us no better off 
than before’ by Slavoj Žižek (in The Independent) and ‘The hollowing out of Game of 
Thrones’ by Simon Guy (in Socialist Review). (Hakkimda 2019)

So the series is not portraying the ‘labourers’ enough – even though it is based on 
a Medieval scene, where labourers were in a very small percentage. In fact, most of the 
non-aristocratic people were either peasants or soldiers. Both categories are present in 
the show, as are some trades like the blacksmiths, and the weapon-makers, the builders, 
the ship-makers, etc. Then, there are slaves – even slaves who can read and write, slaves, 
who are freed, monks, and servants – the actual picture of Medieval Europe. Women 
warriors and politicians are also present, and as the Marxist Slovenian ‘guru’ Žižek 
shows, they seem to lose at the end. Not all of them. These views do not notice the 
story and how colourful it is in terms of its characters; there are many very interesting 
characters from a psychological point of view, a vast gallery of intricate biographies, of 
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human attitudes that are trans-historical. Some such stories do refer to power struggles, 
to class, to un-even distribution of wealth, so Marxists could find such issues, if they 
were actually interested in the saga itself, not in their finding ammunition for their own 
ideology. As for the use of ‘important’ people in the story, this seems to me to be justified 
in view of the power they had to change the world. This would be a historical argument. 
But, there is also an aesthetic argument that refers to the fact that if the main heroes of a 
story are important people and undergo a lot of trials and have a tragic destiny, this has 
a more profound impact on the audience, because the common idea is that if you have 
enough wealth and power you can escape such tragedies (an Aristotelian argument 
for the presence of kings and queens in most tragedies). This is an aesthetic argument, 
which has nothing to do with the critique imposed by Marxist ideology.

Another type of critique, though, comes from Gunnar Bjornson, who considers 
that the show is not convincing from an aesthetic point of view, since it is not a fantasy 
in the good old European tradition of the genre. Americans, in his opinion, have no 
idea how a ‘proper’ fantasy should look like:

The difference between the two types of fantasy is the fundamental difference between 
the European and American civilizations. American civilization was created, as was 
considered, in an empty space; it was a laboratory project of Modernity where Europe 
exported all of its anti-traditional and anti-European tendencies. Thus, America does 
not know tradition, and its imitation of the subject turns into a parody. […] America 
has created a ‘civilization’ that represents an exact contradiction of the ancient European 
tradition. It has introduced the religion of praxis and productivity; it has put the quest 
for profit, great industrial production, and mechanical, visible, and quantitative achieve-
ments over any other interest. It has generated a soulless greatness of a purely techno-
logical and collective nature, lacking any background of transcendence, inner light, and 
true spirituality. (Bjornson 2017)

Consequently, according to this vision, Game of Thrones is

[…] a typical example of such an American approach – a medieval shell with typical 
modern content. The indicative values of the majority of heroes of the saga include 
treachery, greed, corruption, betrayal, a nihilistic attitude to religion, as if this is the 
main value content of society, which, at the same time, is characterized by hierarchy and 
jousting tournaments. It is mostly about modernity with some modifications, but in 
order to completely swallow the bitter pill of values of the modern West, it is sweetened 
by adding romantic traditional surroundings. (Bjornson 2017)

To continue this line of critique, in which the series is seen as nothing but an illus-
tration of a fraudulent use of a classical literary genre to just depict the modern ideas 
of the postmodern American ideology, with its liberal themes and fixations, Bjornson 
‘credits’ the writers of the show with the introduction in the story of such incongru-
ent themes as Gender Ideology, multiculturalism and illegal migrants, radical femi-
nism, LGBTQ, the crises of the refugees, anti-clericalism, anti-philosophical attitudes, 
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“Egalitarian totalitarianism” etc. Needless to say, Bjornson wrote this article on a 
platform that tries to ‘balance’ America in the world, the so-called Eurasian platform, 
Geopolitica.ru, led by Leonid Savin. They profess to have an anthropological view, 
which will come as a counterpart to the globalised vision of the West. In fact, they are 
as biased as the others, except they use other terminology, and have a different agenda.

To sum up, we may say that from the point of view of ideologists – left and right 
– this show is considered to be either non-liberal, or too liberal, either conformist of a 
white, supremacist tradition, or conforming to modern group identity ideology, either 
a fantasy, or an accurate description of both Medieval and contemporary times…. In 
such situations, when puzzled by interpretations, genuine researchers in science go 
back to ‘the science’, or ‘the numbers’. This is not an easy option for humanists, but still, 
there is a more ‘exact’ side of literary interpretation, which is provided in this case by 
etymology, and by literary interpretation based on linguistics.

