
characters in pillars of the earth

characters in pillars of the earth are central to understanding the rich
narrative and complex social dynamics within Ken Follett’s acclaimed
historical novel, "The Pillars of the Earth." This epic story, set in 12th-
century England, revolves around the construction of a cathedral in the
fictional town of Kingsbridge and intricately weaves the lives, ambitions,
and struggles of a diverse cast of characters. The characters in "Pillars of
the Earth" are vividly portrayed, each embodying different aspects of
medieval society, from nobility and clergy to craftsmen and peasants.
Exploring these characters provides insight into the themes of power, faith,
love, and betrayal that drive the novel's plot. This article delves into the
key characters, their roles, motivations, and relationships, offering a
comprehensive guide to the protagonists and antagonists that bring the story
to life. Additionally, the character archetypes and their development through
the narrative will be examined to highlight their significance within the
historical fiction genre.
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Main Characters in Pillars of the Earth
The main characters in "Pillars of the Earth" form the backbone of the
novel’s intricate plot and thematic depth. Each protagonist and antagonist is
crafted with detailed backgrounds and motivations that reflect the historical
context of the 12th century.

Tom Builder
Tom Builder is a master mason whose dream of constructing a magnificent
cathedral drives much of the storyline. As a skilled craftsman, Tom
represents the working class and the importance of architecture and
engineering during the medieval period. His perseverance and commitment to
his craft symbolize the human spirit’s ability to overcome adversity. Tom’s
character development is marked by his dedication to his family and his
vision for the cathedral in Kingsbridge.



Aliena of Shiring
Aliena is a noblewoman whose life is drastically altered after her father’s
downfall. She embodies resilience and determination, transitioning from
aristocracy to a powerful businesswoman who supports the cathedral’s
construction financially. Aliena’s character highlights themes of survival,
empowerment, and the shifting roles of women in medieval society. Her
relationship with other characters, particularly Jack, plays a pivotal role
in the narrative.

Jack Jackson
Jack is the son of a woman from a lower social class and becomes a gifted
builder and artist. His talent, passion, and unconventional background
challenge the class structures of the time. Jack’s journey intertwines with
the cathedral’s construction and his romantic involvement with Aliena. His
character explores themes of creativity, social mobility, and the conflict
between destiny and choice.

Prior Philip
Prior Philip is the religious authority at Kingsbridge Priory, a visionary
leader who oversees the cathedral’s construction. His character embodies the
Church’s influence and the moral complexities of power during the Middle
Ages. Philip’s strategic mind and ethical dilemmas provide insight into the
political and spiritual challenges faced by the clergy. He is central to the
novel’s exploration of faith and ambition.

William Hamleigh
William Hamleigh serves as the primary antagonist, representing brutality and
corruption among the nobility. His ruthless actions and desire for power
create significant conflict throughout the story. William’s character
contrasts sharply with the protagonists, emphasizing themes of tyranny,
revenge, and the abuse of authority. His role is crucial in driving the
tension and challenges that the main characters must overcome.

Supporting Characters and Their Roles
In addition to the main characters, "Pillars of the Earth" features a wide
array of supporting characters who enrich the story and contribute to the
complex social tapestry of the novel.



Waleran Bigod
Waleran Bigod is a manipulative bishop who uses his ecclesiastical power for
personal gain. His political machinations and alliances influence the fate of
Kingsbridge and the cathedral project. Waleran’s character highlights the
darker side of the medieval Church and the interplay between religion and
politics.

Ellen
Ellen is a mysterious woman living in the forest who possesses knowledge of
healing and nature. She is Jack’s mother and plays a vital role in his
upbringing. Ellen’s character introduces elements of folklore and pagan
beliefs, contrasting with the dominant Christian ideology in the novel. Her
wisdom and independence add depth to the narrative’s exploration of cultural
diversity.

Richard
Richard is Aliena’s brother, a nobleman who struggles to reclaim his family’s
title and lands. His loyalty and bravery reflect the challenges faced by the
aristocracy during the turbulent period. Richard’s journey intersects with
the main plot, illustrating themes of honor, loss, and redemption.

Francis
Francis is a monk and Prior Philip’s trusted ally. His role emphasizes the
communal and spiritual aspects of monastic life. Francis supports the
cathedral’s construction and represents the faithful dedication of the
religious community.

Sub Characters List

Jack’s Adoptive Father - Tom Builder

Aliena’s Lover - Jack Jackson

Antagonist - William Hamleigh

Church Official - Waleran Bigod

Forest Dweller - Ellen

Nobleman - Richard



Monastic Ally - Francis

Character Relationships and Dynamics
The interactions and relationships among the characters in "Pillars of the
Earth" are essential to the development of the plot and the novel’s thematic
resonance. These relationships often reflect the social hierarchies and moral
complexities of the time.

Family Bonds
Family ties are a recurring motif, influencing motivations and conflicts. Tom
Builder’s dedication to his family drives his actions, while Aliena and
Richard’s sibling relationship underscores themes of loyalty amid adversity.
The interplay between blood relations and chosen bonds shapes many
characters’ decisions.

Romantic Connections
Romantic relationships, particularly between Aliena and Jack, provide
emotional depth and personal stakes within the broader historical events.
These connections challenge societal norms and highlight individual desires
versus social expectations.

Power Struggles
Conflicts between characters such as Prior Philip and Waleran Bigod, or
William Hamleigh’s antagonism toward the protagonists, illustrate the power
struggles inherent in medieval society. These dynamics reveal the tension
between secular and religious authorities, as well as between different
social classes.

