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Pilgrimages of Thrones 

 

Introduction 

Game of Thrones is an international phenomenon. From the time the show began airing 

in 2011, its popularity globally exploded, [SLIDE 2] beginning with an average of 9.3 million 

viewers per episode of season one and [CLICK] finishing with an average of 44.2 million 

viewers for season eight in America alone (Fitzgerald; Patten). While international viewing 

numbers are harder to pin down, not to mention the record-breaking amount of piracy, James 

Hibberd of Entertainment Weekly [CLICK] estimates 100 million viewers for the season eight 

finale, “The Iron Throne.” To call the show “popular” is a wild understatement. 

Even with this level of popularity, Game of Thrones can be considered a “cult” television 

show, going by [SLIDE 3] critic Xavier Mendik and Graham Harper’s definition that focuses on 

the audience’s passion and emotional involvement. While its mainstream popularity and the 

tendency of HBO and even George R.R. Martin to refer to it as [SLIDE 4] “fantasy for people 

who hate fantasy” (Itzkoff) may call into question classifying the show as “cult,” [SLIDE 5] 

critic Matt Hills has argued that the separation of “cult” and “mainstream” can happen at the 

fandom level as well as at the production, distribution, or marketing level (68). After all, not 

everyone who watched the show watched it more than once [SLIDE 6], or bought the DVDs or 

other tie-in merchandise [SLIDE 7], or has read the novels multiple times [SLIDE 8], or has 

spent entirely too much time arguing with people on Twitter about the flaws of the final seasons 

[SLIDE 9]. And genre shows, especially science fiction and fantasy, particularly seem to lend 

themselves to the “cult” tendencies of the fans—including the desire to immerse themselves in 

the “real” Westeros by visiting the places where the show was shot. 
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 [SLIDE 10] From 2009 to 2018, the production team of Game of Thrones spent 

thousands of hours in locations all over Europe and northern Africa, from Belfast to Dubrovnik, 

Iceland to Morocco. Since the production team used real-world shooting locations and not 

exclusively green-screens in a studio, it is possible for fans to visit many of those locations—and 

they do, in great numbers. Their motivations for visiting and level of engagement with these 

locations are, of course, many and varied. Some make journeys specifically to see the locations 

in question, while others visit locations or take mini-tours while they’re already in the vicinity. 

Whatever the motivation, if they’re visiting an area because of its association with Game of 

Thrones, it’s what theorists call “film-based tourism,” and not a few of them also use the term 

“pilgrimage,” assigning a religious, spiritual, or emotional motivation to fans’ journeys to see the 

shooting locations. For example, tourism scholar [SLIDE 11] Sue Beeton has said that “Film-

induced tourism has strong overtones of pilgrimage, with the tourist travelling to sites considered 

sacred through their connection with fame and notions of fantasy. [. . .] The intimate reaction of 

visitors to many sites can be highly emotionally charged, verging on the spiritual and mystical” 

(48). Considering the notorious level of passion among scifi and fantasy nerds I mean fans, it 

might not be that far off the mark. It certainly ties in with the connotations of the term “cult TV,” 

as discussed earlier. But is it fair or accurate to refer to film tourism as “pilgrimage?” I was 

curious about the tendency to refer to it as such, as well as how film-induced tourism, especially 

Game of Thrones tourism, affected the sites in question, so I did some research. I also ran a 

survey that unfortunately didn’t pull in enough respondents for me to feel comfortable drawing 

any conclusions from the data, but it did provide some interesting comments and insights that I’ll 

share with you periodically. 
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Psych/Background 

Film-based tourism isn’t new; film tourism consultant Stefan Roesch traces the urge for 

people to visit locations portrayed in films back to the 1935 film Mutiny on the Bounty, which 

increased tourism to Tahiti (8). But it does seem to have gained a great deal of attention with the 

[SLIDE 12] influx of tourists to New Zealand after The Lord of the Rings films came out 

between 2001 and 2003, perhaps because, unlike most film tourism, Lord of the Rings fans were 

visiting a real place in order to experience a fully fictional one. Although many films and 

television shows will use a location to stand in for another one—such as Braveheart filming in 

Ireland, not Scotland, or the myriad of television shows that film in Vancouver pretending to be 

everywhere else—fantasy film and the ensuing tourism takes this illusion to the next level. 

