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ELY CATHEDRAL 
 

LITURGICAL PLAN 
 

Joyfully proclaiming the love of God in worship, outreach, 
welcome and care 

 
 
 
Foreword 
 
from the Introduction to the Cathedral’s Strategy by the Dean 
 
There is a lot of research being undertaken around Cathedrals and their 
work. The most recent, Spiritual Capital (Theos and Grubb Institute 2012) 
speaks of Cathedrals not only being admired for their architectural, 
historical and aesthetic appeal but also for having a significant impact on, 
and significance for, English life. This research concludes that cathedrals 
are uniquely placed to reach beyond boundaries, to communicate a sense 
of the sacred and to enable and sustain a range of connections, 
connections that extend wide into the local and regional communities 
and across the Diocese. The report points out that Cathedrals are 
recognised and valued as Christian institutions and this in a culture that 
can be very wary of overt faith claims. The generosity, grace, hospitality 
and holiness that Cathedrals show in living out the message of Jesus 
Christ is widely respected and appreciated. In being welcoming and 
hospitable we should have no fear in being calmly confident about our 
vision and core purpose. 
 
Chapter has a vision of Ely Cathedral as an outward looking community, 
engaging and responding to the challenges of the world around; bringing 
people to faith and making new disciples; and doing so through inspiring 
and transformative worship, engaging and challenging preaching, and a 
warm welcome and generous hospitality. 
 
Mark Bonney 
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LITURGICAL PLAN 
 
1. This liturgical plan seeks to record and explain current Cathedral 
liturgical practice and the theological understanding behind it. It 
celebrates what Ely is able to do well and includes aspirations for the 
future development of the liturgy here. These appear both in the main 
narrative and in the simplest possible summary form in an Appendix. 
 
The Tradition we have inherited 
 
2. There has been a worshipping community on this site since St 
Etheldreda founded a double monastery for men and women in 673. The 
monastery was restored in 970 by King Edgar after devastation by Viking 
attack in the previous century; it was under the encouragement of 
Dunstan, Archbishop of Canterbury and Ethelwold, Bishop of Winchester 
that it was refounded according to the Benedictine rule as a monastic 
house for men. No trace now remains of the former buildings. After the 
Norman Conquest in 1066, and the putting down of the local rebellion of 
Hereward the Wake, rebuilding of the Abbey began.1 From 1109 onwards 
the church was also the seat of the bishop of the See of Ely taken out of 
the See of Lincoln. 
 
3. The Cathedral’s Mission statement: ‘Joyfully proclaiming the love of God 
in worship, outreach, welcome and care’ is deliberately inspired by the 
priorities of the Rule of St Benedict. The working out of the Opus Dei is at 
the heart of our lives and responsibility as a worshipping community. An 
excerpt from the Rule is read at Morning Prayer every day. 
 
4. The Galilee porch was constructed c.1215 and the choir was extended 
by Bishop Northwold in 1234-52 providing a superlative setting for the 
Shrines of Etheldreda and the Saints of Ely. Further major works began 
again in 1321, with the commencement of the Lady Chapel, and 
accelerated after the collapse of the central tower of the cathedral in 1322. 
During the next thirty years the Octagon was built (for which the building 

                                                
1 In the 1080s when Abbot Simeon held office. Eric Fernie, ‘The Architecture and Sculpture of 
Ely Cathedral in the Norman Period,’ in A History of Ely Cathedral, ed. P.Meadows and N. 
Ramsay (Boydell:Woodbridge, 2003), 95-111, at 95 
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is now world famous) in the same period the Lady Chapel was finished 
and some of the monastic buildings were substantially altered. In 1539 
the monastery was dissolved by Henry VIII. The See remained, and the 
Cathedral became one of those of the ‘New Foundation.’  
 
The place we inhabit 
 
5. John Inge’s A Christian Theology of Place has been much appreciated for 
its reflections on the sacramentality of place. The book undergirds many 
of the things which are felt naturally in Ely as might be expected from his 
time as a Residentiary Canon here in the 1990s. The Cathedral is as 
obvious as an example as there could be of the phenomenon he identifies 
of extending sacramentality beyond the ‘traditional’ seven sacraments of 
the Church to ‘particular places.’2 This sense endures in Christian 
pilgrimage and discipleship. He robustly defends the principle even when 
Shrines and places of pilgrimage have endured unfortunate times in their 
history.3 These places can open up encounter with God as places that 
direct us beyond themselves to the eternal and ineffable. Places of 
‘sacramental encounter’ are those in which we experience ‘new ways of 
seeing’, in which our vision of the material world is ‘transfigured’ and we 
are enabled to glimpse the reality of heaven on earth.  
 
