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5.1 What makes the centre of Oxford special?
Few places in the world can claim so much outstanding architecture and 
townscape in such a concentrated space as the historic centre of Oxford. One of 
the masterpieces of European architectural heritage, it is also a major regional 
commercial centre and one of the most celebrated and loved places in Britain: its 
history, its architecture, its townscape and its flood plains combine in glorious, 
often spectacular fashion.

The causes of this brilliance are many and complex. Preserving and better still 
enhancing the conservation area requires that the subtle fusion of many factors is 
understood and applied: 

Contrasts and continuity. Oxford city centre is a townscape of harmonious 
contrast and notable historical continuity: of private colleges and Saxon streets, 
education and commerce, medieval and modern, golden limestone and brightly 
painted render, monumental institutional buildings cheek by jowl with picturesque 
town houses, broad green space and intimate streets, thronging thoroughfares 
and tranquil passages. These contrasts create juxtapositions that are of exceptional 
picturesque quality and express the richness and diversity of the city’s history 
and its economy. Continuity of function and layout are a direct lineage through 
hundreds of years of history.

Land ownership. Long-term institutional ownership makes Oxford’s townscape 
distinctive. It has endowed the city with architecture of international importance 
– worthy of a capital city as Geoffrey Tyack says – of which an exceptionally and 
unusually high proportion is pre-Victorian. The colleges have created an urban 
form that defines much of the conservation area: private precincts planned around 
quadrangles and enclosed within a defensive perimeter. Within these enclosures 
are the city’s many lawns and gardens, which also preserve Oxford’s medieval 
archaeology beneath them.

Fig. 9: Saxon Tower of St Michael at the North Gate, Cornmarket Street
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Streets and plots. The city centre preserves to a remarkable degree the largely 
regular street layout of the Saxon burh, founded over a thousand years ago. 
Fronting these are narrow Norman tenement plots, some amalgamated to form 
colleges. A legacy of this  history is a paucity of public spaces and of buildings 
hard up against the pavement, and of a texture in the streetscape, backlands and 
roofscape that is aesthetically rich and historically resonant. 

County town. Centuries before Oxford became a seat of learning it was a regional 
centre of commerce, administration and justice. These functions continue to define 
the character and appearance of large parts of the conservation area: the Castle, the 
law courts, police headquarters, county and city government, the retail core and its 
markets.

Layers and details. A thousand years of human occupation has left traces 
throughout the conservation area, which have built up in rich layers to create a 
townscape of subtle complexity bearing witness to past lives and events. From city 
walls to kerb stones, details large and small contribute to a unique sense of place.

Water. Oxford exists because of its river crossings. The Thames and the Cherwell 
have sustained Oxford’s economy and been its playground. Together with the 
Oxford Canal they stimulated the industrial and commercial life of the city. The 
different characters of the Thames, the Cherwell and the Castle Mill Stream and 
Canal give each of the east, south and west edges of the conservation area a 
distinctive identity. 

Fig. 10: View north towards Magdalen Bridge from the Botanic Gardens
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Green Oxford. Oxford is a green city. The core contains an exceptional amount 
of green space. The flood plains of the Cherwell and the Thames encircle the city 
centre, a bucolic foil to its architectural splendours and a wonderful public resource. 
College lawns and gardens are glimpsed throughout its streets but remain private. 
The glorious relationship between greenery and buildings is fundamental to the 
conservation area’s unique character.

Setting and skyline. From surrounding hills, the views of Oxford’s dreaming spires 
rising above the trees and meadows form one of the most famous images of any 
town or city in Britain. They celebrate the exceptional quality of the skyline, perhaps 
the most animated, joyful and architecturally rich roofscape in the country. This 
skyline and its green setting are precious and treasured.

A humane city. Oxford is famed for its human achievement. The diversity and 
vitality of human activity in its streets and buildings is fundamental to its special 
character. The best of its architecture, landscape and townscape inspire people to 
live, work and study. It is a city that is stimulating and enjoyable to walk through 
and to dwell in.  

Fig. 11: Tranquil path along Castle Mill Stream from Swan Bridge
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5.2 Themes
To further understand what makes the centre of Oxford so special and so 
distinctive, its character is explored here as an expended series of themes, grouped 
under the headings set out above. 

These themes will form the foundation for the management guidance and design 
advice that will be set out in the final version of the document.

5.2.1 Contrasts and continuity
Oxford city centre is a townscape of harmonious contrast and notable historical 
continuity.

Theme 1: contrasts
•	 Oxford city centre is a place of harmonious contrast. 

•	 These contrasts define its character and create the richness and texture that is 
fundamental to its distinctiveness: commerce and education; administration 
and retail; vernacular buildings and monumental architecture; green swathes 
and dense streets; limestone ashlar and painted render; spires and rooftops; 
tranquil river banks and streets heaving with humanity; busy shopping areas 
and quiet back streets. The list is long and varied.

•	 The juxtaposition of these contrasts is frequently what makes the streetscapes 
distinctive. For example, the monumental architecture of the colleges 
interwoven with the vernacular residential and retail architecture on narrow 
medieval plots.

Fig. 12: Contrasts - commerce and education along Turl Street
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This drawing incorporates information from the Ordnance Survey which is © Crown Copyright, supplied by Oxford City Council. 
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5.2.2 Layers and details 
A thousand years of human occupation has left traces throughout the conservation 
area, which have built up in rich layers to create a townscape of subtle complexity 
bearing witness to past lives and events. 

Theme 2: variety and layering
•	 The conservation area is exceptional varied. Some historic urban places are 

significant because they are uniform and regular. Oxford’s historic core is 
distinctive and exceptional partly because of the variety of architectural 
expression and form, and of space and street.

•	 This reflects its rich history and the underlying geography of the site.

•	 This richness is frequently expressed by historical layers of detail and fragments 
in places and buildings: fabric, fittings, streetscape, materials, names, historical 
associations. 

•	 These often fragile and sometimes unnoticed details create a subtle but rich 
historical texture bearing witness to past lives and events and contributes to the 
unique sense of place.

•	 This layering is vulnerable to damage or replacement, perhaps without an 
understanding of their significance. 

Fig. 13: Variety - south side of Broad Street with tower

Fig. 14: Bath Place off Holywell Street with view of All Souls in the background
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5.2.3 Land ownership
Long-term institutional ownership makes Oxford’s townscape distinctive. 

Theme 3: land ownership
•	 Oxford city centre is unusual because of the extent and the influence of long-

term institutional ownership.

•	 Continuity of ownership and function has preserved an exceptionally high 
proportion of pre-1800 buildings.

•	 Long-term ownership is not confined to college and University precincts: most 
of the city centre is owned by a small number of colleges and trusts, ensuring 
continuity in their use and management, and a long-term interest in the 
function and success. 

Image to follow

Image to follow
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Theme 4: education
•	 The University of Oxford and its colleges are what make the conservation area 

distinctively different from other regional towns and cities.

•	 They endow it with architecture of international importance, generate an 
idiosyncratic type of planning (see theme 5), preserve ancient buildings and 
archaeology, and create a unique pattern and rhythm of human activity and 
interaction.

Fig. 15: Education
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Fig. 16: Education
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Theme 5: colleges and quadrangles
The colleges of the University developed an urban form in the middle ages which 
generates many of the most distinctive and famous characteristics of the city:

•	 Private precincts planned around quadrangles and enclosed within a defensive 
perimeter.

•	 The defensive perimeter and the quadrangular plan define large areas of the 
conservation area.

•	 Three broad groupings can be identified within the conservation area:

•	 Colleges founded within the walled medieval city, which are densely planned 
and inward looking (building complexes with gardens).

•	 Colleges founded outside the medieval walls, with much larger grounds and 
open aspect (buildings set in grounds).

•	 More recent colleges inserted into the expanded city, compact and often inward 
looking.

Fig. 17: Brasenose College Old Quad looking towards the Radcliffe Camera

Fig. 18: High perimeter walls of Pembroke College along Brewer Street
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Theme 6: religion 
•	 Dozens of consecrated places of worship are located across the conservation 

area, at a density that is exceptional since the Reformation. 

•	 Aside from the college chapels, there is a cathedral, non-conformist chapels, 
catholic churches and a Quaker meeting house, and denomination permanent 
private halls of the University. 

•	 The past influence of religion in shaping Oxford was profound, though not 
always understood today: wealthy abbeys and other religious houses occupied 
an enormous area, mostly in a crescent west of the walled town.

•	 The footprint of these complexes shaped later development and street layouts, 
leaving traces as grand Christ Church Cathedral and as discrete as sections of 
wall.

Fig. 19: Religion - St Peter-in-the-East

Fig. 20: Religion - Church of St Mary the Virgin
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Theme 7: association
•	 Oxford city centre, its colleges and University are associated with the lives and 

achievements of an extraordinary number of exceptional figures. 

•	 These associations are a major component of the historical interest of the 
conservation area.

Fig. 21: William Ewart Gladstone

Fig. 23: Christopher Wren Fig. 24: Thomas Cranmer

Fig. 22: Lewis Carroll
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5.2.4 Streets and plots
The city centre preserves to a remarkable degree the largely regular street layout 
of the Saxon burh, founded over a thousand years ago. Fronting these are narrow 
Norman tenement plots, some amalgamated to form colleges. 

Theme 8: street layout of the Saxon burh
•	 The city centre preserves to a remarkable degree the largely regular street 

layout of the Saxon burh, founded over a thousand years ago.

•	 This historical continuity and resonance is of fundamental historical interest.

Fig. 25: Streets and plots - historic granite setts along the Norman route of Bulwarks Lane

Fig. 26: Streets and plots - Turl Street looking towards the High Street
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Theme 9: public space
•	 One legacy of the plan of the Saxon burh is the paucity of public spaces. The city 

centre has no formal civic square or ancient market place.

•	 However, Broad Street has many of the characteristics of a major public space, 
in its form, its public architecture and the tradition of public assembly and 
demonstration.

•	 St Giles’ is another exceptional public space: its form is very unusual and 
impressive, and relates to hosting St Giles’ Fair since the middle ages.

Fig. 27: Broad Street looking east towards the Sheldonian Theatre

Fig. 28: Public space - St Giles' Fair, view of St Giles' looking north (Oxford Today)
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Theme 10: medieval plots
•	 Narrow Norman tenement plots survive in many streets in the historic core, 

where they have not been amalgamated to form colleges and to a lesser extent 
large retail buildings.

•	 This survival is of substantial historical importance and has a profound impact 
on the character and appearance of the conservation area, creating a building 
line hard up against the pavement, narrow frontages and a texture in the 
streetscape, backlands and roofscape that is aesthetically rich and historically 
resonant.

