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Abstract: 

Media fandom has moved beyond the screen, the page, and even the convention hall. It is 

now an integral part of the tourist industry, shaping how people imagine and experience 

distant cultures, times and places. Though the topic of film tourism has received attention 

lately from a wide variety of scholars, still little is known about the film tourist experience. 

Using interviews and participant observation with Game of Thrones tourists who visited 

filming locations in Northern Ireland and Dubrovnik, this article asks how, and in what ways, 

film tourists involve their imagination in practice when experiencing film locations. Drawing 

on concepts from fan studies, the article identifies three types of imagination pursued by 

visitors to Game of Thrones locations: hyperdiegetic, techniĐal aŶd ͚histoƌiĐal.͛  
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Perched atop a hillside, overlooking the medieval walled city and the brilliant blue water 

below, Fort Lovrjeniac was originally built in the 11
th

 century to protect the city of Dubrovnik 

from seaside attack. Our guide tells us the story of its thick limestone walls and of the 

cannons that once stood there, but we are primarily here for another reason: Fort 

Lovrjeniac was the filming location for many scenes of the Red Keep – castle of the royal 

family in the hit HBO television series Game of Thrones (2011-). Our tour visits the place 

ǁheƌe KiŶg JoffƌeǇ͛s Ŷaŵe-day tournament was held and Cersei Lannister had her dramatic 

conversation with Petyr Baelish. 

 It is Ŷot suƌpƌisiŶg that ǁe aƌe heƌe foƌ that ƌeasoŶ. The idea of ͚filŵ touƌisŵ͛ is Ŷoǁ 
mainstream, with regions making filming sites a cornerstone of tourism marketing 

campaigns and newspapers and magazines offering guides to filming locations. The study of 

film tourism is also well established as a segment of the study of tourism, media, and 

cultural studies and has addressed several main thematic concerns: questions of 
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authenticity (Buchmann et al 2010; Bolan et al 2011; Peaslee 2011), interpretive activity and 

performance (Aden et al 1995; Mordue 2001; Hills 2002; Aden 2007, Brooker 2007; Roesch 

2009; Buchmann 2010; Kim 2010; Reijnders 2011), motivations and expectations of film 

tourists (Beeton 2005; Carl et al 2007; Connell and Meyer 2009; Roesch 2009; Kim 2012), 

issues of media influence and power (Couldry 2000; Peaslee 2011), and the understanding 

of places through media narratives (Hills 2002; Torchin 2002; Brooker 2007; Mills 2008; 

Mordue 2009; Reijnders 2011; Lee 2012; Norris 2013). Indeed, Beeton (2010), Karpovich 

(2010), and Connell (2012) have detailed the ways in which the field has developed, showing 

hoǁ ͚ƌeseaƌĐh has pƌogƌessed fƌoŵ speĐulatioŶ thƌough to justifiĐatioŶ, deǀelopiŶg 
knowledge of the implications of the activity, and, finally, to refinement of methodological 

aŶd theoƌetiĐal appƌoaĐhes͛ ;CoŶŶell ϮϬϭϮ:ϭϬϬϵͿ. CoŶŶell, hoǁeǀeƌ, Ŷotes that theƌe is ͚a 
general gap in the research literature with regard to the on-site experiences of screen 

touƌists͛ ;ϮϬϭϮ: ϭϬϭϴͿ: a laĐk of uŶdeƌstaŶding in the field as to how these destinations are 

actually perceived and experienced by tourists.  

 In this paper, we argue that considering the imagination is imperative to deepening 

our understanding of the film tourist experience. Strictly speaking, all travel is an 

imaginative act (Rojek 1997, Hennig 2002, Lean, Staiff, and Waterton, 2014), but the role of 

the imagination becomes particularly prominent when looking at film tourism. As we will 

argue in the next section, the imagination plays a crucial role before, during and after the 

ĐoŶĐƌete filŵ touƌist eǆpeƌieŶĐe. BeiŶg theƌe ͚iŶ peƌsoŶ͛ ĐaŶ eŶhaŶĐe the iŵagiŶiŶg the faŶ 
alƌeadǇ does, ĐoŶfƌoŶt it ǁith a seŶse of ͚ƌealitǇ͛, aŶd stiŵulate the touƌist͛s iŵagiŶatioŶ 
once he or she returns home. Imagination should therefore be a core concept in studying 

film tourism. In this paper we ask how, and in what ways, film tourists involve their 

imagination in practice when experiencing film locations.  

 This article offers a case study of Game of Thrones film location tourists, and 

examines their imaginative interest in Game of Thrones locations in Dubrovnik, Croatia and 

Northern Ireland. What follows develops in two sections. First, to consider the role of the 

imagination, we complement work on film tourism with theories and insights from the 

domain of fan studies – a discipline that has until now been overlooked to an extent in 

discussions about film tourism. Since most film tourists are – at least to a certain degree – 

fans of the related film or TV series, there are further insights to be gleaned from research 

on fandom. We then examine the specifics of Game of Thrones tourism, focusing on our 

field iŶteƌǀieǁs, iŶ oƌdeƌ to iŶǀestigate hoǁ filŵ touƌists͛ iŵagiŶatiǀe eǆpeƌieŶĐes oĐĐuƌ iŶ 
practice and what specific modes of imagining they pursue.  

 

Imagination and Film Tourism 

Touƌisŵ iŶ geŶeƌal is ĐoŶĐeiǀed of as iŵagiŶatiǀe. ‘ojek aƌgues that ͚ŵǇth aŶd faŶtasǇ plaǇ 
aŶ uŶusuallǇ laƌge ƌole iŶ the soĐial ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ of all tƌaǀel aŶd touƌist sights͛ ;ϭϵϵϳ: ϱϯͿ. 
We have already imagined a version of them before visiting.  Since our perception is based 

on their existing presence in our culture, tourist sites are socially constructed as 

͚eǆtƌaoƌdiŶaƌǇ͛ plaĐes ;ϭϵϵϳ: ϱϯͿ. HeŶŶig discusses how tourist activity is therefore based on 
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ǁidelǇ held ͚ŵǇths͛ ĐoŶĐeƌŶiŶg theŵes suĐh as fƌeedoŵ, Ŷatuƌe, oƌ paƌadise. It is thƌough 
these ŵǇths that touƌisŵ gaiŶs ŵeaŶiŶg; as a pƌaĐtiĐe it ͚takes plaĐe siŵultaŶeouslǇ iŶ the 
ƌealŵ of the iŵagiŶatioŶ aŶd that of the phǇsiĐal ǁoƌld͛ ;ϮϬϬϮ:ϭ85).  

 Film tourism goes beyond the general tourist imagination in that it connects place to 

specific fictions. Existing studies offer several starting points for conceptualizing this central 

role of imagination in the film tourist experience. Brooker draws upon the science-fiction 

concept of parallel universes to discuss how fans of the X-Files and Smallville interpret their 

ǀisits to filŵiŶg loĐatioŶs iŶ VaŶĐouǀeƌ͛s ĐitǇ stƌeets aŶd offiĐe ďuildiŶgs, ͚tƌeatiŶg theŵ as 
fictional locations and gateways into alteƌŶatiǀe ǁoƌlds͛ ;ϮϬϬϳ: ϰϰϯͿ.  Lord of the Rings 

touƌists iŶ Neǁ )ealaŶd aƌe seeŶ as ͚eageƌ to test the ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ iŵagiŶatioŶ aŶd 
geogƌaphiĐal plaĐes ďǇ phǇsiĐallǇ tƌaǀelliŶg to the filŵ loĐatioŶ;sͿ͛ ;BuĐhŵaŶŶ ϮϬϭϬ: ϳϵͿ aŶd 
deŵoŶstƌate ͚a plaǇful atteŵpt to touĐh soŵethiŶg uŶtouĐhaďle͛ ;Peaslee ϮϬϭϭ: ϰϮͿ. 
Examining tourism at filming locations for the Korean drama series Winter Sonata, Kim 

shows how acts of photographing and re-enactment allow people to connect their personal 

experiences with that of the shoǁ͛s ĐhaƌaĐteƌs aŶd ͚ĐoŶsĐiouslǇ pluŶge theŵselǀes 
iŶ/ďetǁeeŶ ƌepƌeseŶtatioŶ aŶd ƌealitǇ͛ ;ϮϬϭϬ: ϳϭͿ. GoiŶg fuƌtheƌ, Lee Đlaiŵs that Harry 