6. Inge claims that the sacramental encounter can lead to a 
transformation of the place itself, as well as to the transformation of the 
individuals and communities which visit it. The role of the place is to root 
believers in their faith and point them towards the redemption of all 
places, in Christ. ‘The incarnation affirms the importance of the particular, 
and therefore of place, in God’s dealings with humanity.’4 
 
7.  ‘You are the light of the world.  A city built on a hill cannot be hidden’ 
(Matt. 5. 14)5 
 
The Gospel above is set for the Feast of the Translation of St Etheldreda on 

                                                
2 John Inge, A Christian Theology of Place (Ashgate:Aldershot, 2003), 66-67 and passim 
3 Inge, 98-99  
4 Inge, x  
5 The verse is inscribed in the repaving of the City’s market square done to mark the new 
Millennium 
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17 October every year which commemorates the three removals of the 
saint’s remains in 695, 1106 and finally in 1252. The final translation was to 
the Shrine whose place is now marked in the Presbytery with a memorial 
stone after its destruction at the Reformation. The Shrine drew so many to 
it that the medals and mementos which the pilgrims bought spawned the 
word tawdry – a contraction of the name St Audrey [Etheldreda].6   
 
8. There is a felt sense of continuity from the foundation by Etheldreda to 
the present by the worshipping community which gathers in the 
Cathedral day by day and week by week. The Foundation still speaks 
imaginatively in the Cathedral’s life today. This remains true despite the 
fact that the context in which worship is offered is in many ways 
incomparably different from then and from the other periods of the 
Cathedral and community’s life which have formed its character. The 
members of the College of Canons and those who take senior lay roles in 
the Cathedral’s life are admitted to the Foundation along with choristers, 
scholars, vergers and volunteer Bedesmen.  
 
9. The Cathedral’s most significant partnership is with King’s Ely, which 
inhabits many of the College buildings for accommodation, refectory and 
teaching. (The use of the term College rather than precincts is distinctive 
of some Benedictine foundations like Ely and Durham.)  It occupies the 
Old Palace opposite the West front of the Cathedral.7 The school holds 
services/assemblies in the Cathedral several times a week and there are a 
variety of times when members of the school Chapel Choir sing both at 
‘school’ events and also ‘Cathedral’ services. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
6 Dorothy M. Owen, ‘Ely 1109-1539: priory, community and town,’ in A History of Ely Cathedral, 
eds. P.Meadows and N. Ramsay (Boydell:Woodbridge, 2003), 59-75, at 67-69.  
7 The Palace became a military hospital in the Second World War. The Bishop moved to the 
then Deanery when it became vacant. 
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Services and worship 
 

Current regular liturgical patterns at the Cathedral: services and 
music 

 
Sunday 

 
8.15am Holy Communion (said) (CW Order 2) 

10.30am Sung Eucharist with Ministry of Healing (CW Order 1) 
4pm Choral Evensong (BCP) 

 
Weekdays 

 
7.30am Morning Prayer; 8am Holy Communion. 
5.30pm Choral Evensong (BCP) [Evening Prayer] 

 
Feast Days and Thursday 

 
 12.10pm Holy Communion (Order 1) 

 
 
10. The normal pattern of worship sees the boys and men singing 
evensong together four nights a week; a further evening is sung by boys 
only. The Girls’ Choir sings evensong three times a fortnight, one of those 
without lay clerks. Evensong is sung everyday of the week in full school 
term.  
 
11. The Cathedral boy choristers (up to 22) are all pupils at the King’s Ely 
and live in the choir boarding house abutting the Deanery. The Chapter 
receives regular grants from the Ely Cathedral Trust to sustain the cost of 
the choir, salaries and boarding. Broadly, Chapter pays 50% of the 
boarding and school fees for each boy chorister.  It also pays for the costs 
of stayovers at Christmas, Easter and other minor choir related 
expenditure. The remainder is the responsibility of parents although 
much advice and assistance is given in supporting applications to relevant 
charitable bodies for assistance. 
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The members of Ely Cathedral Girls’ Choir (ECGC) founded in the academic 
year 2005-06 are aged 11-16 (with some Sixth Firm scholars) and are also 
boarding pupils at King’s Ely in separate boarding accommodation. The 
Cathedral has no financial involvement with the Girls’ Choir either in 
terms of fees or the salaries of its Director, Assistant Organist or any other 
staff. 
 
 
12. The Cathedral employs six Lay Clerks and they are augmented by an 
expanded choir on Sundays and other occasions. There is a Director of 
Music, Assistant Organist and a Director and Assistant Organist of ECGC. 
The Ely Cathedral Octagon Singers, the Cathedral’s voluntary choir (also 
founded in 2005-06), sings regularly and has its own Director (the 
Assistant Director of Music) and Organist. The Cathedral’s organ is a highly 
regarded instrument. 
 
13. The Sunday Eucharist is in identifiable ‘Cathedral’ style, generally sung 
by Boys and Men or Girls and Men. At the great Festivals a two yearly cycle 
sees Girls, Boys and Men singing together at all services as also happens 
for various extra-liturgical events like a devotional concert on the 
Wednesday in Holy Week.  
 
14. The Sunday Club join the Eucharist at the peace and junior acolytes 
accompany the Choir at the Advent Procession and Christmas Carol 
Services. There has been some development of under 18s serving at  
Sunday Eucharists and leading intercessions on Mothering Sunday and at 
other times but this is an area which could be better developed. The 
Mothers’ Union organises a crèche in the Prior’s Door area where very 
small children can be cared for. 
 
