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The Pillars Of The Earth Movie

Introduction: The Epic Journey From Page to Screen

Few historical novels have captured the imagination of readers quite like Ken Follett's The Pillars
of the Earth. Published in 1989, the sprawling medieval epic became a global phenomenon,
selling millions of copies and cementing Follett's reputation as a master of the historical thriller.
For years, fans wondered if the intricate narrative—spanning decades, featuring a vast cast of
characters,  and  centered  on  the  construction  of  a  magnificent  cathedral—could  ever  be
successfully adapted for the screen. In 2010, that question was answered with the release of The
Pillars of the Earth Movie, a lavish eight-part miniseries produced by Ridley Scott and directed
by  Sergio  Mimica-Gezzan.  Far  from  a  simple  film,  this  adaptation  brought  the  novel's  complex
world to life with stunning visuals, powerful performances, and a deep respect for the source
material. This article explores every facet of The Pillars of the Earth Movie, delving into its
production, cast, themes, and lasting impact on both television and historical drama.

The Genesis of a Magnum Opus: From Novel to
Screen

Before examining the miniseries itself, it is essential to understand the foundation upon which it
was  built.  Ken  Follett's  novel,  set  in  12th-century  England during  the  Anarchy,  follows  the
intertwined fates of a prior, a master builder, a noble family, and a vengeful bishop. The story's
driving  force  is  the  construction  of  a  cathedral  in  the  fictional  town  of  Kingsbridge,  but  the
narrative stretches far beyond architecture, encompassing political intrigue, love, betrayal, and
the struggle between good and evil.

Developing  The Pillars  of  the  Earth  Movie  took  years.  Numerous  studios  and  directors
expressed interest, but the sheer scope of the novel—over 1,000 pages—posed a formidable
challenge. Feature-length films would have required drastic cuts, sacrificing depth for brevity. The
solution came in the form of a miniseries, a format that allows for the kind of patient, detailed
storytelling that the novel demands. Ridley Scott, a longtime admirer of the book,optioned the
rights in the early 2000s, envisioning a television event that could rival the scale of his cinematic
epics. His production company, Scott Free, collaborated with Tandem Communications and Muse
Entertainment to bring the project to life.

The Creative Team Behind the Lens

Directing such a monumental undertaking fell  to Sergio Mimica-Gezzan, a veteran television
director with a strong visual sensibility. The screenplay, credited to John Pielmeier, was adapted
with careful attention to the novel's core plotlines while streamlining secondary characters and
events for a television audience. The miniseries was shot on location in Hungary, Austria, and
Canada,  with  the iconic  Cathedral  of  the Assumption in  Székesfehérvár  standing in  for  the
fictional  Kingsbridge  Cathedral.  The  production  design,  overseen  by  Michael  Joy,  immersed
viewers in the grim, muddy, yet majestic world of the Middle Ages. The result was a production
that felt both intimate in its character moments and sweeping in its historical scope.

The Stellar Cast of The Pillars of the Earth Movie

One of the greatest strengths of The Pillars of the Earth Movie is its remarkable cast. The
filmmakers  assembled  an  ensemble  of  British  and  international  actors  who  brought  depth  and
nuance to Follett's richly drawn characters.

Eddie Redmayne as Jack Jackson: In one of his early breakout roles, Redmayne portrayed
the passionate, artistic young stone carver who becomes the master builder of Kingsbridge
Cathedral. His performance captures Jack's fire and vulnerability.
Hayley Atwell as Aliena: Atwell brings strength and resilience to the role of a noblewoman
whose life is shattered by betrayal. Her love story with Jack is one of the series' emotional
anchors.
Matthew Macfadyen as Prior Philip: The heart of the series, Macfadyen's Philip is a man of
faith, reason, and quiet determination, struggling to build a cathedral while confronting
corruption and violence.
Rufus Sewell as Tom Builder: Sewell delivers a grounded, powerful performance as the
master builder whose dream of creating the greatest cathedral drives the plot forward.
Donald Sutherland as Bartholomew, Earl of Shiring: Sutherland adds gravitas and tragedy
to the role of Aliena's father.
Ian McShane as Bishop Waleran Bigod: A chilling antagonist, McShane's Waleran is
cunning, ruthless, and driven by ambition. His performance is one of the series' most
memorable.
Alison Pill as Meg, Sarah Parish as Regan Hamleigh, and David Oakes as William Hamleigh
round out a supporting cast that leaves no weak links.

The chemistry among the cast members elevates the material, transforming what could be a
didactic historical lesson into a gripping human drama.

Plot Overview: Cathedrals, Conspiracies, and
Characters

To appreciate The Pillars of the Earth Movie, one must understand its complex storyline. The
narrative begins with a hanging—an event that seems minor but sets in motion decades of
conflict.  Prior  Philip  of  Kingsbridge dreams of  building a cathedral  that  will  bring prosperity  and
glory to his struggling town. He finds an unlikely ally in Tom Builder, a wanderer seeking work and
a place to call home. Meanwhile, the noble Shiring family is torn apart by the machinations of the
Hamleigh clan, led by the monstrous William Hamleigh and his mother Regan. Bishop Waleran
Bigod plays his own game, manipulating events to further his personal power within the Church.

The  story  weaves  together  multiple  storylines:  Jack  and  Aliena's  forbidden  romance,  the
construction of the cathedral that survives fires, storms, and sabotage, the political maneuvering
during the civil war between Empress Maud and King Stephen, and the quest for justice against
the Hamleighs. Each episode of the miniseries advances the plot with satisfying pacing, building
to a climactic confrontation that tests every character's faith and resolve.

