
ken follett the pillars of the earth
ken follett the pillars of the earth is a monumental historical novel that has captivated
readers worldwide since its publication. This epic tale, set in 12th-century England,
masterfully intertwines themes of ambition, love, betrayal, and faith against the backdrop
of cathedral building. Ken Follett’s intricate storytelling and vivid character development
bring the medieval period to life, making it a staple for enthusiasts of historical fiction. The
book’s sweeping narrative explores the lives of several characters whose destinies
converge around the construction of a cathedral in the fictional town of Kingsbridge. This
article delves into various aspects of the novel, including its plot, characters, historical
context, and adaptations, providing a comprehensive understanding of why ken follett the
pillars of the earth remains an enduring literary work.
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Overview of Ken Follett’s The Pillars of the Earth
Ken Follett’s The Pillars of the Earth is a historical novel published in 1989, renowned for its
rich narrative and detailed depiction of medieval life. The story spans several decades,
focusing primarily on the construction of a grand cathedral in Kingsbridge, England. The
novel intricately explores the social, political, and religious dynamics of the period,
illustrating the challenges and triumphs of the characters involved. This sweeping epic
combines elements of drama, romance, and intrigue, appealing to a broad audience. Its
narrative structure intertwines the personal ambitions of characters with larger historical
events, making it a multifaceted work that highlights human resilience and creativity.

Plot Synopsis
The plot of ken follett the pillars of the earth centers on Tom Builder, a mason with a dream
to build a cathedral, and several other key figures including Prior Philip, the visionary monk;
Aliena, a noblewoman seeking justice; and Jack, an innovative architect. The story begins
with the aftermath of a tragic event and follows the characters as they face political
turmoil, war, and personal loss. The construction of the cathedral serves as a metaphor for
hope and perseverance throughout the novel. The narrative is divided into multiple parts,
each detailing different phases of the cathedral’s construction and the evolving
relationships among the characters.



Writing Style and Structure
Ken Follett employs a third-person omniscient narrative style, allowing readers to gain
insight into the thoughts and motivations of multiple characters. The novel’s structure is
chronological, covering several decades in a linear progression, which helps in building
suspense and emotional depth. Follett’s descriptive prose vividly captures the medieval
setting, from the intricacies of cathedral architecture to the harsh realities of life during the
time. Dialogue and character interactions are crafted to reflect the social hierarchies and
cultural norms of the 12th century, adding authenticity to the story.

Main Characters and Their Roles
The characters in ken follett the pillars of the earth are complex and multi-dimensional,
each playing a crucial role in the unfolding drama surrounding the cathedral’s construction.
Their ambitions, conflicts, and relationships drive the narrative forward, offering readers a
diverse range of perspectives on medieval society.

Tom Builder
Tom Builder is the novel’s central protagonist, a skilled mason whose lifelong ambition is to
construct a cathedral. He embodies determination and craftsmanship, representing the
working class of the period. His journey reflects the challenges faced by artisans in
medieval England, including financial hardship and social obstacles.

Prior Philip
Prior Philip is a devout and intelligent monk who becomes the spiritual and political leader
of Kingsbridge’s monastery. His vision is instrumental in initiating the cathedral’s
construction, and he often navigates the complex religious and secular politics to protect
his community.

Aliena
Aliena is a noblewoman who experiences tragedy and betrayal but remains resilient. She
plays a pivotal role in supporting the cathedral project by leveraging her intelligence and
resourcefulness, challenging traditional gender roles of the era.

Other Significant Characters

Jack Jackson – An innovative and talented architect who inherits Tom’s dream.

William Hamleigh – A ruthless nobleman who opposes the cathedral and its builders.

Ellen – A mysterious woman with knowledge of herbal medicine and folklore.



Each character’s development is intertwined with the historical and social fabric of the
narrative, contributing to the novel’s depth and realism.

Historical Context and Setting
Ken Follett’s The Pillars of the Earth is set primarily in the 12th century, a turbulent period
in English history marked by political instability, religious influence, and social change. The
novel’s setting in the fictional town of Kingsbridge provides a microcosm of medieval life,
highlighting the era’s challenges and innovations.