Potter touƌists iŶ the UŶited KiŶgdoŵ ͚ŵaǇ Ŷot oŶlǇ see ǁhat is phǇsiĐallǇ ďefoƌe theŵ ďut 
also insert iŶto the laŶdsĐape eleŵeŶts of a fiĐtioŶal Ŷaƌƌatiǀe aŶd histoƌiĐal aĐĐouŶts͛ 
;ϮϬϭϮ: ϲϭͿ. ‘oesĐh͛s studǇ of seǀeƌal diffeƌeŶt gƌoups of filŵ touƌists siŵilaƌlǇ fouŶd that the 
aĐt of touƌisŵ ďƌiŶgs the ͚iŵagiŶaƌǇ͛ aŶd ͚ƌeal͛ ǁoƌlds togetheƌ, aŶd that the iŵaginative 

eleŵeŶt is keǇ to fiŶdiŶg ŵeaŶiŶg iŶ the eǆpeƌieŶĐe. Touƌists haǀe ͚the loŶgiŶg to ĐoŶŶeĐt 
with the imaginary world through visiting the real places, which, in turn, serve as the 

sǇŵďoliĐ liŶk ďetǁeeŶ the ƌeal aŶd the iŵagiŶaƌǇ͛ ;ϮϬϬϵ: ϮϬϵͿ. 
 ReijŶdeƌs͛ ĐoŶĐept of ͚plaĐes of the iŵagiŶatioŶ͛ elaďoƌates oŶ this ďǇ suggestiŶg 
͚ŵateƌial ƌefeƌeŶĐe poiŶts like oďjeĐts oƌ plaĐes, ǁhiĐh foƌ ĐeƌtaiŶ gƌoups ǁithiŶ soĐietǇ 
serve as material-sǇŵďoliĐ ƌefeƌeŶĐes to a ĐoŵŵoŶ iŵagiŶaƌǇ ǁoƌld͛ ;ϮϬϭϭ: ϭϰͿ. Foƌ 
Reijnders, such locations allow a play with the boundaries between the real and the 

iŵagiŶed, ďeĐoŵiŶg spaĐes ͚ǁheƌe the sǇŵďoliĐ diffeƌeŶĐe ďetǁeeŶ these tǁo ĐoŶĐepts is 
being (re-ͿĐoŶstƌuĐted ďǇ those iŶǀolǀed, ďased oŶ ǁhat is ĐoŶsideƌed ͚faĐtual͛ eǀideŶĐe͛ 
;ϮϬϭϭ: ϭϲͿ. Thus, ǀisitiŶg a filŵ loĐatioŶ is alŵost like ǀisitiŶg oŶe͛s oǁŶ iŵagiŶatioŶ. At the 
same time, the imagination is confronted with the physical reality of the specific 

environments, creating a powerful dialectic between imagination and perception, between 

symbolic landscapes and physical reality (Reijnders 2011). 

 The dialectics between imagination and perception builds on a longstanding 

philosophical tradition, dating back to, amongst others, the seminal work of Immanuel Kant, 

who considered these dialectics to be one of the prime characteristics of the human 

consciousness. More recently, the American philosopher Colin McGinn returned to the topic 

of imagination, and stressed the deliberate, generated nature of imagination, which 

separates it from mere perception. According to McGinn, imagination requires human 

aĐtiǀitǇ: ͚[f]oƌŵiŶg aŶ iŵage is soŵethiŶg I do, ǁhile seeiŶg is soŵethiŶg that happeŶs to 
ŵe; iŶ shoƌt, iŵagiŶiŶg is a ŵeŶtal aĐtioŶ͛ ;ϮϬϬϰ: ϭϯͿ. Foƌ MĐGiŶŶ, it is thƌough this aĐtioŶ 
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that the world is made sense of, and given meaning, allowing us to contemplate what is 

possiďle outside of diƌeĐt seŶsoƌǇ iŶput, offeƌiŶg aŶ idea of ǁhat ͚Đould͛ ďe ;ǁhetheƌ it is 
physically possible or not). Imagination is therefore the mental activity of thinking about 

what is not directly perceived and envisioning what is possible. 

 The separation of imagination from perception seems to disconnect imagination 

from experience. Yet for tourism, and especially for film tourism, imagination and 

experience are highlǇ ĐoŶŶeĐted. It is iŵagiŶatioŶ that ŵakes the touƌist ǁaŶt to ͚see͛ aŶd 
theƌefoƌe eǆpeƌieŶĐe the plaĐe iŶ ƋuestioŶ. MĐGiŶŶ͛s ŶotioŶ of ͚iŵagiŶatiǀe seeiŶg͛ ;͚seeiŶg-

as͛Ϳ is useful iŶ ƌesolǀiŶg this: ͚the iŵage Đoŵes to peƌŵeate the peƌĐept, to iŶhaďit it, reach 

out to it, Đlothe it͛ ;ϮϬϬϰ: ϰϵͿ. EsseŶtiallǇ, iŶ iŵagiŶatiǀe seeiŶg, peƌĐeptioŶ is giǀeŶ Ŷeǁ 
ŵeaŶiŶg thƌough iŵagiŶatioŶ. It is ͚seeŶ as͛ soŵethiŶg ďeǇoŶd ǁhat is diƌeĐtlǇ seŶsed. 
MĐGiŶŶ͛s defiŶitioŶ, hoǁeǀeƌ, igŶoƌes hoǁ peƌĐeptioŶ ĐaŶ also influence the imagination. 

WithiŶ filŵ touƌisŵ, ͚seeiŶg͛ eaĐh Ŷeǁ plaĐe iŶǀolǀes a pƌoĐess iŶ ǁhiĐh both parts influence 

eaĐh otheƌ. IŵagiŶiŶg ǁhat ͚happeŶed͛ iŶ the fiĐtioŶal Ŷaƌƌatiǀe ǁheŶ ǀisitiŶg a site giǀes it 
meaning, but physical experience of the actual place also influences imagination. This 

process is not necessarily visual, but can involve other sensory input. Rather than just 

͚iŵagiŶatiǀe seeiŶg,͛ ǁe ĐaŶ theƌefoƌe desĐƌiďe filŵ touƌisŵ as aŶ ͚iŵagiŶatiǀe eǆpeƌieŶĐe͛, 
pre-shaped by a mental process of imagination and followed by a process of reshaping our 

fantasy lives.  

 This is complemented by the way in which fans are said to perceive favorite texts. 

AĐĐoƌdiŶg to Hills, ŵost faŶ teǆts featuƌe a foƌŵ of ͚hǇpeƌdiegesis: the ĐƌeatioŶ of a ǀast aŶd 

detailed narrative space, only a fraction of which is ever directly seen or encountered within 

the teǆt͛ ;ϮϬϬϮ: ϭϯϳͿ. Theiƌ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe ǁoƌlds feel Đoŵpleǆ, iŶhaďitaďle aŶd aďle to ďe 
explored. While watching Game of Thrones a viewer will see only a portion of its geography; 

fans often desire to complete this missing space. Tourism theoretically offers a way to 

experience and explore hyperdiegetic spaces in a physical, embodied manner. Hills 

theƌefoƌe ƌefeƌs to faŶs ǀisitiŶg filŵiŶg loĐatioŶs as utiliziŶg ͚Đult geogƌaphǇ,͛ ͚eǆteŶd[iŶg] 
the pƌoduĐtiǀitǇ of his oƌ heƌ affeĐtiǀe ƌelatioŶship ǁith the oƌigiŶal teǆt͛ ;ϮϬϬϮ: ϭϰϵͿ iŶto 
physical space. 

