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The History Of The Kings Of
Britain Geoffrey Of Monmouth

Sparknotes

Unveiling the Legend:
The History of the
Kings of Britain by
Geoffrey of Monmouth

Few works have shaped the British
literary  and  historical  imagination
quite like The History of the Kings
of Britain by Geoffrey of Monmouth.
Written  in  the  12th  century,  this
sprawling  chronicle  claims  to  trace
the lineage of British monarchs from
the mythical  Brutus  of  Troy  all  the
way  to  the  historical  Cadwallader.
For  centuries,  it  was  accepted  as
genuine  h is tory .  Today,  i t  i s
recognized  as  a  masterful  blend  of
fact, fiction, and political propaganda.
But  what  exactly  does  this  book
contain?  How  does  it  influence
modern storytelling? And what would
a  modern  study  guide—like  a
Sparknotes  analysis—highlight
about  its  themes,  characters,  and
historical context? This article offers
a comprehensive exploration of The
History  of  the  Kings  of  Britain
Geoffrey of Monmouth Sparknotes
approach, diving deep into the text,
its legacy, and its enduring appeal.

Who Was Geoffrey of

Monmouth?

Geoffrey of Monmouth (c. 1100–1155)
was  a  Welsh  cleric  and  chronicler
who served as the Bishop of St Asaph.
He  is  best  known for  his  Historia
Regum Britanniae (the Latin title of
The  History  of  the  Kings  of
Britain).  Geoffrey  claimed  that  his
primary source was “a very ancient
book”  given  to  him  by  Walter,
Archdeacon of Oxford—a text that has
never  been  found.  Most  modern
historians  believe  that  Geoffrey
invented  much  of  his  narrative,
drawing  from  Welsh  legends,  Latin
sources, and his own imagination. His
work was immensely popular during
the Middle Ages and set the standard
for subsequent retellings of Arthurian
legend.

Overview of the Text:
What Sparknotes
Would Cover

If  you  were  to  read  a  Sparknotes
summary  of  The  History  of  the
Kings  of  Britain ,  you  would
encounter  a  sweeping  narrative
divided into several parts. The book
begins with the fall of Troy and ends
with  the  Anglo-Saxon  conquest  of
Britain.  Key  episodes  include:



The arrival of Brutus, great-
grandson of Aeneas, who founds
the British nation.
The reign of King Leir (the basis
for Shakespeare’s King Lear).
The exploits of King Arthur,
including his battles against
Saxons, Romans, and his tragic
betrayal by Mordred.
The final decline of British rule
under Cadwallader.

Geoffrey’s chronology is fanciful, but
it  created a unified origin story for
Britain  that  influenced  writers  for
centuries.

Major Characters and Their
Roles

A Sparknotes style breakdown would
highlight these key figures:

Brutus: The legendary founder
of Britain, who travelled from
Troy after a prophecy that he
would father a great nation.
King Leir: A ruler whose story
of dividing his kingdom among
ungrateful daughters became a
timeless tragedy.
Merlin: The prophetic wizard
who helps Uther Pendragon and
later guides Arthur. Geoffrey
introduced Merlin to a wide
audience.
Uther Pendragon: Arthur’s
father, whose affair with Ygerna
(aided by Merlin’s magic) leads
to Arthur’s birth.
King Arthur: The central hero
of the latter half of the book.
Geoffrey presents Arthur as a
powerful conqueror who
subdues much of Europe before
his fall.
Mordred: Arthur’s treacherous
nephew (or son, depending on

the version) who seizes the
throne and causes Arthur’s final
battle.

Themes and Motifs: A
Deeper Analysis

When studying The History of the
Kings  of  Br i ta in  th rough  a
Sparknotes  lens,  several  themes
emerge:

1. National Identity and
Legitimacy

Geoffrey  wrote  during  a  time  of
political  turmoil—the  Norman
conquest had reshaped England. By
tracing the British line back to Trojan
heroes, he gave the island a glorious,
uninterrupted  heritage,  implicitly
legitimizing  the  Norman  kings  as
successors to a grand tradition. The
theme of founding a nation resonates
throughout.

2. Prophecy and Fate

Prophecy  drives  many  events.
Merlin’s  prophecies (which Geoffrey
also  publ ished  separately  as
Prophecies  of  Merlin)  set  the stage
for Arthur’s  rise and fall.  The book
suggests that history follows a divine
plan,  even  when  human  characters
make tragic mistakes.

3. The Rise and Fall of
Greatness

Each king’s story follows a pattern:
founding,  flourishing,  decline,  and
sometimes  betrayal.  This  cyclical
view of history is typical of medieval
chronicles. Arthur’s story is the most
prominent  example—he  achieves
near-empire  but  is  destroyed  by
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internal  betrayal.

