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			Welsh writer

			
					Born in Cardiff in 1949

					Notable works:	The Modigliani Scandal (1976), novel

	The Pillars of the Earth (1989), novel

	Winter of the World (2012), novel




			

			Born in Cardiff in 1949, Ken Follett is a Welsh writer. After graduating in philosophy, he began a career as a journalist before deciding to write. He specializes in historical and spy novels. His most famous work is The Pillars of the Earth (1989), which was followed by World Without End (2007). His writing is supported by important historical documentation, which gives credibility to his fictions. With Fall of Giants (2010), Ken Follett introduced a trilogy based on the twentieth century.

		


		
			The Pillars of the Earth

			When fiction and history collide

			
					Genre: historical novel

					Reference edition: Follett, K. (2010) The Pillars of the Earth. New York: Signet.

					First edition: 1989

					Themes: power struggle, history of England, conspiracy, treason, cathedral

			

			The historical novel The Pillars of the Earth (1989) earned Ken Follett his international acclaim. Tracing the history of the construction of the fictitious cathedral of Kingsbridge, the author evokes half a century of British history. To do this, he mixes fiction with historical reality. With his characters, he represents the different sociocultural classes of the time and explores both the religious universe and the secular. The novel was a huge success and in 2010, it was adapted for television.

		


		
			Summary

			In 1123, people witness the hanging of a red-haired man who has been wrongly accused of stealing a chalice. Three foreigners (a monk, a knight and a young priest) stand out from the rest of the crowd. Once the man has been executed, a young pregnant woman publicly curses the three men before running away. This woman is called Ellen, and she will soon give birth to a baby boy named Jack.

			Tom Builder constructs a house for William Hamleigh, the son of a local nobleman, so that he can live there with his future wife, Aliena, the daughter of the Earl of Shiring. He is accompanied by his wife, Agnes, and his two children, Alfred and Martha. Unfortunately, Aliena refuses to accept William Hamleigh’s hand in marriage and Tom stops construction. William, disgraced, will not cease to seek revenge from then on. As for Tom, he has to get back on the road with his family. He then learns, with both joy and fear for the future, that Agnes is pregnant. 

			On the road, the family is attacked in the woods and Martha is injured. They meet Ellen and her strange son, Jack. Ellen heals the girl, but Agnes does not appreciate this woman who she believes to be a witch and she forces her family to leave. Agnes then gives birth to her son in the woods, with no help except that of her family, before dying during the birth. Not knowing how to ensure the survival of his child, Tom abandons him in the makeshift grave of his wife. Overcome with remorse, he returns to find him, but he is nowhere to be seen. Soon after, the family comes across Ellen and Jack again, who say they saw a monk take the baby. Unfortunately, Tom cannot do anything to retrieve his child without confessing that he abandoned him.

			Philip, a monk of Kingsbridge, visits the community of the forest and does not like what he sees: the monks do not respect their vows and their lives are far from humble. He therefore takes charge and attempts to change the situation. On the day when his brother, Francis, returns with a baby that he found in the forest, Philip insists that the child be left with Johnny Eightpence.

			Sadly, at the same time, the situation deteriorates in the monastery of Kingsbridge and the monk is full of sorrow. Moreover, Francis delivers the bad news of the situation in England to his brother: following the death of King Henry, tensions are high surrounding the succession to the throne that the king expressly left to his daughter, Maud, but that Stephen has seized. A rebellion is forming in order to bring the heiress to power, and Bartholomew, the Earl of Shiring, is one of the conspirators. To protect the interests of the Church, Francis asks Philip to notify the bishop of the Earl’s involvement, but, for lack of better, Philip is forced to inform the archdeacon of Kingsbridge, the ambitious Waleran Bigod, instead. Waleran then warns the Hamleighs about the conspiracy. By putting an end to it, they have the opportunity to put themselves in the good graces of Stephen, but also to take possession of the earldom of Shiring and avenge the dishonor that Aliena inflicted upon William by rejecting his proposal.

			Tom – who has been hired at Shiring castle -, his family and his travel companions, Ellen and Jack, witness the arrest of the Earl. This is also where the three children meet Aliena. After the attack on Shiring by the Hamleighs, Percy Hamleigh takes possession of the county and Bartholomew is imprisoned in Winchester. When William learns that Aliena and her brother Richard are still in the castle, he decides to go there and rapes Aliena while his companion, Walter, cuts off Richard’s ear. But the two victims manage to escape and arrive at Winchester to bid farewell to their father before his execution. 

