st etheldreda's ely place

St Etheldreda's Ely Place: A Historic Gem in the Heart of London

Nestled within the charming streets of central London, St Etheldreda's Ely Place stands as a
testament to the city’s rich religious and architectural history. As one of the oldest Catholic churches
in England, this remarkable site combines historical significance, stunning architecture, and a
tranquil atmosphere that makes it a must-visit destination for history enthusiasts, architecture
lovers, and spiritual seekers alike. In this comprehensive guide, we will explore the history,
architecture, significance, visiting information, and nearby attractions of St Etheldreda's Ely Place.

Historical Background of St Etheldreda's Ely Place

Origins and Early History

St Etheldreda's Ely Place traces its origins back to the 13th century. Originally built as a chapel
dedicated to Saint Etheldreda, an Anglo-Saxon princess and abbess known for her piety and
dedication to the church, the site has a deep-rooted history connected to London's religious
development.

Key points about its early history include:

1. The chapel was founded in the late 13th century, initially serving the religious needs of the
local community.

2. It was constructed on land owned by the Ely Priory, a Benedictine monastery in
Cambridgeshire, which played a significant role in its development.

3. The church's architecture reflects Gothic influences typical of medieval ecclesiastical
buildings.

Significance During the Reformation and Beyond

During the tumultuous periods of the Reformation in the 16th century, many religious sites were
suppressed or destroyed. However, St Etheldreda's survived, partly due to its private ownership and
later conversion into a Catholic church after Catholic emancipation.

Important historical milestones:

1. Post-Reformation, the church was maintained by a private Catholic congregation.

2. In 1879, it was restored and reopened as a Catholic place of worship, reflecting the
resurgence of Catholicism in England.



3. Notably, the church became a focal point for Catholic London, hosting many significant
ceremonies and events over the centuries.

Architectural Features and Design

Exterior Architecture

St Etheldreda's Ely Place boasts a beautiful Gothic Revival style that combines medieval elements
with Victorian restoration influences. The exterior features include:

¢ A striking facade with pointed arches and intricate stone carvings.

e Stout, buttressed walls that give the church a robust and historic appearance.

¢ A prominent bell tower that adds to the skyline and serves as a visual landmark.

Interior Highlights

Stepping inside, visitors are greeted by a serene and contemplative atmosphere. The interior
showcases a mix of medieval craftsmanship and Victorian restoration work:
1. Vaulted Ceilings: Elegant ribbed vaults that enhance the sense of height and grandeur.

2. Stained Glass Windows: Colorful windows depicting saints, biblical scenes, and historical
figures, allowing filtered light to fill the space.

3. Altar and Reredos: An ornate altar with intricate woodwork, complemented by a richly
decorated reredos that depicts religious iconography.

4. Chapels and Side Altars: Smaller chapels dedicated to various saints, each with unique
artwork and relics.

Unique Architectural Elements

Beyond its general Gothic Revival style, the church features several distinctive elements:
e Medieval stone carvings and tracery that have survived centuries of history.

e Victorian stained glass panels restored and added during 19th-century renovations.



« A historic pipe organ that has played a vital role in religious services and concerts.

Religious Significance and Community Role

Spiritual Heritage

St Etheldreda's Ely Place remains an active Catholic church, serving both as a place of worship and
a symbol of Catholic resilience in London. Its spiritual significance includes:

e Serving as a center for Mass and sacraments in central London.
e Hosting special religious events, including feast days, pilgrimages, and ecumenical services.

e Providing a space for prayer, reflection, and community gathering amidst the bustling city.

Community Engagement and Activities

The church actively engages with the local community and visitors through:
1. Educational tours highlighting its history and architecture.
2. Religious education programs and outreach initiatives.

3. Concerts and cultural events that showcase its historic organ and acoustics.

Visiting St Etheldreda's Ely Place

Opening Hours and Access

St Etheldreda's Ely Place welcomes visitors throughout the year, although opening times may vary
for services and special events. General visiting hours include:

e Monday to Saturday: Usually open from 10:00 AM to 4:00 PM for guided tours and individual
visits.

e Sundays and religious services: Visitors are welcome to attend Mass, but check schedules
in advance.



Guided Tours and Educational Visits

To enrich your experience, guided tours are available, offering insights into:
1. The church’s medieval origins and Gothic Revival architecture.
2. Its historical role within London’s religious landscape.