•	 The survival of tenement plots is fragile if there is pressure to merge plots and 
demolish boundary walls.

Fig. 29: Medieval plots - High Street

Fig. 30: Medieval plots - St Giles' west sideFig. 31: Medieval plots - St Giles' west side
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5.2.5 County town
Centuries before Oxford became a seat of learning it was a regional centre of 
commerce, administration and justice.

Theme 11: living
•	 The central core is an inhabited place, and has been since its foundation. 

That people live in the conservation area – either as residents or students – is 
fundamental to its character, though the density varies from zone to zone. 

•	 Depopulation of historically residential streets would be a significant change of 
historic character.

Fig. 32: Living - houses by the Isis by the Oxford Architects' Partnership, 1970-80s

Fig. 33: Living - Victorian houses along Walton Street
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Theme 12: commerce and retail
•	 Oxford was established at a Thames crossing point on the boundary between 

two Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and likely developed an early role as a trading 
centre. 

•	 Commerce has therefore defined activity and urban and architectural design in 
the city centre since its foundation and remains a defining characteristic.

•	 It has always been a major regional retail centre and this defines the character of 
the central streets.

•	 Industry has been an element of the economy of the city since its foundation. 
Until the twentieth century, the Castle Mill Stream and the Thames were 
the focus of this activity (as a source of power, a raw material and means of 
transportation). 

•	 Where buildings, infrastructure and fragments of this survive they are therefore 
historically significant and contribute fundamentally to the distinctive character 
of the western edge of the conservation area.

Fig. 34: Commerce and retail - Friar's entry

Fig. 35: Commerce and retail - new Westgate Centre
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Theme 13: civic administration
•	 Oxford has been a regional centre of administration and justice for over a 

thousand years.

•	 These functions define the character and appearance of large parts of the 
conservation area: the Castle, the law courts, police headquarters, county and 
city government, the retail core and its markets.

•	 These functions help to define distinctively different zones within the 
conservation area, in the south and west, with a different street character, urban 
form and architecture.

Fig. 36: Civic administration - County Hall (1841) by the Oxford Castle complex

Fig. 37: Civic administration - Police Station, St Aldate's
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Fig. 38: View south from Carfax along St Aldate's with Oxford Town Hall to the left
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Theme 14: defence
•	 Oxford was a defended city. The line of the Saxon and then Norman 

fortifications defines the shape of the core of the conservation area, and its 
fabric survives in a number of locations. 

•	 This is significant both historically and because of its continued influence on the 
layout and uses of the city centre.

•	 Oxford had one of the most extensive and complete system of Civil War 
fortifications. Although only traces of this are still visible , the buried 
archaeology of earthworks and structures and their operation and inhabitation 
are of national importance.

Fig. 39: Defence - City Wall in New College
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5.2.6 Layers and details 
A thousand years of human occupation has left traces throughout the conservation 
area, which have built up in rich layers to create a townscape of subtle complexity 
bearing witness to past lives and events. 

Theme 15: archaeology
•	 The archaeology of the city centre is of national importance.

•	 There is evidence for all phases of human activity since the last Ice Age.

•	 The continuity of the colleges ensure an exceptional survival of evidence of the 
Saxon and medieval towns beneath the quadrangles and gardens. 

•	 The potential of this archaeology is all the greater for the quality of medieval 
documentary archives.

Draft v3.0
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Theme 16: materials
A number of materials are strongly associated with the historic core and do much 
to define its appearance:

•	 Limestone. Wheatley and Headington Limestone was the locally quarried stone 
that was to face many of the college and University buildings in the middle 
ages and following centuries. Since the eighteenth century other limestone of 
a similar appearance have largely replaced Headington because of the rate at 
which it wears and because the quarries were exhausted.

•	 Painted render. The delightful colours of rendered domestic buildings are part 
of the image of the city, and help to create highly picturesque streetscapes, such 
as Holywell Street.  The use of many colours is a relatively modern development.

•	 Brick. From the eighteenth century, red brick was used commonly for domestic 
and commercial buildings. This was a local fired brick with a warm red hue. In 
the nineteenth century pale biscuit and yellow bricks found favour for similar 
uses. 

•	 In the later twentieth century a hard brown brick emerged across the country as 
a favoured material. Its tone and machined texture have not proved a success in 
the Oxford townscape.

•	 Quality of materials and craftsmanship. The overall quality of materials used 
and the workmanship with which they were employed is exceptional and 
contributes strongly to the character and appearance of the conservation area. 

Fig. 40: Materials - limestone of Corpus Christi College, Oriel College and Merton College

Fig. 41: Materials - Stone and painted render in Holywell Street
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Theme 17: architectural details
•	 The wealth, variety and quality of architectural detail in the conservation area 

creates delight and texture, which animates many buildings and streets.

Fig. 42: Carving on dormer of Magdalen College, High Street

Fig. 43: Architectural details - Polychromatic brickwork on Keble College
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Theme 18: a service economy
•	 According to the 1851 Census, more than 27% of the total employed population 

were engaged in domestic service and allied occupations, such as inn servants 
or washerwomen, compared with an average for England and Wales of 13 per 
cent.

•	 The architectural expression of this service culture was the steady 
redevelopment of service wings and the fragmentary survival of brick built 
simple housing in the later 19th and early 20th century. 

•	 These utilitarian rear extensions or brick built town houses capture the flavour 
of Victorian Oxford but are vulnerable to change.

Fig. 44: Launch of lifeboat from Salter's boatyard, 1900 (Oxford's Working Past p.27)

Fig. 45: Packing room at Frank Cooper’s Marmalade Factory c.1905 (Oxford’s 
Working Past p.11)
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Theme 19: postwar architecture
•	 Oxford city centre is rich in postwar architecture. It may have more listed 

postwar buildings than any area of comparable size.

•	 These designations are heavily weighted towards the colleges, reflecting the 
marked difference in quality between buildings commissioned for education 
and those built by public bodies and for commercial and retail use.

•	 Many aspects of Modern Architecture and planning are at odds with the historic 
characteristics of Oxford’s urban form and its architectural traditions. The best 
examples of postwar architecture respond positively to this context, rather than 
ignoring it.

Fig. 46: Post-war architecture - The Clarendon Centre, Queen Street

Fig. 47: Post-war architecture - Worcester College, Sainsbury Building, 1983
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5.2.7 Water
Oxford exists because of its river crossings. The Thames and the Cherwell have 
sustained Oxford’s economy and been its playground. Together with the Oxford 
Canal they stimulated the industrial and commercial life of the city. 

Theme 20: topography and geology
•	 The location and shape of the historic core is defined by the topography and 

geology of the Thames valley.

•	 The Saxon burh was set out on the gravel terraces above the water meadows, in 
the peninsular between the two rivers. 

•	 The extent of development today is still defined by these terraces. Overlaying 
geology and streets plans shows that very few buildings have been built on the 
flood plain (notably St Catherine’s College and the former industrial zone along 
the Castle Mill Stream).

•	 The famed setting of the city centre, and views of it, is formed by the low hills 
rising up on either side of the river valley, which creates a gentle bowl.

Fig. 48: Topography - gently rising hills frame Oxford
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Theme 21: rivers
•	 Oxford exists because of the River Thames and the River Cherwell: it was 

founded as a crossing point across the Thames, at the confluence of the two 
rivers.

•	 They have sustained Oxford’s economy and been its playground. Together with 
the Oxford Canal they stimulated the industrial and commercial life of the city. 

•	 The different characters of the Thames, the Cherwell and the Castle Mill Stream 
and Canal give each of the east, south and west edges of the conservation area 
a distinctive identity.

Fig. 49: Rivers - punting on the river Cherwell by the Botanic Gardens

Fig. 50: Rivers - the Isis by Folly Bridge
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5.2.8 Green Oxford
Oxford is a green city. The core contains an exceptional amount of green space. 

Theme 22: green space
•	 Oxford is a green city. The core contains an exceptional amount of green space: 

more than 40% of the conservation area is designated as Green Belt.

•	 The glorious marriage of greenery and buildings is fundamental to the unique 
and special character of the conservation area and the colleges.

•	 The flood plains of the Cherwell and the Thames encircle the city centre, a 
pastoral foil to its architectural splendours and a cherished public resource. 

•	 There are numerous college lawns and gardens, often places of exceptional 
quality. 

•	 The gardens are glimpsed throughout the city streets. These contributions are 
of great importance to the streetscape, which is otherwise largely devoid of 
greenery. 

•	 The gardens are private and access is limited, so public appreciation of this 
significant aspect of green space is restricted. Nevertheless, college gardens 
are fundamental to the unique character of the conservation area and its 
townscape, whether or not they can be seen or visited.

Fig. 51: Green space - Oxford canal

Fig. 52: Green space - St Giles' churchyard
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5.2.9 A humane city
The best of Oxford’s architecture, landscape and townscape inspire people to live, 
work and study. It is a city that is stimulating and enjoyable to walk through and to 
dwell in.  

Theme 23: community
•	 Oxford city centre has a strong sense of community, derived from the affection 

in which it is held by the city’s residents, and the strength of its cultural and 
social life.

•	 This is expressed in the spirit of the place, and the function of buildings and 
places.

•	 It is subject to seasonal changes, most notably when the historic fair of St Giles 
shifts the centre of gravity north in September.

Fig. 53: Community - Cornmarket

Draft v3.0
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Theme 24: tranquillity and sound
•	 For a city centre, the proportion of the conservation area that is quiet and 

shielded from traffic is remarkable. 

•	 Against this backdrop, the colleges create a distinctive and beautiful 
soundscape of bells, clock chimes and the muffled music of organs and choirs.

•	 Tranquillity and sanctuary are intrinsic aspects of the character of colleges and 
much of the publicly accessible greenspace.

•	 This tranquillity is cherished but fragile. 

Fig. 54: Tranquillity - Grove Walk by Corpus Christi College

Fig. 55: Tranquillity - Lower Fisher Row by the Castle Mill Stream

Draft v3.0
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Theme 25: fame and celebration
•	 Oxford is internationally famed and locally loved. 

•	 It has been the subject of and setting for countless works of art and literature. 
The townscape, landscape, architecture, culture and sense of place celebrated 
in these ways is still recognizable because of the exceptional degree of 
preservation and continuity in the conservation area.

•	 The fame of the University and its exceptional architecture and landscapes 
draws over 6 million visitors a year from across the globe. 

•	 This fame is a source of economic prosperity and cultural richness, but the sheer 
number of visitors on the central streets is threat to the quality of experience 
and the sense of place, and could unbalance the functional use of the centre.

Fig. 56: Cornmarket Street as seen from Magdalen Street

Fig. 57: View east along High Street

Draft v3.0
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5.2.10 Setting and skyline
From surrounding hills, the views of Oxford’s dreaming spires rising above the trees 
and meadows form one of the most famous images of any town or city in Britain. 

