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World-building in

Game of Thrones:

a glossary of the natural world
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Harpy: a mythological creature that traditionally has the head and

breasts of a woman, the wings and talons of an eagle. To all evidence,

harpies are mythological in Martin’s world as in ours. In Essos, the

harpy is the symbol of the slave cities Mereen, Astapor, and Yunkai. The

rebels against Targaryen rule, who wish for slavery to persist, thus call

themselves the Sons of the Harpy.
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Hrakkar: a word in Dothraki that refers to a species of large white lion

that lives and hunts in the plains. Daenerys Targaryen sometimes wears

the pelt of a white lion, channeling the Greek hero Hercules.
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Hrann: a word in Dothraki that refers to a kind of grass. The plains in

Essos that the Dothraki take as their demesne are also known as the

Great Grass Sea; “There are a hundred kinds of grass out there,”

according to Ser Jorah Mormont—a possible borrowing from the myth

that the Inuit have a hundred words for snow.
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Ironwood: a type of tree in the wildwood. Ironwood can refer to any tree

that produces unusually hard lumber.
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Kraken: in our world, a kraken is a legendary monster that resembles a
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giant squid; accounts of krakens in tales of the sea may date back to the
13th century. In 1873, a real giant squid attacked a boat off the coast of
Portugal Cove, Newfoundland, leaving behind some bits after the sailors
fought back with a blade; this was the first solid evidence to prove the
legend to have a basis in fact. In Westeros, the kraken is likewise a
legendary monster rumored to live in the waters around the Iron Islands.
They appear in heraldry. Krakens may exist, at least in the same way that
giant squids exist, but nobody has seen any firsthand.
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Manticore: in our world, a manticore is a mythological monster that has
the body of a lion, the tail of a scorpion, and the head of a man. In
Martin’s fiction, manticore is the name given to a deadly creature
hidden in a puzzle box with the aim of killing the person who opens
it. Martin’s version of a manticore must be smaller than the one in our
legends, since it can fit into a small box. In fact, it seems to be a type of
insect. But it still has a tail with a lethal sting (on another occasion,
“manticore venom” is used as a murder weapon), and it has a face with
ugly features.
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Merling: the Westerosi word for mermaids and mermen. As we
note elsewhere, Martin derives the word from Old English mere, “the
sea”, and the common Germanic suffix —ling. A character in the
books—a human who was lost at sea for a few days and then retrieved,
but whose mind was never quite right afterward—may offer insights into
merling life: “under the sea, the birds have scales for feathers; the rain is
dry as bone; men marry fishes; smoke rises in bubbles, and flames burn
green and blue and black; the old fish eat the young fish; the merwives
wear nennymoans [anemones] in their hair and weave gowns of silver
seaweed; the mermen feast on starfish soup and all the serving men are
crabs.”
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Minotaur: a monster with the head of a bull and the body of a man,

familiar from classical mythology. In Martin’s fiction, it appears in

statuary: “wyverns, griffins, demons, manticores, minotaurs, basilisks,

hellhounds, cockatrices, and a thousand queerer creatures spouted from

the castle’s battlements...”
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Palfrey: a horse bred and trained for casual riding, particularly by a

woman. Palfrey comes from French (see courser): French palefrie became
Anglo-Norman palefrie, palfrei, palfré. First use c1225.
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Puff fish: a type of puffer fish that lives in the waters around the Summer

Islands.
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