15. The Cathedral has embraced the policy of Communion before 
Confirmation warmly and several member of Sunday Club receive week 
by week, though several younger members of the congregation 
(especially choristers who tend to be prepared through the School) still 
receive a blessing and only receive after Confirmation. 
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The Seat of the Bishop – ex Cathedra 
 
16. The relationship of bishop to Cathedral and the place from which he 
exercises his teaching office was given fresh impetus by the publication of 
the Cathedrals’ Measure in 1999. It has been brought much more sharply 
into focus in recent years. The Cathedral’s primary purpose in supporting 
and assisting the Bishop’s mission in this respect is key as the ‘mother 
church’ of the diocese, where he celebrates the Eucharist on the great 
feast days of the Church, he preaches the gospel and teaches the faith. 
There is renewed focus on the Confirmations held at the Cathedral three 
times a year in distinctive styles: Solemn Eucharist with incense at the 
Easter Vigil, band-led worship at Pentecost Praise and ‘Cathedral style’ 
service around the Feast of Christ the King. There is a regular pattern of 
‘stational worship’ using the full span of the Nave for the entire 
congregation to be involved in processions to and from Font and to 
gather for the celebration of Confirmation and Eucharist around the Altar 
in the Octagon.  
  
17. The Bishop’s ministry comes particularly into focus at the Chrism 
Eucharist with anointing received after the service by a high proportion of 
the clergy who attend on that occasion. Various teaching and quiet days 
and other uses of the Cathedral are ways undergird his teaching ministry. 
Ordinations of deacons and priests continue to be held almost exclusively 
in the Cathedral. 
 
The Easter Liturgy has been held at various times on the evening on Holy 
Saturday or at Dawn on Sunday morning. The service follows the standard 
pattern for such an Easter Vigil with appropriate musical and liturgical 
provision. It is one of the three services in the year at which the Bishop 
baptises and confirms in the Cathedral.  
 
Liturgical and theological 
 
18. The use of the Cathedral liturgically today is influenced by its history, 
architecture, theological tradition, and the insights of the Liturgical 
Movement which themselves shape Common Worship. This has been 
expressed more towards the ‘High’ than the ‘Low’; theologically paying 
tribute to the Caroline Divines, with Lancelot Andrewes to the fore. There 
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is evidence that Ely’s worship continued with the use of incense regularly 
throughout the eighteenth century on certain feast days and solemnities.8 
As currently constituted there is a clear match between all these traditions 
and the Cathedral’s liturgical practice today. Hence the deepening of the 
‘active participation’ of the whole gathered assembly is at the heart of the 
liturgical work and convictions of the Cathedral in its eucharistic worship.   
 
Mission 
 
19. The Cathedral’s strategy seeks to align itself with the Diocesan 
intention of growing numbers and raising its spiritual temperature.  We 
have focussed much more clearly on the missional aspects of worship. We 
have made a conscious attempt to elevate our worship with the provision 
of individual orders of service for Sunday evensongs, new booklets for 
Evensong and Evening Prayer which have introductory material to 
welcome and inform those who may be unfamiliar with the Church 
and/or this form of worship. A clearer programmatic approach to the 
liturgy and other activities has come into focus with the publication of 
three seasonal booklets describing and inviting people to attend services 
and other musical, educational and social events.  
 
In recent years various acts of worship have been developed under the 
inspiration of the Canon for Congregation and Community. Those which 
have drawn the largest attendance are a Christmas Tree light up service 
which makes use of the focus provided every year in the Cathedral by a 
large tree which draws visitors through December and a new Christmas 
Song and Story time which draws large numbers of very young children 
with their parents. Both of these services have been very carefully 
advertised in our own publicity and in various forms of social media.  
 
However much some specific new (e.g. as above) and old (e.g. Crib 
services) attract congregations in increasing numbers, this does not 
obviate the difficulty of the challenges of growing the congregation both 
numerically and spiritually at other times. We are responding to a 
situation of declining attendance at regular worship, particularly the 
10.30am Sunday Eucharist. 
                                                
8  Nicholas Thistlethwaite, ‘Music and Liturgy 1660-1836,’ in A History of Ely Cathedral, ed. 
P.Meadows and N. Ramsay (Boydell:Woodbridge, 2003), 245-58 at 256 
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A variety of worship and audiences 
 
20. The Cathedral sustains a number of what might be described as 
Regular external services – for example an annual service for the 
Cambridgeshire Regiment Association, an annual service in association 
with Wood Green Animal Shelter, a biennial service for the Eastern 
Anglian Regional Transplant service – attended by recipients of organs 
and donors’ families. We have held a Saying Goodbye service for those 
who have lost babies or stillbirths for the past five years and that 
continues annually. ECOS have often sung at this service which has been 
greatly appreciated. As with all Cathedrals we have occasional services, 
organisations ‘attend’ evensong and so forth. Special services emerge 
from previous existing relationships - amongst them a Royal Anglian 
Regiment homecoming service and a Justice Service for the County of 
Cambridgeshire which has taken place at Ely and Peterborough 
Cathedrals and Great St Mary’s Church in Cambridge. 
 
21. The Ely Imps, a choir of girls and boys from the local community aged 
7-13 has flourished and takes a regular part in the Cathedral’s worship on 
Mothering Sunday, Harvest Festival and at some of the Cathedral 
Christmas concerts. It also performs at other times, and leads concerts 
within the diocese. It is run by the Cathedral’s music staff and a singing 
animateur. 
 