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks
•	 The roofscape and skyline of the conservation area is perhaps the most 

animated, joyful and architecturally rich roofscape in the country. It is also 
precious and fragile, and easily eroded.

•	 It consists of a harmonious combination of the accents created by the famous 
landmarks, many designed to have a brilliant architectural effect on the skyline, 
and the rich backcloth of historic roofs, whose pitches, parapets, pinnacles, 
turrets and chimneystacks create a rich and picturesque texture.

•	 The complementary palette of materials, the narrow roofs (because of medieval 
tenement plots and quadrangular buildings), and the gentle range of building 
heights (mostly two – four storeys) are fundamental to this richness.

•	 Horizontals (e.g. parapets) and above all the variety and rhythm of vertical 
accents (e.g. chimneystacks and pinnacles) define the distinctive character and 
vibrancy of the historic roofscape.

•	 There are subtle variations in the building heights of different streets, and 
these differences are important in distinguishing the different historical and 
townscape character of different parts of the conservation area. 

•	 For example, residential streets are two-three storeys, whereas the primary 
commercial streets are four and sometimes five storeys. 

•	 Postwar development has not contributed positively to this roofscape where 
roofs consist of large flat planes, modulated on a large scale or not all, and 
without vertical accent or detail.  

•	 Roof plant, extract flues, etc., associated with modern heating and ventilation 
systems also detract from the skyline by their number, location, prominence 
and colour. 

Fig. 58: Radcliffe Camera, Bodleian Library and All Souls College

Fig. 59: View from Christ Church Meadows

Draft v3.0

5.0  What is special about the conservation area?



90Oxford Central (City & University) Conservation Area Technical Advice Note

Key

This drawing incorporates information from the Ordnance Survey which is © Crown Copyright, supplied by Oxford City Council. 

N

Oxford Central 
Conservation Area

0m

5m

10m 

15m

20m

Flat roofs

Elevated panorama

View end point

Visible from

Landmarks

rOOFsCApe

Draft v3.0

5.0  What is special about the conservation area?



91Oxford Central (City & University) Conservation Area Technical Advice Note

Theme 27: views in the conservation area
•	 The conservation area is exceptionally rich in views, so much so that it is not 

possible to identify all of the views that contribute to the experience and 
enjoyment of the city centre.

•	 It is possible, however, to identity types of views (examples of which are 
illustrated here):

 - Unfolding views: most famously, the curving topography of High Street 
creates a continuous sequence of unfolding views of streetscape and 
landmarks such as All Saints Church and the University Church. This is one of 
the finest and most thrilling townscape experiences in Europe.

 - Glimpsed views: of landmarks, for example, from Broad Street southwards 
down Turl Street to the spire of All Saints Church, or the Radcliffe Camera 
from the High Street; charming glimpses down alleys and side streets and 
into colleges, especially along the High Street.

 - Vistas to focal points: for example, Tom Tower is the focal point of the 
north-south axis of Oxford, clearly visible for the length of Cornmarket Street 
and St Aldate’s.

 - Designed views: there are remarkably few designed views, but they 
include the Observatory views along Beaumont Street, views of Clarendon 
Building and the Sheldonian Theatre created by demolishing houses in the 
middle of Broad Street, and the panorama from the motte of the Castle (for 
surveillance and defence).

 - Public viewing panoramas: from which the viewer can experience and 
appreciate the historical form and architectural character of central Oxford, 
and its relationship to its landscape setting. Six have been identified: Carfax 
Tower (Church of St Martin), the Saxon tower of St Michael at the North 
Gate, St George’s Tower, the Castle Motte, the University Church (of St Mary 
the Virgin) and the cupola of the Sheldonian Theatre. Of these, only the 
Sheldonian was a view designed for enjoyment and pleasure.

Fig. 60: Views - Cornmarket looking towards Tom Tower from St Michael's Church

Draft v3.0
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Fig. 61: Views - Tom Tower from Pembroke SquareFig. 62: View to Nuffield College

Draft v3.0
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 - Views across the flood plain: to the city centre are amongst the most 
famous in the city, panoramas which are part of the very image of the city; 
in particular, the view across Christ Church Meadows. These views illustrate 
the original siting of the city on dry ground adjacent to an early river crossing 
point. Because the historic core is otherwise so dense, these views are the 
only ground level panoramas in the conservation area. 

 - Views from and along the rivers: both from river crossings and from 
boats and punts are highly significant because of the historical importance 
of the rivers to the foundation of the city and for movement and trade, 
and because of the way topography and landscape can be understood, 
experienced, and above all enjoyed.

 - Views out of the conservation area: on the eastern edge are screened by 
a band of mature trees along the Cherwell. This screening provides a strong 
sense of seclusion: from a distance, east Oxford is entirely hidden by trees 
and vegetation, so the water meadows areas feel very rural despite being 
surrounded by the city. 

Fig. 63: Views - Walton Street looking north with view of the Observatory

Draft v3.0
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Theme 28: setting of the conservation area
•	 From surrounding hills, the views of Oxford’s dreaming spires rising above the 

trees and meadows form one of the most famous images of any town or city in 
Britain. 

•	 The aesthetic, historical and communal value of these views is exceptionally 
important and form part of the core interest of the conservation area.

•	 The immediate setting of the conservation area is important for preserving its 
skyline and roofscape:

 - To the north east: the science faculties of the University –substantial 
twentieth-century buildings – and beyond that the affluent Victorian villas of 
leafy North Oxford.

 - To the east: Headington, partly hidden by the treeline of the Cherwell valley, 
and rising up towards South Park and Headington Hill. 

 - To the south east: the compact mostly Victorian terraced streets branching 
off the Iffley and Cowley Roads, rising up gently towards Cowley.

 - To the south: a sliver of Victorian and Edwardian development in Hinksey, in 
the flat landscape beside the Thames and along the railway line to Didcot.

 - To the west and south west: Osney Island, industrial, commercial and 
residential development spurred by the arrival of the railway in the 1840s, 
and beyond that the landscape rising to Boars Hill and Botley.

 - To the north east: the dense little terraced streets of Jericho, and beyond, 
Port Meadow and the Thames valley.

Fig. 64: View west from Magdalen Bridge, an historic approach to the centre of Oxford

Draft v3.0
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8.1 Detailed assessment and analysis of the conservation 
area
The advice set out in the Part 1 is derived from detailed fieldwork and analysis. This 
is will be presented at two scales: character zones and streets. 

8.1.1 Character zones
Seven thematic character zones are the basis of analysis. The zones are shown and 
described in the map on the following page. Each zone is analysed by: its history; 
urban form; streets, places and green space; roofscape and views; and, architecture 
and archaeology. An assessment of threats and opportunities will be added in the 
second phase of the project.

8.1.2 Street directory 
Another addition in the second phase of the project will be an A-Z directory of 
streets, repackaging the character analysis and information street by street for ease 
of reference. Information and comments provided during public consultation will 
help to inform these ‘street sheets’. A full list of the streets and the principle green 
spaces in the conservation area is given opposite.

i Streets

Abingdon Road Little Claredon Street Red lion Square

Alfred Street Littlegate street Rose Lane 

Bear Lane Longwall Street Rose Place 

Beaumont buildings Magdalen Street Savile Road

Beaumont Lane Magpie Lane Ship Lake close 

Beaumont Street Manor Place Shoe Lane 

Blackhall Road Manor Road South Parks Road

Blue Boar Street Mansfield Road St Aldate’s

Bonn Square Market Street St Cross Road

Brasenose Lane Merton Street St Ebbes Street

Brewer Street Museum Road St Giles

Broad Street New Inn Hall Street St John Street

Brook Street New Road St Michael’s Street

Cambridge Terrace Oriel Street St Thomas’ Street

Castle Street Paradise Square Thames Street

Catte Street Paradise Street Tidmarsh Lane

Cornmarket Street Park End Street Turl Street

Cromwell Street Parks Road Upper Fisher Row 

Floyd’s Row Pembroke Square Walton Lane

George Street Pembroke Street Walton Street

George Street Mews Pusey Lane Wellington Place

High Street Pusey Street Wellington Square

Holywell Street Queen Street Worcester Place

Jowett Walk Queens Lane Worcester Street

Kybald Street Radcliffe Square

Green spaces

Christ Church Meadow Mesopotamia Walk Oxford University Parks

Dead Man’s Walk Oxford Canal

Draft v3.0
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This drawing incorporates information from the Ordnance Survey which is © Crown Copyright, supplied by Oxford City Council. 

N

Key

ChArACter zOnes

Oxford Central Conservation Area

Principal streets:
The principle north-south and east-west movement 
routes reflect the gates in the Medieval walls, which – 
despite pedestrianisation of the Cornmarket and Queen 
Street – still funnel traffic into the historic core at Carfax, 
at great cost to the Conservation Area.  Broad Street is 
equally historic and important in today’s city.

Medieval town:
Set within the walls, dominated by the castle and bisected 
by the High Street/Queen Street and Cornmarket/
St Aldate’s, a tight grid of Medieval streets, with 
characteristically long, narrow plots.  Marred by areas of 
postwar redevelopment, notably the Westgate Centre.

Colleges:
Of many dates, but sharing the characteristics of formal 
planning around a quad, grand architecture, spacious 
grounds and isolation from the surrounding city.

University:
Grand, formal buildings (the Sheldonian, Bodleian, 
Ashmolean, University Museums) usually in grand, formal 
settings.  Places for the displays of university life and 
rituals, as well as study.

Nineteenth century residential quarter:
Terraced housing developed from the early nineteenth 
century, including Oxford’s only uniform Georgian 
terraces and its sole residential square. 

Western fringe:
An industrial quarter of the City since the Middle Ages, 
along the Castle Mill Stream, the Thames and the Oxford 
Canal. Large areas have been redeveloped since 1945.

Flood plain:
Historic meadows which still fulfil a vital function in the 
City’s flood defences, provide a clearly defined edge 
for Oxford, a place for recreation and relaxation and a 
picturesque foreground for views from east and south.

Draft v3.0
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•	 These uses create characteristic and picturesque architectural variety: narrow 
commercial and domestic buildings that correspond in scale to the medieval 
plot divisions, frequently in painted render and with active frontages, which 
contrast with larger, grander and mostly impermeable institutional buildings 
made of ashlar stone. 

•	 The High Street in particular has long been famed and admired for its 
exceptional architectural and townscape beauty. Sir Nikolaus Pevsner 
concluded: ‘The High Street is one of the world’s great streets. It has everything.’

•	 Character changes correspond closely to the line of Oxford’s former medieval 
walls. Beyond the line of the walls there is frequently an enlargement of plot 
size which reflect the former presence of medieval monastic communities and 
colonisation by colleges in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.  