4. The Role of Women

Women  in  the  text  often  serve  as
catalysts—sometimes for good, often
for  ruin.  Ygerna,  Cordelia,  and  the
treacherous  queen in  Leir’s  tale  all
influence  the  throne.  However,  the
narrative  largely  centers  on  male
rulers  and  their  ambitions.

How Sparknotes
Analyzes the Historical
Context

In a typical  Sparknotes  guide,  you
would  find  a  section  on  historical
background.  Geoffrey  wrote  his
History  of  the  Kings  of  Britain
around 1136, during the chaotic reign
of King Stephen (the period known as
the  Anarchy).  The  conflict  between
Matilda  and  Stephen  may  have
inspired Geoffrey’s themes of rightful
s u c c e s s i o n  a n d  c i v i l  w a r .
Furthermore, Geoffrey’s work was a
tool  for  the  Anglo-Norman elite:  by
claiming  Arthur  as  a  British  king,
they  could  unite  the  conquered
Anglo-Saxons  and  the  native  Welsh
under a single story.

The book also reflects the medieval
fascination  with  classical  antiquity.
By linking Britain to  Troy,  Geoffrey
elevated  the  island’s  status  in
European eyes. This was a common
p r a c t i c e  a m o n g  m e d i e v a l
historians—the  translatio  imperii
(transfer  of  empire)  idea.

The Influence of “The

History of the Kings of
Britain” on Literature

No other medieval chronicle has had
such  a  profound  effect  on  Western
literature.  Geoffrey’s  version  of
Arthur  became  the  foundation  for
later writers such as:

Chrétien de Troyes (who added
Lancelot and the Holy Grail).
Sir Thomas Malory (who wrote
Le Morte d’Arthur).
Shakespeare (who used Leir and
Cymbeline).
Modern fantasy authors like
J.R.R. Tolkien and T.H. White.

Even  the  concept  of  Merlin  as  a
wizard-prophecy-child  comes  almost
entirely from Geoffrey. The Arthurian
canon as we know it would not exist
without this single book.

Critical Reception:
Then and Now

In its own time, The History of the
Kings  of  Britain  was  treated  as
historical  fact.  Welsh  chroniclers
accepted  it  proudly,  while  Anglo-
N o r m a n  w r i t e r s  u s e d  i t  f o r
propaganda. But by the 16th century,
humanist  scholars  like  Polydore
Vergil  began  to  debunk  it.  Today,
Geoffrey  is  considered  a  creative
storyteller  rather  than  a  reliable
historian.

A modern Sparknotes review would
point out that the book is historically
inaccurate ,  chronologica l ly
inconsistent,  and  often  self-serving.
Yet its narrative power and cultural
impact  are  undeniable.  It  remains
essent ia l  reading  for  anyone
interested  in  the  roots  of  British



mythology.

Key Passages and
Sparknotes-Style
Summaries

For  students  using  a  Sparknotes
study  guide,  these  passages  are
especially  important:

The Prophecy of the Great1.
Boar (Merlin’s prophecy of
Arthur) — A dense, symbolic
text that predicts the rise of a
greater king.
Arthur’s Battle with the2.
Giant of Mont Saint-Michel —
A classic hero vs. monster
episode that shows Arthur’s
strength and chivalry.
The Death of Arthur —3.
Geoffrey famously writes that
Arthur was “mortally wounded”
and taken to Avalon, leaving
ambiguity about his death. This
became the basis for the “once
and future king” trope.
The Final Fall of Cadwallader4.
— The end of the British line,
blamed on sin and divine
punishment, marking the
beginning of Saxon rule.

How to Use
Sparknotes for “The
History of the Kings of
Britain”

A typical Sparknotes  guide for this
work would include:

A plot summary of each book
(the work is divided into 12
books).
Character analyses with quotes.
Discussion of major themes.
Essay questions and sample
answers.
A glossary of names (since many
characters reappear).

Studying  with  such  a  guide  helps
readers navigate the dense medieval
style  and keep track  of  the  myriad
kings—most  of  whom  are  entirely
fictional.  It  also  highlights  which
parts  have  been  most  influential  in
later adaptations.

Conclusion

The  History  of  the  Kings  of
Britain by Geoffrey of Monmouth is
far more than a medieval chronicle. It
i s  the  cornerstone  of  Br i t ish
mythology,  the  blueprint  for  the
Arthurian  legend,  and  a  fascinating
window into 12th-century politics and
imagination.  Understanding  this
work—whether through a full reading
or  a  comprehensive  Sparknotes
analysis—reveals how a single, often-
fictional history can shape a nation’s
identity for a thousand years.  From
Brutus’s ship to Arthur’s final battle,
Geoffrey’s  stories  continue  to
captivate readers and remind us that
sometimes, the best “history” is the
one we choose to believe.


