
A Curriculum Guide for 

 

The Dark is Rising Sequence, Book Four: The Grey King 

By Susan Cooper 

 

About the Book  

 

There is a Welsh legend about a harp of gold, hidden within a certain hill, that will be found by a 

boy and a white dog with silver eyes—a dog that can see the wind. Will Stanton knew nothing of 

this when he came to Wales to recover from a severe illness. But when he met Bran, a strange 

boy who owned a white dog, he began to remember. For Will is the last born of the Old Ones, 

immortals dedicated to saving the world from the forces of evil, the Dark. And it is Will's task to 

wake—with the golden harp—the six who must be roused from their long slumber in the Welsh 

hills to prepare for the last battle between the Dark and the Light. 

 

Curriculum Connections: Reading, Writing, and Researching 

 

This guide has been written in alignment with the Common Core State Standards:  

(RL.6.1–RL.6.9) 

 

Prereading Activities 

 

1. Dissociative amnesia is a mental health condition related to stress that causes a person to 

forget traumatic events. Stress causes other physical and mental problems with all sorts of 

people. Make a list of the events in your life that you would classify as high stress events. Did 

any of these stressful situations create difficulties for you? If you feel comfortable, discuss the 

repercussions. What is the range of difference between the normal sort of absentminded behavior 

and the repression of memories that are so painful that the brain is compelled to dismiss them? 

 

2. Discuss what we mean by fantasy, mythology (including Celtic and Norse), legend, quests, 

Arthurian legend, etc. Make a chart of all the various myths and legends that we recognize. As a 

class, develop a working definition of the various terms. In this discussion, a useful guiding 

question may be: Why do people find knowledge of mythology useful and even essential for 

intelligent citizens? 

 

3. Will and Bran each have their own coded messages or riddles that serve as a plan of action. In 

a sense, a metaphor is a coded message that provides an interpretation of story events, which 

many folks interpret in a wide variety of ways. Think of a scenario where your parents want you 

to do something that you don’t want to do. For example: your parents are making you do a favor 

for a crotchety old neighbor. You do not at all want to do it. However, you cannot let either your 

parents or the neighbor know how you really feel. You need to send a message to your best 

friend about why you cannot come over. Write a message that will not betray your true feelings 

to your parents, but will perfectly state your feelings to your best friend. Explain why this coded 

message works. Do this again after reading the book and list the various similes and metaphors 

that Cooper employs, reflecting on how they enhance the story. 

 



4. Both Will and Bran see animals that no one else is able to see, which makes them seem 

mentally unbalanced when they explain events. Will has just recovered from a serious illness and 

Bran has albinism, which already causes him to be under the microscope. Discuss how we get 

people to believe seemingly implausible things or situations. Research the phrase, “credible 

witness.” Explain why Will and Bran may not be credible. Pretend you are a lawyer, and counsel 

them on what they could do to make it easier for their stories to be believed. Do this activity 

again after finishing the book. Debate whether or not each one is credible.  

 

5. The Grey King is the fourth book of a five book series. Explore with the class various series 

they have read or may know about. Make sure to cover the concept of stand-alone books in a 

series. Many students may have an aversion to reading the second book in a series before reading 

the first book. The easy solution to this is to have the students read the first three books. 

However, these books may be read in any order without problem. Compare these books to a 

series such as The Lord of the Rings by J. R. R. Tolkien in which readers must read the three 

books in order for the story to make sense and must read all three books for the story to finish.  

 

6. In The Grey King, Will is searching for a golden harp, one of four essential Things of Power 

that he needs in order to save the world from evil. Susan Cooper loves Shakespeare, Arthurian 

legend, Celtic mythology, quests, and many other types of folklore. Perhaps, if teens wrote this 

series today the four things of power would be very different. Come to a class consensus on four 

icons of power in the world of your school culture. What do they represent and what powers 

would be imbued within each? 

 

7. If your town has a local historian, bring this person in to discuss some of the surprising local 

legends and lore of your community. Ask about places that had both good and bad reputations. 

So much of Cooper’s series is grounded in real places in Wales; it will be useful for students to 

see the same story potential in their own backyard. 

 

8. Read the poem before the Prologue. Before starting the book, write a prediction, based on the 

poem, for what will happen in the book. Save this work. When finished, go back and write a 

summary of the book based on this same poem. 

  
Discussion Questions  

The following questions may be used as reflective writing prompts or they may be used as 

targeted questions for class discussion and reflection.  