The principal aspects of the zone that harm character and appearance are:

•	 Because these streets form the commercial, transport and visitor backbone of 
Oxford, they are subject to intensive use. This leads to:

 - Saturation of pedestrians and vehicles in pinch locations is degrading their 
character and appreciation of their architecture and often outstanding 
townscape. 

i Notes for use:
•	 This character zone is confined to the streets and façades that enclose 

them. See adjoining character zones for the plot and buildings behind 
them (refer to character zone map). 

•	 The eastern extremity of the High Street and southern end of St 
Aldate’s have markedly different characters and are located in different 
character zones: see the character zone map for details. 

9.1 Overview of character and significance
This character zone comprises the principal streets of the city centre, which have 
formed the historic backbone of Oxford for over a thousand years, and include 
some of the most famed and beautiful streetscapes in the country:

These streets are: from the north St Giles’ – Magdalen Street – Cornmarket Street, 
from the east the High Street, to the south St Aldate’s and to the west Queen Street. 

The following aspects of the zone are of considerable historical, architectural, 
townscape or social significance and contribute positively to the character and 
appearance of the conservation area:

•	 These streets were created as the principal axes of the Saxon burh by the late 
ninth or early tenth centuries, spreading from the central crossroads at Carfax 
to link the river crossings to the south and west with the routes to the north and 
west. 

•	 Broad Street is also included because of its ceremonial and institutional 
functions, encapsulated in its generous shape and grand architectural 
expression. 

•	 The character of each of these streets is quite different. This reflects topography 
and townscape, but most of all the remarkable degree of functional continuity: 
the distribution of public, ceremonial, educational, residential and retail use has 
been substantially fixed for centuries. 

Draft v3.0
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i 9.2 Useful documents and further guidance
Refer to the following Historic Urban Character Assessments for detailed 
accounts of the character zone. The key plan shows their boundaries.

HUCA 10 Thames Crossing: Colleges and University.

HUCA 15 City Centre and Commercial Core: Pembroke Street and St 
Aldate’s.

HUCA 16 City Centre and Commercial Core: Queen Street and Bonn Square.

HUCA 18 City Centre and Commercial Core: Cornmarket. 

HUCA 19 City Centre and Commercial Core: The High Street, Townhouses 
and Market. 

HUCA 21 Former Northern City Ditch: Broad Street. 

HUCA 26 St Giles’: The Street and Islands.

HUCA 27 St Giles’: Western Frontage Commercial.

HUCA 28 St Giles’: Ashmolean Museum and Colleges.

HUCA 29 St Giles’: Townhouses.

HUCA 30 St Giles’: St John’s College Expansion.

HUCA 31 St Giles’: Medieval Colleges.

HUCA 32 The Eastern Colleges: Turl Street Colleges.

HUCA 33 The Eastern Colleges: University Buildings.

HUCA 34 The Eastern Colleges: South of the High Street.

HUCA 35 The Eastern Colleges: Broad Walk.

HUCA 36 The Eastern Colleges: Former Eastgate.

HUCA 37 The Eastern Colleges: North of the High Street.

HUCA 41 The Eastern Suburb: Magdalen College.

HUCA 42 The Eastern Suburb: Botanic Garden.

Other useful documents include: 
Oxford Heritage Walks Book 1: On foot from Oxford Castle to St Giles’, Malcolm 
Graham 2013

Oxford Heritage Walks Book 2: On foot from Broad Street, Malcolm Graham 
2014

Oxford Heritage Walks Book 3: On foot from Catte Street to Parson’s Pleasure, 
Malcolm Graham 2015

Draft v3.0
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Broad Street
•	 Broad Street is another example of medieval expansion beyond the walls, in 

this instance, on the site of the northern defensive ditch; the distinctive bulbous 
shape is a function of the forward extension of the line of the town wall to 
create an expanded graveyard for St Michael at the Northgate.. 

•	 Colonisation was well established by the thirteenth century, when it was home 
to a horsemarket and known as Horsemonger’s Street. 

Growth of the University 
•	 The character of these streets north, south and east of the commercial heart 

have been altered since c. 1300 by the growth of the University and colleges. 

•	 Narrow commercial and domestic medieval plots were combined to create 
these large institutional sites; the juxtaposition of these creates a distinctive 
townscape. 

•	 Broad Street has a unique character because of the impressive University 
buildings erected here.

Commercial renewal
•	 Whilst in these areas there has been only limited redevelopment in the last two 

hundred years, much of Magdalen Street, Cornmarket Street and Queen Street 
have been renewed with commercial development, often combining medieval 
plots. 

•	 More recently, pedestrianisation has been introduced to sustain the vitality of 
the retail core, effectively creating new public spaces. 

9.3 History
Most of these streets go back to the Saxon burh, and have been the commercial 
and transportation spokes of the city ever since:

Saxon burh
•	 The core thoroughfares of this character zone were created as the principal axes 

of the Saxon burh, by the late ninth or early tenth centuries. They link the river 
crossings to the south and west with the routes to the north and west

•	 Markets spread along the four axes from the crossroads at Carfax. This has been 
the focus of commercial and retail activity ever since. The markets included 
butter at Carfax, corn on the Cornmarket, meat at the western end of the High 
Street, dairy on Queen Street (later meat) and fish on St Aldate’s (then called 
Fish Street).

Middle Ages and expansion beyond the walls 
•	 Wealth generated from the cloth and leather industries and trade was at a peak 

in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, leading to suburban expansion beyond 
the city walls.

•	 St Giles’ broadens into a wide, tree lined space that has been the site of annual 
festivals and fairs since the Middle Ages. 

Draft v3.0
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9.4 Character
9.4.1 Use

Saxon and medieval streets; Historic urban characterisation

Theme 1: contrasts   49

Theme 4: education   53

Theme 12: commerce and retail   68

Theme 13: civic administration   69

Theme 23: community   85

The presence and stability of the colleges and University has contributed to strong 
continuity of use, though the long-term trend has been for expansion of education 
at the expense of private residential and commercial activity:

•	 The central area focused on Carfax provides the highest concentration of retail 
usage. This includes Cornmarket Street, Queen Street and West Magdalen 
Street.

•	 This is historically significant because these streets have been the commercial 
hub of Oxford since the foundation of the Saxon burh over a thousand years 
ago. 

•	 Travelling further from Carfax along High Street, St Aldate’s, St Giles’ and Broad 
Street, retail is increasingly diluted by institutional use, especially once beyond 
the line of the former city walls.

•	 Mostly these institutions are the colleges, but Broad Street has a unique 
character because of the University buildings at the east end (Sheldonian, 
Clarendon Building and Weston Library), and St Aldate’s has a distinctively 
civic aspect in the form of the Town Hall and the Post Office, (and further south 
in other character zones, the Law Courts, Police Station and County Council 
offices).

•	 The presence of markets and fairs in many of these streets had a formative 
influence on their footprint and character, and that of the buildings fronting 
them. Although the markets have moved off the streets, the great annual event 
of St Giles’ fair remains the touchstone of Oxford city life and culture that it has 
been for centuries, imbuing St Giles’ with rich communal and historical value.

Fig. 65: Cornmarket Street is a hub of commercial activity at the city's centre

Draft v3.0
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9.4.2 Streets and townscape
Comprising the principal streets of the Saxon burh, this zone contains some of 
finest streetscape in the country:

Topography

Saxon and medieval streets; Historic urban characterisation

Theme 20: topography and geology   78

•	 Topography plays a positive part in shaping the character and appearance of 
the two streets rising up from the floodplain: the eastern end of High Street, and 
St Aldate’s.

•	 Other streets are largely level, though Cornmarket (and parallel New Inn Hall 
Street) have a noticeable change in level to the northern end to correspond 
with the former city wall. This is an important feature.

Fig. 66: St Aldate's rising north towards Carfax

Fig. 67: Broad Street

Draft v3.0
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Public space

Theme 9: public space   61

Central Oxford has no formal public spaces, but this character zone contains 
significant places for markets and public gathering, some historic and others 
recently reinforced by pedestrianisation:

•	 St Giles’, a unique space and home to the annual St Giles’ Fair for hundreds of 
years.

•	 Broad Street, a place shaped and used for assembly since its creation as a 
horsemarket, later by virtue of its adjacency to University buildings, and now 
because it is semi-pedestrianised. Redevelopment of the Weston Library has 
transformed public use and the enjoyment of the eastern end, by creating 
opportunities for south facing outdoor terracing.

•	 Carfax, modest in scale but of great historical and communal significance as the 
centrepoint of Oxford for over a thousand years.

•	 Queen Street and Cornmarket Street, historically thoroughfares but now 
pedestrianised with informal opportunities for to stop, rest and meet.

Street pattern 

Saxon and medieval streets; Medieval plot boundaries

Theme 8: street layout of the Saxon burh   59

Theme 14: defence   71

Theme 15: archaeology   73

•	 With the exception of Broad Street, the streets of this character zone have been 
the principal thoroughfares of the settlement for over a thousand years. They 
are therefore of great historical interest for preserving its Saxon and medieval 
plan.

•	 The difference between the density and order of the walled medieval town 
settlement and the space beyond the walls is still discernible in the shape and 
width of streets. This is most obvious north of the line of the walls, in St Giles’, 
with its uniquely broad and gently widening form, and in Broad Street, which 
owes its bulbous shape to the footprint of the city ditch and the way the town 
walls were rerouted around an extension to the churchyard of St Michael at the 
Northgate. 

•	 The lower part of St Aldate’s was widened by clearances in the early twentieth 
century, so its character is not as ancient.

•	 Much of the acclaimed townscape of High Street is as a result of its gentle curve 
towards Magdalen Bridge, which constantly reveals new views and buildings 
(see Section 9.4.7 Landmarks and views on p. 128).

Draft v3.0
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Plots and building line

Medieval plot boundaries; Building lines and gaps

Theme 10: medieval plots   63

•	 The zone contains a high concentration of surviving medieval tenement plots, 
which are characteristically narrow and long. They are historically significant 
evidence of the nature of the medieval town, and how it extended in suburbs 
beyond the city walls. 

•	 Much larger plots were later created for educational, civic and nineteenth and 
twentieth century retail use by amalgamating medieval plots. The contrast and 
mixture expresses the historical evolution of the city and gives the city centre its 
very distinctive character. 

•	 Alleys and entrance ways such as Wheatsheaf Yard are historically important 
where they survive; many of these are ancient and illustrate how back plots 
were accessed and used. 