22. There are regular schools’ days held in the Cathedral when pupils from 
schools in the diocese come in very large number for a day of historical re-
enactment and activities.  
 
23. The Cathedral’s ministry includes some adult learning and spirituality 
resourcing for the Diocese. The Canon for Learning and Discipleship has 
developed Way of Life pilgrimages, now organised for deaneries. 
Relationships with the parishes have prospered by exporting resources to 
them – she has also written a Lent course commended for study 
throughout the diocese based on the Sunday readings.  
 
24. Liturgical and musical choices at Ely’s Ordinations, Chrism Eucharists 
and Diocesan Confirmations have explicitly attempted to use different 
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types of sung and liturgical material to be more representative of the 
variety of worship in parishes. In addition a congregational eucharistic 
setting - The Mass of St Thomas by David Thorne - has been used at 
ordinations, Chrism Eucharists and confirmations. Part of the offering 
needs to allow those attending who do not worship in or have little 
engagement with ‘Cathedral style’ worship some point of contact. 
Parishes must find something of themselves in Cathedral worship.9 
 
25. Addressing different worship styles generates its own challenges and 
– particularly at the Pentecost Confirmation – band led worship has 
become the norm. It has proved possible to avoid the Lowest Common 
Denominator which haunts such activities. There is a number of worship 
events – which overlap with diocesan schools and youth work - which use 
that form of worship taking place every year in the Cathedral remarkably 
successfully. Playing music written for a keyboard or guitar on a Cathedral 
organ changes that music. It is important for music which makes that 
transition happily to be to the fore.10 
 

26. In recent years a series of alternative worship services animated by the 
Bishop’s Adviser for Music who was then licensed as an LLM to the 
Cathedral began on a monthly basis under the title of Space@6:30. The 
most successful of the regular pattern of services was Taizé worship. It is 
planned to continue these and to expand the number of times Compline 
is sung throughout the year. There is an ad hoc choir which sings 
Compline weekly in Advent and Lent and it is hoped that a variety of 
musical forces will be able to expand the provision outside those two 
seasons. 
 
27. The metaphor based on the musical term cantus firmus - a sustaining 
note which allows rich variety of polyphony to go on around it - is 
suggestive.11 Without the simple, steady and regular note of the daily 
worship characteristic of the Benedictine understanding of Opus Dei, the 

                                                

9 Stephen Platten and Christopher Lewis (eds.), Flagships of the Spirit. Cathedrals in Society, 
(DLT:London, 1998) 
10 Sing Praise. Hymns and songs for inspiring Worship (Hymns A&M Ltd:London, 2010) – 
published in conjunction with RSCM -  has been very helpful in making this transition.  
11 This reference is owed to Canon Michael Hampel. 
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frills, furbelows and elaborations of other acts of worship would have 
neither the foundation they need nor make their own distinctive 
contribution.  
 
Tourists, pilgrims, and worshippers 
 
28. The modern ministry and witness of the Cathedral involve great 
emphasis on offering opportunity for pilgrimage however defined. 
Pilgrimage tours of the Cathedral are a regular part of its life. Although 
many come as visitors, often joining ‘historical’ tours of the Cathedral and 
College, subtle encouragement to engage spiritually with the building 
and the faith has been very carefully made available through high quality 
material, printed and electronic, which encourages the visitor/pilgrim to 
make his or her own response to the building, to the issues current in their 
own lives, in the context of the Christian faith. The Cathedral is attempting 
to do what is most often described as ‘turning visitors into pilgrims.’  
 
29. It would be fascinating to know whether those who leave prayers 
(nearly always for named individuals) to be offered at Evensong are doing 
so because it is a regular feature of their visits to churches, or that they 
have come especially so to do and that they have taken up the carefully 
nurtured ‘chance opportunity’ to do so.  The day by day liturgical offering 
in the Cathedral is something which makes its own important 
contribution in this respect as well. There are always prayers left to be 
offered at evensong every day – which are, by definition, able to be 
anonymous. There is clear evidence that the creation of an ‘intentional 
space’ for leaving intercessions is very well used.12 
 
30. There are several places around the Cathedral where prayer can be 
aided: by candle stands in the Lady Chapel, beside St George’s Chapel, at 
the entrance to the Processional Way and by the statue of St Etheldreda in 
that Chapel. More portable pricket stands are available around the 
Cathedral.  
 
31. The fact that this freedom and anonymity is framed by formal liturgy 
morning and evening is suggestive. It is all but unique to the diocese and 
                                                
12 The Centre for the Study of Christianity and Culture and the Centre for Pilgrimage Studies at 
the University of York has evidenced this in much of its work. 
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certainly it serves a significant purpose. The popularity of sociological 
terminology used by authors like Grace Davie to describe the opportunity 
which Cathedrals supposedly give to associate (i.e. not to be obliged to 
join in activity beyond) rather than participate is instructive. Cathedrals 
provide at the very least a different type of opportunity to worship.13 
There is of course a large cadre of regular worshippers and volunteers 
who ‘participate’– Mothers Union, servers, Flower guild and guides 
among them.  
 