Possible etymologies and suggested connotations of 
some character names in Game of Thrones

After this long introduction about the many facets of the critique of this series – 
some belonging to well-known and respected critics – let us try to have a glimpse into 
the show from the multiculturalism that can be found or inferred in Game of Thrones. 
My hypothesis is rooted in two propositions: a. multiculturalism does not necessarily 
mean racial diversity; thus, in my vision, Europe itself is a multicultural continent, and 
has been one historically. England was multicultural from its very ‘making’, so if the 
show is based on that country in that period, the characters and the cultures they come 
from will be multicultural by definition; b. names in Game of Thrones, even if linguisti-
cally inconsistent, can be seen as markers of multiculturalism, if one is to look at their 
etymologies, and consider that Martin was influenced by such etymologies (which he 
also confessed in his interview). Nevertheless, even their etymology accounts more 
for another ‘type’ of multiculturalism, that is, multi-layered-cultures and the cultural use 
of the multitude of cultures. This demonstration, though, will start with the etymologi-
cal argument, by considering some names used by Martin in his novels. Some such 
etymologies will give a very interesting perspective on the story. There is no clear indi-
cation that the author was aware of the linguistic history of these names, but I think 
that an interpretation of these names if we also took some suggestions of etymologies 
can be of great help in getting the connotations of the onomastic aspect in the saga. I 
have looked for several possible etymologies, and not chosen one – even though that 
might have clarified my own ideology… – because there is no clear indication that 
Martin took any of them into consideration, or, maybe, he was influenced by several 
such possibilities. 

Tyrion
a. Tyrone, an Irish county, from where the toponym Tir Eoghain ‘Eoghan’s Land’, 

comes; Eoghan rendered into English as ‘Owen’, the ancestor of the O’Neills who are 
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known to have owned land in those parts. The name Tir also forms the last syllable 
(others consider the Old Norse staðr as the origin) in Leinster, Munster, Ulster. Tyrian is 
the adjective (cf. Online Etymology Dictionary).

b. 1510s, from Latin Tyrius ‘of Tyre’; from the Latin Tyrus, which was an island-
city in the Levant. The name comes from the Greek older name Tyros, and from the 
even older name tzor, which in Hebrew/Phoenician meant ‘rock, rocky place’. It is 
known in connection with a chemical dye, a colour which was very similar to indigo, 
and which was made in those parts from mollusks (Murex brandaris) – Tyrian purple 
(Tyrrhenian – adj.) (Online Etymology Dictionary).

[…] the name Tyrion might be an allusion to the colour of Roman and Byzantine roy-
alty: Tyrian purple. If this is the case, it means that Tyrion may be the only Lannister 
with true nobility. This name may imply that the heart of George R.R. Martin’s stories 
may be more Roman than English. (Adair)

c. 1650s, ‘pertaining to the Etruscans’, which comes from the Latin Tyrrheni. The 
older Greek Tyrrenoi “Tyrrhenians comes from tyrsis, which means ‘tower, walled city’ 
(cognate with the Latin word turris)” (Online Etymology Dictionary).

All of the above may be used in interpreting the importance, the role and the 
destiny of the character in the economy of the story: he might be of either Irish or 
Roman descent, but the roots of the word in Greek, Hebrew and Phoenician show that 
the name does not have a fixed geography, but rather suggests oldness of origin, nobility, 
strength of character and a bright future. As for the multicultural nature of the name, 
it is obvious that we may speak of layers of cultures in understanding the etymology of 
this name, as well as of geographical diversity. 

Cersei
a. The first meaning would lead us to the Odyssey, and to Circe, the enchantress 

who lived on the island Aea, and who transformed all those who drank from her cup 
into swine.

b. Latin Circe, from the Greek Kirke, developed into the term Circean, which in 
the 1640s is met with in texts bearing the meaning of ‘fascinating but depraving’ – hav-
ing the same connotation as the ancient Homeric character (cf. Online Etymology 
Dictionary).

c. Sorcery (n.) 1300, ‘witchcraft, magic, enchantment: act or instance of sorcery; 
supernatural state of affairs; seemingly magical works’. It comes from the Old French 
noun sorcerie, sorcier, meaning ‘wizard, sorcerer’; in Medieval Latin sortiarius was a sor-
cerer, a ‘teller of fortunes’, somebody who could have an influence on fate – from the 
Latin sors, with its Genitive sortis, which means ‘lot, fate, fortune’ (Online Etymology 
Dictionary).

d. Circassian – which in the 1550s meant people coming from northern Caucasus, 
along the Black Sea, from the ancient land of Circassia, which is a Latin translation of the 
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Russian toponym Cherkesŭ. The population there used another term for themselves: 
Adighe, which comes from a non-Indo-European language, as the origin of those people 
was non-Indo-European. The people were described in the Century Dictionary as dis-
playing “fine physical formation of its members, especially its women, who were much 
sought by neighboring nations as concubines, etc.” (cf. Online Etymology Dictionary).

