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Introduction

Any description of the fall of Ely Cathedral’s Norman crossing Opposite: A view of the choir,
tower in 1322, and its replacement with the famous Octagon tower ©rgan and presbytery
and its Lantern, needs to be preceded by an account of the early
history of the religious foundation, and some account of the
geology and geography of the Isle of Ely. Alan of Walsingham
included many references to that early history in his designs for his
‘new work’, which occupied the twenty years from 1322 to 1342.

Approaching the city across the flat fields of the reclaimed
‘fens’ that stretch the sixteen miles or so northwards up the A10
from Cambridge, one learns the basic geography of the place in
one journey. The City of Ely, at an elevation of eighty-four feet
(twenty-six metres), is situated on a low hill of clay, with a thin and
insubstantial cap of ‘lower greensand’, a kind of sandstone. The
Isle of Ely is about eight miles by seven in extent, with a small
drained marsh in its centre, and its highest point is around ninety-
eight feet (thirty metres) above sea level. For much of its history,
up to the seventeenth century when determined attempts at
draining began, the Isle of Ely was surrounded by huge marshes
locally called ‘fens’ that extended from Cambridge as far north as
Lincolnshire. The fens cover an approximate area of some 1300
square miles. To the south and west of the Isle the fens are peat
fens, formed during periods of fresh water flooding in ancient
times, whilst there are ‘silt’ fens to the northeast, formed during
incursions by the sea in pre-history.

In the early seventh century, this huge morass with shifting
watercourses, vast fisheries and limitless reed beds, formed the
important western boundary of the Saxon kingdom of the East
Angles. Its local chieftain Tondberht was selected by Anna, the
King of East Anglia, as someone who should be drawn into an
alliance to protect their mutual interests. Anna’s daughter,
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Athelthryth (or Etheldreda to give her her Latinised name) was
accordingly married off to Tondberht, receiving as her dowry the
Isle of Ely, already a settlement of some significance with its own
Christian church endowed with funds sent by Ethelbert the King of
Kent. This political marriage, which was also loveless (at
Etheldreda’s insistence), lasted only two years or so before
Tondberht died. Despite now owning the Isle in her own right,
Etheldreda was not able to realise her long-held ambition to found
a monastery there until after her second platonic and political
marriage of alliance to Ecgfrith, the heir to the kingdom of
Northumbria. He was eventually persuaded to allow her to become
a nun, and after many adventures and miracles she evaded his
attempts to take her back forcibly, coming south to found her
community at Ely in AD 673.

Here the monastery for monks and nuns, in two very separate
communities within the same monastery, found not only seclusion
from the world but fertile farms on the Isle, limitless resources of
food from the fens, and copious quantities of rushes, sedge and
clay for building purposes. Good building stone was also available
in the high ground to the northwest of the fens that could be
transported to Ely by boat down the River Nene, across the Wash
and up the Great Ouse.

Etheldreda’s fame in the short period of six years or so she was
Abbess of Ely grew as pilgrims became convinced of her holiness,
purity and power, and many thousands of them began to make the
difficult journey to the Isle of Ely. The market town of Ely began
to grow at the gates of the monastery, and even today one can
establish the northern boundary of the monastery simply by
walking down the High Street. For much of its length the buildings
on the south side are what remains of two departmental buildings
of the monastery, i.e. the Almonry and the Sacrist’s establishments.

Etheldreda’s reputation as a powerful and popular saint has
survived many vicissitudes down the years. In 870 the Vikings
destroyed the monastery, but roughly one hundred years later the
Saxon King Edgar, taking advantage of the peaceful period
instituted by his reign as one of the first ‘Kings of All England’,
reinstated the monastery as one of the Benedictine jewels of his
new religious realm, with renewed benefactions and grants of land
and estates. The legends and stories of Etheldreda received a new
polish at this time, and her reputation as a saint was still so strong
in 1072 that when the Normans finally captured the Isle, and
dismantled the Saxon minster and monastery, they reinstated
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Etheldreda and her three saintly relatives, Seaxburh, Ermenilda,
and Withburga, in shrines at the east end of their new cathedral.

As the events of the fourteenth century unfold in the following
pages we will see that the power of the St Etheldreda story was still
firmly fixed at the forefront of the minds of the designers and
craftsmen who built the Octagon. We will see represented in the
fabric and statuary the life and miracles of St Etheldreda, and a
deep reverence for the Saxon benefactors who reinstated the
monastery in the tenth and eleventh centuries. If we piece together
the evidence of lost windows and obscure carvings, I am
convinced we can also detect a considerable gratitude to King
Edgar, who seems to be recognised as the true founder of the
Benedictine monastery through his ecclesiastical officers, the three
saints, Ethelwold, Dunstan, and Oswald.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 200
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 1.30
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 1.30
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages true
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth 4
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 5.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents suitable for reliable viewing and printing of business documents.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /ENG ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [200 200]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice


