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the pillars of the earth by ken follett is a monumental historical novel that
has captivated readers worldwide with its intricate storytelling and vivid
depiction of medieval England. This novel, set in the 12th century, revolves
around the construction of a cathedral in the fictional town of Kingsbridge,
weaving together themes of ambition, love, betrayal, and power. Ken Follett's
masterful narrative not only brings to life the challenges of cathedral
building but also explores the complex social and political dynamics of the
time. This article delves deep into the various aspects of the book, from its
plot and characters to its historical accuracy and cultural impact. Readers
interested in historical fiction, medieval architecture, or epic storytelling
will find this comprehensive exploration insightful. The following sections
will guide you through an overview, thematic analysis, character study,
historical context, and the legacy of the novel.
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Overview of The Pillars of the Earth

The pillars of the earth by ken follett is a sprawling narrative that spans
several decades, focusing on the lives of multiple characters whose destinies
converge around the ambitious project of building a Gothic cathedral. The
story begins in 1135, a period marked by political turmoil and social
upheaval in England. Follett’s storytelling combines personal drama with the
grand historical backdrop, creating a tapestry of interconnected lives that
reflect the struggles and aspirations of medieval society. The novel is
renowned for its detailed descriptions of the construction process,
highlighting the technical and artistic challenges faced by builders of the
time. Through its rich plot and immersive setting, the book offers readers a
window into a transformative era in English history.

Plot Summary

The central plot of The Pillars of the Earth revolves around Tom Builder, a
master mason determined to construct a cathedral that will stand the test of
time. Alongside Tom, the novel follows key figures such as Aliena, a
noblewoman fighting to reclaim her family's honor, and Prior Philip, a devout
monk with a vision for a new church. Their lives intertwine with those of
corrupt nobles, ambitious clergy, and common folk, all set against the
backdrop of civil war and shifting power dynamics. The narrative skillfully
balances personal conflicts with larger historical events, maintaining a



gripping pace throughout.

Structure and Style

Ken Follett employs a multi-perspective narrative style, allowing readers to
gain insights into the motivations and emotions of various characters. The
chapters alternate between different viewpoints, creating suspense and depth.
Follett’s prose is detailed yet accessible, blending historical detail with
compelling storytelling. The novel’s structure supports a gradual unfolding
of events, building tension as the cathedral project progresses and political
intrigue intensifies.

Major Themes in the Novel

The pillars of the earth by ken follett explores several enduring themes that
resonate beyond its medieval setting. These themes contribute to the novel’s
depth and have helped it maintain popularity among readers and scholars
alike.

Ambition and Perseverance

The novel highlights the relentless drive of individuals like Tom Builder and
Prior Philip, whose ambitions fuel the creation of the cathedral despite
numerous obstacles. Their perseverance in the face of adversity symbolizes
human determination to achieve greatness.

Power and Corruption

Follett portrays the corrupting influence of power through characters such as
William Hamleigh, whose ruthless pursuit of wealth and status leads to
suffering and conflict. The novel examines how political and religious power
struggles shape the lives of ordinary people.

Faith and Spirituality

Faith is a central pillar of the story, reflected in the religious devotion
of characters and the symbolic significance of the cathedral itself. The
novel delves into the role of the Church in medieval society, exploring
themes of hope, redemption, and moral conflict.

Social Class and Justice

The rigid social hierarchy of the 12th century forms a backdrop against which
issues of justice, inequality, and social mobility are examined. Characters
from various classes interact, revealing the complexities and tensions of
medieval life.



Key Characters and Their Roles

The pillars of the earth by ken follett features a rich cast of characters
whose development is central to the novel’s appeal.

Tom Builder

Tom Builder is the master mason whose vision and craftsmanship drive the
cathedral project. His character embodies skill, dedication, and the
challenges faced by artisans in medieval times.

Aliena of Shiring

Aliena is a strong-willed noblewoman who overcomes personal tragedy and
social obstacles. Her resilience and resourcefulness make her a pivotal
figure in the story.

Prior Philip

Philip is a devout and intelligent monk committed to rebuilding Kingsbridge’s
monastery and cathedral. His leadership and moral integrity contrast with the
corruption around him.

William Hamleigh

William represents the brutal and ambitious nobility, often acting as an
antagonist whose actions create conflict and drive much of the novel’s
tension.

Jack Jackson

Jack is an innovative builder and artist whose relationship with Aliena and
contributions to the cathedral’s design add layers of romance and creativity
to the narrative.

Historical and Architectural Context

The pillars of the earth by ken follett is celebrated for its accurate and
immersive portrayal of medieval architecture and history, which enriches the
story’s authenticity.

Medieval England in the 12th Century

The novel is set during a turbulent period marked by the Anarchy, a civil war
between King Stephen and Empress Maud. This historical backdrop influences
the characters’ lives and the political intrigue within the story.



Cathedral Construction Techniques

Follett meticulously details the architectural innovations of the era,
including the development of Gothic style elements such as pointed arches,
flying buttresses, and ribbed vaults. The book educates readers on the
complexities of medieval construction.