Along with the interest of fans raising the number of visitors, the New Zealand tourism board 

was hard at work promoting the islands as a destination from the moment Peter Jackson 

announced the filming location for the much-anticipated films. As tourism scholar Glen Croy 

points out about the Lord of the Rings films, they “had the advantage of having a ready 

international market” due to the popularity of the books, which had an “existing cult following” 

(25), and much the same can be said for Game of Thrones and its filming locations.  

Film-based tourism takes on a few different forms and each can be seen as a different 

level of investment in the show. First, there are those who go to the locations specifically 

because they were featured in Game of Thrones; the whole reason for their trip is to see “King’s 

Landing” or “Winterfell.” They may do a tour or they may visit one very specific location that 

has a special meaning for them. Otherwise, people may already be in the location for another 

reason and choose to visit a filming site or take a short tour as a side activity; film-theorists refer 

to this as “incidental” tourism. Incidental tourism seems to be particularly common for Game of 
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Thrones sites, partially because, as [SLIDE 13] Gaby Del Valle of Vox puts it, “The show also 

happens to have been shot in some of the most beautiful places on earth — the kind of 

interesting, otherworldly sites that don’t look out of place in a fantasy series, and that lure in 

visitors on their own gorgeous merits.” Still, the reasons for visiting tend to be similar between 

purposeful and incidental tourists; researchers interviewing film tourists report emotional 

attachments to the film or show in question, a desire for the fan to deepen this attachment and 

give it more meaning by visiting the filming spot and sometimes reenacting performances or 

imagining themselves as part of the scene (Rittichainuwat & Rattanphianchai 138). For example, 

Peter Ward of Newsweek shares an anecdote of his visit to [SLIDE 14] Cairncastle, Northern 

Ireland, in which a 24-year-old Chinese tourist and her friends re-enacted one of the scenes that 

was shot there—Ned Stark beheading the Night’s Watch deserter in episode one.  

Sci-fi and fantasy fans in particular seem to have a deeper emotional connection to 

shooting locations than otherwise. In his study of film tourism, Stefan Roesch found that while 

visitors to The Sound of Music locations were fairly perfunctory and tended to fixate on objects 

like the garden gazebo, Lord of the Rings and Star Wars fans were more likely to immerse 

themselves in the landscape (131-4). Several of the respondents to my survey mentioned the 

landscapes and natural beauty of Northern Ireland and Iceland as part of what they loved best 

about their trip; these statements also included the link to the show. For example, one stated that 

she was excited about seeing [SLIDE 15] “the natural scenes of the cave where Jon and Ygritte 

had a love scene and the frozen waterfall.” Thus, the cave in question—Iceland’s Grjótagjá 

(gryotogya)—became more than just a natural wonder, but specifically the cave where Jon and 

Ygritte consummated their relationship. Likewise, a fan from Arkansas told The Hollywood 

Reporter while looking at the shore of Ballintoy Harbor, which was used for the Iron Islands, 
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“You can just close your eyes and picture everyone there” (“Game of Thrones Brings”). 

Everyone, of course, meaning characters such as Theon, Yara, and Euron. And another fan from 

England told Abby Waysdorf and Stijn Reijnders that as he was swimming in Dubrovnik’s 

harbor, he was thinking “oh my god, that’s King’s Landing! We swam right next to it!” (176). 

Thus, the idea of Westeros merges with the reality of the location. 

