
 
 

St. Jerome’s University in the University of Waterloo 

Department of History 

HIST 291 
Game of Thrones: Modern Medievalisms 

Fall 2017 

M 10:30-12:20; W 10:30-11:20 in SJ2 2002 
 
 
 

Instructor Information 

Instructor: Jolanta N. Komornicka 
Office: SH 2016 
Office Phone: x28255 
Office Hours: T 10:30-11:30; W 1-2; Th 9:30-11:30; and by appointment 
Email: jolanta.komornicka@uwaterloo.ca 
I am often in my office – please feel free to stop by any time. 

     

     

     

     

Course Description 

“I’m going to get medieval on your ass.”  

“To describe the originators of this particular law as ‘medieval’ was being rather kind and generous to 

them.” 

“The medieval attitudes of the Taliban.” 

“Conventional thinking around [internet] security is a bit medieval.” 

“American Feudalism: It’s not just a metaphor” 

“It’s medieval to refuse girls the pill.” 

“He’s my knight in shining armor.” 

 

These are only some of the more direct ways our society continues to reference the Middle Ages. Others 

include cats in horned Viking helmets, images of Joan of Arc kissing Marianne in demonstrations for gay 

marriage in France, and white supremacists deploying imagery and slogans from the time of the 

Crusades. And I haven’t even touched on all the ways fantasy books and movies and the Disney princess 

industry draw upon collective understandings of the medieval. All of these references touch on the 

Middle Ages, but few are interested in what actually happened during the period historians refer to as 

the European Middle Ages (c. 500-1500). What then, do they have in common? What work does the 

“medieval,” or “Middle Ages,” (or “Dark Ages,” “crusade,” etc.) do?  

 

That is what this course is about. Over the next 12 weeks, we will examine how the idea of the Middle 

Ages operates within modern society. The focus will be on the end of the 20th and the 21st centuries, 
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though we will occasionally dip back a little farther. The readings are primarily concerned with the 

modern uses of the medieval. When necessary, lecture will fill in the historical background to provide 

context for what historical elements either do or do not match the modern applications. 

 

There’s a lot we could cover in a course like this, from movies and tv shows, to video games, fantasy 

novels, music, politics, meme culture, and gender norms. We will only touch on a few, though your 

research project will enable you to expand into areas that interest you. Because the topics are so 

disparate, in addition to the secondary materials and a variety of internet blog posts and Twitter 

memes, we will be using George R. R. Martin’s A Game of Thrones as a principle source text, due to its 

large influence on modern popular culture at the moment. If you have not already done so, I 

recommend you begin reading the book now. We will not be reading it from cover to cover as a class, 

but skipping around to talk about individual scenes and characters. Having the plot and people under 

your belt (and in their form in the book, not the tv show) will be necessary for being able to participate 

fully in the course. 

 

The above has been a long-winded way of getting round to a central point: this is not a traditional 

history class. It is in many ways a current events/modern culture and society course approached through 

the lens of medievalism. Therefore, you are both not expected to have any knowledge of the historical 

Middle Ages coming in, and will, I’m sorry to say, not have a lot more of it on the way out (or perhaps a 

lot – it depends a bit on your questions and where lecture and discussion take us). What you will have, 

however, is an understanding of how history is a force within modern society and why it is necessary to 

be able to critically evaluate modern uses of that (medieval) history. 

 

It’s September. Winter is coming. And so are spoilers. (Seriously, read the book if you don’t want 

spoilers.) 

Course Goals and Learning Outcomes 

The primary course goal is the cultivation of students’ ability to think clearly and analytically about 

modern culture, received information, and claims to historical truth. Students are also expected to hone 

their writing skills and their oral communication. 

Upon completion of this course, students should be able to: 

A. Think critically and analytically in writing 

 Write with correct grammar and spelling while developing a thought from its premise to 

its conclusion. 

 Use primary and secondary source materials to come to conclusions, as well as to 

support argumentation. 

B. Communicate clearly and analytically in speech 

 Participate in class discussion in a manner that hears what others have said and 

contributes your own understanding to the topic. 



