
The Priory Church of St Mary and St Hardulph, Breedon on the Hill 

One church, two monasteries, two thousand years of history 
People have lived and worshipped on this hill for over two thousand years. Encircled by the remains of an Iron 
Age hillfort, it became an important monastery for the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Mercia from the 8th century, if 
not earlier. Whilst there is no sign of this building on the ground, inside the church is one of the finest 
collections of Anglo-Saxon sculpture in the country, with mythical beasts and figures inspired by art from as far 
away as Turkey.  
 
The site was reoccupied in the 12th century by Augustinian canons (monks who were also ordained as priests), 
who rebuilt the church and extended it to the west - see if you can see the blocked-in doorway to the old parish 
church at the end of the tower! Following the Reformation, the north aisle of the church became the burial site 
for the Shirley family, whose tombs were carved in Burton on Trent from alabaster quarried at Chellaston, near 
Derby. In 1627, Henry Shirley commemorated his marriage to the Dorothy Devereaux, daughter of the 
executed Earl of Essex, with a magnificent pew. Housed in the same aisle, it not only demonstrated the status 
of himself and his bride but was also the perfect place for a Catholic couple to hide away from the gaze of the 
Anglican preacher!   

 

A saint’s resting place? 

Dating to the late 8th/early 9th centuries, these panels 
may be the tomb of a saint, possibly Hardulph himself. 
They would originally have been painted and may have 
also had gems inserted for eyes. 

A husband’s sorrow 

The most impressive Shirley tomb was erected in 1598 
following the death of Frances Shirley in childbirth. All of 
her children are depicted on the monument, those in a 
cradle unfortunately died as babies.  

An 18th-century murder 

In 1760, John Johnson was shot and killed by his 
master, Earl Ferrers, who was hung for the crime. This 
may have averted a French Revolution in England as 
the law could be seen as applying equally to all. 

https://breedonprioryheritage.wordpress.com 


