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Recreating the Sacrificial Myth in Modern Media:
A Semiotic Reading of the Mythic Structural
Correspondences between Mithraism
and “Game of Thrones”

Sorour Khorashadi™, Ali Khorashadi?

Abstract

The symbolic persistence of ancient myths in contemporary visual
media provides an important field for examining how archaic narrative
structures are reconfigured within modern cultural forms. This study
investigates the relationship between the Mithraic myth of the
sacrifice of the primordial bull and the destruction of the Night King
in Game of Thrones. The central question is to what extent the
narrative structure and mythic function of the Night King’s destruction
correspond to the pattern of Mithraic bull sacrifice. The study adopts a
qualitative, library-based, comparative-analytical method and
combines structural semiotics, functional narratology, and intertextual
theories. The analysis distinguishes among three levels of
correspondence: mythic homology, symbolic similarity, and
intertextual relation. The findings indicate that the two scenes share a
significant structural and functional homology beyond superficial
similarities among their symbolic elements. In both narratives, the
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death or destruction of a central figure associated with darkness and
existential threat constitutes a transitional moment preceding the
restoration of order, fertility, and collective salvation. The study
further argues that Game of Thrones reconfigures Dumézil’s Indo-
European tripartite functions (priesthood/sovereignty, warfare, and
fertility/agriculture) in the character of Bran Stark. Accordingly, the
classical divine warrior is transformed into a vulnerable, human-
centered modern hero whose role is primarily spiritual, strategic, and
salvific. Since there is no textual evidence demonstrating the
screenwriters’ conscious knowledge of Mithraism, the correspondence
between the two narratives is interpreted primarily as structural
homology rather than conscious textual borrowing. The study
consequently considers Mithraism not merely as an ancient religious
tradition but as a symbolic language whose narrative and cultural
structures can acquire renewed meanings in modern fantasy media.

Theoretical Background

The theoretical framework integrates structural semiotics, functional
narratology, and intertextual approaches. Drawing on Leévi-Strauss,
mythic homology is defined as the correspondence of structural
positions and relations within two narratives, whereas symbolic
similarity refers to visual, thematic, or cultural affinities without
necessarily implying functional equivalence. Kristeva’s concept of
intertextuality and Genette’s notion of transtextuality provide a further
framework for examining possible relations of reference,
transformation, and adaptation. Barthes’s distinction between primary
signification and deeper cultural and ideological meanings is
employed to move from the identification of individual signs toward
their position within a broader symbolic system. Finally, Dumézil’s
tripartite ideology provides the principal functional framework for
interpreting Mithra and Bran Stark. The study therefore distinguishes
structural correspondence from symbolic resemblance and avoids
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assuming direct authorial borrowing where textual evidence is
unavailable.

Research Objectives and Questions

The main objective is to identify and interpret the structural and
functional correspondences between Mithraic bull sacrifice and the
destruction of the Night King. More specifically, the study asks: To
what extent does the narrative structure and mythic function of the
Night King’s destruction in Game of Thrones correspond to the
pattern of the sacrifice of the primordial bull in Mithraism? It also
examines how the three functions identified by Dumeézil are
redistributed within the modern narrative and how an ancient salvific
pattern is transformed into a contemporary narrative of collective
survival and preservation of memory.

Hypotheses

The study proceeds from three related hypotheses. First, the
correspondence between the primordial bull and the Night King
operates primarily at the level of mythic homology rather than literal
symbolic identity. Second, the three Mithraic functions of
sovereignty/priesthood, warfare, and fertility are structurally
reconfigured in Bran Stark and the narrative surrounding the
destruction of the Night King. Third, the salvific function of ancient
sacrifice is transformed in the modern narrative from spiritual
salvation into the preservation of collective memory, historical
identity, and life.

Data Collection

The research is interdisciplinary, qualitative, and library-based. Its
primary analytical materials are the Mithraic narrative and visual-
symbolic tradition surrounding the sacrifice of the primordial bull and
the relevant narrative and visual sequences in Game of Thrones,
particularly the destruction of the Night King and the role of Bran
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Stark. Secondary materials include studies of Mithraism, Mithraic
iconography, comparative mythology, structural narratology,
intertextuality, adaptation, and fantasy literature. The analysis focuses
on recurrent narrative and symbolic elements and examines them
according to their position and function within each cultural text.

Analysis and Discussion

The Mithraic tauroctony constitutes the central narrative and symbolic
scene of the tradition. Mithra is compelled, through the intervention of
the Sun and its messenger, the raven, to kill the primordial bull. The
sacrifice is not represented merely as an act of destruction; rather,
death becomes the precondition for regeneration. The blood and body
of the bull are associated with fertility, vegetation, animal life, and the
restoration of cosmic order. The raven, dog, serpent, scorpion, lion,
water, tree, dagger, torchbearers, bow, and Phrygian cap collectively
form a symbolic system rather than a collection of isolated signs.
Their interaction produces a four-stage narrative pattern: divine
command, initial reluctance, sacred compulsion, and the emergence of
life from death.

This structure provides the principal basis for comparison with the
Night King’s destruction. The Night King, like the primordial bull,
occupies a pivotal structural position whose elimination marks the
transition from a state dominated by death and darkness toward a
renewed order. The comparison does not suggest that the two figures
are identical in meaning. Rather, their narrative positions and
functions are structurally comparable: the bull is sacrificed within the
Mithraic cosmological order, whereas the Night King is destroyed as
an existential threat. Thus, the Night King possesses a function
opposite to that of the bull while occupying a homologous structural
position: his destruction, like the bull’s death, enables the restoration
of life and order.

The correspondence is also visible in the role of accompanying
figures and symbols. The Mithraic scene organizes several agents
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around the central act of sacrifice, while the Night King episode
similarly places Bran, Arya, other combatants, and animals within a
coordinated narrative structure. Particularly significant is the tree,
which in Mithraic symbolism connects the subterranean, terrestrial,
and celestial realms and is associated with life, transformation, and
cosmic mediation. In Game of Thrones, the tree associated with Bran
likewise becomes a site of contact with past, present, and future and is
positioned near water and the realm of divine or supernatural
knowledge.

Dumézil’s tripartite framework further clarifies the transformation
of the ancient pattern. Mithra embodies sovereignty/priesthood,
warfare, and fertility simultaneously: he is associated with cosmic and
juridical order, acts as a warrior, and becomes an agent of
regeneration. Bran Stark similarly combines these functions in a
modernized form. His priestly or sovereign function emerges through
his supernatural knowledge and relationship with the three-eyed raven
and the sacred tree; his martial function appears indirectly through his
strategic role in the struggle against the forces of darkness; and his
agricultural/fertility function is expressed through his association with
the preservation of life against death. Thus, the series transforms the
classical divine warrior into a vulnerable human figure whose
principal power is knowledge, vision, and mediation.

The final correspondence concerns salvation. In Mithraism,
sacrifice is associated with salvation, light, and renewal. In Game of
Thrones, the destruction of the Night King is linked to the
preservation of collective human memory. The Night King threatens
not only physical life but also historical continuity, while Bran’s role
Is connected to the preservation of memory and the defeat of oblivion.
Consequently, the ancient salvific function is rearticulated in modern
terms as the preservation of identity, history, and collective memory.
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Figure 1: Mithra’s Torchbearers in the Sacrifice Scene (Cumont, 1956).

Figure 2: The Sacrifice of the Primordial Bull (Vermaseren, 2008, p. 79).
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Table 1: A Three-Dimensional Correspondence between Mithraic Symbols
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