  3 
 

 Reference readings and lectures in discussion to undergird your point, show mastery of 

the course material, and to go beyond a repetition of what’s found in the printed text 

and lecture. 

C. Thinking analytically about modern culture, received information, and claims to historical truth 

 Be able to identify what work the idea of the medieval is doing in a given example. 

 Be able to contextualize that example within the framework of the course and modern 

society. 

Required Text 

 Martin, A Game of Thrones 

 De Charny, A Knights Own Book of Chivalry  

 Pugh and Weisl, Medievalisms: Making the Past in the Present 

 Elliott, Medievalism, Politics and Mass Media 

 A dedicated notebook of your choosing, which will be handed in occasionally  

 

The page numbers for Game of Thrones are from the 2011 Bantam Books edition available in the 

bookstore. I have put a finding aid on LEARN in case you have a different edition with different 

pagination. 

Readings Available on LEARN and Course Reserves 

 There are a number of primary and secondary materials available on both these sites. I have 

indicated where you will be able to find them on the Course Outline with a CR or L as 

appropriate. 

 

Course Requirements and Assessment 

As you will meet for discussion every other week, you are expected to work on your research project 

during those times you are not in class, but have that hour blocked out in your schedule. 

Assessment  Date of Evaluation (if known) Weighting 
Participation Weekly 16% 
Discussion Leading As Assigned 10% 
Journal Unannounced 20% 
Secondary Text Analysis Oct. 2 10% 
Reaction Paper Sept. 18 2% 
Research Project: Statement of Intent Oct. 16 5% 
Research Project: Bibliography Nov. 6 7% 
Research Project: Paper Part I Nov. 20 10% 
Research Project: Paper Part II TBA 20% 
Total  100% 

 

Assessment 1 
Participation: I expect you to be on time and ready to go when class begins. This means having done the 

readings in advance, prepared for a lively and engaging discussion, and brought the primary texts with 
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you to class, along with your Journal. Weekly, you will be expected to contribute to the class’s and your 

own understanding of the topic. If you have concerns about your ability to participate in a seminar 

discussion, see me by September 15 so we can discuss strategies to ensure your success. 

Assessment 2 
Discussion Leading: You will be called upon to help lead the discussion on specific days assigned in 

advance. Discussion leading information can be found on LEARN and will be discussed in class on the 

first day. 

Assessment 3 
Journal: You will keep a dedicated notebook that you will hand in on occasion for assessment. Each 

week, for any one of the primary sources, you will jot down thoughts on what work the medieval is 

doing/what it means (e.g. is it indicating “proper” relations between men and women, denoting the 

barbaric, the honorable?). You should always have these notebook with you for class, especially 

discussion section (the Wednesday meetings).  

Assessment 4 
Secondary Text Analysis: You will write a short analysis of a secondary source. It is designed to hone 

your skills at reading historical scholarship. You will select one of the articles or book chapters assigned 

through Oct. 2nd to analyze, with certain exceptions. See LEARN for guidelines. 

Assessment 5 
Reaction Paper: Write a 1 page, typed, double-spaced, 12 pt Times New Roman font reaction paper on 

the following: What does the ‘medieval’ mean to you? Once you’ve answered this question in 2-3 

sentences, reflect on how you came to have this impression of the medieval. Where do you remember 

learning this? The reaction paper is not a list; it is a meditation in prose. Submit via LEARN on Sept. 18 at 

noon. 

Assessment 6 
Research Project: Statement of Intent: A brief paragraph stating the game you intend to examine for 

your research project and what medievalism you plan on researching within it. See guidelines on LEARN. 

Assessment 7 
Research Project: Bibliography: A list of primary and secondary sources you have begun assembling and 

reading for your research project. See guidelines on LEARN. 

Assessment 8 
Research Project: Paper Part I: A 1-2 page paper providing an overview of the game you chose and 

where the medievalism you focused on appears with it. See guidelines on LEARN. 