Medieval England in the 12th Century
The 12th century was characterized by feudalism, the power of the Catholic Church, and
frequent conflicts such as The Anarchy, a civil war for the English throne. These events form
the backdrop of the novel, influencing the characters’ lives and decisions. The period also
saw significant developments in architecture, including the transition from Romanesque to
Gothic styles, which is central to the cathedral’s design in the story.

Cathedral Building and Architecture
The cathedral in ken follett the pillars of the earth is a focal point symbolizing faith,
community, and human achievement. The novel meticulously details the architectural
techniques and challenges of medieval cathedral construction, such as the use of flying
buttresses, ribbed vaults, and stained glass windows. This attention to historical accuracy
enhances the reader’s understanding of the technical and artistic aspects involved.

Social and Religious Life
The novel explores the hierarchical structure of medieval society, including the roles of
nobility, clergy, and peasants. Religious institutions wield significant influence, shaping
politics and daily life. Follett portrays the tensions between secular and ecclesiastical
powers, as well as the impact of superstition and faith on the populace.

Themes and Literary Significance
Ken Follett’s The Pillars of the Earth addresses a variety of themes that resonate beyond its
historical setting, offering insight into human nature and societal development. The novel’s
literary significance lies in its blend of historical detail and compelling storytelling.

Endurance and Ambition
The novel emphasizes perseverance in the face of adversity, as characters strive to realize
their dreams despite obstacles. The cathedral’s construction symbolizes human ambition



and the desire to create something lasting and meaningful.

Power and Corruption
The struggle for power, both political and personal, is a recurring theme. The narrative
exposes corruption within the church and nobility, illustrating how ambition can lead to
both noble and destructive outcomes.

Faith and Spirituality
Faith plays a central role, influencing characters’ motivations and actions. The cathedral
serves as a physical manifestation of spiritual devotion and the quest for transcendence.

Social Change and Innovation
The novel captures the tensions between tradition and progress, showcasing innovations in
architecture and shifts in social roles, particularly through characters like Aliena and Jack.

Adaptations and Cultural Impact
Ken Follett’s The Pillars of the Earth has transcended its original medium, inspiring several
adaptations and leaving a lasting cultural imprint. Its popularity attests to its universal
themes and engaging narrative.

Television Miniseries
The novel was adapted into a television miniseries in 2010, which brought the story to a
broader audience. The series captured many of the book’s key moments and characters,
though some plot elements were condensed for the screen.

Video Games and Other Media
In addition to television, the novel inspired an adventure video game that allows players to
explore the story interactively. This adaptation highlights the novel’s rich narrative and
setting, engaging fans in a new format.

Legacy and Influence
The Pillars of the Earth has influenced numerous historical fiction writers and remains a
benchmark for epic storytelling. Its detailed depiction of medieval architecture has also
sparked interest among readers in the history of cathedrals and the Middle Ages.



Reasons for Enduring Popularity

Compelling characters with relatable ambitions and struggles.

Meticulous historical research enhancing authenticity.

Universal themes of love, power, faith, and perseverance.

Engaging narrative blending personal drama with historical events.

Successful adaptations expanding its reach.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Pillars of the Earth' by Ken Follett about?
'The Pillars of the Earth' is a historical novel by Ken Follett that centers around the building
of a cathedral in the fictional town of Kingsbridge, England, during the 12th century. It
explores themes of love, power, betrayal, and ambition against the backdrop of medieval
society.

When was 'The Pillars of the Earth' first published?
'The Pillars of the Earth' was first published in 1989.

Is 'The Pillars of the Earth' based on real historical
events?
While 'The Pillars of the Earth' is a work of historical fiction, it incorporates real historical
events and details about 12th-century England, but the main characters and plot are
fictional.

Are there sequels to 'The Pillars of the Earth'?
Yes, Ken Follett wrote two sequels: 'World Without End' (2007) and 'A Column of Fire'
(2017), which continue the story in the same town of Kingsbridge during different historical
periods.

Has 'The Pillars of the Earth' been adapted into other
media?
'The Pillars of the Earth' has been adapted into a miniseries in 2010, a video game, and a
board game, all inspired by the novel.