Cersei is a beautiful woman, who is very much the embodiment of the enchanter 
and the sorcerer that the etymology of her name suggests. She comes from the unknown, 
in the sense that she seems to be alien in the story, one of a kind, not only due to her 
physical appearance, but mostly because she plays the role of a harsh, a-moral woman, 
thirsty for power and ruthless at all times. The multicultural aspect of her name – as 
with the name of her brother Tyrion – comes from the layers of geographical, linguistic 
and cultural history of Europe, and even from beyond Europe. 

Jamie
a. James, a masculine proper name that comes from the New Testament. It is the 

name of two of Christ’s disciples. James was used in the 12th century Middle English 
familiar vernacular, coming from the classical Latin Jacobus, transformed in the Late 
Latin in Jacomus (from which Old French developed the name James, Spanish Jaime, 
and Italian Giacomo) (cf. Online Etymology Dictionary).

b. Jacob, masculine proper name of the Old Testament; a patriarch, the son of 
Isaac and Rebecca, and the father of the 12 sons who founded the 12 tribes. In Greek 
Iakobos, from Hebrew, from Hebrew Ya’aqobh, which means ‘one that takes by the heel; 
a supplanter’ (Genesis xxv.26), which derives from ‘aqebh, which means ‘heel’. Jacob 
was the most popular name for boys in the US, between 1999 and 2008. The inspira-
tion is Jacob’s ladder, from Genesis xxviii.12, from which various uses are transferred 
since 1733, like inn Spanish, where the name became Jago, or Iago, also Diego, or the 
contracted Jaime; in Italian Giacomo (cf. Online Etymology Dictionary).

c. 1823, from Spanish Diego ‘James’ was considered to be used in American slang 
for ‘one born of Spanish parents’, particularly in the New Orleans; also, it referred to 
sailors of a Spanish or Portuguese origin who were present on English or American 
ships. Afterwards, the meaning was broader, until it referred to everybody who was 
“Italian”. James the Great is the patron saint of Spain, so Diego, the Spanish for James is 
considered to be a generic name for ‘a Spaniard’ in English, even since 1610. In 1899, a 
Dago red meant ‘cheap Italian wine’ (cf. Online Etymology Dictionary).

The name Jamie does not appear to be very difficult to understand in the context 
of Game of Thrones. He is of noble descent, he is an adventurer, but also a knight, he 
is brave and skillful, but he is also degraded, destined to further degradation, because 
of his incestuous relations with his sister, and because of his betrayal of his ancestor’s 
dreams of greatness. In a sense, though, he is also the ‘ordinary’ guy, somebody who is 
like all of us, lost in a story in which great powers and extreme wills come together. He 
is the voice of common sense, a person who understands his sins – no wonder his name 
has a Biblical source – and, therefore, is ready to pay for his sins. Etymologically, it has 
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a resonance coming from Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Italian, Spanish and English – the very 
core of Indo-European cultures and languages. 

As different as the three names above may sound and as different their as their 
history may be, the characters that bear them are related: Tyrion, Cersei and Jamie 
are sister and brothers. This would be rather controversial in a sense, because to have 
three names in the same family which are so different, and come from such different 
origins seems rather unlikely for a Middle Ages story. Obviously, the author picked 
these names after a long period of research – as he also mentioned in some interviews. 
The same apparent etymological superficiality in choosing their names seems to have 
guided the author in the way he picked names for the Stark brothers: Robb, Sansa, 
Arya, Brandon, and Rickon. 

Robb
a. Robb, with variant spelling Robe and Rabb(e), comes as a diminutive of the 

name Robert, which has a Germanic etymology: Hrodebert, which is compound 
from hrod, which means ‘renowned, known’, and berht which means ‘famous’. Before 
the Norman Conquest of 1066, the name was but rarely found in England, but the 
Normans introduced it with the forms Rodbertus, Rotbert and finally Robert. In France, 
Germany and England, Robert was a royal name, many kings, dukes, and other noble-
men and rulers of all kinds are recorded with the name Robert. 