It’s worth also pointing out that none of the awareness of real locations is a coincidence 

or a mistake. Starting in 2010, HBO began a campaign to raise viewer numbers and compete 

with Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon Prime in their post-Sopranos era. Part of this campaign involved 

what Helen Parmett refers to as “place-based engagement,” beginning with a push to market 

New Orleans tourism as a way to more directly and passionately engage with their show Treme 

(tre-MAY) (4). As will be shown in a minute, purposeful marketing of shooting locations as “the 

real Westeros” was widespread and, for some locations, continues now. As Parmett points out, 

the case of Treme—and, possibly even more so Game of Thrones—[SLIDE 16] 

demonstrates how place—even in the postbroadcast age when the television is 

imagined to be untethered from domestic space—continues to remain a significant 

vector through which the television industry rationalizes the medium, the 

industry, and its value. This is particularly significant in today’s television 

landscape, as the proliferation of neoliberal cultural policies like tax incentives 

(put forth by numerous US and global cities in an effort to attract film and 

television production so as to compete in the so-called “new economy”) means 

that more and more television series will be filmed “on location.” (5) 

This is important because it means that fans are not necessarily being organically drawn to these 

shooting locations, but being purposefully manipulated into it by a—dare I say—media industrial 
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complex meant to drive viewership and secure future deals for on-location shooting. It’s a 

massive entertainment ouroboros.  

 

Locations 

 Now, the governments and tourism boards of the locations chosen for shooting may not 

have known that Game of Thrones would be a tourist-worthy phenomenon immediately, but 

certainly by season two they had an idea. The three main ones—Ireland, Croatia, and Iceland—

all launched campaigns to capitalize on Game of Thrones as a tourism draw, all three struggling 

against economic downturns, disasters, and/or bad reputations that meant the influx of money 

would be incredibly welcome. While the specific incentives offered to Game of Thrones at the 

time it began filming were impossible to find, all three countries do have filming tax incentives 

encoded in their laws, offering tax rebates and other monetary incentives for studios. In general, 

the influx of people—actors, production team, and support staff—increases revenue for a filming 

location, as well as adding necessary support jobs in the area as long as the filming is ongoing. 

Tourism is how the money keeps coming in after production has wrapped and everyone has gone 

home. 

 

Northern Ireland 

 Northern Ireland, specifically in and around Belfast, was the primary shooting location 

for the North, the Dothraki Sea, the Kingsroad, Dragonstone, and the Iron Islands. And, of 

course, most of the non-location shooting was done in the Titanic paint hall in Belfast proper. In 

2014, the Associated Press estimated that 75% of the show was shot in Northern Ireland (“Game 

of Thrones Brings”), and Newsweek reports that Northern Ireland Screen paid for $4.6million 
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worth of the initial production pilot and first season, and by the fifth season had invested 

$17.6million, recouping roughly $190million in money spent by the production team on hotels, 

food, transport, and other expenditures (Ward). 

HBO’s investment helped to cause a filming boom in the region. Local production 

company Yellow Moon worked extensively with HBO on Game of Thrones and increased their 

employment numbers by 80%, with the near-certainty that the boost Northern Ireland has gotten 

from the show will allow them to continue with this employment rate (“Game of Thrones 

Brings”). This is no small thing for Northern Ireland. [SLIDE 17] Queens University Belfast 

economist Graham Brownlow told the Hollywood Reporter that Game of Thrones has helped to 

showcase the beauty of Northern Ireland and rehabilitate its international image, “which for 

decades had become synonymous with political violence and economic stagnation” (“Game of 

Thrones Brings”).  

 Game of Thrones helped repay its tax rebates by lending its name and imagery to 

Northern Ireland’s tourism push. In 2014, for example, an 11-week social media campaign that 

urged visitors to [SLIDE 18] “Jump Into Northern Ireland, Game of Thrones Territory,” targeted 

at the UK, US, Canada, and a sizeable swath of Europe was unleashed. It cost about $240,000 to 

produce, but had a reach that would normally have cost nearly $11 million (Cable). 