32. The careful use of the full variety of Common Worship’s Daily Prayer 
and Eucharistic provision is taken seriously. This is linked to the points 
above about provision of intentional space and anonymity. For example, 
in various Easter weeks with saints’ day Eucharists transferred to fall on 
consecutive days there have been double figures’ attendance at each 
midday eucharist. It seems inevitable that some availed themselves of the 
opportunity to attend simply because it was there and they were there – 
not because it was not part of any regular spiritual routine. 
 
33. Peter Webster’s brief review of post-war English Cathedrals draws 
some of these threads together very helpfully 
 
There was one function of the medieval cathedrals that received new significance in 
the period from 1945. The ideal of a community of worshippers, maintaining a 
ceaseless round of prayer on behalf of all the faithful was central to the medieval 
order. In the twentieth century, as the process of secularisation proceeded in the west, 
this aspect of cathedral life assumed a new role as part of what Grace Davie has called 
‘vicarious memory.’ In a secularised society, some of those who play no active part in 
any church nonetheless value the church’s continuing to worship vicariously on their 
behalf. The cathedrals remain important repositories of significant artefacts and as 
specialist centres of worship. If Davie is right to argue that this expectation among 
non-churchgoers is activated and sharpened only when continuity in liturgy or history 
is threatened, then the increased liturgical diversity in parish churches has shifted the 
burden of expectation more firmly onto the cathedrals than ever before.14 
 
 
 
                                                
13 vide Grace Davie, Religion in Britain since 1945. Believing without belonging. (Blackwell:Oxford, 
1994) and Religion in Modern Europe. A memory mutates. (OUP:Oxford, 2000).   
14 Peter Webster, Institute of Historical Research, The English Cathedrals since 1945.  
http://sas-space.sas.ac.uk/3124/1/Webster_-_cathedrals_since 1945.pdf 

http://sas-space.sas.ac.uk/3124/1/Webster_-_cathedrals_since%201945.pdf
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Font, Altar and the Cathedral’s liturgical spaces 
 
 
34. The Font 
 
The current font is a massive piece by G.G.Scott in the South West 
Transept which is not fit for purpose. It is gargantuan and virtually 
impossible for any to use, set on a very large and treacherous plinth. After 
nearly ten years’ discussion it has been decided that the best option will 
be to move the font back close to its original position in line with St 
Catherine’s Chapel, with the removal of the plinth. It is not irrelevant that 
Ely has perhaps the most complete set of Scott furnishings in any English 
Cathedral. 
 
A conversation was begun with CFCE about the prospect the placing of a 
font in a central position in the Western portion of the nave but no further 
formal steps have yet been taken. If plans were to develop further, 
creating a visual continuity between Altar and Font in the same sight line 
would have primarily a theological purpose: linking the sacraments of 
initiation with that of the Eucharist – the beginning of the Christian life to 
its strengthening. The new altar and dais only make this even more 
desirable. The positioning of a Font at the West would allow this 
distinctive theological insight of the past sixty years to be underlined 
permanently.  
 
Baptism usually takes place for infants at a separate service, only 
occasionally at the main Sunday Eucharist. The ‘private’ baptisms now 
take place mostly at the High Altar rather than the Lady Chapel as before 
to make them rather more public. If there were to be a font towards the 
West end of the Nave this would become a much more public and 
obvious place for baptisms to take place. In addition renewal of baptismal 
vows in Eastertide, and other liturgies underlining the common ministry 
all Christians receive in baptism could be celebrated there in far more 
dramatic and memorable fashion. 
 
Adult initiation takes place almost exclusively at the Diocesan baptisms 
and confirmations where currently a portable font is used placed towards 
the west end of the Cathedral. 
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This aspiration coincides with a desire of the Chapter to develop new 
facilities for visitors which would include having a shop outside the 
Cathedral, which would restore the final two bays of the north Nave aisle 
to use as liturgical space. 
 
 
35. The Altar and the Octagon space 
 
The Octagon is the central focus of our major act of worship – the 
Eucharist on a Sunday. It has recently seen the Pace furnishing of the early 
1970s replaced by a new altar, dais, clergy seating and choir stalls 
designed by Luke Hughes, after a benefaction of the late Bishop Peter and 
Mrs Walker.  
 
The altar is designed in an octagonal shape and picks up the red and 
green of the decoration of the Octagon ceiling. The new dais is also 
octagonal, and covers a considerably larger floor space than its 
predecessor, but is designed so as to be able to be moved more easily.  
The brief identified the need for the altar to sit one step higher to be more 
visible to the whole congregation. There would be obvious connections 
made with any new font at the West End. 
 
The Octagon sees a huge amount of use and very frequent moving of the 
altar and choir stall furnishings. The space is where the major concerts and 
a huge variety of events take place in the Cathedral. 
 
 
36. The Transepts and Nave 
 
We have used cameras and screens in the Nave and Transepts increasingly 
in recent years. This was initially given impetus by lack of visibility at 
Christmas events and larger services – all of which are now routinely 
relayed in this way. This has more recently been expanded to include the 
weekly Sunday Eucharist. 
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The use of Howe chairs has been very successful and warmly appreciated 
and under normal circumstances we chair the Nave and Transepts solely 
with them.  
 