 It is in this way that the relationship between fan and filming location has generally 

been theorized. Roesch builds the ĐoŶĐept of ͚ŵeŶtal siŵulatioŶ͛: the touƌist at a loĐatioŶ 
disĐoŶŶeĐts fƌoŵ ǁhat is aĐtuallǇ iŶ fƌoŶt of hiŵ/heƌ aŶd iŶstead ͚takes oŶ the peƌsoŶalitǇ 
of the filŵ ĐhaƌaĐteƌs aŶd siŵulates ǁhat theǇ ŵust feel aŶd eǆpeƌieŶĐe iŶ the sĐeŶe͛ ;ϮϬϬϵ: 
114). This is a fuŶdaŵeŶtal ĐoŵpoŶeŶt of a ͚plaĐe iŶsideƌŶess͛ ǁheƌe the touƌist is ͚aďle to 
ĐoŶsuŵe the iŵagiŶaƌǇ ďeǇoŶd the filŵiĐ gaze͛ ;ϮϬϬϵ: ϭϲϬͿ aŶd ĐoŶŶeĐt to it oŶ ǁhat he 
considers the highest level. In other words, location is theorized as helping fans imagine, 

eǆploƌe, aŶd iŶseƌt oŶeself iŶto a Đult teǆt͛s hǇpeƌdiegetiĐ spaĐe, as touƌists ĐoŶŶeĐt the 
physical space to cult media such as The X-Files (Hills 2002, Brooker 2007), Star Wars 

(Roesch 2009), Dracula (Reijnders 2011), Harry Potter (Lee, 2012), or The Lord of the Rings 

(Roesch 2009, Buchmann et al 2010, Peaslee 2011). As film and television fans are believed 

to spend much time imagining what the world of their favorite narrative is like, visiting the 
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͚aĐtual͛ plaĐe is thought of as a way to make this imagining more concrete. Visiting their 

stoƌǇ͛s ƌeal loĐatioŶ poteŶtiallǇ giǀes theŵ ͚eŵďodied͛ kŶoǁledge ;CƌouĐh ϮϬϬϬͿ, ŵoǀiŶg 
their encounter beyond something merely cerebral and leading to a deeper experience of 

the hyperdiegetic realm. Therefore, faŶ touƌists aƌe seeŶ as ͚aĐtiǀelǇ [seekiŶg] to ƌe-vision 

the laŶdsĐape aŶd see ďeǇoŶd the phǇsiĐal geogƌaphǇ͛ ;Lee ϮϬϭϮ: ϲϭͿ iŶto the hǇpeƌdiegetiĐ 
space, as they hope to expand their knowledge of the narrative and its setting.  

Yet, is this the only way in which imagination plays a role in the fan experience of 

filming locations? The grounding of these narratives in physical space also connects them to 

reality in a more prosaic sense – it is not only that fictional locations gain physical presence, 

but there are real locations involved, with their own stories, and real work involved in 

creating what is seen on screen. Additionally, not every fan focuses their attention on the 

diegetic world of a narrative – there are many potential ways to be a fan, and contemporary 

media texts have many elements to focus fandom on.  There has been much less attention 

paid to how different aspects of the intermixing of reality and fantasy affect the imaginative 

experience of fans. In the following sections, we will therefore investigate the different ways 

in which fans imaginatively experience filming locations, by focusing in particular on fans of 

Game of Thrones as they explore the different landscapes and environments that form the 

stage.  

 

Method 

The HBO television show Game of Thrones is a popular high-fantasy series based on George 

‘. ‘. MaƌtiŶ͛s ďook seƌies A Song of Ice and Fire. The seƌies͛ spƌaǁliŶg stoƌǇliŶes foĐus oŶ 
several families and individuals vying for the Iron Throne of the Seven Kingdoms of 

Westeros; the majoƌ ĐoŶfliĐt is ďetǁeeŶ the LaŶŶisteƌs iŶ the Đapital ĐitǇ of KiŶg͛s LaŶdiŶg 
and the Starks of the North. As is typical of the genre, the show takes place in a world 

entirely outside of our own, but draws on the cultures, activities, and visual presentation of 

medieval Europe alongside recognizable fantastic elements (Selling 2004, Young 2010). 

Theƌefoƌe, theƌe is Ŷo ͚ƌeal͛ ǀeƌsioŶ of KiŶg͛s LaŶdiŶg, ďut it ĐleaƌlǇ has histoƌiĐal ƌefeƌeŶts. 
The production of the series is based in Northern Ireland, which also provides many 

locations for different parts of the Seven Kingdoms, especially the North, while Dubrovnik 

staŶds iŶ foƌ KiŶg͛s LaŶdiŶg aŶd assoƌted loĐatioŶs iŶ the outeƌ laŶds of Essos. The shoǁ is 
highly successful, with record-high viewership for HBO, an active fanbase, and a prominent 

place in contemporary popular culture. These factors, along with the use of existing heritage 

locations, make Game of Thrones an ideal case study for examining the interaction of 

fandom, imagination and the experience of place in film tourism.  

In the summer and fall of 2013, between the airing of the third and fourth seasons of 

the show, fieldwork was conducted around four Game of Thrones-related sites and 

activities. While the show had also at the time filmed in Iceland and Morocco, tourism had 

concentrated on Dubrovnik and Northern Ireland due to the number and accessibility of 

their filming locations. Since the study was concerned with mental activity, it was necessary 

to ascertain thoughts and feelings about the touristic experience of visiting. Semi-structured 
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interviews were considered the best method to obtain the data, as the visitors could 

describe their feelings in their own words and new themes could be followed up as they 

emerged (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). Interviewees were selected from tourists attending a 

commercial walking tour in Dubrovnik sold through a popular travel website, a recently-

launched commercial coach tour in Northern Ireland, a fan-run coach tour that was part of 

an annual nonprofit Northern Ireland fantasy convention called TitanCon, and individual 

tourists at Fort Lovrjeniac in Dubrovnik – a location prominently featured in guides to the 

show and easily accessible from the city center. This resulted in a broad range of tourists 

with a variety of connections to Game of Thrones and the A Song of Ice and Fire book series, 

as well as capturing tourist activity as it was beginning to coalesce. We interviewed tourists 

who were specifically at the location or taking the tour because of Game of Thrones, in 

oƌdeƌ to foĐus oŶ the ͚faŶ͛ audieŶĐe ƌatheƌ thaŶ the geŶeƌal touƌist audieŶĐe.  DiffeƌeŶt 
perspectives on Game of Thrones and its locations could be considered, from those that had 

been involved with the book series before the television show debuted to those who had 

recently begun watching, those that frequently participate in activities with other fans and 

those that preferred to watch on their own. We do, however, consider all of them fans, 

folloǁiŶg “aŶdǀoss͛ defiŶitioŶ of faŶdoŵ as ͞the ƌegulaƌ, emotionally involved consumption 

of a giǀeŶ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe oƌ teǆt.͟ ;ϮϬϬϱ: ϴͿ While this is a ŵuĐh ďƌoadeƌ defiŶitioŶ thaŶ otheƌ 
uses of the term (see Abercrombie and Longhurst 1998, Busse 2013), we agree with 

Sandvoss that typologies of fandom often end up making unnecessary value judgements 

between different kinds of fandom. There were indeed rough differences between the 

diffeƌeŶt gƌoups, ǁith the faŶs at TitaŶCoŶ ďeiŶg ŵoƌe likelǇ to ďe paƌt of ͞paƌtiĐipatoƌǇ͟ 
fandom culture (Jenkins 1992), doing activities such as discussing the show regularly with 

other fans online and creating fanworks, and those interviewed in Dubrovnik being less 

likely to do such things. However, this does not mean that the fans in Dubrovnik cared less 

about the program than the ones found at TitanCon, only that they expressed their fandom 

in different ways. 

In all, 48 film tourists, aged nineteen to sixty-three, were questioned alone or in 

small groups. 30 of these were between the ages of 24-35, with 12 older and six younger, 

which is fairly consistent with the known demographics of the Game of Thrones viewership. 

(Bark, 2015) If people had the time and willingness to talk in the moment, they were 

interviewed on site; a practice that had the benefit of gauging immediate reactions. Others 

were questioned nearby, shortly afterwards. A minority of volunteers also participated in 

follow-up interviews via Skype; these tended to offer a more measured reflection on the 

experience. Two visitors who participated in both the TitanCon tour and a later trip to 

Dubrovnik with friends from the convention were interviewed after each trip. In all there 

were thirty-one interviews, lasting from seven to forty minutes.  Those questioned have 

been given pseudonyms in order to maintain their anonymity.  

 Participant observation was used as way to complement the interviews. The 

Dubrovnik tours were daily walking tours of a few hours in and around the UNESCO-

pƌoteĐted ͚Old ToǁŶ͛ ǁith loĐal guides ǁho had also ďeeŶ eǆtƌas oŶ the shoǁ; the 
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commercial Northern Ireland tour was a coach tour along the coastal route outside of 

Belfast lasting the entire day; the fan-convention tour was considered the second day of an 

annual convention dedicated to discussing the show and its genre, and was also an 

opportunity to be social with a large group of other fans, thereby gaining their confidence 

prior to the interviews. Finally, Fort Lovrjeniac was an easily-accessible spot for interested 

tourists who might not have been willing or able to spend the money on the tour or who 

wanted to experience it on their own time.  

Transcripts of the interviews and fieldnotes underwent a thematic analysis (Braun 

aŶd Claƌke ϮϬϬϲͿ iŶ oƌdeƌ to deteƌŵiŶe siŵilaƌities aŶd diffeƌeŶĐes ǁithiŶ the touƌist͛s 
imaginative experience of and at the locations. This was done in several parts. First, 

transcripts were read through as a group in order to gain a sense of general themes in the 

responses. Following this, the interviews were analyzed more closely and coded with 

Atlas.ti.  From there, individual codes were investigated, looking at the way similar concepts 

were discussed by different interviewees, and particular quotes were chosen to use here in 

order to illustrate them.  Analyzing the data in this fashion revealed the central role of the 

imagination in the film tourist experience. More particularly, the interviews showed that 

there are three main types of imagination at work: hyperdiegetic, technical and historical.   