Assessment 9 
Research Project: Paper Part II: A 6-8 page paper that analyzes the use and place of the medieval within 

the game you’ve chosen. See guidelines on LEARN.  
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Course Outline / Class Schedule 

 

CR refers to material found on the course reserves site, linked off the LEARN course page. L refers to 

material on the LEARN course page. 

For more precise breakdowns of the GoT book excerpts, see LEARN. You may want to reread the full 

chapter for the various GoT excerpts, not just the 2-3 pages indicated. 

On a weekly basis, check the Memes folder in LEARN for additional pop culture material for the week. 

 

Week Date Topic Readings Due 

1 Sept. 11 
 
 
Sept. 13 
Group A 

Introduction and Getting a 
Feel for the Medieval: Our 
Medieval Childhood 

Pugh and Weisl, ch. 1 and 4 
Cinderella Ate My Daughter ch. 2 – CR 
The Boy’s Froissart, excerpts – CR  

2 Sept. 18 
 
 
Sept. 20 
Group B 

Masculinity: The Chivalric 
Ideal 
 

Charny, pg. 14-42, chapters 18-19, 22-23, 25-27, 
29-34 

Kaufman, “Understanding Honor” – CR  
Excerpts from Game of Thrones: pg. 1-11, 13-16, 

110-11, 483-84, 743-45 

3 Sept. 25 
 
 
Sept. 27 
Group A 

Masculinity: Of Vikings and 
Action Heroes 

Larrington, “The Ironborn” – CR  
Mitchell-Smith, “American Medieval” – CR  
Aronstein, “The Return of the King” – CR  
Pugh and Weisl, Medievalisms, ch. 5 
Howse, “8 Lessons in Manhood from the 

Vikings” – L 
Excerpts from Game of Thrones: pg. 44-45, 73-

75, 191-92, 251-54, 291-304, 322-23 
Excerpt from Clash of Kings – L 

4 Oct. 2 
 
Oct. 4 
Group B 

Violence and Barbarity Guthrie, “Time Travel, Pulp Fictions, and 
Changing Attitudes toward the Middle Ages” 
– CR  

Elliott, ch. 2, pg. 55-56, 62-75 
Excerpts from Game of Thrones: pg. 159, 464-70, 

513-14, 542-43, 665-69, 745-56, 768-69  
Material on L 

5 Oct. 13 
Group A 
 
No class 
Oct. 9 or 
Oct. 11 

Alterity, the Monstrous, and 
Homosexuality 

Gebhardt, “Homosexuality in Television 
Medievalism” – CR  

Massie and Mayer, “Bringing Elsewhere Home: A 
Song of Ice and Fire’s Ethics of Disability” – 
CR 

Ray, “Hunks, History, and Homophobia” – CR 
Excerpts from Game of Thrones: pg. 34, 55-57, 

173, 200, 321, 413-14, 421, 633, 768 
Excerpt from Clash of Kings – L 
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Week Date Topic Readings Due 

6 Oct. 16 
 
Oct. 18 
Group B 

Femininity: Disney 
Princesses and the Romantic 
Ideal 

Bradford, “Where Happily Ever After Happens 
Every Day” – CR  

Marquez Perez, “Shrek: The Animated Fairytale 
Princess Re-invented” – CR 

Youtube clips – L  
Excerpts from Game of Thrones: pg. 149-52, 

215-16, 472-75, 478-79, 547-51, 694-700 
Excerpt from Clash of Kings – L 

7 Oct. 23 
 
Oct. 25 
Group A 

Femininity: The 
(Exceptional) Female 
Heroine  

Spector, “Power and Feminism in Westeros” – 
CR 

Tolmie, “Medievalism and the Fantasy Heroine” 
– CR 

Excerpts from Game of Thrones: pg. 141-43, 
365-66, 428-30 

Excerpt from Clash of Kings – LEARN 
Excerpt from Storm of Swords – LEARN  

8 Oct. 30 
 
Nov. 1 
Group B 

The Myth of Progress Elliott, pages 27-37, ch. 3 
Materials on LEARN 
Excerpt from Clash of Kings – LEARN 
 