37. The Choir 
 
The choir stalls are a harmonious mixture of medieval wood and Victorian 
restoration. Evensong is sung in choir six nights a week. Generally the 
congregation at evensong is comfortably contained within the stalls with 
notable exceptions like Christmas Day evensong when there is 
considerable overflow into the Presbytery seating.   
 
It is ‘the members of the College of Canons and those who take senior lay 
roles in the Cathedral’s life’ [referred to in §8 above] who all have stalls 
there. This has more recently been augmented by the appointment of 
several Lay Canons who give distinguished service in the life of the 
Diocese as well as the Lay members of Chapter who have been installed 
since 2000. There is provision for three Etheldreda Canons – for senior 
ecumenical figures. 
 
The Bishop’s stall on the South side of the choir is a physical reminder of 
the fact that the Bishop became Titular Abbot after 1109. The Dean’s stall 
is therefore unusually on the North - as Prior. The concept of familia has 
been given a particular focus by the Bishop – those who gather round him 
closely when he is exercising his ministry of teaching and oversight in the 
Cathedral itself. 
 
38. The Presbytery, Shrine and High Altar 
 
The presbytery east of the choir stalls was the site of the shrine of St 
Etheldreda to which pilgrims came in great numbers in the middle ages. 
The choir stalls were placed at that time in the Octagon space (moved 
east in the nineteenth century) and the choir was blocked at its east end 
with a wall that kept the monastic services from view from the Shrine, and 
was to reduce disturbance from the pilgrims. 
 
39. St Etheldreda’s Shrine was central to the presbytery area and the 
special arrangement of windows which drew as much day light as 
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possible onto the Shrine can still be seen. The Shrine was despoiled at the 
Reformation. Its place is marked out by a large memorial stone in the floor 
with candle stands around it.  
 
Several other Cathedral foundations have rebuilt or restored their shrines 
in recent years (e.g. Hereford and Christ Church, Oxford) or at least 
marked them in more obvious ways (e.g. St Hugh’s Shrine at Lincoln). 
Although there is no active consideration currently being given to a 
similar project in Ely, ideas are beginning to emerge particularly in 
conversation with ecumenical partners. 
 
40. There are regular though infrequent eucharists at the High Altar on 
major Feast days like Ash Wednesday, Corpus Christi, etc. which give the 
opportunity for a traditional celebration in a defined space. There are 
certain regular services (e.g. the Ely Theological College Reunion 
Eucharist) of c.80-100 communicants where seating the congregation in 
the Presbytery either side of the Shrine provides an ideal location. 
Weddings generally take place there. There has also been regular 
celebration of some Sunday Eucharists at the High Altar, particularly 
during Advent when staging is erected in the Octagon space, but that is 
less satisfactory since limitation on space means that the Presbytery 
becomes uncomfortably cramped with extra seating and the choir stalls 
have to be used by the congregation who cannot then actively participate 
in the liturgical action. 
 
41. The Lady Chapel 
 
The Lady Chapel is a remarkable and resonant space. It was built in the 
fourteenth century and is one of the largest in Western Europe. It suffered 
grievous damage in the 1540s when the heads of the figures (which 
mainly comprised the traditional life of the Virgin) which decorated its 
niches were smashed off in response to the orders of Bishop Goodrich.15 
The Chapel is used for Matins and Eucharist and Evensong one day a 
week. One of the challenges of using it more often is the difficult acoustic 
for the human voice. A new sound system has been discussed. The Chapel 
is used regularly for the singing of Compline in Advent and Lent where 
                                                
15 Ian Atherton, ‘The Dean and Chapter, Reformation to Restoration: 1541-1660’ in A History of 
Ely Cathedral, ed. P.Meadows and N. Ramsay (Boydell:Woodbridge, 2003), 169-92, at 172 
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the acoustic for singing can be particularly evocative – whether there are 
few or many worshippers. 
 
42. Bishop Alcock’s and Bishop West’s Chapels  
 
The two former chantry chapels at the north and south corners of the East 
end of the Cathedral are used weekly for Matins and the celebration of the 
Eucharist and also on occasion for smaller prayer groups, or pastoral 
conversation / hearing of confession.  
 
43. St Etheldreda’s Chapel  
 
This was created in the 1950s in the space between the two chantry 
chapels at the very East end of the Cathedral as a County War Memorial 
project. A bank of stalls was placed against the back of the High Altar’s 
reredos and the Cathedral’s statute of St Etheldreda (the work of Philip 
Turner, c.1960) was later placed at the East wall where a pricket stand can 
be used. The finest artistic element of the Chapel by virtue of its position 
at the foot of the East window is the superlative and striking stained glass 
by Wailes of Newcastle given by a legacy of Bishop Bowyer Edward Sparke 
(1812-36) which dominates the space with a cycle of scenes from the life 
and ministry of Christ and a lignum vitae.16 The panelling which stands 
against the East wall under the window was previously (until c.1850) at 
the east end of the Lady Chapel. There is a statue of St Etheldreda at the 
North-East corner of the Chapel. It nevertheless feels a rather incomplete 
space between the two chantry chapels.  
 