 

Imagining Westeros 

When standing at filming locations of Game of Thrones, many tourists do imagine the 

narrative world of the TV-series: 

 

We went swimming down by the city walls the other day, and just thinking, 

͚oh ŵǇ God, that͛s KiŶg͛s LaŶdiŶg! We sǁaŵ ƌight Ŷeǆt to it! That͛s faŶtastiĐ!͛  
(Dan, English, 22, Dubrovnik) 

 

“uĐh a ͚hǇpeƌdiegetiĐ͛ ŵode of iŵagiŶiŶg has ďeeŶ Ŷoted ďefoƌe iŶ otheƌ studies. BeiŶg at a 
place related to famous story lines allows the play of narrative imagination. These locations, 

as Hills disĐusses, ͚sustaiŶ Đult faŶs͛ faŶtasies of ͚eŶteƌiŶg͛ iŶto the Đult teǆt, as well as 

alloǁiŶg the ͚teǆt͛ to leak out iŶto spatial aŶd Đultuƌal pƌaĐtiĐes͛ ;ϮϬϬϮ: ϭϱϭͿ. TheǇ eǀoke aŶ 
embodied sense of the narrative: 

 

I just take everything. But really, the city walls, the landscapes, trying to 

piĐtuƌe iŶ ŵǇ head ǁhat KiŶg͛s LaŶding would have been like.  

(Josh, American, 27, Dubrovnik) 

 

Not oŶlǇ ĐaŶ faŶs iŵagiŶe that theǇ aƌe sǁiŵŵiŶg iŶ the ǁateƌ outside of KiŶg͛s LaŶdiŶg, as 
if they were a character on the show; they can also refine their mental image this location. 

Physical sensations not transmitted over television can be experienced. Narrow streets of 

DuďƌoǀŶik͛s Old ToǁŶ ĐaŶ pƌoŵpt ideas aďout ǁhat else theƌe is iŶ the ĐitǇ that has Ǉet to 
be shown on screen.  
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 This imagining of the narrative space of the show is also sometimes performed, 

either through the repetition of lines from the show or re-enacting its scenes on-site. Visitor 

peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe is, hoǁeǀeƌ, ĐoŶstƌaiŶed ďǇ ͚ĐoŵŵuŶal ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶs aďout ͞appƌopƌiate͟ ǁaǇs 
of aĐtiŶg as touƌists͛ ;EdeŶsoƌ ϮϬϬϬ: ϯϮϳͿ. IŶ DuďƌoǀŶik, where the fans mingled with casual 

tourists in city-center locations, re-enactments or recitations were seldom seen; they were, 

nevertheless, expected either where film tourists were isolated or formed large enough 

groups to dominate an area.  At the locations visited as part of the TitanCon tour, re-

enacting scenes were a fundamental part of the experience. This is something encouraged 

ďǇ the ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶ͛s leadeƌs; pƌeǀious Ǉeaƌs also featuƌed suĐh ƌe-enactments and such a 

repetition can provide the event with a ritual character. The organizer of TitanCon is a 

dedicated Game of Thrones fan and feels that reenactments are important to the day and 

tour experience: 

 

It soƌt of…liŶks people to that loĐatioŶ. It͛s like, ͚I ǁas theƌe.͛ WheŶ Ǉou 
rewatch the scenes, Ǉou go ͚oh Ǉeah, that! I ƌeĐogŶize that! I ǁas theƌe!͛ 
That͛s a speĐial feeliŶg foƌ a lot of people.  

(Thomas, English, age 37, TitanCon) 

 

In re-enacting, the tourist gets to connect him or herself to the location, and become part of 

the show and its world. It heightens their imaginative experience by incorporating an 

eŵďodied, phǇsiĐal aĐtioŶ, oŶe that suggests a ͚feeliŶg-as͛ paƌt of the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe. It also 
strengthens the memory of the visit by connecting it to such a special performance.  

 Hills sees such re-eŶaĐtŵeŶts aŶd ͚Đult geogƌaphǇ͛ iŶ geŶeƌal as fuŶĐtioŶiŶg iŶ a 
near-ƌeligious seŶse, ͚offeƌ[iŶg] a phǇsiĐal foĐus foƌ the Đult͛s saĐƌedŶess͛ ;ϮϬϬϮ: ϭϱϬͿ. The 
ƌeligious teƌŵiŶologǇ is also iŶǀoked ďǇ fƌeƋueŶt use of the ǁoƌd ͞pilgƌiŵage͟ ǁheŶ 
discussing fans visiting filming locations (Aden 1999, Couldry 2000, Hills 2002, Brooker 2007, 

Buchmann et al 2010, Norris 2013), suggesting a certain solemnity towards the location, the 

travel to it, and the experience there. As Beeton (2005) and Buchmann et al (2010) describe, 

theƌe aƌe ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ soŵe siŵilaƌities iŶ foƌŵ. Yet the ͚saĐƌed͛ aspeĐt of ďeiŶg at the spaĐe 
seemed to be absent among the Game of Thrones tourists. In some cases, it was even 

directly rejected: 

 

It͛s Ŷot ƌeallǇ a ƌeligious eǆpeƌieŶĐe. It͛s ŵoƌe…it͛s ŵoƌe pleasaŶt loĐatioŶ aŶd 
Ǉou aƌe theƌe ǁith fƌieŶds aŶd…  

(Fredrik, Swedish, 31, TitanCon / Dubrovnik individual) 

 

This suggests that while the pilgrimage can be a useful metaphor for film tourism, it is not 

necessarily the most fitting. The connection of pilgrimage with sacredness and solemnity 

overshadows the other ways in which tourists engage with filming locations, even for films 

and programs of which they are fans. Rather than a religious moment, the experience for 
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Game of Thrones tourists at the sites was usually playful. Re-enactments, especially, were 

described as fun: 

 

But yeah, we did the re-enactment of the Hound, sorry not the Hound, the 

MouŶtaiŶ, doiŶg the joustiŶg. That ǁas soŵethiŶg to do. We͛ǀe doŶe the 
crowning of the King in the Noƌth, aŶd otheƌ ďits… it just adds to the fuŶ of the 
day.  

(Lisa, English, 35, TitanCon) 

 

Tourists involved in the re-enactments tended to laugh and joke with other fans while doing 

so, exaggerating their movements and making humorous references to the narrative. While 

some might argue this represents a self-conscious distancing from the connotations of 

faŶdoŵ as ͚ƌeligious͛ puƌsuit, it Đould eƋuallǇ ďe said that faŶs do Ŷot Ŷeed soleŵŶitǇ to feel 
bonded together. The Game of Thrones audience is also largely made up of younger, well-

eduĐated people that aƌe likelǇ to ďe ͞post-touƌists͟ ;UƌƌǇ aŶd LaƌseŶ ϮϬϭϭͿ to soŵe degƌee, 
aware of the constructed nature of tourist experiences but finding value in them anyway, 

often through the treatment of tourism as a ͚seƌies of gaŵes͛ that alloǁs the site to ďe 
interpreted in a range of ways. A playful approach is no less meaningful here as it offers 

ways of recalling and imagining the world of Game of Thrones that allows them to feel part 

of the narrative. Visits also allow them to imagine what the world feels like in an embodied 

manner.  

 Tourism therefore differs from text-based explorations of hyperdiegesis. As Crouch 

;ϮϬϬϬͿ suggests, phǇsiĐal eŶĐouŶteƌs pƌoduĐe a diffeƌeŶt kŶoǁledge, a ͚ŵulti-seŶsual͛ 
understanding of place, and in this case, of narrative. Sensual and emotional experience can 

ďe as iŵpoƌtaŶt to the touƌist͛s seŶse of ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ ǁith the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe as the loĐatioŶs 
themselves. Reijnders (2011) found that connecting with the Dracula story on-site was not 

only about visiting exact locations. It also meant participating in activities that matched the 

eŵotioŶal state of the Ŷoǀel. EǆpeƌieŶĐiŶg soŵethiŶg ͚like͛ the stoƌǇ ǁhile ďeiŶg iŶ its 
environment is part of what makes the experience meaningful. Buchmann et al (2010), in 

their investigation of The Lord of the Rings tourists, found that connecting to the themes of 

the teǆt, ideŶtified as ͞felloǁship, adǀeŶtuƌe, aŶd saĐƌifiĐe,͟ ;BuĐhŵaŶŶ et al ϮϬϭϬ: ϮϰϬͿ 
were as important as being at the actual place. In fiŶdiŶg ͞felloǁship͟ ǁith otheƌ touƌists at 
the loĐatioŶ the teǆt ͞happeŶed͟ aŶd eǆpeƌieŶĐiŶg aŶ adǀeŶtuƌous laŶdsĐape theǇ aƌe ŵoƌe 
authentically experiencing the text by participating in something emotionally like it. 