 

1. On page one in the Prologue we meet our protagonist, Will. His mother is trying very hard to 

wake him. She has medicine to give him and Will’s head is swirling. If you have students who 

have and who have not read previous books in this series, this will be especially interesting. Read 

just the first page until Will hears himself groan and then stop. Why does Cooper begin this book 

in this way? What impressions do we have of Will after this brief exchange?  

 

2. Will cannot seem to remember what it is he needs to do. Have you ever had a task or an 

assignment at home that you had to do but just couldn’t seem to get started? Explain the process 

you used to finish. After reading the book, come back to this question and compare and contrast 

your process with Will’s.  



 

3. Albinism exists in both people and animals. What is albinism? What accommodations, if any, 

need to be in place for one with this condition? What is the typical fate of an albino animal? At 

one point Will notes that Bran enjoys being different and even wears clothing to accentuate his 

difference. Would this describe you? Or would you be looking for ways to minimize this 

condition? 

 

4. When Will first meets Bran, Cooper writes, “But there was a quality of strangeness about him, 

as there had been about the dog, that tightened in Will’s throat and caught him motionless in a 

wondering state; for this boy was drained of all colour, like a shell bleached by the summer sun.” 

How long does it take for people to get used to differences in others? Or does it ever happen? 

How long does it take for Will to accept Bran?  

 

5. The Celtic myths in this story combined with the Northern Welsh setting add depth to this 

story. Many in our society are hopeful that education in the United States will include more 

emphasis on our customs and traditions. What are some US customs? When does tradition and 

legend add depth and when should we move away from it?  

 

6. When an animal, such as a dog, behaves in a way that is natural but upsetting—such as killing 

a cat or bird—is killing the animal the best choice? What happens if the dog attacks and kills 

farm animals, like chickens, that we need for our livelihood? Baby cows? Sheep? When Bran’s 

dog is shot, only Bran and Will believe completely that a mistake was made. Put yourself in 

Owen Davies’s shoes and explain why he says, “Once a dog turns killer, it is the only thing to 

do.” Owen later provides more information on possibilities but nothing that condemns Prichard’s 

actions. If this happened in your neighborhood, what options would you have? 

 

7. Bran and his dog make a very poor first impression. Likewise, Caradog Prichard is instantly 

disliked. If one were to meet folks like this in real life, one might ignore them and not engage 

with them. In the case of Bran, how do we overcome gut reactions, first impressions, fear of the 

unknown, and any individual quirks to appreciate a person with whom we may have very little in 

common, especially physical appearances? On the other hand, what hope is there for folks like 

Prichard who fit in physically but unnerve us upon first meeting and do little to redeem 

themselves over time? 

 

8. For students who have read earlier books in this series, what changes do we see in Will in this 

book from the Will in The Dark Is Rising? Compare and contrast Will in the different books. 

What strikes you the most about his character?  

 

9. “Looking at Prichard with the eye of a human and the vision of an Old One, Will was filled 

with an overwhelming compassion.” What is your interpretation of this quote? Why does Will 

have compassion for Prichard, who seems bent on killing Cafall and Pen? Do you agree with 

him? 

 

10. What’s your impression of the character names in the novel? Why do you think the author 

chose the names that she did? How do you think an author selects names for their novels? Are 

there any names that seem especially well selected? Explain why. 



 

11. When Bran and Will, by virtue of having passed their birthright test, enter the “cavernous 

room” to gather the golden harp, they encounter Merriman and two other lords. Who are these 

other two? Why do you suppose one of them is someone “very close to the Grey King”? Does it 

change your impression of the role of the Old Ones to know that an emissary of the Grey King is 

welcome in places that are reserved for a very select group of people? What is the purpose of 

having a birthright clause? What do you suppose is intended by writing about birthrights? 

 

12. There are very few female characters in this novel. Why do you think a female author wrote 

about so many male characters? Is that unusual? How would the story change with more female 

characters?  

 

13. What does this book do well? Would you make any changes? What do you think will happen 

in the next book in the series? 

 

Extension Activities  

 

1. Glossary: Write brief annotations of: 

• Celtic mythology  

• Norse mythology 

• Arthurian legend 

• Book of Gramarye 

• Magic, including “Wild Magic” 

 

Consolidate the various student definitions and create a class glossary. Add other terms, places, 

characters, etc. Then assign teams of students to add page number references of all the textual 

evidence relevant to the glossary term.  