44. St Dunstan & St Ethelwold’s Chapel 
 
This chapel in the South Transept is used for a weekly celebration. The 
sacrament is reserved in St Dunstan’s (as it is always known.) This is 
perhaps the most welcoming of all the Chapels – newly created after the 
restyling of the South Transept in 1958.17 It serves every year as the 
Chapel of Repose on Maundy Thursday and Good Friday. 

                                                
16 Pamela Blakeman, The Victorian Restoration and Refurbishment of Ely Cathedral 1837-1901 
(Framecharge Press) np. nd, 27-28 
17 Peter Meadows, ‘Cathedral restoration: fabric and furnishings 1836-1980,’ in A History of Ely 
Cathedral, ed. P.Meadows and N. Ramsay (Boydell:Woodbridge, 2003), 305-32 at 331 
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St Dunstan’s Chapel is also the location of the Ministry of Healing which 
takes place during communion every Sunday morning at the Sung 
Eucharist. Those who wish to receive prayer or the laying on of hands 
generally first receive communion or a blessing and then move to the 
Chapel for prayer with a priest and member of the Cathedral’s healing 
ministry team.  
 
The Cathedral’s FAC has supported the idea of glazing the Chapel to 
enhance its particular nature as a peaceful space. 
 
45. St George’s Chapel and St Edmund’s Chapel 
 
Both chapels are on the east side of the North Transept.  
 
St George’s Chapel is that of the Cambridgeshire Regiment and more 
latterly the Royal Anglian Regiment. It contains the memorial boards 
which open out on its North and South walls designed by Guy Dawber, a 
distinguished artist of the arts and crafts movement. It is generally used 
for celebration of the Eucharist only on St George’s Day and on other few 
occasions around that date connected with Regiment. There is no seating 
beyond two Glastonbury chairs and extra seating is used extended into 
the North Transept on those occasions. 
 
St Edmund’s Chapel is itself distinguished by well-preserved medieval 
wall paintings of his martyrdom which exist at high level. 
 
46. St Catherine’s Chapel 
 
 
This chapel opens off the SE corner of the south-west transept. The 
ruinous apsidal chapel was rebuilt by Professor Willis in 1849-50, with the 
fine patterned floor by Scott completing the restoration. The Scott font 
was originally placed directly west of it with a resulting sense of a 
baptistery.18 The Chapel has a very large and unwieldy marble altar, which 

                                                
18 Ibid,, 313; Kennedy, Font proposal (as above), §.5. 
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was added in 1896, on an inadequately sized plinth which makes it very 
difficult for use for celebration.  
 
It is a clear aspiration of the Chapter to convert it appropriately to be more 
flexible by the removal of altar and plinth and to give it a clearer focus as a 
Chapel with hangings in the niches worked by diocesan schools telling 
the story of St Etheldreda. A small portable wooden altar would go in its 
place with a wooden cross and dressed simply. There would be no fixed 
furniture.  It is, apart from anything else, the only chapel which could be 
used with any ease for worship in the round. It has also been used more 
recently as a place where Days of Intercession have been held.19 
 
The intention for the space is to be where children and families can use 
age appropriate materials to pray and for them to be provided with 
resources and information. This would not impede the Chapel’s use as a 
place of quiet and prayer for others. 
 
The planned moving of the Scott font to be in line with the Chapel’s west 
end is referred to above.  Plans for the removal of the altar and steps and 
other provisions to convert the Chapel which would include 
archaeological assessments etc. have been discussed by the Fabric 
Advisory Committee and will need the permission of the CFCE (Cathedrals 
Fabric Commission for England) to proceed. 
 
47. Transepts, Triforium, West Tower and Lantern 
 
There are several relatively ‘unexplored’ spaces in the building which are 
used somewhat liturgically.  All the spaces above ground level have been 
or are used during a Son et Lumière, and the Advent Procession. Singing 
from the Octagon angel doors and from the West Tower has happened 
during the Advent Processions. The Transepts are used for singing and 
movement during various processional services. The Triforium (as the 
gallery level is habitually known in Ely) above Bishop Northwold’s 
Presbytery has also been used during the singing of the Allegri Miserere 
on Ash Wednesday. There is scope for further development and 
refinement of this highly effective practice.  
                                                
19 A day of prayer for Syria was held in November 2013 and other pastoral needs for individuals 
have had their focus there. 
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The West Tower area is also distinguished by the labyrinth in the marble 
floor, which remains a continual fascination to visitors and pilgrims, and 
the massive Way of Life installation on the North wall of the Tower 
commissioned from Jonathan Clarke as one of the Cathedral’s Millennium 
projects in 2000.  
 
Singing from galleries in the Transepts during Tenebrae in Holy Week 
seems very likely to have taken place even in the Saxon Church. Galleries 
were present in the early Norman Church. The reason for their removal in 
the twelfth century remains unclear.20 
 
48. Nave Side aisles  
 
Consideration of what use might be made of Nave side aisles should 
affect any decisions about the location of the stored furniture on the west 
side of the North Transept and of the Cathedral shop which currently 
blocks the western end of the North Nave aisle (see discussion of new font 
above). At present furniture (mainly chairs) are stored behind screens in 
the North transept and the new Octagon altar and dais have been 
designed to fit in that space as well. 
 