Game of Thrones fans were no different. Many of the TitanCon tour participants 

especially enjoyed the concluding activities: group workshops on archery and sword-

fighting, as well as feasting in a large stone hall in a forested estate. These activities allowed 

tourists to experience what being iŶ the shoǁ͛s Ŷaƌƌatiǀe ǁoƌld ǁould ďe like ďut iŶ a ǁaǇ 
that also involved having fun with other fans. They got to play with the general narrative 

space of Game of Thrones alongside others who were equally happy to be part of the 

moment. As Roesch (2009), Kim (2010), and Buchmann et al (2010) discuss, being with 
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otheƌs ǁho ͞get it͟ ĐaŶ ďe aŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt paƌt of the filŵ touƌist eǆpeƌieŶĐe – perhaps just as 

much as visiting the locations themselves. The presence of others potentially enhances the 

experience by reinforcing the importance of the location to each other and encouraging 

deeper participation in the activities that occur around it. The tourists are not only 

immersed in the location, but within the community. Interestingly, within the TitanCon 

group, the larger collective of fans present encouraged a more playful attitude towards the 

text and attendant activities than reported in other studies on film tours. As discussed 

above, the reenactments were particularly playful. This matches with the somewhat ironic 

and post-modern tone of Game of Thrones towards other medieval-styled fantasy texts 

(such as The Lord of the Rings). As will be discussed in more detail later in this paper, Game 

of Thrones pƌeseŶts itself as a ŵoƌe ͞ƌealistiĐ͟ take oŶ the geŶƌe, without the mythologizing 

of the past and its society that is often seen to characterize it. Within a group of fans, this 

presents itself as a less reverent stance in general. Instead of solemnity, they are 

eŶĐouƌaged to feel hoǁ the past ͚ƌeallǇ͛ was and have fun with the text – which includes 

jokes, songs, and drinking.  

While there are moments of slippage for tourists between our world and Westeros, 

these were mostly constructed playfully and were somewhat fleeting. A tourist might feel 

for a moment that he oƌ she is sǁiŵŵiŶg Ŷeǆt to KiŶg͛s LaŶdiŶg, ďut this is Ŷot the total 
experience with Dubrovnik. Rather than complete immersion in fantasy, the key places 

instead function as ways to grasp the narrative in greater detail and precision. It is not that 

Westeros really exists, but rather that it could exist; tourists therefore use these locations to 

have an embodied idea of how it might feel. 

 

Imagining the Technological Details of the Production 

A second aspect of the film tourist imagination is connected to the shoǁ͛s pƌoduĐtioŶ. 
Narrative space is not the only thing imagined by Game of Thrones fans that visit the key 

sites. Foƌ soŵe, iŵagiŶiŶg the pƌogƌaŵ͛s teĐhŶiĐal pƌoduĐtioŶ pƌoĐess is ŵoƌe pƌoŵiŶeŶt: 
 

Certainly [I enjoyed] looking at the surroundings, and seeing how they turned 

that iŶto KiŶg͛s LaŶdiŶg. It͛s Ŷot so haƌd appƌeĐiatiŶg that ǁheŶ Ǉou͛ƌe iŶ a 
ŵedieǀal toǁŶ like DuďƌoǀŶik iŶ the old toǁŶ, ďut ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ ǁheŶ Ǉou͛ƌe at 
this modern hotel that was also just covered in graffiti and windows smashed 

because it was derelict, and we were walking down and finally found where 

theǇ͛d filŵed aŶd I ǁas just thiŶkiŶg, gosh, theǇ ďƌought aĐtoƌs heƌe aŶd 
everything, and how did they get in, how did they do it, and how did they find 

this place in the first plaĐe? It͛s Ƌuite iŵpƌessiǀe.  
(Jane, Scottish, 41, TitanCon/Dubrovnik individual) 

 

Well, Ǉou ĐaŶ iŵagiŶe that Ǉou ǁeƌe iŶ the pƌoduĐtioŶ. […] That ǁould 
ďe…Ǉeah, it͛s a soƌt of dƌeaŵ to ďe.  

(Fredrik, Swedish, 31, TitanCon/Dubrovnik individual) 
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For such tourists, experience at the location is not centered around imagining how the 

fiĐtioŶal ǁoƌld ͚is͛ oƌ hoǁ the ĐhaƌaĐteƌs iŶteƌaĐt ǁith it, ďut hoǁ the shoǁ itself is aĐtuallǇ 
made. During their visit they found not only locations that were already shown onscreen, 

but also ones that were going to be part of the upcoming season. This meant that fans could 

imagine the work that the production staff had put in to make the scenes they had already 

appreciated and how the site they were standing on would be transformed in the future. 

They could, as Fredrik did, imagine themselves as part of the team that created the show 

they love, a production mode of imagination.  

OŶ oŶe leǀel, touƌists like JaŶe aŶd Fƌedƌik eǆhiďit the fasĐiŶatioŶ ǁith the ͚ŵedia 
ǁoƌld͛ that Couldƌy (2000) credited with the appeal of the Coronation Street set and the 

Granada studio tour. They are intrigued by the work of the television production team and 

want to see how they function: 

 

I͛ǀe alǁaǇs eŶjoǇed teleǀisioŶ aŶd ďeeŶ iŶteƌested iŶ teleǀision, and all 

aspeĐts of it, so I thiŶk that͛s ǁhat I͛ŵ likiŶg aďout [Game of Thrones], it͛s just 
appreciating, from all the people who work on it, from the people who are 

stitĐhiŶg up the Đostuŵes to the lightiŶg guǇs to eǀeƌǇthiŶg, it͛s Ƌuite 
impressive.  

(Jane, Scottish, 41, TitanCon/Dubrovnik individual) 

 

Jane is an interesting example of this kind of tourism. As a long-term reader of the A Song of 

Ice and Fire books, she has been interested in the television adaptation from when it was 

first announced, even visiting the filming of the pilot, which was nearby her home in 

“ĐotlaŶd. “he alƌeadǇ had kŶoǁledge of the shoǁ͛s stoƌǇliŶes ;at the poiŶt iŶ tiŵe of 
interview) and a sense of the narrative locations involved. This gave her a different 

perspective on the show compared to other television programs that she had been 

interested in, and she found herself wanting to know how the show was made – the work 

and effort that went into bringing the Westeros she had always imagined into real life. 

While she had always been interested in television production, with other series she did not 

want to lose the tension as to what would come next by finding out the behind-the-scenes 

stories. With this concerned lessened for Game of Thrones, she could focus more on 

production practices. For Jane, as well as attending fan conventions like TitanCon, visiting 

Game of Thrones filŵiŶg loĐatioŶs is a ĐhaŶĐe to see the ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh the ͚speĐial,͛ usuallǇ 
concealed world of the media operates. In doing so, Jane experiences hints of the ͚deep 
ďaĐkstage͛ of aĐtual filŵ pƌoduĐtioŶ ;BeetoŶ ϮϬϬϱͿ that is ƌaƌe aŶd theƌefoƌe eǆĐitiŶg. This 
giǀes heƌ a deepeƌ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the aĐtual ǁoƌld that suƌƌouŶds the shoǁ͛s ŵakiŶg, 
rather than its fantasy world, one that helps her to appreciate the show in a new way:  

 

How do I feel about it? Satisfying, I suppose, to sort of figure out that gosh, 

look at the leŶgths theǇ͛ǀe goŶe to, etĐeteƌa. AŶotheƌ situatioŶ ǁas a suƌpƌise 
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location that we found was when we were on the island of Lokrum, one of our 

group asked the barman has there been any filming around here for Game of 

Thrones? And he said, oh they used our storeroom. And we got taken into the 

storeroom, very kindly, and we were clambering over bits of polystyrene and 

plastic on the floor and there͛s ďƌokeŶ uŵďƌellas aŶd Đhaiƌs aŶd thiŶgs, aŶd 
we suddenly realized we were in this beautifully painted hall which was used 

in one of the scenes. And we could only see that when we set the flash off on 

our cameras, because it was so dimly lit, and it was amazing, the artwork and 

things on the wall. And how the Game of Thrones production team discovered 

about that place, I have no idea.  