 

2. Using your personal history: In her author’s note, Cooper says, “The Wales in this book is a 

piece of Gwynedd that I have known and loved for as long as I can remember because a part of 

my family is rooted there, in the estuary village of Aberdyfi—in English, Aberdovey—and all 

the land round the mountain Cader Idris . . . ”  

 

Most of the setting in this book stems from the very real places Cooper knows. Think about your 

own home and neighborhood. Is your town and upbringing a fantasy? Mystery? Verse novel? 

Realistic fiction? Pick a few different genres and describe your home at age eleven as if it were 

the setting for a book. Choose the genre that seems best suited for depicting your hometown and 

the genre that seems least likely to represent your home at age eleven. Describe with words, art, 

music, drama, digital presentation, and/or artifacts. 

 

3. Setting the Mood: What is an epigraph? If students have finished the book, now would be a 

good time to revisit the poem and examine what it does in terms of setting the mood. Have 

students find other poems or other music, especially music featuring harps, that capture the spirit 

of The Grey King. Encourage students to gather pictures, digital images, or videos that evoke the 

various venues, perhaps even creating a Prezi (or other slide show) depicting the setting that is 



less than four minutes long. Make sure that students give proper credit to the various folks 

creating the art, composing the music, shooting the video, etc. 

 

Have students write a justification for all pictures or video and the music that accompanies this 

material, citing text references that support the justification. You may wish to add criteria 

stipulating limits on the type, frequency, and variety of pictures music (e.g. “No more than one 

picture/song per artist; no songs or images without discussing with me first; you must use at least 

two different types of music; make sure to credit everyone whose material you use.”). Be sure to 

cover how music, poetry, video, etc., change the ways we perceive the text, if applicable. 

 

4. Riddle Me This: From the Sphinx to Bilbo Baggins in The Hobbit, literature has used riddles 

and word play for a wide variety of purposes. Find examples of three or four different novels that 

employ riddles, jokes, puns, or other word play. Compare and contrast those uses of riddles to 

the way Cooper uses them in The Grey King.  

 

Work in groups to create riddles that describe various characters, places, animals, or events. Turn 

it into a game and have the class attempt to guess the various answers to the riddles.  

 

5. Character Study: “Will looked at him and said with sudden naked honesty, ‘I don’t know 

what to make of you.’ ‘I know you don’t,’ Bran said, a quirk of a smile twitching his strange pale 

face. ‘But you’re going to need me all the same.’”  

 

Later in the book, Bran says, “‘Go away,’ he said. ‘Go away. I wish you had never come here. I 

wish I had never heard of the Light and the Dark, and your damned old Merriman and his 

rhymes. If I had your golden harp now I would throw it in the sea. I am not a part of your stupid 

quest anymore, I don’t care what happens to it. And Cafall was never a part of it either, or a part 

of your pretty pattern . . . ” 

 

Find all the sections in the book that feature Bran. Make a log noting the page number and 

adding a brief annotation of the events in that section. How does his character develop from 

beginning to end? How does he go from saying that Will needs him to thinking his plan is 

stupid? What additional change is in store for Bran by the end of the book? Think about your 

own close friends or your own family. Did you ever have huge fights, disappointments, or other 

major events that caused similar sorts of rifts in your relationships? How did you patch things up, 

if applicable?  

 

6. Place Name Game: Bran schools Will in the proper way to pronounce various Welsh words, 

including his own name: “It is not bran like a breakfast cereal, it is longer-sounding, braaan, 

braaan.” 

 

Most US students would have no clue how to pronounce Mynydd Ceiswyn, Cemmaes, or 

Machynlleth even with Bran’s help. What place names in your neighborhood or state would pose 

problems to visitors? Educators, create a name game with your students. Show particularly 

difficult place names to the class. Have three or four students try to pronounce the names, and 

have the class vote on which pronunciation is correct. This may be a good place to share 



Teaching Books.net and its author name pronunciation guide: 

https://www.teachingbooks.net/pronunciations.cgi  

 

7. If The Grey King were a graphic novel or comic book: There are many online graphic novel 

or comic book templates that are free to use. Pick various scenes from the novel: 

• Prologue 

• Will and Rhys car ride 

• Meeting Cafall and Bran 

• First meeting of the Milgwn 

• The fire 

• The birthright test and meeting the three Old Ones 

• The death of Cafall and the aftermath 

• The story of Bran’s mother, Gwen 

• How the warestone works 

• The magic of the golden harp 

• Owen Davies’s and Caradog Prichard’s past history 

• The final showdown with the Grey King and his servants 

 

8. Fantasy Rules: In fantasy novels impossible events happen. And yet fantasy has its rules. 

Write a rule book that explains the powers and limitations of both the Light and Dark. What can 

the Grey King control? What limits his power? What power does Will or Merriman have? What 

is beyond their control? Include in this rule book the rules for harps, Milgwn, Old Ones, 

warestones, and all other magical objects.   