3. Artworks, stained glass, and architectural details.

Getting There

St Etheldreda's Ely Place is conveniently located in the City of London, accessible via multiple modes
of transport:

e By Tube: Nearest stations include Farringdon, Chancery Lane, and Holborn.
e By Bus: Several bus routes serve the nearby streets.

e Walking: Located within walking distance from major landmarks like Fleet Street, Holborn,
and the Royal Courts of Justice.

Visitor Tips

To make the most of your visit:
e Check the church’s website or contact in advance for tour schedules and special events.
e Photography policies may vary; always ask for permission before photographing interiors.

» Respect the sanctity of the space, especially during religious services.

Nearby Attractions and Complementary Sites

Historic and Cultural Sites

While exploring the area around St Etheldreda’s, consider visiting:
e The Royal Courts of Justice: An impressive Gothic-style building just a short walk away.

e Lincoln’s Inn Fields: A historic legal quarter with beautiful gardens and architecture.



¢ Fleet Street: Famous for its literary and journalistic history.

Parks and Leisure

For a moment of relaxation:
e St. Dunstan in the West Gardens: A peaceful green space nearby.

e The City of London’s many small parks and squares.

Preservation and Future of St Etheldreda's Ely Place

Restoration Projects

Over the centuries, efforts have been made to preserve and restore this historic church, including:
e Victorian-era renovations that restored stained glass and structural elements.

e Recent conservation projects aimed at maintaining the stonework and roof.

Challenges and Opportunities

Like many historic sites, St Etheldreda’s faces ongoing challenges:
e Balancing modern accessibility with preservation.
e Funding for maintenance and restoration work.

e Engaging younger generations and tourists with its rich history.

However, its continued use as a place of worship and cultural site ensures its legacy endures.

Conclusion

St Etheldreda's Ely Place is much more than a historic church; it is a living monument to London’s
religious, architectural, and cultural history. Its blend of medieval origins and Victorian restoration
creates a unique atmosphere that invites reflection and admiration. Whether you're interested in
history, architecture, or spirituality, a visit to St Etheldreda's offers a meaningful experience
immersed in centuries of tradition. Plan your visit today to discover the timeless beauty and



significance of this remarkable London landmark.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is St Etheldreda's Ely Place known for?

St Etheldreda's Ely Place is renowned for being London's oldest Catholic church still in use, with a
rich history dating back to the 13th century.

Can visitors attend services at St Etheldreda's Ely Place?

Yes, the church hosts regular Mass services and open days, welcoming visitors and worshippers
alike.

What are the historical highlights of St Etheldreda's Ely
Place?

Key highlights include its medieval origins, Victorian restoration, and its status as a Grade I listed
building with notable architecture.

Is there any significance to the location of St Etheldreda's Ely
Place?

Yes, it is situated within Ely Place, a historic gated street in Holborn, which is one of London's only
remaining private medieval streets.

Are there any notable figures associated with St Etheldreda's
Ely Place?

The church has connections to prominent Catholic figures and was historically a center for the
Catholic community in London during periods of religious upheaval.

Does St Etheldreda's Ely Place offer any community events or
activities?

Yes, the church hosts various community events, historical talks, and cultural activities throughout
the year.

How can 1 visit St Etheldreda's Ely Place?

Visitors can attend scheduled services, participate in guided tours, or explore the church during
open days. It's advisable to check their official website for current visiting hours and event
schedules.



Additional Resources

St Etheldreda's Ely Place is a historic and architecturally captivating church nestled in the heart of
London’s legal district. As a prominent example of Gothic Revival architecture, this ecclesiastical
gem offers visitors and worshippers alike a unique blend of spiritual serenity, historical significance,
and architectural grandeur. Over the centuries, St Etheldreda's has stood as a testament to religious
devotion and architectural resilience, making it a must-visit site for those interested in London's
ecclesiastical history and architectural heritage.

Historical Background of St Etheldreda's Ely Place

Origins and Early History

St Etheldreda's Ely Place is one of London's oldest Roman Catholic churches, with origins dating
back to the 13th century. Its name derives from Etheldreda (also known as Audrey), the Anglo-Saxon
princess and saint who founded a monastery in Ely, Cambridgeshire. The church was established as
a private chapel for the Ely Place estate, which belonged to the Bishops of Ely.

Originally constructed in the late medieval period, the church was rebuilt and expanded over the
centuries, reflecting the changing architectural styles and religious needs of its congregation. Its
strategic location near the legal district has historically made it a spiritual haven for lawyers, judges,
and legal professionals.