49. South-West Transept  
 
The transept is used quasi-liturgically on Good Friday for a children’s 
activity of creating an Easter Garden which attracts considerable numbers. 
On Easter Day there is an activity for children of decorating a cross with 
flowers during the sermon which is then processed back to the Octagon 
space for display. 
 
Use of the building: processions of the whole assembly 
 
50. Processions of the entire assembly are already essential elements of 
the special liturgies for Advent and Epiphany (known as Processions not 
Carol Services for that very reason.) Processions are also used at 
Candlemas from the Lady Chapel into the main body of the Cathedral to 
                                                
20 Jane Kennedy, ‘The creation of liturgical space at Ely Cathedral in 2013: possibilities’ in 
Ecclesiology Today, 47 & 48, July 2013, 45-74 at 51-52 
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gather round the Octagon space. The procession by the whole assembly 
to the font at Confirmations can help underline the relationship between 
Font, Altar and the on-going life of discipleship very memorably.  
 
51. Current use of processions consciously builds on the pre-Reformation 
liturgical life of the Cathedral and monastery. There is particular use made 
of the Galilee porch by the choir on Palm Sunday during the procession as 
the congregation passes through the West Door. The processions around 
the Cathedral at the two Etheldreda feasts (in June and the Feast of the 
Translation in October) have some intended echo within them of the 
pilgrim tradition to the Shrine.21 
 
52. Despite the above, outdoor processions are few in number and might 
be multiplied and increased in length and complexity. There are many 
historical antecedents for this: processions to the domestic buildings of 
the monastery at the beginning of the Candlemas liturgy and processions 
around the precinct on the feast of the Exaltation of the Cross (15th 
September). Jane Kennedy’s idea of recovering the practice of processions 
around the cloister as would have been the case on feast days - by 
retracing its line – is particularly suggestive. This underlines a rich 
rediscovery of the gathering and movement of the liturgical assembly in 
the work of writers like Richard Giles and David Stancliffe.22  
 
53. Ely has the opportunity of space to make sense of many of the rites of 
the Church and to use that space innovatively within the context of the 
liturgy. There are clear implications for the visual expression of the 
relationship between the common mandate for ministry in Christ’s name 
that all Christians receive at their baptism. 
 
54. ‘[A]ppreciating the vertical and horizontal dimensions of participating in 
Communion (that we are bonded with one another as we commune with Christ) 
ought to lead people to the recognition that the Eucharist is an anticipatory sign of the 

                                                
21 The Order of St Etheldreda created in the mid-1980s to help resource the Cathedral’s needs, 
has particularly valued this procession. 
22 Jane Kennedy, ‘The creation of liturgical space’, 55-56 
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coming kingdom of God’s justice and peace and therefore to the daily living out of the 
justice and peace that witness to that kingdom.’23 
 
The commitment to the outworking of our faith is one given expression 
by the many different activities in which members of the Cathedral’s 
congregation take part e.g. in the Ministry of Healing referred to above 
whose team was licensed in March 2019, an environmental group 
working towards our accreditation as Eco-Cathedral  in an Amnesty Prayer 
Group, Fairtrade and so on. 
 
In conclusion 
 
55.  How awesome is this place: this is none other than the House of God 
and this is the gateway of heaven (Genesis 28.17) 
 
Jacob’s exclamation on seeing the angels ascending and descending are 
amongst those which have been most reflected on and prayed and sung 
over in the Cathedral in recent years.24 But the words have lost neither 
resonance nor power through familiarity. Chapter seeks to be faithful to 
the tradition it has inherited that the Cathedral is a gateway for regular 
and occasional worshipper, visitor and pilgrim; to inhabit the role of 
Mother Church of the diocese in an affirming and positive way and 
providing an example of excellence in worship.  
 

                                                
23 John Baldovin, ‘Pastoral Liturgical Reflections on the Study’, in The Awakening Church: 25 
Years of Liturgical Renewal, ed. Lawrence J. Madden (Liturgical Press: Collegeville, MN, 1992), 
98-114 at 106 
24 viz. The Gateway of Heaven, 1994 anthem for the dedication of the Prior’s Door by Paul 
Trepte, Director of Music, Ely Cathedral.  
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The Liturgical Plan: on-going challenges and practical propositions 
 

1. Recent achievements 
 

• Octagon dais and altar 
 

• Missional services 
 

2. Under active planning 
 

• Moving of the Scott Font west of St Catherine’s 
 

• St Catherine’s Chapel project.   
 
3. Desired activity 

 
• Glazing St Dunstan’s Chapel. 

 
4. Possible activity 
 

• Development of the Shrine of St Etheldreda 
• Sound system in Lady Chapel renewed 

 
5. Ongoing challenges 

 
• Role and number of children participating in liturgy 

 
• Resourcing our music.  

 
• Clearing the transepts and removing as many visual impediments 

to liturgical and aesthetic appreciation of the Cathedral is a 
continuing challenge.  
 
6. In need of benefaction 

 
• A newly designed Font towards the West end of the Nave 

 