TourismIreland has also been involved in a number of sightseeing campaigns meant to blend the 

real Northern Ireland with Westeros. [SLIDE 19] For example, the Game of Thrones Tapestry, a 

77-meter long Bayeux-style woven wall hanging that combines the (to quote the website for the 

tapestry) “rich heritage of textile and linen manufacture” in Northern Ireland with the show 

(“Weaving Of”). Initially on display in the Ulster Museum, the tapestry was transported to 

Bayeux just a few days ago and will be on display in the same cathedral that houses the actual 
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Bayeux tapestry until January. As Linda Marlowe of the Irish Times points out, though, it costs 

12 euros to see the Bayeux tapestry, while viewing the Game of Thrones tapestry is free. 

 Along with the tapestry, Belfast also has a “touring exhibition” that displays costumes, 

props, and set pieces for the show. This exhibition has moved all over Europe, and was 

scheduled to be in Belfast until September 8th. Finally, as another part of the “Game of Thrones 

Territory” tourism push, we have [SLIDE 20] “Doors of Thrones.” Several trees in the Dark 

Hedges, where the Kingsroad was filmed, blew over in a storm, and the wood was salvaged and 

carved into ten doors, each themed for a season six episode and hung in various public locations 

in Northern Ireland that were either used as shooting locations or are very close to areas used as 

shooting locations. 

 In short, Northern Ireland has worked very hard to capitalize on its partnership with HBO 

to bring in tourism dollars, and it does appear to be working. In its 2018 Tourism Statistics 

Report, the National Ireland Statistics and Research Agency claimed 5 million visitors, over a 

billion dollars in revenue, and a 5% increase in visits to headline attractions such as the Giant’s 

Causeway and Titanic Studios. All of these numbers indicate a statistically significant uptick in 

tourists to Northern Ireland in general from 2013 to 2018. 

 

Iceland 

 Heading further north in both Westeros and Earth, very nearly all of the scenes beyond 

the Wall were shot in Iceland, as well as some scenes in Meereen and the Riverlands. Probably 

the most recognizable location is [SLIDE 21] Kirkjufell (kyurk-you-vell), the arrowhead-shaped 

mountain that was used for the site where the Children of the Forest created the White Walkers 

and that draws Jon, Beric, Sandor, et al as they head north to prove that the threat is real. 
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 Like Ireland, Iceland was also struck hard by the 2008 recession, and the [SLIDE 22] 

2010 volcanic eruption definitely didn’t help matters. The Icelandic government began a 

concerted push to rehabilitate the image put forth in the international media of flooding, 

pollution, climate disruption, and nasty thunderstorms. Their partnership with Game of Thrones 

was only one part of this push, which included requests for testimonials from residents and a 

social media campaign called “Ask Guðmundur,” which featured a Q&A with Icelanders named 

Guðmundur or Guðmunda, who answered questions such as [SLIDE 23] “Are Akureyri’s (ah-

ku-rih-ree) red traffic lights really heart-shaped?” (Yes) or [SLIDE 24] “Why are there always 

three sheep?” (Markelz). This has nothing to do with Game of Thrones, I just thought it was fun. 

Up until about 2000, tourism in Iceland was practically nonexistent. It began to pick up 

around 2003, but then, according to the Icelandic Tourist Board, exploded between 2014 and 

2015, going from the hundreds of thousands of visitors a year to the millions (“Numbers of 

Foreign Visitors”). Since 2010, the reported growth rate of international visitors has averaged 

24% per year (“Tourism in Iceland in Figures”). Not all of this can be attributed to Game of 

Thrones, as dozens of movies and TV shows have filmed there, including [SLIDE 25] the James 

Bond film Die Another Day (2002), [CLICK] Batman Begins (2005), [CLICK] Prometheus 

(2012), and both [CLICK] Captain America: Civil War (2016) and [CLICK] Thor: The Dark 

World (2013). However, part of the agreement between Iceland and the studios includes use of 

footage and branding to help promote tourism. In 2013, this included a social media sweepstakes 

for a Game of Thrones tour package. 