Architectural Evolution

While the current structure predominantly displays Gothic Revival elements from the 19th century,
it incorporates earlier medieval features. The Victorian restoration efforts in the 19th century aimed
to preserve and enhance its medieval character, resulting in a harmonious blend of historic and
revivalist architecture.

The church has survived events such as the Reformation, World Wars, and urban development,
which underscores its resilience and importance as a cultural monument.

Architectural Features of St Etheldreda's Ely Place

Exterior Design and Facade

The church's exterior embodies quintessential Gothic Revival design, with pointed arches, intricate
tracery, and buttresses that lend it a vertical emphasis typical of medieval cathedrals. The facade is
constructed from Portland stone, giving it a luminous appearance that stands out amidst the



surrounding cityscape.

Notable exterior features include:

- A prominent west tower with a decorative spire

- Stained glass windows with elaborate tracery

- Carvings and gargoyle-like sculptures that add to its Gothic charm

Interior Layout and Design

Stepping inside, visitors are greeted with a sense of spiritual tranquility and awe. The interior
features a nave flanked by side aisles, with a high vaulted ceiling supported by slender columns. The
ribbed vaulting and pointed arches create an impression of height and space.

Key interior features:

- The richly decorated altar with carved woodwork and religious iconography

- Stained glass windows depicting saints and biblical scenes

- A carved wooden pulpit and choir stalls

- The historic organ, which has been carefully restored to maintain its original sound and
craftsmanship

Architectural Highlights

- The Lady Chapel, a serene space dedicated to Our Lady

- The historic font used for baptisms, dating back several centuries

- Memorials and plaques commemorating notable figures associated with the church and the legal
district

Religious Significance and Contemporary Use

Spiritual Role

St Etheldreda’s continues to serve as a place of worship, hosting regular Masses, prayer services,
and special religious events. Its spiritual atmosphere provides comfort and inspiration to both
parishioners and visitors.

The church is also a site for significant life events such as weddings, baptisms, and funerals, often
attracting individuals connected to the legal profession and the wider community.

Community and Cultural Engagement

Beyond its religious functions, St Etheldreda's actively participates in cultural and community
activities. It hosts concerts, lectures, and historical tours, making it a vibrant cultural hub that
bridges faith and community engagement.



Its proximity to the Royal Courts of Justice and legal institutions also makes it a focal point for legal
ceremonies and commemorations.

Visiting Experience at St Etheldreda's Ely Place

Accessibility and Location

Situated in Ely Place, a quiet, historic enclave just a short walk from Holborn and Chancery Lane
stations, the church is easily accessible for visitors exploring central London. The surrounding area
exudes historic charm, with cobbled streets and traditional pubs, enhancing the visiting experience.

Tourist and Visitor Highlights

Visitors can enjoy:

- Guided tours that explore the church’s history, architecture, and art
- Opportunities to admire its stained glass and woodwork

- Attending services to experience its spiritual ambiance firsthand

- Participating in concerts and cultural events held within the church

Facilities and Amenities

While primarily a place of worship, the church offers:

- Informational leaflets and guided tour options

- A small church shop with religious items and souvenirs
- Quiet spaces for reflection and prayer

Pros and Cons of Visiting St Etheldreda's Ely Place

Pros:

- Rich historical and architectural significance

- Beautiful Gothic Revival design with well-preserved features
- Central location in historic London

- Active religious community and cultural events

- Peaceful atmosphere ideal for reflection

Cons:

- Limited accessibility for those with mobility issues due to historic structure

- Opening hours may be restricted, especially outside service times

- As a functioning church, some areas might be closed during services or events
- Entrance may require donations or small fees for tours



Final Thoughts and Recommendations

St Etheldreda's Ely Place stands out as a remarkable example of London's ecclesiastical heritage. Its
architectural beauty, rich history, and ongoing spiritual role make it a compelling destination for
history buffs, architecture enthusiasts, religious visitors, and tourists alike. Whether attending a
service, enjoying a guided tour, or simply soaking in its historic ambiance, visitors are sure to leave
with a deeper appreciation of London's layered history.

Recommendations for Visitors:

- Plan your visit around a service or special event for an authentic experience.

- Take time to explore the surrounding Ely Place area for a full historic immersion.

- Consider joining a guided tour to uncover detailed stories behind the church's features.
- Respect the active worship environment by observing quietude and decorum.

In conclusion, St Etheldreda's Ely Place is not just a church but a living monument that encapsulates
centuries of religious devotion and architectural artistry. Its preservation and continued use
underscore its importance within London's cultural and spiritual landscape, making it a must-visit
site for those seeking to connect with the city's historic soul.
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