Even though this was one of the preferred male given names in English for a very 
long time, I think that combined with such popularity, it was the nobility of the name 
is what Martin must have had in mind for his character, who, even if he dies young and 
rather early in the series, is the embodiment of medieval knighthood and bravery. In a 
manner, the whole story might be considered a lament on the dilution of such traits of 
character. Some commentators think that the name comes from the great Scottish King 
Robert the Bruce (1306–1329), the victorious warrior of the Battle of Bannockburn. 
His northern roots, his bravery, his knowledge of harsh nature and climate might have 
influenced Martin in choosing him as a model – the whole House of Stark is a kind of 
Scottish settlement.

Sansa
a. In Sanskrit, Sansa is a name for ‘charm’, which is not to say that it also is a given 

name, but as Martin studied many sources, it is possible to have influenced him, espe-
cially as her entire attitude is about being charming to a certain extent.

b. 1610s, from the Sanskrit samskrtam, which means ‘well-formed, perfected’; 
neuter of samskrta, from sam, ‘together’ (from PIE root sem-, ‘one, as one, together 
with’) + krta- ‘to make, do, perform’, from PIE kwer-, ‘to make, form’ – “so called as 
being the cultivated or literary language, distinguished from the vulgar dialects, or, 
some say, because regarded as perfect language, the speech of the gods, formed by infal-
lible rules” [Century Dictionary] (Online Etymology Dictionary).

c. Sansa – Santa, a feminine singular of the adjective San, meaning a ‘saint’ in Italian.
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Obviously, the character tends towards perfection, and her endeavours to become 
perfect both betray her, as she is trapped in her own dream, and help her become per-
fect, a saint, in the sense that the tortures and abuse she endures are enough to save 
any sinful being. Sansa is pure, she begins by being a kind of vestige of the old stories 
of Knights in shining armors and damsels in distress, but she ends up by being strong, 
determined, intelligent and resourceful.

Arya
a. Is the name of the country Iran, which comes from the Persian Iran, from the 

Middle Persian Ērān, meaning ‘land of the Iranians’, “genitive plural of genitive plural 
of ēr- ‘an Iranian’”, from Old Iranian *arya- (Old Persian ariya-, Avestan airya-) ‘Iranian’, 
from Indo-Iranian *arya- or *ārya-, a self-designation, perhaps meaning ‘compatriot’ 
(Online Etymology Dictionary).

b. Aryan, which is mentioned in 1600 as a classical historical name, from the 
Latin Arianus, Ariana, which comes from the Greek Aria, Areia, which are names of 
that ancient part of Persia which was considered to be the land of the noble families. 
Friedrich Schlegel, the German philologist, made a link from this name that Sanskrit-
speaking people called themselves with, with the German word for ‘honor’, which is 
Ehre. He applied this name to what we call today Indo-Europeans in contrast with 
Semitic. The word is mentioned in English texts with this understanding starting from 
1851 (cf. Online Etymology Dictionary)

c. Arya might also come from the masculine proper name Ira, which in Hebrew 
means ‘watchful’, as it has the stem ur, which means ‘to awake, to rouse oneself ’ (cf. 
Online Etymology Dictionary).

d. Ira, Irae – is the Latin for ‘rage, wrath’. Dies Irae, the days of wrath in the Bible, 
which in a larger sense may be considered to also mean ‘the days of revenge, or payback’. 

Brandon
a. The name Brandon comes from the Irish name Brendani, which was Anglicised 

as Brandon. The older Irish names it is derived from are Bréanainn, and Brénainn. In 
Latin, in the Middle Ages it had the form Brendanus, and this influenced its spelling 
in modern English. Nevertheless, the name had no particular meaning in Irish, but in 
Old Welsh breenhin meant ‘prince’ (in Modern Welsh brenin means ‘king’) (cf. Online 
Etymology Dictionary).

b. In Welsh, as well as in Celtic, Bran meant ‘crow’ or ‘raven’, a word that was met 
with in other parts of the European continent (cf. Online Etymology Dictionary).

c. In Anglo-Saxon, this surname might be derived from very many place names, 
meaning ‘hill’, and being part of numerous places with the same name which are situ-
ated in Durham, Northumberland, Suffolk, Warwickshire, Lincolnshire. It may also be 
connected to a river in Lincolnshire. Bran may come from Brant, which is a river. The 
Old English brant ‘steep’, ‘deep’; and dun, ‘a hill’. Thus, the name might refer to steep hill. 
As a surname of an important person, the 1st Duke of Suffolk bore the name Charles 
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Brandon – he was Henry VIII’s brother-in-law and friend (cf. Online Etymology 
Dictionary).

d. There is also a French etymology – Brandon, from Brand, which in Old 
French meant ‘sword’; or Brandon, which meant ‘burning material to set fire’ (Online 
Etymology Dictionary).