9 Nov. 6 
 
Nov. 8 
Group A 

Politics: George W. Bush’s 
Crusade 

Elliott, ch. 4 
Pugh and Weisl, ch. 9 
Monagle, “Medieval Makes a Comeback in 

Modern Politics” – LEARN 
Materials on LEARN 

10 Nov. 13 
 
Nov. 15 
Group B 

Politics: Al Qaeda and ISIS Elliott, ch. 5 and 8 
Materials on LEARN 
 

11 Nov. 20 
 
Nov. 22 
Group A 

The Myth of the White 
Middle Ages 

Elliott, ch. 6 and 7 
Wollenberg, “The New Knighthood: Terrorism 

and the Medieval” – CR 
Materials on LEARN 

12 Nov. 27 
 
Nov. 29 
Group B 

Race and Barbarity Lord of the Rings excerpts 
Young, “Place and Time: Medievalism and 

Making Race” – CR  
Lampert, “Race, Periodicity, and the (Neo-) 

Middle Ages” – CR 
Kim, “Beyond Black and White: Race and 

Postmodernism in The Lord of the Rings 
Films” – CR  

Excerpts from Game of Thrones: pg. 29, 101-03, 
111-12, 234, 294-95, 489-90, 708 

13 Dec. 4 
Everyone 

Summing up Eco, “Dreaming the Middle Ages” – CR 
Bull, “Is Medieval History Relevant” – CR 
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Late Work  

Late work will be accepted, but subject to a penalty of 5% per 24 hour period it is late. 

Electronic Device Policy 

Electronic devices must not be used in class, including laptops, cell phones, and tablets, unless you’re 

given express instruction to do so. Multiple studies have shown that the use of electronic devices results 

in reduced mastery of the subject material, besides being a distraction to students near the user, 

thereby reducing their mastery (think of it as the second-hand smoke effect for laptops). Therefore, 

unless a student can provide documentation from a university office to the effect that a laptop or other 

electronic device is required for learning purposes, none will be permitted in class. 

Attendance Policy 

Students are expected to be in class for every meeting, on time and ready to go. Due to the size of the 

course, in order to facilitate seminar discussion you will only attend 6 seminars per semester. Therefore, 

there will be no excused absences from seminar. You otherwise have 1 excused absence from the 

Monday lectures – no documentation or advance notice required. 

Important Information 

 
Academic Integrity: To maintain a culture of academic integrity, members of the University of Waterloo 
and its Affiliated and Federated Institutions of Waterloo (AFIW) are expected to promote honesty, trust, 
fairness, respect, and responsibility. See the UWaterloo Academic Integrity webpage and the Arts 
Academic Integrity webpage for more information. 
 
Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to avoid committing 
academic offences, and to take responsibility for their actions. A student who is unsure whether an 
action constitutes an offence, or who needs help in learning how to avoid offences (e.g., plagiarism, 
cheating) or about “rules” for group work/collaboration should seek guidance from the course 
professor, academic advisor, or the Associate Dean. When misconduct has been found to have occurred, 
disciplinary penalties will be imposed under the St. Jerome’s University Policy on Student Discipline. For 
information on categories of offenses and types of penalties, students should refer to University of 
Waterloo Policy 71 - Student Discipline. For typical penalties check Guidelines for the Assessment of 
Penalties. 
 
Grievance: A student who believes that a decision affecting some aspect of their university life has been 
unfair or unreasonable may have grounds for initiating a grievance.  Read the St. Jerome’s University 
Policy on Student Petitions and Grievances. 
 
Appeals: A decision made or penalty imposed under the St. Jerome’s University Policy on Student 
Petitions and Grievances (other than a petition) or the St. Jerome’s University Policy on Student 
Discipline may be appealed if there is a ground. A student who believes they have a ground for an 
appeal should refer to the St. Jerome's University Policy on Student Appeals. 
 