			Along the way, Philip and the archdeacon come across Tom and his family, as well as Jack and Ellen. The sight of Ellen clearly troubles Waleran. Back at Kingsbridge Priory, Philip laments his condition and, after the death of Prior James, he succeeds him, with the support of Waleran, in exchange for his help in becoming bishop.

			Tom takes his family to Kingsbridge, in the hope of restoring the cathedral. There, he finds Philip and discovers his abandoned son, named Jonathan, in the arms of Johnny Eightpence. However, the priory does not have the sufficient funds for the work. Jack then secretly decides to set fire to the building so that restoration will be considered necessary, allowing his new family to stay in town. Unfortunately, during a visit, the bishop Waleran accuses Ellen of being a witch and everyone finds out that she is not Tom’s wife. She is therefore forced the leave the priory with her son.

			A few years later, a civil war breaks out between Stephen and Maud who both claim to be the legitimate heir to the throne of England, which is still held by Stephen. William learns of the death of his father, who had become the Earl of Shiring. Therefore, he acquires this title, while Aliena states that the county rightfully belongs to her brother Richard, who then also fights for Stephen.

			The Kingsbridge priory prospers and construction of the cathedral goes ahead, despite the pitfalls created by the Hamleighs and Waleran. Jonathan grows up under Tom’s nose, without knowing that Tom is his father. Meanwhile, under the patronage of Tom, Jack, Ellen’s son, becomes a talented craftsman and sculptor. The attention that Tom gives him stirs a rivalry between the young boy and Alfred, Tom’s son, which is reinforced by the budding feelings of Jack and Aliena. After a fight breaks out between the two young men, Tom is forced to fire Jack. However, Jack decides to stay at the monastery to become a monk, despite the disapproval of his mother.

			The competition of the market of Kingsbridge is detrimental to that of Shiring and the county’s finances take a turn for the worst. William tries to rectify the situation by spreading terror. After trying to prohibit the Kingsbridge market, William leads an attack there that destroys Aliena’s trade and causes the death of Tom Builder.

			Alfred then persuades Philip to appoint him as head builder to replace his late father and asks for Aliena’s hand in marriage. Ruined by the destruction of her trade, the young woman accepts his proposal in order to recuperate the county of Shiring. On hearing this announcement, Jack goes crazy and is locked in a dungeon by Philip. Ellen – who knows of this dungeon because she conceived Jack there with an 
imprisoned troubadour – helps him to escape. He finds Aliena again and spends a romantic night with her. Despite this, the young woman remains determined to marry Alfred and Ellen curses their union. Jack then decides to go to France to follow in the footsteps of his father. On the wedding night, Alfred is unable to consummate their marriage. Humiliated, he forces his wife to sleep on the floor. Soon after, she discovers that she is pregnant with Jack’s child and hides her pregnancy from her husband.

			During the celebration of Pentecost in the cathedral of Kingsbridge, the stone vault constructed by Alfred collapses on the worshippers, killing seventy-nine people. Trapped under the rubble, Aliena gives birth to a redheaded child. When Alfred discovers his wife and the baby, he chases them away. On Ellen’s advice, Aliena decides to leave and go looking for Jack. After a long journey, she finds him and presents him with his son: they decide to call him Tommy. Jack later finds traces of his father and meets his family.

			The three of them return to Kingsbridge. They stage a fake miracle with a statuette of the Virgin Mary and Philip is outraged, until a real miracle occurs. This has the effect of bringing in money and restarting the construction of the cathedral. Philip agrees to Jack becoming the head builder, but requests that he and Aliena, who are expecting their second child, live separately as they are not married. Unfortunately, their quest for marriage is hindered by several pitfalls: Waleran does everything he can to prevent the annulation of her first marriage to Alfred. The situation improves when the latter dies, after being killed by Richard to protect his sister. Their marriage may then take place and Richard leaves on a crusade in order to avoid being arrested by William, who has become the sheriff.

			Fifteen years later, the cathedral is completed and Kingsbridge has become a thriving city. At the consecration of the cathedral, Waleran accuses Philip of being Jonathan’s father, but Philip is not found guilty thanks to Ellen’s intervention. She also reveals that Prior James, Waleran and Percy Hamleigh had wrongly accused and hanged Jack Shareburg, Jack’s
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