Those who have watched the series know that Brandon becomes the eye, the 
raven, a human who can take the form of a bird, free in space and time, capable of see-
ing the past and the future. His name might be also considered to be a sort of unifica-
tion of the British Isles; it is British, in the sense that it has a meaning in Anglo-Saxon, 
in Celtic, in Welsh and in Irish. It is a unifying name, belonging to a clairvoyant charac-
ter, and an important member of the Stark family.

Rickon
a. reckon (v.)c. 1200, recenen, from Old English gerecenian ‘to explain, relate, 

recount, arrange in order’, from Proto-Germanic *(ga)rakinaz ‘ready, straightfor-
ward’ (source also of Old Frisian rekenia, Middle Dutch and Dutch rekenen, Old High 
German rehhanon, German rechnen, Gothic rahnjan ‘to count, reckon’), from PIE root 
*reg- ‘move in a straight line’, with derivatives meaning ‘to direct in a straight line’, thus 
‘to lead, rule’ (Online Etymology Dictionary).

b. Richard masc. proper name, Middle English Rycharde, from Old French 
Richard, from Old High German Ricohard ‘strong in rule’, from Proto-Germanic *rik- 
‘ruler’ (see rich) + *harthu ‘hard’, from PIE *kar-o- (from PIE root *kar- ‘hard’). “One 
of the most popular names introduced by the Normans. Usually Latinised as Ricardus, 
the common form was Ricard, whence the pet form Rick, etc.” [Dictionary of English 
Surnames] (Online Etymology Dictionary).

Like his brothers and sisters, Rickon is of great descent, he embodies the ambi-
tions and ideals of a family that raised their children to be the future rulers. 

In referring to such possible etymologies, I have not tried to find as many as are 
available in dedicated dictionaries; nor do I profess to have exhausted the connotations 
and meanings. I have tried to help a virtual reader/film viewer to understand how these 
names can be relevant in how they sound, how they bring a historical “aura” to the text, 
and how they more complex than they seem at a first glance. 

If we were to look at all names in the series, we would see how they are not con-
sistent from a historical, or etymological point of view, but they all have deep symbolic 
connotations (if we try to go deeper in discovering their etymologies). The work put 
into name-giving by Martin in his novel, and subsequently in the series, was impres-
sive. Are these names markers of multiculturalism? Current ideologues might argue 
that they are not. This study, nevertheless, demonstrates that they are, because they 
come from the diversity of European cultures and peoples, or at least this is what these 
easy-to-find etymologies suggest (even if they are not all agreed upon by all linguists). 
Europe was multicultural at the beginning, in its making, it has been since, and still is 
a continent where many cultures meet, where there are many intersections, and many 
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layers in language, in the oral and written traditions, in the myths and legends. These 
names, as they are so varied from the point of view of their etymology, are chosen 
by the author to give more meaning to his story. They are multicultural, but not in 
the current, political sense of the word, but in the literary economy of the narrative. 
Multicultural ideology might have suggested that names in families should have been 
expressions of the family’s ethnical, racial and cultural background. But this is not the 
case in Game of Thrones. Martin, nevertheless, spent much time thinking and research-
ing in his attempt to find suitable names for his characters, and I think that what he was 
trying to do was to find symbolic names, without paying too much attention to racial, 
ethnic, and etymological accuracy. 

If we read the books and watch the show for what it says, and seek what it does 
not say, we might be really satisfied with these names. Since deconstruction and post-
structuralism, and since the “death of the author” we know that any work of art is a 
whole that has a lot of holes, which the reader/audience/viewer can fill with what-
ever they might consider relevant. There are themes that are foregrounded, others are 
less important in the economy of the story, so we can bring them in the center and 
comment on them, even if the author had no intention of actually involve them in the 
narrative very much. For instance, in Wide Sargasso Sea, author Jean Rhys writes an 
entire novel based on the ‘mad woman in the attic’, a character in the famous Charlotte 
Bronte novel, Jane Eyre. She tries to imagine a biography of the woman who sets Mr. 
Rochester’s mansion on fire… But to do so does not mean to criticise Charlotte Bronte 
for not introducing enough elements of multiculturalism – in the marshes and moors 
of the gloomy part of England where she set the action of her novel – or that she did 
not have any sensitivity for the poor woman brought from the islands, where she was 
free and happy to this gloomy atmosphere. Commenting on what authors have NOT 
written, and being totally opaque to what they HAVE written, means to just disrespect 
the act of creation itself… The ‘mad woman’ has gone completely crazy in today’s ide-
ologised critique…
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