Note for Students with Disabilities: The AccessAbility Services office, located on the first floor of the 
Needles Hall extension (1401), collaborates with all academic departments to arrange appropriate 
accommodations for students with disabilities without compromising the academic integrity of the 

https://uwaterloo.ca/academic-integrity/guidelines-instructors
https://uwaterloo.ca/arts/undergraduate/student-support/academic-standing/ethical-behaviour
https://uwaterloo.ca/arts/undergraduate/student-support/academic-standing/ethical-behaviour
https://www.sju.ca/sites/default/files/PLCY_AOM_Student-Discipline_20131122-SJUSCapproved.pdf
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/guidelines/guidelines-assessment-penalties
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/guidelines/guidelines-assessment-penalties
http://www.sju.ca/sites/default/files/PLCY_AOM_Student-Petitions-and-Grievances_20151211-SJUSCapproved.pdf
http://www.sju.ca/sites/default/files/PLCY_AOM_Student-Petitions-and-Grievances_20151211-SJUSCapproved.pdf
https://www.sju.ca/sites/default/files/PLCY_AOM_Student-Appeals_20131122-SJUSCapproved.pdf
http://uwaterloo.ca/disability-services/
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curriculum. If you require academic accommodations to lessen the impact of your disability, please 
register with the AS office at the beginning of each academic term. 
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In Class 
 
You can expect me to be 
prepared and on-time for 
class each week. Should 
something arise that requires 
a change in the reading 
schedule, what we’ll be doing 
for a particular day, or if class 
needs to be cancelled, I will 
inform you via email as soon 
as possible and will post a 
note on the CMS. 
 
You can expect me to be 
respectful of everyone’s class 
contributions during 
discussion, even when I 
politely disagree with an 
interpretation.  
 
You can expect me to manage 
the class by balancing lecture, 
explanations, and discussion 
in a way that results in the 
least number of glazed eyes 
and the most participation. 
 

In the Office 
 
You can expect me to be in 
my office during my posted 
office hours. Should a conflict 
arise, you will be notified via 
email and a note will be 
placed on the CMS as soon as 
possible. 
 
Even if my door is closed, 
knock. If I am there and not 
busy with another student, I 
will open it to you. I prefer 
quiet to work, so often close 
my door – it is not a sign that I 
do not want visitors!  
 
You can expect me to help 
you with whatever difficulties 
you’re having in class, as well 
as shoot the breeze and talk 
about university life.  
 
 

Communication 
 
You can expect that the best 
means of reaching me outside 
of in-person contact is via 
email. I answer my emails 
within 24 hours during the 
week and within 36 hours on 
weekends. 
 
You can expect my emails to 
be polite and to the point, 
using correct salutation and 
valediction, grammar, 
spelling, and punctuation. You 
can also expect a nudge from 
me to do the same if your 
emails do not adhere to 
standard email etiquette.  
 
You can expect assignments 
to be graded and returned 
within one week for the blog 
posts, two weeks for the 
document analyses.  
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Student-to-Student 

Introduce yourself to the two people beside you. Exchange information. If you have to miss class, you now 

have a ready resource for getting notes. In addition, should you need a partner as you learn to play your 

game, you now have to people you can call on. 

Student 1: Name_______________________________________________________________________  

Phone_____________________ Email______________________________________________________ 

Student 2: Name_______________________________________________________________________  

Phone_____________________ Email______________________________________________________ 

 
Plundering history to deliver modern indictments serves no rational or benign purpose. To observe the 

past through the lens of the present invites delusion; so too does ignoring the existence of that lens. 

However, the burden of understanding lies on us to appreciate the world of the past, not on the past to 

provide ours with facile precedents or good stories... 

Tyerman, The Crusades, 10. 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

How do I pronounce your name? 

As someone with a foreign name, I am sensitive to how frustrating it can be when someone 

gets your name wrong. Please don’t hesitate to correct me until I get it right. 

For my first name: In Polish, Js are pronounced as Ys. Hence Jola is pronounced like Yola. 

As for my last name, which is a little trickier, here’s a handy Rebus puzzle to help you out: 

 

Komornicka = 

  +    +    +    

(comb)  +  (oar)  +  (knee)  +  (ska) 

 

 

 

 