How the Miniseries Adapts the Novel

Fans of the book will note that The Pillars of the Earth Movie condenses certain subplots and
eliminates some secondary characters, but it remains remarkably faithful to the spirit of the

novel. Key scenes—such as the building of the first wooden cathedral, the collapse of the tower,
and  the  final  trial—are  rendered  with  cinematic  intensity.  The  miniseries  also  expands  some
moments, adding visual spectacle to battles and cathedral construction. The adaptation respects
the novel's length, using all eight hours to tell the story without feeling rushed or overly padded.

Production Value: Recreating the Medieval World

One of the most striking aspects of The Pillars of the Earth Movie is its production design. The
series does not shy away from the harsh realities of medieval life:  mud, cold, disease, and
brutality  are portrayed without  romanticization.  Yet  there is  also beauty,  particularly  in  the
architecture. The cathedral, which serves as a character in its own right, is gradually assembled
across the episodes. The use of practical sets, combined with subtle CGI, creates a believable
backdrop.

Costume design by Lucinda Wright accurately reflects 12th-century fashions, while the score by
Trevor Morris evokes both the spiritual and the epic. The cinematography, overseen by Kris
Kolhaus, uses natural light and wide shots to capture the grandeur of the landscapes and the
intimacy of candlelit interiors. The series earned an Emmy nomination for its main title design,
recognition of its high production values.

Themes That Resonate: Faith, Power, and Creativity

Beyond the surface story of cathedral construction, The Pillars of the Earth Movie explores
timeless themes. Faith is central: Prior Philip's belief in God and in the goodness of people is
tested repeatedly, but he never loses his moral compass. In contrast, Bishop Waleran uses faith
as a tool for personal gain, corrupting the Church's mission. Power  and its corrupting influence
are examined through the Hamleighs, the nobles, and the clergy. The series also celebrates
creativity and craftsmanship. Jack and Tom are artists in a world that often crushes creativity,
and their dedication to building something beautiful and enduring becomes a symbol of hope.

The  miniseries  also  addresses  gender  roles,  particularly  through  Aliena,  who  defies  societal
expectations to reclaim her family's legacy. Her strength and agency are modern yet feel organic
to the historical setting.

Critical Reception and Awards

When The Pillars of the Earth Movie premiered in 2010, it attracted large audiences and
generally  positive  reviews.  Critics  praised  the  performances,  especially  Redmayne,  Atwell,
Macfadyen, and Sewell, as well as the production design. Some reviewers noted that the series
could be slow in parts,  but most agreed that the slow burn suited the novel's  pacing.  The
miniseries earned seven Emmy nominations, including Outstanding Miniseries and multiple acting
nods, winning for Outstanding Music Composition and Outstanding Main Title Design. It also won
a  Golden  Globe  nomination  for  Best  Miniseries  or  Television  Film.  International  audiences
responded warmly, with ratings that led to a sequel adaptation of Follett's follow-up novel, World
Without End, in 2012.

Legacy: The Lasting Impact of The Pillars of the
Earth Movie

More than a decade after its release, The Pillars of the Earth Movie remains a benchmark for
book-to-screen adaptations. It demonstrated that a miniseries could do justice to a dense, literary
novel in ways that films could not. It also raised the bar for historical drama on television, paving
the way for series like The Last Kingdom, Vikings, and Poldark. For many viewers, the miniseries
is their introduction to Follett's work, leading them to read the novels and dive deeper into the
world of Kingsbridge.

The miniseries is often rediscovered by new audiences through streaming platforms. Its themes
of perseverance, justice, and beauty in the face of adversity continue to resonate. Fans of the
book  are  mostly  satisfied  with  the  adaptation,  and  newcomers  find  it  an  accessible  entry  point
into a rich historical period.

Comparison to the Novel

While  The Pillars  of  the Earth Movie  is  not  a  beat-for-beat  translation,  it  captures  the
emotional core of the novel. The series omits some minor subplots, such as the story of Martha
and the collapse of the crypt, but these cuts are necessary for pacing. The miniseries also adds a
few invented scenes to enhance visual storytelling, such as the opening hanging that is more
explicit than in the book. Overall, fans of the novel appreciate the reverence with which the
filmmakers approached the material.

Viewing Guide: How to Watch The Pillars of the
Earth Movie

The miniseries originally aired on Starz and Channel 4. It is now available on DVD and Blu-ray,
and can be streamed on platforms like Amazon Prime Video, Hulu, and Apple TV (availability
varies by region). It consists of eight episodes, each roughly 45–50 minutes long. Viewers should
not expect a quick, action-packed experience; this is a deliberate, character-driven story that
rewards patience. Watching in a dedicated marathon or over several nights is ideal to fully
immerse oneself in the medieval world.

Conclusion: A Cathedral of Storytelling

The Pillars of the Earth Movie stands as a remarkable achievement in television history. It
translates Ken Follett's sprawling novel into a visually stunning, emotionally resonant epic that
honors its source material while standing on its own merits. With an exceptional cast, meticulous
production design, and a script that balances plot and character, the miniseries offers a powerful
experience for both devotees of the book and newcomers alike. Whether you are drawn by the
drama of medieval power struggles, the romance of forbidden love, or the sheer marvel of a
cathedral rising against all odds, this adaptation delivers. It remains a testament to the enduring
appeal of great storytelling—and a shining example of how to adapt a literary masterpiece for the
screen.