•	 The building line is predominantly at the back of pavement, creating enclosed 
streetscapes, but variety in the way buildings relate to the street, is essential 
to character and appearance, creating picturesque texture and expressing 
historical property uses. For example, the way in which buildings set back 
and step forward, or have façades slightly angled to the street, or the broken 
building line at the north end of St Giles’, and collegiate boundary railings and 
walls on High Street and Broad Street.

Pavements and street materials

Street materials

Theme 16: materials   74

•	 The majority of street surfaces in this zone are new but in most cases this is not 
detrimental to its character. Shared and pedestrian surfaces in Queen Street 
and Cornmarket Street are not wearing well, and mismatched patch repairs are 
unattractive.

•	 The stretches of old paving that remain are often located in front of colleges, 
such as St John’s, Queen’s, Christ Church and Magdalen. 

•	 There are also some surviving riverstone cobbles in Broad Street, at risk from 
inappropriate tarmac repairs.

•	 The Martyrs’ Cross marks the possible site at the western end of Broad Street 
where the Oxford martyrs were burned at the stake by Queen Mary I (in 1555-
56). It is historically significant and a unique piece of nineteenth century street 
surfacing, made of contrasting stone setts exposed amongst the tarmac. 

Street furniture
•	 The spine of St Giles’ is defined by tall and handsome streetlights, and at its 

southern end there are Victorian ironwork railings to subterranean lavatories. 
These all contribute essential texture to its character.

•	 With the exception of Cornmarket, there are remarkably few places to sit on 
these streets.

Draft v3.0
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9.4.3 Green space

Public access to green spaces

Theme 22: green space   82

•	 By its very nature, this character zone has little green space, but overhanging 
trees and glimpses over walls and through gateways into quads and gardens 
provide welcome and charming contrast and incident. This is a defining and 
much enjoyed aspect of the conservation area’s character and appearance. 

•	 Uniquely in the city centre, St Giles’ / Magdalen Street form a green 
thoroughfare: there are green wedges at either end (St Giles’ churchyard and 
memorial garden, north, and the churchyard of St Mary Magdalen, south) 
which are connected by a fine avenue of mature plane trees. This precious 
environment is historically significant and aesthetically, functionally and 
ecologically valuable.

Fig. 68: Avenue of mature plain tree along St Giles'

Fig. 69: Queen's College's sycamore tree overhangs onto the High Street

Draft v3.0
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9.4.4 Buildings

Designations; Age of listed buildings; Historic urban characterisation

Theme 1: contrasts   49

Theme 2: variety and layering   51

Theme 16: materials   74

Theme 17: architectural details   75

Quality, variety and materials
Two overarching characteristics of the buildings in this zone combine to create 
a streetscape of national and in places international architectural quality and 
importance: 

•	 The sheer number and concentration of historically and architecturally 
significant buildings (see number of listed buildings and positively contributing 
buildings).

•	 The delightful variety and contrast, most particularly between narrow domestic 
frontages and grand institutional façades, which is quintessentially the 
character of Oxford city centre.

•	 This is reflected in materials: predominant use of painted plaster for domestic 
use and ashlar (Headington, Clipsham, Bath) for institutions. (Worth noting is 
the ‘coral rag’ stone used for St Michael at the Northgate tower, the first type 
of stone to be used in the town. It is also found in St Georges Tower and bits of 
town wall at New College).

•	 In the core retail area, further variety is introduced by commercial 
redevelopment in the nineteenth,twentieth and twenty first centuries, with 
wider frontages and sometimes using brick. For example, William Baker House 
on the corner of Broad Street and Cornmarket.

Shopfronts and other details
•	 There are some fine historic shopfronts, for example on the High Street, but 

overall the number, form, materials and lighting of modern fascias and signage 
detracts from the historic character and appearance of the zone, especially 
on Cornmarket Street, Queen Street, the northern end of St Aldate’s and the 
western end of the High Street. 

•	 Surviving historic architectural detail, such as handsome cast ironwork on Nos. 
5-9 Magdalen Street, create a richer streetscape, which is an important element 
of the character and appearance of this part of the conservation area. 

•	 There is very little use of replacement uPVC windows too, which also 
contributes to the quality of the streetscape. 

Draft v3.0
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9.4.5 Contribution of unlisted buildings
Buildings that contribute to character

Positive contributors and opportunity sites

Section 16.4.4 Buildings that contribute to the character and appearance 
of the conservation area on p. 254

•	 A very high proportion of the unlisted buildings within this zone make a 
positive contribution to the character and appearance of the streets and the 
conservation area, but virtue of their age, use, materials and details. 

•	 Amongst these are good examples of postwar architecture that intelligently 
relate their context.

Opportunity areas

Positive contributors and opportunity sites

Section 16.4.5 Opportunity sites on p. 255

•	 There are buildings in the zone that represent opportunities for future 
development. This is because they detract from the zone’s character by 
inappropriate scale, design or materials or a combination of these factors. 

•	 Many of these are in Queen Street, but there are others in e.g. Cornmarket 
Street.  

Fig. 70: Positively contributing unlisted structures on Magdalen Street

Fig. 71: Areas of Queen Street present opportunities for future development
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9.4.6 Roofscape

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

The roofscape of this character zone is more varied than most, reflecting the 
passage from the commercial and institutional hub of the city to the beginnings of 
its suburbs. It is of fundamental importance to the character and appearance of the 
conservation area because of its richness, quality and relative few recent changes:

Building heights
•	 The variations in building heights are fundamental to the character of the 

streets because they reflect the pattern of historical development and function. 
For example, the east side of the north end of St Giles’ has buildings as low 
as one and a half storey, whereas in Cornmarket Street, Magdalen Street and 
Queen Street, late nineteenth century and twentieth century retail premises can 
be four or five storeys in height.

Roofscape and skyline
•	 Roofscape is extremely varied and this is also fundamental to the townscape 

qualities of the streets and the wider conservation area. 

•	 This variety is derived from: plot widths, building heights, roof forms (pitched, 
parapets), chimneystacks and architectural ornamentation (e.g. finials and 
turrets).

•	 Because of the building heights and roofscape, the skyline in this zone is varied. 
It is richest on the High Street, Broad Street and the top of St Aldate’s because of 
the wealth of institutional and religious architecture, but throughout the zone 
the skyline is vital to its character and appearance.

Fig. 72: The High Street, showing a sample of the many roof forms within this zone

Fig. 73: Variety of building heights on the western side of St Giles'
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9.4.7 Landmarks and views

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

Theme 27: views in the conservation area   91

Theme 28: setting of the conservation area   95

Several of Oxford’s most famous architectural landmarks punctuate these streets, 
making a defining contribution to its world famous townscape. The zone is 
exceptionally rich in both designed and glimpsed views of these landmarks, which 
are fundamental to the experience of its character and appearance:

Landmarks with the zone
•	 Carfax Tower, Carfax.

•	 Church of St Mary Magdalen, Magdalen Street.

•	 Former All Saints’ Church (now Lincoln College library), Turl Street.

•	 Martyrs’ Memorial, Magdalen Street.

•	 Saxon tower of the church of St Michael at the North Gate, Cornmarket Street.

•	 St Giles’ Church, St Giles’.

•	 St Giles’ memorial, St Giles’.

•	 Tom Tower, Christ Church College, St Aldate’s.

•	 Town Hall, St Aldate’s.

•	 University Church of St Mary the Virgin, The High Street.

Fig. 74: View south along St Aldate's towards Tom Tower

Fig. 75: Carfax Tower
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Landmarks outside the zone
•	 Exeter College Chapel, Turl Street. 

•	 Wesley Memorial Methodist Church, New Inn Hall Street. 

Views
•	 Public viewing panoramas: Carfax Tower (Church of St Martin), a 360 degree 

panorama, from which the viewer can experience and appreciate the historical 
form and architectural character of central Oxford, and its relationship to its 
landscape setting and suburbs.

•	 Designed views: the University created views of the Clarendon Building and 
the Sheldonian Theatre by demolishing houses in the middle of Broad Street in 
1667.

•	 Vistas to focal points: for example, Tom Tower is the focal point of the north-
south axis of Oxford, clearly visible for the length of Cornmarket Street and St 
Aldate’s.

•	 Unfolding views: the curving topography of the High Street creates a 
continuous sequence of unfolding views of streetscape and landmarks such as 
All Saints Church and the University Church. This is one of the finest and most 
thrilling townscape experiences in Europe.

•	 Glimpsed views: of landmarks, for example, from Broad Street southwards 
down Turl Street to the spire of All Saints Church, or the Radcliffe Camera 
from the High Street; charming glimpses down alleys and side streets and into 
colleges, especially along the High Street.

Fig. 76: Designed view eastwards along Broad Street

Fig. 77: Sweeping view eastwards along the High Street
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•	 On street parking exists in a number of streets. It is extensive in St Giles but 
because of the great width of the street and the screening provided by the 
plane trees it is not inherently harmful. Better organisation of parking, however 
could improve character and appearance.

•	 By contrast, Broad Street is smaller and parking here is harmful to character 
and setting, especially in the centre of the eastern section, where the vehicles 
intrude on the designed setting of the Sheldonian and Clarendon Building 
created in the 1660s, and there is nothing to screen them. 

Pedestrians
•	 Pedestrian activity is most intense near the city centre Cornmarket Street is 

pedestrianised. Broad Street and Queen Street are also partially pedestrianized. 
As well as removing the appearance, noise and pollution of vehicles, 
pedestrianisation is in keeping with the historic market functions of these areas.

•	 Where streets are not pedestrianized some pavements are reaching saturation 
point, for example at the west end of the High Street and in Magdalen Street. 
This is harmful to the experience of the conservation area.

9.4.9 Archaeology

Theme 15: archaeology   73

Oxford Archaeological Action Plan further detail and guidance 

•	 Because this character zone comprises the historic main thoroughfares of 
the city, most dating back to the Saxon burh, and crossing the medieval 
fortifications, the below-ground archaeological potential of the zone is 
considered to be high despite localized impacts from extensive service routes. 

9.4.8 Movement and activity 

Theme 24: tranquillity   86

As the streets comprising this character zone still constitute the main movement 
routes to Oxford city centre, as well as the core streets of the commercial heart 
itself, they are characterized by high levels of activity. In places this is harmful to the 
conservation area’s character and appearance: 

Traffic
•	 The weight of traffic has a very harmful impact on the character and experience 

of parts of this zone, notably at Carfax and the top of St Aldate’s and the west 
end of the High Street.