Mentorship and Influence
Mentorship plays a crucial role in character development. For example, Prior
Philip’s guidance shapes the spiritual and political direction of
Kingsbridge, while Ellen’s influence on Jack nurtures his unique talents.

Thematic Significance of Characters
The characters in "Pillars of the Earth" are not only vehicles for the plot



but also embody the novel’s major themes, adding layers of meaning to the
historical narrative.

Faith and Morality
Many characters grapple with questions of faith, morality, and the role of
the Church. Prior Philip’s ethical dilemmas and Waleran Bigod’s corruption
illustrate contrasting approaches to religious authority and spirituality.

Social Class and Mobility
The novel explores the rigid class structures of medieval England through
characters like Jack and Aliena, who navigate social boundaries. Their
stories highlight issues of social mobility, privilege, and the constraints
of birthright.

Ambition and Power
Ambition drives characters such as Tom Builder, Prior Philip, and William
Hamleigh, though their goals and methods differ significantly. This theme
underlines the costs and consequences of power in a turbulent historical
context.

Love and Loyalty
Love, both romantic and familial, motivates many characters and provides a
counterbalance to the harsher elements of the story. Loyalty is tested
repeatedly, emphasizing personal integrity amid external pressures.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Tom Builder in 'Pillars of the Earth' and
what role does he play?
Tom Builder is a master mason and one of the central characters in 'Pillars
of the Earth.' He dreams of building a magnificent cathedral and his skills
and determination drive much of the novel's plot.

What is Aliena's significance in the story of
'Pillars of the Earth'?
Aliena is a strong-willed noblewoman who faces great hardship after her



father's downfall. She is a key character whose resilience and business
acumen help rebuild her family's fortunes and influence the cathedral's
construction.

How does Prior Philip influence the events in
'Pillars of the Earth'?
Prior Philip is a devout and ambitious monk who becomes the prior of
Kingsbridge Priory. His vision and leadership are central to the building of
the cathedral and the political and social struggles depicted in the novel.

Who is Jack Jackson and what is his role in 'Pillars
of the Earth'?
Jack Jackson is a gifted builder and the illegitimate son of a nobleman. He
becomes Tom Builder's apprentice and later plays a crucial role in the
cathedral's construction, showcasing creativity and innovation.

What antagonistic characters challenge the
protagonists in 'Pillars of the Earth'?
Key antagonists include William Hamleigh, a ruthless nobleman who seeks power
through violence, and Waleran Bigod, a manipulative bishop. Their actions
create conflict and obstacles for the protagonists throughout the novel.

Additional Resources
1. The Architect’s Dream: Tom Builder’s Vision
This book delves into the life and ambitions of Tom Builder, the master mason
whose dream of constructing a magnificent cathedral drives much of the story
in *The Pillars of the Earth*. It explores his challenges, family struggles,
and unwavering dedication to his craft during the turbulent 12th century.
Readers gain insight into medieval architecture and the personal sacrifices
behind monumental creations.

2. Aliena: A Noblewoman’s Resolve
Focusing on Aliena, this novel chronicles her transformation from a
dispossessed noblewoman to a powerful and resourceful figure. It highlights
her resilience, entrepreneurial spirit, and fierce loyalty to her family as
she navigates the brutal world of medieval England. The story captures her
growth and the complex relationships that shape her destiny.

3. Prior Philip: Faith and Power
This book centers on Prior Philip, the determined and visionary monk whose
leadership is pivotal in the building of Kingsbridge Cathedral. It explores
his internal struggles between faith, politics, and ambition, as well as his
efforts to protect the monastery from external threats. The narrative reveals



the intricate balance of spirituality and worldly influence in medieval
monastic life.

4. Jack Jackson: The Stone Carver’s Journey
Following Jack Jackson’s journey from a mysterious outsider to a gifted stone
carver and architect, this book portrays his artistic genius and complex
personal relationships. It highlights his quest for identity and love, set
against the backdrop of social upheaval and war. The novel illustrates the
importance of creativity and innovation in a rigid society.

5. Waleran Bigod: The Ambitious Bishop
This title examines the life of Waleran Bigod, the cunning and ruthless
bishop who seeks to control Kingsbridge and expand his influence. It delves
into the political intrigues, manipulations, and power struggles that define
his character. The book offers a perspective on the darker side of medieval
church politics.

6. William Hamleigh: A Nobleman’s Wrath
This book explores William Hamleigh’s violent and vengeful nature as a
nobleman intent on reclaiming his family’s status and power. It provides a
deep look into his motivations, brutal actions, and the consequences of his
relentless pursuit of dominance. The story reveals the harsh realities of
feudal conflict and personal vendettas.

7. Ellis: The Loyal Steward
Focusing on Ellis, the steadfast steward of Kingsbridge, this book portrays
his loyalty, moral integrity, and quiet strength amidst the chaos around him.
It highlights his role in supporting key characters and maintaining order on
the estate. The narrative emphasizes the importance of loyalty and duty in
medieval society.

8. Alfred: The Ambitious Brother
This novel centers on Alfred, Aliena’s brother, whose ambition often leads
him down a path of jealousy and selfishness. It explores his personal
struggles, rivalry with Jack, and the impact of his decisions on his family’s
fortunes. The story provides insight into sibling dynamics and the costs of
unchecked ambition.

9. Agnes: The Gentle Heart of Kingsbridge
This book tells the story of Agnes, the kind and gentle daughter of Tom
Builder, whose life is intertwined with the cathedral’s construction. It
captures her innocence, love, and the challenges she faces in a world marked
by hardship and change. The narrative celebrates the quiet strength found in
compassion and hope.
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