 So while Iceland doesn’t seem to be hitting its Game of Thrones connection as hard as 

Northern Ireland in order to bring in visitors, they can also rely on dozens of other films and 
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television shows, as well as the stunning beauty of the landscape, to bring in tourists anyway. 

And it’s clearly working. 

 

Croatia 

 [SLIDE 26] The other major long-running location was Dubrovnik and the surrounding 

areas in Croatia. Starting in season two, Dubrovnik replaced Morocco and Malta as King’s 

Landing, and nearby areas were also used for Qarth and Braavos. Like Northern Ireland, Croatia 

was also hit hard by the 2008 recession, seeing its GDP plummet by 12% (Karaian). Before the 

recession, of course, Croatia struggled due to the war for independence in the 1990s and the 

NATO bombing of Yugoslavia. However, tourism began to recover and climbed pretty steadily 

from 2000 to 2010, with a marked uptick beginning in 2011 as the first season of Game of 

Thrones was airing and the second was in production. And now, according to the Fitch Solutions 

2018 Croatia Tourism Report, the industry has doubled since 2008, with close to 17 million 

visitors in 2018. Considering the country only has a population of a bit over four million, that’s 

an astonishing number of tourists.  

 Like Northern Ireland, Croatia capitalizes on its Game of Thrones connection by offering 

official tours highlighting various Game of Thrones locations, such as the path of Cersei’s walk 

of shame and the Battle of the Blackwater, often led by Croatians who worked as extras on the 

show (Capps). In Dubrovnik alone, there are at least 15 of these tours, and the number of tours 

taken increased from 300 in 2015 to 8,000 in 2018. And, of course, there are dozens of “tourist-

trap” souvenir shops selling Game of Thrones merchandise in historic Old Town (Capps).  

However, the official website of the Croatia National Tourist Board heavily emphasizes the 

natural beauty and culture of Croatia, with Game of Thrones and other film tourism buried fairly 
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deep in the site on a page called “Behind the Scenes.” While this page is primarily about Game 

of Thrones locations, the tourism board also points out other films that have been shot in Croatia 

and sites to visit, as well as quotes by famous people about Croatia, such as Lord Byron’s 

description of the country as “the pearl of the Adriatic.” 

 Thus, it seems Croatia is generally less invested in specifically Game of Thrones tourism 

than Northern Ireland or even Iceland. But there’s likely a very good reason for that. 

 

Pitfalls 

 Because, while visiting the shooting locations for Game of Thrones can be fulfilling for 

fans and good for local economies, it also has its pitfalls for both fans and locations. The primary 

issue for fans is the fact that Westeros does not exist, and thus these visits require a great deal of 

imagination to make worthwhile. Fantasy film tourism is heavily associated with Baudrillard’s 

ideas of hyperrealism and simulacra. The show uses real places as the basis for its fictional 

places, then [SLIDE 27] adds to them in post-production, giving us the Red Keep, the Great Sept 

of Baelor, the Wall, and other structures that do not exist at all, let alone in the places they’re 

portrayed as existing in. [SLIDE 28] Stijin Reijnders refers to these places as lieux 

d’imagination, or “places of the imagination,” “material reference points [. . .] which for certain 

groups within society serve as material-symbolic references to a common imaginary world” (14). 

They’re a collective dream that fans build with assistance from the show and hope to experience 

by visiting the sites that were used as a canvas to build imaginary worlds on. As [SLIDE 29] 

Baudrillard puts it, 

When the real is no longer what it used to be, nostalgia assumes its full meaning. 