(Jane, Scottish, 41, TitanCon/Dubrovnik individual) 

 

CouldƌǇ sees the audieŶĐe͛s iŶteƌest iŶ teleǀisioŶ pƌoduĐtioŶ as a ǁay of reifying the 

͚speĐialŶess͛ of the ŵedia ǁoƌld, oŶe that is poteŶtiallǇ ŵoƌe iŶteƌestiŶg, Đƌeatiǀe, aŶd 
fulfilliŶg thaŶ theiƌ oǁŶ. Yet, aŶǇ ĐoŶĐept loĐatiŶg the ͚ŵedia ǁoƌld͛ as a siŶgle eŶtitǇ 
obscures something significant: fans are interested in the making of Game of Thrones, not 

necessarily a more generalized television production process: 

 

Well … to get iŶside iŶfoƌŵatioŶ, to ŵaǇďe … I haǀe aŶ eǇe foƌ detail so I 
could maybe spot some errors before they get to the screen.  

(Fredrik, Swedish, 31, TitanCon/Dubrovnik individual) 

 

Fƌedƌik, a fƌieŶd of JaŶe͛s, does Ŷot ǁaŶt to ǁoƌk oŶ just aŶǇ teleǀisioŶ shoǁ; he ǁaŶts to 
work on Game of Thrones. Like Jane, he is a long-term reader of the book series, as well as a 

fan of the television show, and his interest in working on the production is because of this 

fandom. Rather than an interest in television production generally, he wants to either learn 

thiŶgs aďout the pƌogƌaŵ ďefoƌe it aiƌs, oƌ suggest ǁaǇs of ͚fiǆiŶg͛ pooƌ episodes. BǇ 
imagining himself as part of the production staff, he explores the idea of assisting the show 

he ǁaŶts to ďe paƌt of. While it ŵight also ďe eǆĐitiŶg to ďe paƌt of the ͚ŵedia ǁoƌld,͛ it is 
most exciting because that media world makes Game of Thrones. This is consistent with 

Kim͛s ;ϮϬϭϮa, ϮϬϭϮďͿ studǇ of touƌists at the filŵiŶg loĐatioŶ of the populaƌ KoƌeaŶ 
television drama Daejanggeum, where involvement with the narrative was credited to 

higheƌ iŶteƌest iŶ ͚ďehiŶd-the-sĐeŶes͛ experiences there. Media production in itself might be 

interesting, but emotional involvement in the narrative makes it more meaningful and 

imaginative. 

 Jane and Fredrik were among a group of friends who met at the TitanCon convention 

and subsequently took a trip to Dubrovnik together to see filming locations there. Since 

Game of Thrones is an ongoing series, over the course of their trip to Dubrovnik they also 

found remnants of filming locations for episodes that had yet to air. They are therefore 

assisted in imagining what would happen in future episodes. They had some idea of what 

would take place and were excited to see how key ideas would be transferred to the screen. 
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The nature of the ongoing adaptation – both knowing and not knowing what would come 

next in the series – gave the production elements not just the sense of relics, but of the 

future. It also gave the group a sense of exclusivity, compared to other fans: they had seen 

something special and new about the production. 

 Additionally, fantasy fictions like Game of Thrones aƌe soŵetiŵes ͚considered [as] 

Ŷot ͞seƌious͟ oƌ ͞ŵatuƌe͛͟ ;CeĐiƌe ϮϬϬϵ, ϯϵϴͿ – the preserve of children, teenagers, or 

adults who have not grown past what they enjoyed at early stages of their life. Telefantasy 

faŶs aƌe ofteŶ eƋuated ǁith ͚geek͛ oƌ ͚Ŷeƌd͛ steƌeotǇpes ;JeŶkiŶs ϭϵϵ2:11), an unappealing 

image. Some Game of Thrones fans are therefore keen to stress that their show is of high 

quality: 

 

[Game of Thrones is] just a really well-written character drama that happens 

to ďe sǁoƌds aŶd dƌagoŶs aŶd…as I said agaiŶ, dead geekǇ, but similar to how 

I feel about Battlestar [Galactica]. 

(Wayne, English, 32, TitanCon) 

 

Every once in a while you come to a show that really takes the time to create 

engagement and a plotline that really fits in with the story and it, you feel 

more connected with the characters.  

(Afra, American, 28, Dubrovnik tour) 

 

Calling attention to high production values, represented by the creative work put into 

finding and transforming locations, is a way to stress quality. It is not something that was 

cheaply put together or lazily executed. Rather, it is something that HBO (itself an arbiter of 

a certain taste level) deemed worthy of a large budget to hire high-quality set designers, 

location scouts, and state-of-the-art CGI. In admiring and envisioning this effort and skill, 

film tourists show that the program has rewarded the time and effort they have put into 

being its fans. By visiting its locations, they can better imagine the skill involved in its 

production, and how that might maintain its future appeal. 

 

Imagining History 

A third type of imagination pursued by film tourists visiting sites connected to Game of 

Thrones can be described as historical. For certain visitors, experience of a filming location is 

only partially, and in some cases not at all, connected to the narrative or production world 

of Game of Thrones:  

 

I thiŶk iŶ teƌŵs of, uh, soŵe of the oldeƌ ďuildiŶgs aŶd so oŶ, it͛s ŵoƌe just a 
seŶse of ǁoŶdeƌ as hoǁ these thiŶgs Đould ďe ĐoŶstƌuĐted aŶd so oŶ. I didŶ͛t 
really associate it as much with the show, more just with the buildings 

theŵselǀes. It ǁas kiŶd of … I ǁas alŵost diǀoƌĐed fƌoŵ it.  
(Duncan, Scottish, 28, TitanCon) 
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For these tourists, Game of Thrones is only a portion of the imaginative experience of the 

locations they visit. Although it is what brings them to the filming location, while there, and 

while thinking about it afterwards, they imagine other aspects, in particular the historical 

narratives on which the respective place identities are built. As discussed in research on the 

impact of film on tourism (Iwashita 2006, di Cesaere et al 2009, Macionis and Sparks 2009, 

Croy 2010, Croy 2011), film is usually more of an incidental driver for tourists rather than a 

direct one, with filmic destinations primarily functioning as an image enhancer, or even 

changer, for regions rather than a primary motivation to visit. Those who actually visit the 

filming locations are still seen as a more niche audience within the general tourist market, 

as most tourists might become interested in visiting a region because of its depiction on 

screen and its resulting emotional resonance but will not necessarily seek out the exact spot 

of filming. 

  The tourists interviewed here, however, while having a range of reasons for visiting 

Dubrovnik or Northern Ireland itself, did all make a point to visit the specific locations used 

in Game of Thrones while there, making them part of this niche. Intriguingly, we can see in 

many visitors to filming locations a companion to the situation described by Croy (2010, 

2011) and others, in that Game of Thrones creates a frame to begin experiencing the place, 

both in terms of the exact location of filming and general region around it. Once at the 

location, their sense of it as being part of the show is less important than a feeling that it is a 

space worthy of investigation on its own terms. Facilitating this approach, in both Dubrovnik 

and Northern Ireland, many Game of Thrones locations are altered through decoration and 

CGI. The real places contain elements that are on the show, but not everything that was on 

screen. This makes a direct comparison impossible and forces the tourists to understand 

differently:  

 

It͛s just … ďeĐause ŵost of these plaĐes, theǇ doŶ͛t ƌeallǇ look like hoǁ theǇ 
look oŶ the sĐƌeeŶ aŶǇǁaǇ, theǇ͛ƌe Ŷot ƌeally that recognizable, so you just 

sort of enjoy them through what they are, for the spectacular view, rather 

thaŶ foƌ the faĐt that theǇ͛ƌe iŶ a shoǁ.  
(Melanie, English, 31, TitanCon) 

 

The locations are not what Melanie (who, like Duncan above, came to Northern Ireland for 

the Game of Thrones-focused TitanCon experience) imagined them to be, so, alongside 

fellow tourists, she has to make other meanings to enjoy the day: either consider the fine 

production work used in spotting and creating the locations, or appreciate these sites as 

part of the beautiful, previously unknown Irish landscape.  