 

9. The Dark Side POV: Just like in The Dark Is Rising, we know in The Grey King that the 

Dark is still rising. We know that it is evil. While there are battles with Prichard and the Milgwn, 

we have no overt objective except that the Grey King is attempting to keep Will from waking the 

sleepers. To what end? What does the Grey King hope to accomplish? What exactly does evil 

mean? Write a persuasive and sympathetic justification from the Grey King’s perspective 

attempting to convince classmates that what the Grey King is doing is for the best. Use 

references from the text, with page numbers, to support your justification.  

 

Create a mock trial using classmates as the Grey King (defendant), judge, prosecutor, defense 

attorney, jury, and various witnesses (characters from the book). Create the charges against the 

Grey King from the text, as well as the defense arguments. Have the prosecutor present the case 

against the him, with the defense allowed to cross-examine witnesses. Then have the defense 

attorney present the defense. Each side presents a closing argument and the class (the jury) votes.  

 

10. Awards: The Grey King was the Newbery Medal winner in 1976, two years after The Dark 

Is Rising was awarded a Newbery Honor. There were two honors in 1976: The Hundred Penny 

Box by Sharon Bell and Dragonwings by Laurence Yep. Have interested students read these and 

report on whether or not they agree with the award committee’s decision. What other books were 

published in 1975 that would have been eligible for the 1976 Newbery? Are there any titles 

students still recognize? 

 

https://www.teachingbooks.net/pronunciations.cgi


11. Playlist: Similar to the #3 activity, create a playlist of music to listen to that captures the feel 

of The Grey King. Try to create the playlist sequentially to match the book. Write a brief 

rationale sharing how each song fits into the book. Review with the class the proper way to cite 

music sources and make sure that students understand how to list the songs so that credit is given 

to the artist or songwriter and the recording company.   

 

12. Verb Poems: Have students reach into a hat and pull out the name of a character without 

showing anyone else. The student then must put together a poem using only verbs. The student 

reads the poem to the class and the class attempts to guess the character. Make teams. Make up a 

point scale (including deductions for words that are not verbs). Have some fun.  Do it again with 

adjectives or nouns. Cooper uses songs and poems throughout the book. Encourage students to 

use verbs or adjectives from the text as much as possible. Discuss the ways in which these songs 

and poems add meaning to the text. In other words, why are they there? Have students compose 

jokes or riddles or songs that their classmates will try to identify.  

 

13. What Do You Think of Me Now?: Have students think about the characters in this book. 

Students should write down their impressions of two or three of the characters in the novel. 

Would you want to share a meal with him or her? Would it be torture to spend more than an hour 

with this person? Create or find online pictures that match your impression of each character. 

Create an online or printed field guide of the characters. Where do they live? What is their 

favorite food and drink? How do they dress? What do they do for fun? What bugs them? Who 

are their friends or associates? Where do they go when they want to get away from it all? What 

are their strengths and weaknesses? What scares them? What is their favorite joke? Your answers 

to these questions should be justified by details from the novel. Make up your own set of 

questions and/or use some of these. For each one, have the entire class include how they think 

that character wants to be remembered over time. 

 

14. Recommendation: Who is this book for? Who do you know that will like it? Write a 

recommendation for The Grey King to an actual person or to a prototype of the person who will 

most appreciate this fantasy novel—without any spoilers.  
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Early Irish Myths and Sagas. Translated by Jeffrey Gantz. ISBN: 978-0140443974; published by 

Penguin Classics. 
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This guide is created by Ed Spicer, a retired teacher from Allegan, Michigan. Spicer has taught 

the Graduate Young Adult Literature class for Grand Valley State University, served on the 

Printz committee, the Caldecott committee, and many other book committees for the American 

Library Association. Ed has written more than thirty curriculum guides for students of all ages.  

 

This guide, written to align with the Common Core State Standards (www.corestandards.org), is 

provided by Simon & Schuster for classroom, library, and reading group use. It may be 

reproduced in its entirety or excerpted for these purposes.  
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