There is a proliferation of myths of origin and signs of reality; of second-hand 
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truth, objectivity, and authenticity. There is an escalation of the true, of the lived 

experience; a resurrection of the figurative where the object and substance have 

disappeared. And there is a panic-stricken production of the real and the 

referential above and parallel to the panic of material production: this is how 

simulation appears in the phase that concerns us—a strategy of the real, neo-real, 

and hyperreal whose universal double is a strategy of deterrence. (354) 

In other words, the illusion built by the Game of Thrones production team can become more real 

to viewers than the real locations, and even tourism to real locations become attempts to visit the 

imaginary worlds of the show. Reijinders calls this the cycle of imagination, in which artists—in 

this case, the visual effects team of Game of Thrones—create a world, the fans accept and absorb 

that world, the fans go looking for the real-life referents of that world, and new artists are further 

inspired by these referents to make new fictional worlds. 

Fans know, of course, that they’re not going to get the “real” King’s Landing by visiting 

Dubrovnik, but the lengths that production teams go to in order to create Westeros are often so 

subtle that only standing in the real location will show just how artificial Westeros really is. This 

is, of course, the case for most film tourism; Roesch refers to this as “spatial location 

discrepancy,” which can encompass areas enhanced with visual effects and “creative 

geography,” in which production teams use two or more real locations or studio sets to create a 

single location in the show. For example, [SLIDE 30] Julie of Earth Trekkers mentions that 

Shillanavogy Valley outside Belfast, used for the Dothraki Sea, is “not that impressive” and 

clearly a lot of visual effects had to be added to make it as cool as it is in the show. However, 

Reijenders found that success in recognizing the specific location and what it was used for 

causes a sense of satisfaction among some fans (18). The difference in “this isn’t as pretty as it 
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was on the show and now I’m sad” and “I recognize this location from a specific point in the 

show and that’s super cool” probably comes down to the individual and their motivations and 

psychology, but that particular discussion is outside the scope of this talk. 

[SLIDE 31] Another issue is that the sheer number of people visiting these locations, 

whether as film tourists or regular tourists, has, as mentioned earlier, increased exponentially in 

the last few years. News articles on tourism to these locations have shifted from celebrating the 

economic boost of so many visitors to describing these areas as “besieged” or “blighted” by 

tourists. Dubrovnik in particular has this issue, probably because it’s a walled city not meant to 

contain the number of people who visit daily. After all, if we take the reported 17 million visitors 

in 2018, that’s more than 46 thousand visitors a day. And while that sounds like it would be good 

for the economy, it turns out that most of the visitors come in on cruise ships, which means 

money isn’t being spent on food or lodging, and the time visitors are allowed to spend in the city 

is strictly limited, which reduces browsing and buying in local shops and therefore boosting the 

local economy. Tourism is even driving residents out of Old Town, which in 2017’s census had 

lost 30% of its population, down to about 1500 residents—with many homes constantly listed on 

Airbnb (Capps). Because of the crowding pushing the limits of the city’s capacity, UNESCO has 

warned that Dubrovnik is in danger of losing its world heritage site status (Foster). In 2017, the 

number of visitors was capped at 8,000 per day, and they’re looking to cut that in half, down to 

4,000 per day. For fans, this means it is more difficult to explore, to find the exact shooting 

location they might want to see, and it’s probably hard to absorb and immerse when you’re 

surrounded by thousands of people. One of my survey respondents specifically complained that 

they were unable to find the exact location in Malta where Cersei and Ned had their “you win or 

you die” talk, and also noted that there were too many people at the location while they were 
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there. [SLIDE 32] And Julie of Earth Trekkers got pictures of a tour bus parked in the middle of 

the Dark Hedges, which of course ruined the view and experience for everyone. 

 The environment is also at risk. In Iceland, seven natural landmarks, [SLIDE 33] 

including the Skógafoss waterfall, where in season eight Jon and Dany have a moment, were 

added to the Environmental Agency of Iceland’s “red list” of endangered sites due to the amount 

of traffic in and around these sites. Visitors also have a terrible habit of ignoring fencing, 

warning signs, and even laws to get to areas they want to see or get the best possible Instagram 

shot (“Iceland Invaders”). 