•	 Buses and coaches are a specific problem in some locations. For example: 

 - In Magdalen Street East, which is narrow and the succession of buses and 
coaches overwhelm the space and harm the setting of buildings including St 
Mary Magdalen

 - Outside the Ashmolean Museum, coaches and buses queuing,  parking and 
keeping engines running, and food vans in the evening

 - Outside Christ Church in St Aldate’s and Queens College on the High Street, 
where principal bus stops disfigure the setting of these exceptional Grade I 
listed buildings

•	 In some places highways engineering, signage and equipment creates 
more harm than the traffic itself. For example, at the junction of St Giles’ and 
Magdalen Street, where the highways design creates alien geometry and traffic 
islands, hemming in the Martyrs’ Memorial.
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9.5 Opportunities and threats
TO FOLLOW IN SECOND PHASE 
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•	 Redevelopment of Oxford Castle has made the medieval castle, motte and 
former prison accessible to the public for the first time in centuries. 

•	 Limitations on vehicle use in streets, in particular Holywell Street, which has 
reduced the harmful impact of vehicles on setting and character. 

The principal aspects of the zone that harm character and appearance are:

•	 Large floorplate twentieth century commercial buildings with frontages of alien 
scale and modulation and inappropriate materials, which has resulted in the 
loss of historic plot boundaries, gardens and yards. 

•	 The weight of traffic and poor quality of the urban realm in some locations. 

•	 The absence of activity in some streets (e.g. Holywell Street and Pembroke 
Street) caused by the use of historic town houses as student accommodation 
with access provide from the rear, and the front doors unused.

i Notes for use:
•	 Colleges, University properties and the principal streets are addressed 

as separate character zones (see character zone map). 

10.1 Overview of character and significance

This character zone comprises areas of Oxford that lie within the boundaries of 
the Saxon burh and its expansion beyond the walls in the Middle Ages, including 
historic suburbs such as Holywell. The zone largely retains its historically 
residential and commercial character, and the central area around Carfax still 
constitutes Oxford’s commercial core.

The following aspects of the zone are of considerable historical, architectural, 
townscape or social significance and contribute positively to the character and 
appearance of the conservation area:

•	 Oxford’s Saxon and medieval past are discernible throughout the zone, in the 
presence of early landmarks, street and plot layout, and alleyways that indicate 
the division of medieval tenement plots. 

•	 Though few medieval structures remain, parts of the zone are characterized 
by its quantity of charming seventeenth and eighteenth century town houses 
which correspond in scale to the medieval plot divisions. These are found in 
particular concentration on Holywell Street, Pembroke Street, Turl Street and 
Ship Street. The variety of form, colour and historic detail is fundamental to the 
famed picturesque townscape of these streets.

•	 Elsewhere, commercial buildings vary significantly in scale, from small shops 
in Georgian buildings and the single-storey covered market, to larger Victorian 
and Twentieth century premises.

•	 The areas which offer the strongest sense of the city’s historic character are 
those where the scale and materials of later developments, both modern and 
historic, are in keeping with those of the original medieval buildings, and retain 
humane rear spaces. 
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Other useful documents include: 
Oxford Heritage Walks Book 1: On foot from Oxford Castle to St Giles’, Malcolm 
Graham 2013

Oxford Heritage Walks Book 2: On foot from Broad Street, Malcolm Graham 
2014

Oxford Heritage Walks Book 3: On foot from Catte Street to Parson’s Pleasure, 
Malcolm Graham 2015

Oxford Heritage Walks Book 4: On foot from Paradise Street to Sheepwash, 
Malcolm Graham 2016

i 10.2 Useful documents and further guidance
Refer to the following Historic Urban Character Assessments for detailed 
accounts of the character zone. The key plan shows their boundaries.

HUCA 7 The Western Suburb: Castle Mill Stream and Fisher Row.

HUCA 8 Thames Crossing and Floodplain: Thames Waterfront.

HUCA 10 Thames Crossing and Floodplain: Colleges and University.

HUCA 11 Thames Crossing and Floodplain: Westgate Centre.

HUCA 12 Castle and Periphery: Oxford Castle.

HUCA 13 Castle and Periphery: Nuffield College.

HUCA 14 Castle and Periphery: Former Canal Basin.

HUCA 15 City Centre and Commercial Core: Pembroke Street and St Aldate’s.

HUCA 16 City Centre and Commercial Core: Queen Street and Bonn Square. 

HUCA 17 City Centre and Commercial Core: New Inn Hall Street.

HUCA 18 City Centre and Commercial Core: Cornmarket.

HUCA 19 City Centre and Commercial Core: The High Street, Townhouses 
and Market.

HUCA 20 Former Northern City Ditch: Broad Street.

HUCA 21 Former Northern City Ditch: Broad Street.

HUCA 22 Former Northern City Ditch: Holywell Street.

HUCA 31 St Giles’: Medieval Colleges.

HUCA 32 The Eastern Colleges: Turl Street Colleges.

HUCA 33 The Eastern Colleges: University Buildings.

HUCA 34 The Eastern Colleges: South of the High Street.

HUCA 36 The Eastern Colleges: Former Eastgate.

HUCA 37 The Eastern Colleges: North of the High Street.

HUCA 38 Holywell and Northeast Expansion: Mansfield Road.

HUCA 39 Holywell and Northeast Expansion: Modern Colleges.
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Evolution and growth of the commercial core
•	 In 1771 the streetscape of Oxford’s commercial core changed dramatically with 

the creation of a Paving Commission, which moved the street markets indoors: 
the Covered Market opened in 1774. 

•	 Commercial expansion and redevelopment in the nineteenth century has 
shifted the centre of retail gravity to the west, because the presence of the 
colleges prevented expansion east.

•	 This has particularly changed the character and appearance of streets such 
as George Street, Cornmarket Street and Queen Street, creating new building 
types on large amalgamated plots.

•	 At the beginning of the twenty-first century, Oxford Castle was redeveloped, 
allowing public access for the first time in centuries; this complements 
pedestrianisation of some streets, notably Cornmarket Street.

10.3 History
Saxon origins and Norman conquest
•	 Whilst Oxford’s first origins remain uncertain, its established history began with 

the development of a Saxon burh (defended settlement) by the tenth century. 
This settlement centred around Carfax and expanded in the tenth and eleventh 
centuries with the arrival of Viking and then Norman settlers. 

•	 The Norman overlord Robert d’Oilly built a motte and bailey castle over the west 
of the burh in 1071, to dominate and intimidate the Saxon population. Later, the 
walls of the Saxon burh were reconstructed in stone and bastions erected.

Medieval prosperity
•	 The twelfth and thirteenth centuries saw Oxford prosper as a commercial 

trading centre, with a particular focus on the cloth and leather industries, and it 
expanded with suburbs beyond the walls.

•	 It was during this period that the Saxon plots were decisively divided to form 
an arrangement of tenement plots, many of which still define the pattern of 
development today.

Subsequent expansion
•	 After periods of decline and stagnation Oxford expanded again from the late 

sixteenth through to the eighteenth centuries, incorporating suburban outliers, 
such as Holywell parish. There was large-scale development and many medieval 
buildings were replaced by townhouses. 

•	  The surviving elements of the medieval town were further damaged by the fire 
that spread from George Street to Queen Street in 1644. 
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10.4 Character
10.4.1 Use

Historic urban characterisation

Theme 11: living   67

Theme 12: commerce and retail   68

This zone has broadly two uses, residential and commercial, corresponding 
remarkably closely to the historic uses of the Saxon city and its medieval expansion. 

•	 Buildings with frontages onto Oxford’s principal streets are primarily 
commercial, corresponding to the city’s medieval commercial core around 
Carfax. This has expanded to the west in the last 150 years. 

•	 The areas of the zone to the east and south where development fronts onto 
secondary streets have a predominantly residential character that reflects their 
history on medieval tenement plots, though mostly they are now occupied by 
students.

•	 Oxford Castle and its prison, which was converted in 2006, is the exception 
to the zone’s general pattern of use, with its buildings and historic structures 
providing a range of commercial and educational uses.

Fig. 78: Turl Street

Draft v3.0

10.0  Character Zone 2: the medieval town



139Oxford Central (City & University) Conservation Area Technical Advice Note

10.4.2 Streets and townscape 
This zone preserves a discernible sense of its Saxon and medieval origins through 
its narrow streets, historic yards and dense development on narrow plots. 

Topography

Topography

Theme 20: topography and geology   78

•	 The zone is generally flat, with a gentle incline towards the city centre east from 
Oxford Castle and north from St Aldate’s.

Fig. 79: Pembroke Street

Fig. 80: Wheatsheaf Lane
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Public spaces

Theme 6: religion   57

Theme 9: public space   61

•	 There is limited public space within the zone because of its dense early street 
pattern and the high value of land.

•	 There are small areas of public space comprising the churchyards or former 
churchyards of the churches within the zone: St Aldate’s, St Michael at the North 
Gate and St Ebbe’s.

•	 The Covered Market forms a unique internal space, of deep historic and social 
value, though the present relationship with Market Street is of a poor quality 
(dominated by servicing and with poor quality surfaces, signage etc.).

•	 The modern development of the Oxford Castle complex has created the only 
significant new publically-accessible open spaces in recent history. 

•	 Bonn Square is another recently created public space, smaller in scale, shaded 
by trees and busy with shoppers. It was formerly a churchyard.

Street pattern 

Building lines and gaps; Saxon and medieval streets; Medieval plot 
boundaries

Theme 8: street layout of the Saxon burh   59

•	 Though there are some larger streets such as George Street, the zone is 
characterized by narrow streets and historic alleyways and yards stemming from 
the principal streets, most of Saxon or medieval origin.

•	 Golden Cross, Bath Place and Wheatsheaf Yard are examples of such features, 
which in many cases have existed for hundreds of years. 

•	 Bulwarks Lane is exceptional: a narrow paved alley that curves and winds along 
the trace line of the former northern bailey of the Castle.
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Pavements and street materials

Street materials

Theme 16: materials   74

•	 Street materials are mainly new and largely appropriate, though in Cornmarket 
Street and Queen Street they are suffering from heavy wear.

•	 Some historic fabric remains in the alleyways and streets off the principal 
streets.

•	 The most significant is Bulwarks Lane, which has some of the best preserved 
historic street materials in the whole of Oxford.

•	 Several of the streets in the zone have long sections of characteristic granite sett 
gutters.

Street furniture
•	 The zone has minimal street furniture owing to its characteristically narrow 

streets.

•	 There are some handsome examples of historic street lamps attached to 
buildings on Ship Street and St Michael’s Street.

Plots and building line

Medieval plot boundaries; Building lines and gaps

Theme 10: medieval plots   63

•	 The zone is characterized by the widespread survival of the regular medieval 
and post-medieval  tenement plots, with narrow frontages and deep plans. 
Holywell Street is the finest and most evocative example of this.

•	 In the west, however, plots have been amalgamated into much larger footprints 
in the nineteenth and especially the twentieth century, for retail use. Typically, 
these occupy most of the full depth of the plots, resulting in the loss of historic 
gardens and yards. Blank rear and flank elevations and servicing arrangements 
combine to degrade the quality of some of these back streets.