Of course, however, some locations do resemble their on-screen appearance. The 

aƌĐhiŶg ďeeĐh tƌees iŶ NoƌtheƌŶ IƌelaŶd kŶoǁŶ loĐallǇ as the ͚Daƌk Hedges͛ ǁeƌe, iŶ Game of 

Thrones, a stƌikiŶg eleŵeŶt of the ͚KiŶg͛s ‘oad͛ that ĐoŶŶeĐted tǁo ƌegioŶs of the “eǀeŶ 
Kingdoms, travelled by one of the leading characters at an integral point in her storyline. 
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Such iconic locations make up an important part of the commercial Game of Thrones tour in 

Northern Ireland. The trees, however, have existed longer than the show, and they come 

with their own narratives: 

 

The oŶlǇ thiŶg I͛ǀe doŶe siŶĐe I͛ǀe got hoŵe is look up the Daƌk Hedges. […] 
That hedge was built as a spectacular entrance to their home, and probably in 

ϭϳϱϬ oƌ soŵethiŶg? I ŵeaŶ, I͛ŵ just fasĐiŶated ďǇ those hedges!  
(Julie, Canadian, 63, Northern Ireland commercial tour) 

 

Game of Thrones spaƌked Julie͛s iŶitial iŶteƌest iŶ the hedges, ďut foƌ heƌ, it ǁas used as aŶ 
impetus to leaƌŶ the ͚ƌeal stoƌǇ͛ aŶd iŵagiŶe the liǀes of the histoƌiĐal “tuaƌt faŵilǇ. Heƌ 
interest in history is what had brought her to Northern Ireland in the first place - she went in 

order to encounter her family heritage, which her father had traced back to Northern 

Ireland.  That Game of Thrones, one of her favorite TV shows, was filmed there was a happy 

coincidence, and she made a point of taking the day-long tour of Game of Thrones locations 

which provided some emotional relief from the more serious obligations of her trip. Yet it 

was still history that ended up occupying her thoughts after she went home. Filmed in 

locations that are embedded in the historical structures and landscapes of their respective 

countries, the show therefore acts as an entry point to the exercise of historical imagination. 

The possibility that such places might be interesting beyond their connection to the series 

means that many tourists pursue their visits as a way to understand not only Game of 

Thrones, ďut ͚ƌeal͛ plaĐes as ǁell. Tourists can use what they already know about the show 

as a starting point to find out what they do not yet know about the existing place-narratives 

of Northern Ireland and Dubrovnik.   

That Game of Thrones tourism can occur like this is perhaps because of the specific 

way that fans like Julie feel about the show. She, and many of the other interviewed 

touƌists, ǁeƌe paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ iŶteƌested iŶ theiƌ shoǁ͛s ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ to histoƌǇ aŶd its seŶse of 
͚histoƌiĐal ƌealisŵ.͛ Unlike Jane and Fredrik, who had a longer-term interest in fantasy 

fiĐtioŶ, Julie͛s pƌiŵaƌǇ iŶteƌest iŶ the seƌies ǁas iŶ the ǁaǇ it depiĐts histoƌǇ. Game of 

Thrones appeals because: 

 

It͛s ŵaiŶlǇ histoƌǇ. That͛s ǁhat I liked aďout…Ǉou kŶoǁ, it took ŵe a ǁhile to 
get into the book. When you haǀe White Walkeƌs aŶd, it͛s kiŶd of the 
eƋuiǀaleŶt of ouƌ zoŵďies, Ǉou kŶoǁ, oƌ ŵaǇďe that͛s the appeal foƌ the 
younger generation? That would not be my main draw for that series. I think 

it͛s ŵoƌe the stƌuggle, I ŵeaŶ it͛s the stoƌǇ of, it͛s ouƌ histoƌǇ. It could be 

aŶǇǁheƌe, stƌuggliŶg foƌ poǁeƌ, ƌight? […] Is this the ǁaǇ these people liǀed? 
You never knew if you were going to live or die or live to see the next day, and 

… Ǉou just ĐaŶ͛t iŵagiŶe, ǁhat it ǁas like.  
(Julie, Canadian, 63, Northern Ireland commercial tour) 
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While a sense of the medieval is common in high fantasy, part of Gaŵe of ThroŶes’ claim to 

distiŶĐtioŶ as a ͚ƋualitǇ͛ pƌogƌaŵ is that it has suĐĐessfullǇ Đƌeated a seŶse of histoƌiĐal 
authenticity. Despite its fantastical elements, the show prompts audiences to imagine what 

the histoƌiĐal past ǁas ͚ƌeallǇ͛ like, aŶd pƌeseŶts itself as a fiĐtioŶalized ďut Ŷot iŶautheŶtiĐ 
ǀeƌsioŶ. LeaƌŶiŶg aďout the ͚ƌeal͛ histoƌǇ of the plaĐe iŶ ǁhiĐh it is filŵed foƌ ŵaŶǇ touƌists 
affirms the imagining of the past through the show as valid. Tourists across the age groups 

and fan types expressed an interest in history, making it one of the most common linkages 

between fans, although older fans were more likely to pursue this interest outside of Game 

of Thrones. Tour guides knew this and pleased their audiences by discussing the real history 

of key locations. Historical structures both shown and not shown in the show were 

eǆplaiŶed, as touƌ guides disĐussed hoǁ theǇ ǁeƌe ďuilt aŶd used. IŶ desĐƌiďiŶg DuďƌoǀŶik͛s 

past as the Roman Catholic Republic of Ragusa, one guide also pointed out where the 

characters of Game of Thrones would have lived and worked, if they had lived there. 

Through such framings, tourists can imagine what historical Dubrovnik (and potentially 

KiŶg͛s LaŶdiŶgͿ ǁas like. 
 The appearance of historical imagination among film tourists is not uncommon. New 

Zealand, one of the most well-known locations of film tourism, deliberately drew on its 

eǆistiŶg ďƌaŶdiŶg as a plaĐe of ͚ƌaǁ Ŷatuƌe͛ to eŶhaŶĐe its suitability to not only be the 

filming location, but tourist destination, for the epic fantasy landscape of Lord of the Rings͛ 
Middle-Earth (Barker and Mathijs, 2007). Buchmann et al. (2010) show that many fans on 

the Lord of the Rings touƌs ǁaŶted to ͚see Neǁ )ealaŶd͛ iŶ additioŶ to the filŵiŶg sites, ďut 
͚ŵost if Ŷot all paƌtiĐipaŶts ĐoŶtiŶued to iŶteƌpƌet Neǁ )ealaŶd as a gƌeeŶ aŶd fƌieŶdlǇ plaĐe 
ǁithout aŶǇ sigŶifiĐaŶt pƌoďleŵs͛ ;BuĐhŵaŶŶ et al ϮϬϭϬ: ϮϯϵͿ. TheǇ ǀieǁed the ĐouŶtƌǇ aŶd 
their experience of touƌiŶg iŶ a ŵaŶŶeƌ that aligŶed ǁith the ŵǇths of the ͚tiŵeless͛ ƌuƌal 
nature of Middle-Earth, despite also visiting urban environments. Focusing on science-

fiction fans in Vancouver, Hills (2002) and Brooker (2007) found that film tourist versions of 

the ĐitǇ go ďeǇoŶd the ͚ƌegulaƌ͛ touƌist spots, iŶ seaƌĐh of aŶǇ loĐatioŶ that ͚ƌeplaǇs the 
͚hiddeŶŶess͛ of The X-Files’ oǁŶ tƌopes aŶd seĐƌets͛ ;Hills ϮϬϬϮ:ϭϰϴͿ. BǇ foĐusiŶg oŶ the 
͚seĐƌets͛ ďehiŶd the eǀeƌǇ-city façade of Vancouver, it becomes mysterious place waiting to 

be revealed by the traveler. Similarly, the Harry Potter tourists studied by Lee (2012) 

interpreted Britain by conceiving a magical world alongside, but hidden from, everyday 

reality. Their tour stopped not only at Harry Potter locations but also at ones associated 

with local legends and mystic sites to create a pseudo-histoƌiĐal, ͚ŵagiĐal͛ piĐtuƌe of the 
United Kingdom.  In this sense, historical imagination is never neutral. It takes a particular 

form depending on the text being de-mediated. This sepaƌates filŵ touƌists fƌoŵ ͚ƌegulaƌ͛ 
tourists, insofar that even if they are interested in aspects of the location that are not 

strictly part of filming process, the contours of their imaginative experience are shaped by a 

notion of history provided by popular culture. Just as Lord of the Rings fans see New Zealand 

as timelessly pastoral and spectacular, so Game of Thrones fans frame Dubrovnik and 

Northern Ireland as part of a mythic-medieval world. In Dubrovnik, this sense is reinforced 

by the ĐitǇ͛s ǁell-preserved historic status: 
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It͛s eǀeƌǇthiŶg ǁe thought it ǁould ďe. […] It͛s as ďeautiful as people said it 
ǁas. The histoƌǇ, the Đultuƌe, the pƌeseƌǀatioŶ of eǀeƌǇthiŶg. It͛s all theƌe.  