Monastic Life and Church Influence

The depiction of monastic communities provides insight into the religious,
social, and economic roles of monasteries during the Middle Ages. The novel
highlights the Church’s power and its impact on local and national affairs.

Cultural Impact and Legacy

The pillars of the earth by ken follett has had a significant influence on
popular culture and the historical fiction genre since its publication.

Critical Acclaim and Popularity

The novel has received widespread praise for its storytelling, historical
accuracy, and character development. It has sold millions of copies worldwide
and remains a staple recommendation for fans of historical fiction.

Adaptations and Media

The success of the novel has led to various adaptations, including a
television miniseries and a board game, expanding its reach beyond literary
circles.

Influence on Historical Fiction

Ken Follett’s work has inspired subsequent authors and helped popularize
detailed, research-based historical novels that balance entertainment with
education.

Reasons for Enduring Appeal

Engaging, multi-layered narrative

Rich historical and architectural detail

Complex, relatable characters

Universal themes of ambition, love, and power



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main setting of 'The Pillars of the
Earth' by Ken Follett?

The novel is primarily set in the fictional town of Kingsbridge, England,
during the 12th century, focusing on the construction of a cathedral.

Who are the central characters in 'The Pillars of the
Earth'?

The central characters include Tom Builder, a master mason; Aliena, a
noblewoman; Prior Philip, a monk; and Jack, an architect, whose lives
intertwine around the cathedral's construction.

What are the main themes explored in 'The Pillars of
the Earth'?

The novel explores themes such as ambition, love, power, betrayal, faith, and
the struggle between good and evil within medieval society.

How historically accurate is 'The Pillars of the
Earth'?

While the characters and specific events are fictional, Ken Follett
extensively researched the period to accurately depict medieval architecture,
politics, and daily life in 12th-century England.

Is 'The Pillars of the Earth' part of a series?

Yes, it is the first book in the Kingsbridge series, followed by 'World
Without End' and 'A Column of Fire,' which continue to explore the lives of
Kingsbridge inhabitants across different centuries.

Has 'The Pillars of the Earth' been adapted into
other media?

Yes, it has been adapted into a television miniseries, a board game, and a
video game, reflecting its popularity and cultural impact.

Additional Resources
1. World Without End
This is the direct sequel to *The Pillars of the Earth* by Ken Follett. Set
two centuries later in the same town of Kingsbridge, the novel explores the
lives of the descendants of the original characters amid the challenges of
plague, political intrigue, and social upheaval. It vividly portrays medieval
life and continues the saga of ambition, love, and power.

2. A Column of Fire
Another installment in Ken Follett’s Kingsbridge series, this book transports



readers to the turbulent 16th century. It focuses on religious conflict and
espionage during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. The story blends historical
events with personal drama, highlighting themes of tolerance and the fight
for freedom.

3. The Evening and the Morning
A prequel to *The Pillars of the Earth*, this novel sets the stage for the
creation of Kingsbridge Cathedral. Taking place at the end of the Dark Ages,
it follows the lives of several characters whose ambitions and struggles lead
to the founding of the town and the beginning of the cathedral project. The
book explores themes of resilience and innovation during a time of change.

4. Cathedral of the Wild
Though not directly related to Ken Follett’s work, this non-fiction book
shares a thematic connection through the concept of grandeur and human
endeavor. It chronicles the efforts to protect wildlife in South Africa’s
wilderness, paralleling the dedication and vision required to build
monumental structures like the cathedral in Follett’s novels.

5. Jerusalem by Selma Lagerlöf
Set during the same medieval period that inspired *The Pillars of the Earth*,
this novel depicts the lives of Swedish villagers who embark on a religious
pilgrimage to Jerusalem. It examines faith, community, and the human spirit,
echoing the spiritual and social themes found in Follett’s work.

6. Sarum by Edward Rutherfurd
This historical epic covers the history of England through the lens of the
area around Salisbury, including the construction of Salisbury Cathedral.
Like *The Pillars of the Earth*, it weaves together the lives of fictional
characters with real historical events, providing a rich tapestry of medieval
society and architecture.

7. The Name of the Rose by Umberto Eco
Set in a 14th-century Italian monastery, this mystery novel combines
historical fiction with a detective story. It explores themes of knowledge,
religion, and power, much like the complex social and religious dynamics in
*The Pillars of the Earth*. The atmospheric setting and intricate plot make
it a compelling read for fans of medieval history.

8. The Source by James A. Michener
Though broader in scope, this novel delves into the historical foundations of
civilization through archaeological discoveries in the Middle East. It shares
with Follett’s work a deep interest in how societies are built and sustained
over time, highlighting the continuity of human aspiration and culture.

9. The Forgotten Kingdom by S.D. Perry
This historical fiction novel explores the medieval period through the eyes
of characters caught in political and religious turmoil. Its focus on
architectural achievements and the struggles of building a legacy resonates
with the themes of *The Pillars of the Earth*, making it a fitting companion
for readers interested in that era.
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