•	 The predominant building line is back of pavement. This creates intimate 
streetscapes, with variety and interest provided by occasional forecourts and 
boundary walls. 
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10.4.3 Green Space

Public access to green spaces

Theme 27: views in the conservation area   91

•	 There is limited green space within this zone owing to its narrow street pattern 
and dense development, therefore glimpses of gardens are particularly 
important.

•	 The motte at Oxford Castle is the only significantly sized green space within the 
zone but requires a small fee for entry. 

•	 The former churchyards of St Michael at the North Gate and St Aldate’s form 
small but welcome areas of publically accessible green space. 

•	 Trees in Bonn Square are a welcome softening of the townscape.

Fig. 81: The motte at Oxford Castle

Fig. 82: Small public green space in the ground of St Michael at the North Gate
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Details
•	 The majority of earlier historic buildings have rendered façades and timber sash 

windows. The variety of colours, bay windows, jettied storeys, doorcases, etc. 
creates the picturesque architectural and streetscape texture that is so much 
admired.

•	 There are some good examples of traditional ground floor shops fronts in some 
of these buildings.

•	 Nineteenth and twentieth century retail buildings are typically but not 
exclusively pale brick or Headington / Clipsham Stone ashlar, with metal-framed 
windows such as Crittalls.

10.4.4 Buildings

Designations; Age of listed buildings

Theme 2: variety and layering   51

Theme 16: materials   74

Theme 17: architectural details   75

Typology
Like most of the conservation area, this zone contains considerable architectural 
variety, but three types are particularly characteristic:

•	 Charming seventeenth and eighteenth century town houses, often with 
timber frames – sometimes jettied – concealed behind painted render. This is 
demonstrated to memorable effect on Holywell Street.

•	 Large retail buildings between east of Magdalen Street / Cornmarket Street / St 
Aldate’s, built in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. These go against 
the grain of earlier development by combining plots, building higher (up to 5 
stories) and extending deeper. Some later examples consist of new construction 
behind retained historic façades.

•	 The Castle, a unique site not only for its medieval fortifications, but also its scale, 
form and historic prison complex.

•	 Despite the origins of the zone, there are relatively few surviving medieval 
buildings. They include handsome houses in Golden Cross Square and the 
reconstructed New Inn on the corner of Cornmarket Street and Ship Street.

Draft v3.0

10.0  Character Zone 2: the medieval town



144Oxford Central (City & University) Conservation Area Technical Advice Note

Key

This drawing incorporates information from the Ordnance Survey which is © Crown Copyright, supplied by Oxford City Council. 

N

stAtUtOry 
DesignAtiOns 

Oxford Central 
Conservation Area

Grade I listed

Grade II listed

Grade II* listed

Scheduled monument

Registered parks and 
gardens

Draft v3.0

10.0  Character Zone 2: the medieval town



145Oxford Central (City & University) Conservation Area Technical Advice Note

Opportunity areas

Positive contributors and opportunity sites

Section 16.4.5 Opportunity sites on p. 255

•	 The western section of this zone was substantially redeveloped in the twentieth-
century. Some of these schemes are now recognized as having responded 
successfully to their context.

•	 Others, however, do not make a constructive contribution to the townscape 
character and appearance of the conservation area, by virtue of alien mass or 
height or material or inactive street frontages, lifeless rear service areas, or a 
combination of these. These include: 

 - Nos. 14-15 St Ebbe’s Street, which is alien in scale to its surroundings, notably 
the church of St Ebbe’s opposite.

 - The back entrance to Marks & Spencer onto Pembroke Street, which 
interrupts the solidity of the streetscape. 

 - North Bailey House, New Inn Hall Street, which currently houses an Argos, 
alien in scale compared with the prevailing modest scale and pitched 
roofscape here.

 - National Westminster House, Alfred Street, is a large unbroken block, 
incongruous with the zone’s characteristic small plot sizes and creates an 
uninviting streetscape.

 - Nos. 12 – 13 New Road, constructed in dark brick, are materially incongruous 
to the character zone. 

•	 County Hall on the corner of New Road and Castle Street, an unforgiving 
neighbour to the Castle and its motte, and without a street frontage.

10.4.5 Contribution of unlisted buildings 
There are many unlisted buildings within this zone that are sympathetic to its 
historic character. The less successful modern insertions are generally those 
buildings whose scale and materials are insensitive to their historic surroundings. 

Buildings that contribute to character

Positive contributors and opportunity sites

Section 16.4.4 Buildings that contribute to the character and appearance 
of the conservation area on p. 254

•	 The majority of the unlisted buildings that make a positive contribution to the 
zone’s character are those which correspond to the typical building materials 
and modest scale of the medieval plot sizes. 

•	 Many Victorian and twentieth century buildings on e.g. George Street make a 
positive contribution as good examples of the evolution and styles of retail and 
commercial development. Other good examples of Victorian architecture can 
be found on King Edward Street.

Draft v3.0

10.0  Character Zone 2: the medieval town



146Oxford Central (City & University) Conservation Area Technical Advice Note

Key

This drawing incorporates information from the Ordnance Survey which is © Crown Copyright, supplied by Oxford City Council. 

N
pOsitive 
COntribUtOrs AnD 
OppOrtUnity sites

Oxford Central 
Conservation Area

Positive contributor

Opportunity 

Draft v3.0

10.0  Character Zone 2: the medieval town



147Oxford Central (City & University) Conservation Area Technical Advice Note

10.4.6 Roofscape

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

The roofscape of this zone reflects the two predominant building types: where 
post medieval town houses survive, buildings are generally three to four storeys 
in height with lively pitched roofs; where retail redevelopment has taken place, 
buildings can be up to five storeys high and the roofscape frequently less 
interesting, with parapets and flat roofs. 

Building heights
•	 Pre Victorian buildings within the zone generally range between three and four 

storeys in height, though some are two plus occupied roofs. 

•	 Victorian and twentieth century retail developments in the west of the zone can 
be up to five storeys.

•	 Some of these taller more recent buildings are not in keeping with the overall 
character of their surroundings. Examples include the southern end of New Hall 
Street, and development on the western side of Castle Street, which obscure 
views of Oxford Prison and the historic County Hall. 

Roofscape and skyline
•	 Lively roofscapes of pitched tiled roofs are characteristic of this zone, animated 

by the vertical accents of chimney stacks and the horizontal lines of parapets. 

•	 Flat roofs on more recent development are not in keeping with the famously 
varied and energetic roofscape character of the conservation area.

•	 Within the zone, views of the skyline are limited because of the narrow and 
enclosed character of its streets. 

Fig. 83: Longwall Street

Fig. 84: Characteristic building height and roof form of the buildings on Holywell Street
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10.4.7 Landmarks and views

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

Theme 27: views in the conservation area   91

Theme 28: setting of the conservation area   95

This zone contains many landmarks, some of them ancient, such as churches and 
sections of Oxford’s medieval wall. These include three of the six publicly accessible 
elevated vantage points from which the city centre and its context can be studied 
and enjoyed. The monumental motte of Oxford Castle is the defining landmark, 
with a character quite unlike any other part of the city.

Landmarks within the character zone
•	 Bastion number four, rear of No. 2 Ship Street.

•	 Broad Street bastion, rear of Nos. 14 – 15 Ship Street.

•	 Church of St Michael at the North Gate,  Cornmarket Street.

•	 County Hall, New Road.

•	 Morris garage, Holywell Street.

•	 Oxford Castle motte, Castle Mound.

•	 Oxford Prison (now a hotel), Oxford Castle.

•	 Oxford War Memorial, Bonn Square.

•	 Saxon Wall, Oxford Castle.

•	 St Aldate’s Church, Pembroke Street.

•	 St Ebbe’s Church, Roger Bacon Lane.

•	 St George’s Tower, Oxford Castle.

•	 The Covered Market, Market Street.

•	 Wesley Memorial Church, New Inn Hall Street.

Fig. 85: St George's Tower, Oxford Castle, as seen from Quaking Bridge
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Landmarks outside the character zone
•	 Clarendon Building , Broad Street.

•	 Exeter College Chapel, Turl Street.

•	 Former All Saints Church (now Lincoln College library), Turl Street.

•	 Sheldonian Theatre, Broad Street.

•	 Tom Tower, Christ Church College, St Aldate’s.

•	 University Church of St Mary the Virgin, The High Street.

Views
•	 Public viewing panoramas: this zone contains three of the elevated positions 

from which the public can view 360 degree panoramas of the city: the motte 
of Oxford Castle, St George’s Tower at the Castle, and the Saxon tower of St 
Michael at the North Gate. From these positions, the public can experience and 
appreciate the historical form and architectural character of central Oxford, and 
its relationship to its landscape setting, something that is otherwise difficult in a 
dense and largely flat city centre.

•	 Designed views: of the public panoramas, the views from the motte and 
St George’s Tower of Oxford Castle were designed. They were conceived 
to command all of their surroundings, for the purposes of surveillance and 
defensive action. Therefore, maintaining these panoramas is essential to 
conserving the significance of the Castle.

•	 Glimpsed views: of landmarks, for example, St Mary’s spire glimpsed along 
Oriel Street; charming glimpses down alleys and side streets such as Magpie 
Lane and Kybald Street, and into colleges, such as the Turl Street colleges: 
Exeter, Jesus and Lincoln.

Fig. 86: View south down the busy Cornmarket Street towards Tom Tower

Fig. 87: View west along New Road towards the motte at Oxford Castle
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10.4.9 Archaeology

Theme 15: archaeology   73

Oxford Archaeological Action Plan further detail and guidance 

•	 Because this character zone comprises the parts of the Saxon burh, Norman 
castle and the medieval suburbs, the below-ground archaeological potential of 
the zone is considered to be high. 

10.4.8 Movement and activity

Theme 24: tranquillity   86

The zone includes the commercial core of Oxford where the activity levels are high. 
Since the zone is characterised by its narrow streets and alleyways, its activity is 
largely limited to that of pedestrians. 

Traffic 
•	 Traffic within the zone is limited to New Road, Castle Road and Longwall Street. 

Activity is moderate.

Cycling
•	 Low level of cycle activity due to the narrowness of the streets.

Pedestrian
•	 The commercial core of Oxford maintains high levels of pedestrian activity, and 

in some streets this is supported by full or partial pedestrianisation. Where not, 
pavements can be crowded and at times, over-crowded, detracting from the 
experience.

•	 The Oxford Castle complex has an inconsistent level of activity. The Castle’s 
museum attracts high numbers of visitors but this is not sustained in the areas 
surrounding the former prison. 