What are some major themes in 'The Pillars of the
Earth'?
Major themes include the struggle between good and evil, the power of faith and religion,
social and political intrigue, the role of architecture and craftsmanship, and the endurance
of human spirit.

Who are the main characters in 'The Pillars of the
Earth'?
Key characters include Tom Builder, a master mason; Aliena, a noblewoman; Jack Jackson,
an architect; and Philip, a devout monk, among others.

How historically accurate is Ken Follett's depiction of
medieval architecture in 'The Pillars of the Earth'?
Ken Follett conducted extensive research on medieval architecture, and his depiction of
cathedral building in the novel is praised for its detail and historical accuracy.

What inspired Ken Follett to write 'The Pillars of the
Earth'?
Ken Follett was inspired by his interest in medieval history and architecture, particularly
cathedrals, as well as by his desire to write a sprawling epic that combines history, drama,
and human emotion.

Is 'The Pillars of the Earth' suitable for all readers?
'The Pillars of the Earth' contains mature themes, including violence and complex political
intrigue, so it is generally recommended for adult readers or mature young adults
interested in historical fiction.

Additional Resources
1. The Century Trilogy by Ken Follett
This trilogy, consisting of "Fall of Giants," "Winter of the World," and "Edge of Eternity,"
follows five interrelated families through the major events of the 20th century. Like "The
Pillars of the Earth," it combines rich historical detail with compelling characters and
sweeping narratives. The series explores war, politics, and social change, providing a
panoramic view of history.

2. World Without End by Ken Follett
A direct sequel to "The Pillars of the Earth," this novel is set two centuries later in the same
English town of Kingsbridge. It continues to explore the lives of the townspeople amid the
backdrop of the Hundred Years' War and the Black Death. The book blends historical drama
with intricate character developments, much like its predecessor.



3. A Column of Fire by Ken Follett
The third book in the Kingsbridge series, this novel shifts to the 16th century, focusing on
religious conflict and espionage during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. It merges political
intrigue with personal stories, highlighting the struggle for power and tolerance. Fans of
"The Pillars of the Earth" will appreciate the richly detailed historical setting.

4. The Name of the Rose by Umberto Eco
Set in a 14th-century Italian monastery, this novel combines mystery, historical fiction, and
philosophical themes. Like Follett’s work, it features intricate descriptions of medieval
monastic life and architecture. The story revolves around a series of murders investigated
by a friar, weaving suspense with historical depth.

5. Kristin Lavransdatter by Sigrid Undset
This trilogy offers a vivid portrayal of medieval life in Norway, focusing on the titular
character’s personal and spiritual journey. It shares with Follett’s novel an emphasis on
historical authenticity and complex characters. The series delves into themes of love, faith,
and societal norms in the Middle Ages.

6. Broken Earth Trilogy by N.K. Jemisin
Though a fantasy series, it shares thematic depth and complex world-building reminiscent
of "The Pillars of the Earth." The story explores societal collapse, survival, and the
interconnection of people and environment. Jemisin’s rich narrative style and character
development will appeal to readers who enjoy immersive, multi-layered stories.

7. The Physician by Noah Gordon
Set in the 11th century, this novel follows an Englishman who travels across Europe and the
Middle East to study medicine. It captures the spirit of adventure and the pursuit of
knowledge in a richly detailed historical context. Like Follett’s work, it combines personal
ambition with broader cultural and historical themes.

8. Lady of the English by Elizabeth Chadwick
This historical novel centers on Aethelflaed, a powerful woman in 10th-century England. It
offers a strong female protagonist and a carefully researched portrayal of medieval politics
and warfare. Readers who appreciate the blend of history and character-driven storytelling
in "The Pillars of the Earth" will find this engaging.

9. Winter in Madrid by C.J. Sansom
Set during the aftermath of the Spanish Civil War, this book combines historical intrigue
with a gripping love story. It shares Follett’s talent for evoking a turbulent historical period
with vivid detail and emotional depth. The novel’s atmosphere and rich characterizations
make it a compelling read for fans of historical fiction.
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