 I am in no way blaming Game of Thrones fans for these transgressions, let’s be clear. 

After all, tourism has always been an industry that causes annoyance among locals with visitors, 

especially those who do not respect the people, ecology, or traditions of the places they’re 

visiting. I grew up in Hawaii and worked in Waikiki for a few years; I’m well aware both of the 

stereotypes of clueless tourists and how hyperbolic residents can sometimes be about the 

awfulness of tourism. But it’s important to be aware of how the newfound popularity of shooting 

locations as tourist attractions can be actually, actively dangerous to these sites. 

 

Conclusions 

 So, all of that being said, the question remains—is this type of tourism, driven by a deep 

emotional attachment to a fictional world, pilgrimage? [SLIDE 34] To borrow George R.R. 

Martin’s words about whether the end of the books would be the same as the end of the show, 

“yes. And no. And yes. And no. And yes” (“An Ending”). A lot depends on who you ask and 

how you define pilgrimage. [SLIDE 35] Luigi Tomasi calls pilgrimage “a journey undertaken for 

religious purposes that culminates in a visit to a place considered to be the site or manifestation 
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of the supernatural” (“Pilgrimage/Tourism” 363). The spiritual or religious function of 

pilgrimage is the most heavily emphasized in just about every definition of the term. However, 

critic Jennifer Bickerdike has argued that as religious affiliation around the world declines, pop 

culture is taking its place, and thus the idea of “the sacred” might have expanded to include the 

filming locations of a wildly popular television show. Or, conversely, people might find that the 

language of religion and spirituality doesn’t fit their interaction with their fandoms; Abby 

Waysdorf and Stijn Reijnders found that study participants directly rejected the idea of a spiritual 

connection with the Game of Thrones location they visited (177). While this rejection might be 

an attempt to fend off the negative connotations of the “cult” aspect of fandom, it might also be a 

connection between “religion” and “solemnity,” as Waysdorf and Reijnders found very little 

solemnity and quite a bit of playfulness among the fans visiting shooting locations (177-8). 

Again, it comes back to the individual’s psychology, motivations, and level of emotional 

connection to the show and the site in question. 

However, the line between “pilgrimage” and “tourism” has always been a bit fuzzy. 

[SLIDE 36] Tomasi argues that “Given that tourists share the same attitudes as pilgrims—in 

other words, the search for authenticity at different levels of depth and involvement—it could be 

said that pilgrims are partly tourists and tourists are partly pilgrims” (“Pilgrimage/Tourism” 

363). So . . . yes. And no. And yes. And no. Film-based tourism, while not an overtly religious 

activity, does share a sense of liminality, of being between worlds, with a visit to an explicitly 

sacred space. Shooting locations are, as communications scholar Nick Couldry puts it, “central, 

symbolically significant place[s]” (104) that allow an escape from one’s regular, boring life and 

into something more magical, even supernatural. 
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 [SLIDE 37] And yet, it is very important for fans and tourists to keep in mind that while 

they might be on a quest to find the “real” Westeros, the places they’re visiting are very real and 

have real inhabitants and a real ecology. How do we economically support struggling regions but 

also no destroy them? Is there an ecologically and sociologically responsible way to visit other 

countries, take in their beauty, support their people, but not destroy their landscapes with sheer 

numbers and carelessness? What relationship does this kind of tourism have to colonialism? 

That’s something I’ll have to leave to experts in those fields. But at the very least, we should be 

aware that Dubrovnik is not Disneyland, and it shouldn’t be treated as such. While the desire to 

visit and immerse oneself in a place that has caused such an emotional impact on fans, to feel 

like a part of the story rather than just an observer, can be understood, one must also be aware of 

the real-world existence of the people of Iceland, of Northern Ireland, of Croatia, and be careful 

not to treat their homes as our fantasy-land playground. 
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