      (Josh, American, 27, Dubrovnik individual) 

 

In this way, visiting filming locations confirmed the association of Dubrovnik with a sense of 

beauty and the long-ago past. In Northern Ireland, however, impressions of the country 

were often challenged through the visit:  

 

I was a little nervous at first, of coŵiŶg, ǁasŶ͛t I? […] I iŵagiŶed it to ďe ŵoƌe 
of toǁŶs […] aŶd this is goiŶg to souŶd ďad, ďut less…takeŶ Đaƌe of? But it͛s 
Ŷot. It͛s aĐtuallǇ a lot of gƌeeŶeƌǇ aŶd it͛s ǀeƌǇ ďeautiful.  

(Liz, English, 34, TitanCon) 

 

Many tourists generally associated Northern Ireland particularly with the Troubles: the 

sectarian violence that gripped the country in the second half of the 20
th

 century which has 

been the focus of most of its media representation (Donnelly, 2005). Game of Thrones 

heritage locations offer an alternative, more positive image of Northern Ireland, as a green 

and aesthetically pleasing land – one filled with forests, castles, and stunning wild views. 

The use of Game of Thrones as a jumping board therefore facilitates a specific imaginative 

experience that connects to the show as a kind of ur-text.  

 

Conclusion 

This article has suggested that the concept of the imaginative experience may provide a 

valuable framework for analyzing the film tourist experience. Using the idea of the 

imaginative experience opens up our understanding of how fans / tourists can pursue 

multiple readings of a site and its relation to its associated text. Based on a series of in-

depth interviews with The Game of Thrones-fans in Dubrovnik and Northern Ireland, we 

aimed at showing how this imaginative experience takes place in practice and which 

varieties can be distinguished. As the interviews showed, fans of Game of Thrones involve 

their imagination in three distinct ways.  

First, in the hyperdiegetic mode of imagination, fans pƌiŵaƌilǇ dƌaǁ oŶ the shoǁ͛s 
narrative, imagining places in which the show happens and envisioning themselves as part 

of its story. Being there not only offers these fans the possibility to explore the space where 

it ͚all took plaĐe͛, ďut eǀeŶ ŵoƌe: as film tourists they are in the position to walk outside the 

set aŶd disĐoǀeƌ the suƌƌouŶdiŶg ͚hǇpeƌdiegetiĐ spaĐe͛ of Game of Thrones that has not 

(yet) been used as backdrop for the filming. Wandering through the streets of the old city 

centre of Dubrovnik, the Game of Thrones-fan is able to imagine a possibly endless stream 

of new storylines and future episodes.   

 Secondly, film tourists use their imagination to create a mental reconstruction of the 

filming process. As it turned out, this can be somewhat of a challenge in the current CGI era. 
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But in most cases, the locations did offer the tourists with enough markers to let them form 

an image of the technical challenges as well as the creative performances of the production 

team. In addition to admiring the work that was done to the location, some film tourists also 

liked to envision themselves as part of the team that put it all together. Whereas the 

hyperdiegetic imagination focused on the whereabouts of the fictive characters, the 

technical imagination was aimed more at retracing the steps of the production team.   

 Finally, there were tourists who utilized the Game of Thrones narrative as a frame to 

uŶdeƌstaŶd the ͚ƌeal͛ histoƌǇ of the plaĐes that theǇ ǀisited. Foƌ these touƌists, the 
association with Game of Thrones formed only a jumping board to explore the rich history of 

the respective places. That being said, the frame of Game of Thrones did leave its stamp on 

the kind of histories people were interested in. For example, in line with the pseudo-

medieval profile of Game of Thrones, film tourists in Northern Ireland expressed an 

outspoken interest in the medieval history of this region. The more notorious association 

with the recent history of the Troubles stayed in the shadows, a side-effect which will 

probably be welcomed by the local tourist boards, in their search for a more positive image 

of this part of the United Kingdom.  

 It is also worth mentioning that tourists adapted these modes to fit with Game of 

Thrones specifically, in that Game of Thrones as a text and the way they feel about it 

influences the way in which they were experienced. Its ͚ƌealistiĐ͛ take on the medieval 

fantasy genre shaped the way in which tourists interacted with the actual history, while also 

encouraging a less reverent stance towards hyperdiegetic imaginings. This is consistent with 

other studies on film tourism, such as The Lord of the Rings fans finding New Zealand a land 

of epic adventure and fellowship (Buchmann and Frost, 2011) and X-Files fans in Vancouver 

delighting in ͚disĐoǀeƌiŶg͛ the more hidden parts of the city (Hills, 2002). It suggests that, 

while the different modes are likely applicable across different examples, the way they are 

experienced by tourists will be shaped by the text. 

 As the analysis showed, tourists have different imaginative experiences as they visit 

filming locations and each opens up a multiplicity of potential readings. Future research 

might provide more in-depth insight into the individual modes and their functioning, 

particularly in terms of their demographic specificities. Game of Thrones viewers are, as the 

ones here, largely younger and well-educated, which is worth taking into account in 

discussing how they experience locations. This might be different for a programme with an 

older demographiĐ. This ǁould eǆpaŶd the field͛s uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the iŵagiŶatiǀe 
experience and delve deeper into the ways in which the tourist engages with filming 

locations. In particular, more insight into the role of film production in location visits would 

be of benefit, as this has received less attention than the other modes. It would also be of 

iŶteƌest to see hoǁ these ŵodes fuŶĐtioŶ ǁheŶ the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe foĐuses oŶ a ͚ƌeal͛ loĐatioŶ, 
rather than a fantasy location as in Game of Thrones. Being set in the area in which the text 

is filmed presents different challenges to the imagination. Finally, further investigation of 

the links between tourism and other fan practices would be worthwhile, as this research 
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suggests that tourisŵ is ŵoƌe likelǇ to appeal to ͚non-partiĐipatoƌǇ͛ fans, a finding that is 

beyond the scope of this paper but would be worth developing further.  

 Fans are fluid in their imaginations as tourists, and therefore, we do not intend this 

to function as a typology of film tourism. While any one individual might favor one mode 

over the other, what was evident from fieldwork was that on location the modes tend to 

blend into and influence each other. Indeed, the same tourist might find him or herself 

experiencing them all at different times or even simultaneously; they are not so much 

distinct types of tourists as ways of imagining that any fan might slip in and out of during 

their visit. We have also found each mode occurring among the different groups of tourists, 

with some of the highly-organized and traditionally active TitanCon fans interested in the 

history of Northern Ireland, and fans in Dubrovnik who had never interacted with other fans 

dƌeaŵiŶg of ǁhat it ǁould ďe like to liǀe iŶ KiŶg͛s LaŶdiŶg ǁhile ǁalkiŶg there. There is, 

moreover, no clear formula that can predict when a certain mode will dominate. We might 

expect places that strongly resemble those from the show to inspire hyperdiegetic 

imaginings, but this is not necessarily the case. Although made memorable because of one 

Ŷaƌƌatiǀe, aŶǇ ͚plaĐe of the iŵagiŶatioŶ͛ ĐaŶ pƌoǀide liŶks to otheƌs. EaĐh Ŷaƌƌatiǀe shapes 
the others. Game of Thrones makes the places where it is filmed seem more vibrant and 

exciting, but those places also lend the show a renewed sense of meaningfulness because 

tourists ďeĐoŵe aǁaƌe of theiƌ phǇsiĐalitǇ aŶd ͚ƌeal͛ histoƌiĐitǇ. A faŶ ǁho has ďeeŶ to 
DuďƌoǀŶik iŶ the suŵŵeƌ ŵaǇ thiŶk of KiŶg͛s LaŶdiŶg as hotteƌ thaŶ he oƌ she did ďefoƌe. IŶ 
a siŵilaƌ ǀeiŶ, ǁhile the ͚ƌeal ǁoƌlds͛ of NoƌtheƌŶ IƌelaŶd aŶd DuďƌoǀŶik aƌe Ŷot completely 

obscured by the notion of Westeros, they are not left unaltered. Rather, fans start to 

experience them more like their televised counterpart and they acquire a mythic-medieval 

glamour.  

 What this suggests is that the study of the experience of film tourism needs to not 

only take into account the affective nature of the text being visited, but also the different 

ways this affective relationship can be played out in the tourist imagination. Imaginative 

experience is not uniform, even among tourists focusing on the same text. More generally, 

this paper has shown how fandom has become an important factor in imagining other lands, 

other times, and other people. It has become a way of exploring the world. 
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