
The St Etheldreda Trail

Etheldreda – Princess, Queen, Abbess and Saint Miracles were soon reported at Etheldreda’s tomb, and Ely became a major 
pilgrimage centre with people coming from near and far to seek the saint’s 
help and healing powers. Following the Norman conquest, the Cathedral 
in which you’re standing was built. The Presbytery was added in the 13th 
century to provide an even grander setting for Etheldreda’s shrine and to 
accommodate the growing number of pilgrims.  

Everything changed in 1539 when King Henry VIII closed the monastery 
and, during a time of immense religious upheaval, Etheldreda’s shrine 
was demolished and Catholic imagery throughout the Cathedral was 
destroyed.  While the Cathedral itself survived, most of its medieval stained 
glass, wall paintings and stone carvings of saints were lost.

Amazingly, some images of St Etheldreda survived the destruction of the 
16th century Reformation. Depictions of the saint have also been 
introduced more recently during the 19th and 20th centuries. 

This trail will highlight just some of the images of St Etheldreda in the 
Cathedral today.  They can be hard to spot unless you know where to look. 
She is usually portrayed wearing a crown and nun’s robes, and holding an 
Abbess’ crozier (staff), a book or a model of a church.

Ely’s story starts in the 7th century with Etheldreda (also known as 
Aethylthryth or Audrey), one of the daughters of Anna, King of the East 
Angles. At an early age she married Tondbert, a local Chieftain. After his 
death, she married Ecgfrith, heir to the throne of Northumbria, one of the 
most powerful Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. In time she became Queen.

Both these marriages were to form key political alliances. However, 
Etheldreda was a devout Christian who wanted to devote her life to God.  
Eventually she persuaded Ecgfrith to let her leave court and become a nun.  
In 673, she journeyed to Ely, where she owned land.  Here she founded a 
double monastery for monks and nuns and was installed as the first 
Abbess.

When she died in 679, she was buried at her own request in a simple 
wooden coffin in the nuns’ graveyard. Sixteen years later, her sister 
Seaxburgh, Queen of Kent and now Abbess of Ely, had her body moved 
into a fine marble coffin inside the church. Etheldreda’s body was found to 
be incorrupt (without decay). This was taken to be a sign from God of her 
holiness and her status as a Saint.
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9.  Bishop Northwold’s 
Tomb

This Bishop was responsible for building 
the Presbytery. His tomb dates from 

c1250. Along the right hand side you’ll 
see three female figures under canopies.  

The uppermost one is thought to be 
St Etheldreda, shown as Abbess 

and Queen.

10. Processional Way 
windows

Our trail ends in the Processional Way, 
completed in 2000 to reconnect the 

Cathedral and Lady Chapel. The windows, 
by Helen Whittaker, contain tiny images 

of Etheldreda. Alternating with Etheldreda 
you’ll see 3 crowns, the symbol of the 

Diocese of Ely and thought to represent 
the first three royal 

Abbesses of Ely.

7. St Etheldreda’s 
Chapel

This part of the Cathedral became
 the County War Memorial Chapel in the

 1950s and is now dedicated to our 
founding saint. Here you’ll find a 1961
 statue of Etheldreda, carved by Philip 
Turner from a single pieceof limestone.  

Look for the touch of gold 
highlighting her crown 

and crozier.

8. Bishop Alcock’s
 Chapel

The East window dates from 1900, 
and the tracery at the top depicts 

Etheldreda holding a model of the 
Cathedral as it would have looked 

around 1400, before the North 
West Transept was removed.

6. Presbytery

A simple black ledger stone now 
marks the place where Etheldreda’s 

shrine stood. Directly above, high up in 
the vaulting, is a 13th century ceiling 

boss of Etheldreda holding her 
crozier and a book.

5. Choir

On the north side, on the 
end of the second row of 
choir stalls, you’ll find a 
19th century wooden
carving of Etheldreda.

4. St Dunstan’s 
Chapel 

This window was created in 
the 1970s using fragments of 

medieval glass from elsewhere 
in the Cathedral. Right at the top 

is a roundel with Etheldreda, 
holding her Abbess’ crozier 

and a church.

3. Octagon Windows

You’ll find St Etheldreda appearing twice 
in the south east Octagon window, installed 

in the 19th century. On the upper row, 
Queen Etheldreda has her father King Anna 

on the left and her two husbands to the right. 
On the lower row is Etheldreda as Abbess, along 

with Wilfred (Bishop of York who installed her 
as Abbess), Ermenilda (her niece, Queen of 

Mercia and third Abbess at Ely) and 
Withburga (Abbess of Dereham, 

thought to be Etheldreda’s sister).

2. The Octagon 
Tower

Around the stone arches are eight 
14th century carvings which tell the story 

of Etheldreda. We don’t know how they 
escaped damage at the Reformation.

 In one, while Etheldreda stops to sleep 
during her journey to Ely, her staff is

 shown miraculously bursting into leaf 
to shade her, and as a symbol 

of her holiness.

1. West Door

Our trail starts with a 19th century 
picture of St Etheldreda 

holding a model of a church.  
It’s a small window in the 

centre, high up above 
the big wooden doors.
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