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Geoffrey of Monmouth's History of the Kings of Britain is a seminal work that has
shaped the understanding of British history and mythology. Written in the 12th century,
this historical narrative combines historical facts with legend, creating a rich tapestry that
has influenced literature, history, and national identity in Wales and Britain. Geoffrey's
text not only chronicles the lives of legendary kings but also weaves in themes of heroism,
betrayal, and the mystical. This article delves into the significance of Geoffrey's work, its
historical context, key figures, and its lasting impact on literature and culture.

Historical Context of Geoffrey of Monmouth's
Work

Geoffrey of Monmouth, a cleric from Wales, wrote his most famous work, Historia Regum
Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain), around 1136. The political landscape of 12th-
century Britain was tumultuous, with struggles for power among the Normans, Saxons,
and the native Celtic peoples. Geoffrey's writing emerged during a time when the concept
of national identity was beginning to take shape, and his work sought to provide a unifying
history for the fragmented kingdoms of Britain.

The Influence of Earlier Sources

Geoffrey drew upon various sources for his account, including:

1. Welsh Chronicles: These provided insights into the early kings of Britain and their feats.
2. Classical Historians: He referenced works by figures like Tacitus and Gildas, who
documented early British history.
3. Celtic Mythology: The integration of legendary figures, such as King Arthur, enriched
his narrative with mystical elements.

By combining these diverse influences, Geoffrey created a comprehensive history that
resonated with readers of his time and beyond.

Overview of the Historia Regum Britanniae

The Historia Regum Britanniae is divided into several books, each focusing on different
periods and key figures in British history. The narrative spans from the legendary
founding of Britain by Brutus, a descendant of Aeneas, to the Saxon conquest.



Key Themes and Structure

The work is structured around several key themes, including:

- Legendary Origins: Geoffrey traces British history back to Brutus, establishing a
mythological foundation for national identity.
- The Rise and Fall of Kings: The narrative chronicles the reigns of various kings,
emphasizing their virtues and vices.
- The Role of Prophecy: Prophecies play a crucial role in the fate of the kings, often
determining their rise and fall.

The book is divided as follows:

1. Book I - The Founding of Britain
2. Book II - The Kings of Britain
3. Book III - The Life of King Arthur
4. Book IV - The Kings After Arthur
5. Book V - The Saxon Conquest

Key Figures in Geoffrey's History

Geoffrey's narrative introduces several prominent figures, many of whom have become
legendary in their own right. Some of the most notable characters include:

1. Brutus

Brutus is portrayed as the founder of Britain, arriving from Troy and establishing the
country. His lineage connects Britain to the ancient world, giving a sense of grandeur to
the nation’s origins.

2. King Arthur

Perhaps the most famous character in Geoffrey's narrative, King Arthur, is depicted as the
ideal king, embodying chivalry and bravery. Geoffrey’s portrayal of Arthur laid the
groundwork for Arthurian legends that have permeated Western literature.

3. Merlin

Merlin, the legendary wizard, serves as a counselor to Arthur. Geoffrey’s depiction of
Merlin as a prophetic figure adds a layer of mysticism to the narrative and influences
subsequent portrayals in literature.



4. Uther Pendragon

Arthur’s father, Uther, is portrayed as a heroic yet tragic figure, whose desire for power
leads to conflict. His story is intertwined with themes of love and betrayal, particularly in
his romance with Igraine.

The Impact of Geoffrey's Work

Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia Regum Britanniae has had a profound and lasting impact
on literature, history, and cultural identity. Its blend of history and myth has inspired
countless adaptations and interpretations.

Influence on Literature

Geoffrey's work laid the foundation for the Arthurian legends, influencing writers such as:

- Chrétien de Troyes: His romances expanded the Arthurian mythos in the 12th century.
- Thomas Malory: His Le Morte d'Arthur (15th century) solidified the stories of Arthur and
his knights in English literature.

The themes of heroism and chivalry found in Geoffrey's narrative resonate through
medieval literature and continue to inspire modern adaptations, including films and
novels.

Historical Significance

While Geoffrey's work is not a reliable historical document by modern standards, it
reflects the cultural and political aspirations of 12th-century Britain. His portrayal of a
unified Britain under noble kings helped foster a sense of national identity, especially in
Wales, where his work is viewed as a source of pride.

Cultural Legacy

The characters and stories introduced by Geoffrey have persisted in popular culture, from
films to television series, such as:

- BBC's Merlin: A modern retelling that draws heavily from Geoffrey's depiction of Merlin
and Arthur.
- The Once and Future King: T.H. White’s retelling of the Arthurian legend that
incorporates elements from Geoffrey's narrative.

Geoffrey's influence is evident in the way these stories continue to evolve, reflecting



contemporary values while maintaining their mythical roots.

Conclusion

In summary, Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia Regum Britanniae is more than just a
historical account; it is a rich narrative that combines history, myth, and legend to create
a lasting legacy. Its impact on literature, culture, and national identity is profound, and its
characters continue to resonate with audiences today. By blending the past with the
fantastical, Geoffrey has ensured that the kings of Britain, particularly King Arthur,
remain central figures in the story of Western civilization. As readers continue to explore
these tales, the significance of Geoffrey’s work endures, inviting new generations to
engage with the legends of Britain.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Geoffrey of Monmouth?
Geoffrey of Monmouth was a Welsh cleric and historian from the 12th century, best known
for his work 'Historia Regum Britanniae' (The History of the Kings of Britain), which
chronicles the history of Britain from its mythical origins to the Anglo-Norman period.

What is the main theme of 'Historia Regum Britanniae'?
The main theme of 'Historia Regum Britanniae' is the legendary history of Britain,
including tales of famous figures such as King Arthur, Merlin, and the establishment of the
British monarchy.

How did Geoffrey of Monmouth influence the legend of
King Arthur?
Geoffrey of Monmouth significantly shaped the legend of King Arthur by introducing key
elements such as the concept of Arthur as a great king, his magical sword Excalibur, and
the notion of Camelot, which laid the foundation for later Arthurian literature.

What sources did Geoffrey of Monmouth use for his
writings?
Geoffrey of Monmouth claimed to have used various sources, including ancient British
histories and oral traditions, but his work is considered a blend of history, myth, and his
own invention rather than a strictly accurate historical account.

In what year was 'Historia Regum Britanniae' first



published?
Geoffrey of Monmouth's 'Historia Regum Britanniae' was first published around 1136.

What impact did Geoffrey's work have on medieval
literature?
Geoffrey's work had a profound impact on medieval literature, inspiring countless writers
and poets, and contributing to the development of the Arthurian legend, which became a
central theme in medieval romance and poetry.

What was the historical context during Geoffrey's time?
Geoffrey of Monmouth wrote during a period of significant political and cultural change in
Britain, including the aftermath of the Norman Conquest and the consolidation of power
by the Anglo-Norman elite, which influenced his portrayal of British kings and their
legacies.

How was 'Historia Regum Britanniae' received in its
time?
The 'Historia Regum Britanniae' was well-received and widely read in its time, becoming
one of the most popular historical works in medieval Europe and being translated into
several languages, which increased its influence.

What criticisms have been made regarding Geoffrey of
Monmouth's historical accuracy?
Critics have pointed out that Geoffrey of Monmouth's work is often more mythological
than historical, with many of his accounts lacking credible evidence or being based on
folklore and legend rather than factual history.
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