•	 Many of the historic houses on Holywell Street, Ship Street and Longwall Street 
are used as student accommodation by colleges, with no or infrequent use of 
front doorways. This can make these streets quieter and more lifeless than they 
were historically.
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10.5 Opportunities and threats
TO FOLLOW IN SECOND PHASE
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Other aspects of the zone that contribute positively to the character and 
appearance of the conservation area include:

Townscape and architecture: 
•	 A harmonious and picturesque balance of, on the one hand, commonality - 

materials, plan form, lawns and gardens – and, on the other, variety – age, style, 
scale, detail.

•	 A world famous roofscape and skyline, arguably the most delightful in the UK.

History:
•	 Exceptional academic and scientific advancement across eight centuries.

•	 Association with historically significant figures and acclaimed literature and art. 

The principal aspects of the zone that harm character and appearance are:

•	 Restricted public access.

•	 Lifeless streets.

•	 New development that does not enhance those characteristics that make the 
conservation area of such exceptional significance. For example, its roofscape, 
its open and green spaces and its streetscape.

11.1 Overview of character and significance

The colleges contribute more to the exceptional architecture and world famous 
townscape of Oxford than any other single factor: through sheer extent, history 
and continuity of use, range and age of architecture, gardens and distinctive 
planning.

The vast majority are located within the conservation area: 33 in all, including all 
the historic foundations. Taken together they occupy approximately half of the 
developed land in the conservation area. Though inevitably their character varies, 
what is striking is the similarities and continuity. These characteristics are:

•	 Function and organisation.

•	 Privacy behind a controlled perimeter.

•	 The quadrangle plan.

•	 Extensive gardens and lawns.

•	 The use of golden limestone ashlar. 

Three broad groupings have been identified for the purposes of characterising the 
conservation area:

1. Colleges founded within the walled medieval city, which are densely planned 
and inward looking (building complexes with gardens)

2. Colleges founded outside the medieval walls, with much larger grounds and 
open aspect (buildings set in grounds)

3. More recent colleges inserted into the expanded city, compact and often inward 
looking 
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Other useful documents include: 
Oxford Heritage Walks Book 1: On foot from Oxford Castle to St Giles’, Malcolm 
Graham 2013

Oxford Heritage Walks Book 2: On foot from Broad Street, Malcolm Graham 
2014

Oxford Heritage Walks Book 3: On foot from Catte Street to Parson’s Pleasure, 
Malcolm Graham 2015

Oxford Heritage Walks Book 4: On foot from Paradise Street to Sheepwash, 
Malcolm Graham 2016

i 11.2 Useful documents and further guidance
Refer to the following Historic Urban Character Assessments for detailed 
accounts of the character zone. The key plan shows their boundaries.

Colleges within the town walls:
HUCA 8 Thames Crossing and Floodplain: Thames Waterfront.

HUCA 10 Thames Crossing: Colleges and University.

HUCA 13 Castle and Periphery: Nuffield College.

HUCA 17 City Centre Commercial Core: New Inn Hall Street.

HUCA 19 City Centre Commercial Core: The High Street, Townhouses and 
Market.

HUCA 32 The Eastern Colleges: Turl Street Colleges.

HUCA 33 The Eastern Colleges: University Buildings.

HUCA 34 The Eastern Colleges: South of the High Street.

HUCA 37 The Eastern Colleges: North of the High Street.

Colleges outside the town walls:
HUCA 21 Former Northern City Ditch: Broad Street.

HUCA 22 Former Northern City Ditch: Holywell Street.

HUCA 23 Worcester College and Gloucester Green: Worcester College.

HUCA 28 St Giles’: Ashmolean Museum and Colleges.

HUCA 29 St Giles’: Townhouses.

HUCA 30 St Giles’: St John’s College Expansion.

HUCA 31 St Giles’: Medieval Colleges.

HUCA 38 Holywell and Northeast Expansion: Mansfield Road.

HUCA 41 The Eastern Suburb: Magdalen College.
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Expansion 
•	 The expulsion of the Jewish community in 1290 and the decline of the town 

following Black Death in the 1340s enabled colleges to buy up cheap land in the 
east and south of the walled town, gradually colonising these areas between 
the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries. 

•	 Colleges outside the city walls tended to be monastic foundations set in 
extensive precincts, in contrast to those constrained within the bounds of 
the city walls. These include Gloucester College, Durham College and St 
Bernard’s College that were re-founded following Henry VIII’s Dissolution of the 
Monasteries as Worcester College, Trinity College and St John’s College. 

Modern college foundations
•	 There was a hiatus in college foundations between the seventeenth and 

nineteenth centuries.

•	 The nineteenth century witnessed a new wave of foundations, many reflecting 
social and religious changes. For example, religious denominations such as 
Manchester College (now Harris Manchester) and Mansfield College in response 
to the relaxation of Anglican dominance of the University, and women’s 
colleges including Lady Margaret Hall and Somerville.

•	 Late nineteenth and twentieth century foundations were typically inserted 
into the expanding city, and therefore occupy constrained plots with little 
opportunity for further expansion. 

•	 St Catherine’s is unique because it was established on the green corridor of the 
Cherwell. Nevertheless it follows a Modernist interpretation of the quadrangle 
plan.

11.3 History
The foundation of colleges can be understood in townscape terms in three 
phases: within the medieval walls, outside the medieval walls and more modern 
foundations inserted into the expanding city.

Early history
•	 Colleges emerged as distinct entities in the thirteenth century, gradually 

replacing the halls which had provided accommodation for students in the 
town. 

•	 The earliest foundations still extant are University College, Merton College 
and Balliol College, all founded in the thirteenth century. They differed from 
halls because they were endowed, often generously, giving them financial 
independence and enabling them to develop their sites. 

•	 Colleges were intended to further the education of groups of scholars, but 
also had a religious function in saying Masses for the souls of Founders and 
benefactors. Therefore the chapel formed a core part of the medieval college 
and monasteries influenced the development of college form and architecture.

Development of the quadrangle 
•	 Merton College’s Mob Quad is the earliest complete example of an Oxford 

quad, developed piecemeal between c.1300-80 and gradually coalescing into a 
quadrangle around a central open space. 

•	 The form was perfected at New College (founded 1379), where the Great 
Quadrangle was conceived as a coherent architectural whole: chapel and 
hall were arranged back-to-back on the north side of the quadrangle, with a 
library at first floor in the east range and a gate-tower containing the Warden’s 
Lodgings forming a focal point over the entrance of the quad, with the 
remaining ranges providing bedrooms and study cubicles. 

•	 This served as a model for collegiate architecture down to recent times. 
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11.4 Character

College character; Historic urban characterisation

Theme 5: colleges and quadrangles   55

The character and typologies of colleges
Three broad groupings have been characterised:

1. Colleges founded within the walled medieval city, which are densely planned 
and inward looking (complexes with gardens).

2. Colleges founded outside the medieval walls (‘extramural’), with much larger 
grounds and open aspect (buildings set in grounds).

3. More recent colleges inserted into the expanded city, compact and often inward 
looking. 

They contain elements ranging in date from the thirteenth to the twenty-first 
centuries, exhibiting a corresponding range of architectural styles. Nevertheless, 
they share core characteristics:

•	 Large plots, often entire urban blocks.

•	 Inward looking behind clearly defined boundaries, often formed of high stone 
walls, with tightly controlled access. 

•	 Grand institutional buildings with a formal principal frontage to the street, but 
otherwise facing inwards.

•	 A clearly defined entrance, usually a gateway beneath a turret or tower (e.g. 
Christ Church, Merton, Jesus).

•	 Core functions set around a quadrangle, with secondary quads for 
accommodation.

•	 A hierarchy of lawns and gardens, kitchen yards with degrees of restricted 
access.

Fig. 88: Brasenose College

Fig. 89: Worcester College
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11.4.1 Use and access

Public access to green spaces

Theme 4: education   53

Theme 6: religion   57

Theme 9: public space   61

Theme 11: living   67

•	 Colleges are educational and residential. 

•	 Almost all have a chapel with regular services which are open to the public 
(although post-war colleges such as St Catherine’s do not include a chapel). 

•	 Most colleges offer some controlled public access at set times. 

•	 A few colleges have longer opening hours but charge for entry (e.g. Christ 
Church, Magdalen, New College).

Fig. 90: New College Great Quad (from New Coll website)

Fig. 91: Trinity Garden Quad from Parks Road
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11.4.2 Streets and townscape
Street pattern and public spaces

Saxon and medieval streets; Public access to green spaces

Theme 8: street layout of the Saxon burh   59

Theme 9: public space   61

Theme 10: medieval plots   63

•	 Some of the most evocative streets in the city centre are surviving medieval 
lanes flanked by colleges, such as New College Lane and Magpie Lane. 

•	 The zone is characterised by the scarcity of public space, but college gardens 
supply green glimpses. 

•	 The distinctive exception is Parks Road, which is lined by many large college and 
institutional gardens and has mature street trees, creating an open and verdant 
streetscape.

•	 There are ‘fossilised’ lanes such as Beef Lane and Logic Lane that have been 
absorbed into college precincts as these have expanded. 

Fig. 92: 6.

Fig. 93: New College Lane
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Pavements and street materials

Street materials

Theme 16: materials   74

•	 A good survival of historic materials on lanes and squares by colleges also 
contributes strongly to these atmospheric streetscapes, such as:

 - Brasenose Lane (retains the pattern of its medieval central gutter)

 - Cobbles along Merton Street.

 - Stone setts and cobbles in New College Lane and Logic Lane.

 - York stone paving, stone kerbs and stone setts with cobbles at west end of 
Pembroke Square and along the fossilised Beef Lane (now absorbed into 
Pembroke’s precincts).

 - A mixture of stone setts, cobbles and York stone paving in Oriel Square

•	 Some sections are in poor condition. For example, uneven surface, missing 
cobbles and poor quality repairs in Merton Street.

Street furniture
Many of the streets of this zone are narrow and have limited street furniture, but 
what does exist is often historic and an important contribution to the strong 
streetscape character:

•	 In particular, streets lamps are mostly of appropriate design and many are fixed 
to buildings, creating picturesque detail and reducing clutter. 

•	 Handsome historic examples can be found on streets such as Merton Street and 
Brewer Street.

•	 Unsightly traffic control measures harm the historic character of some 
streetscape, such as Oriel Square.

Plots and buildings lines

Medieval plot boundaries; Building lines and gaps

Theme 3: land ownership   52

Theme 5: colleges and quadrangles   55

Theme 10: medieval plots   63

•	 Colleges established within the medieval town have mostly eradicated the 
narrow medieval tenement plots by amalgamating them into much larger 
blocks. 

•	 These blocks are characterised by long defensive perimeters, consisting of 
monumental building frontages, pierced occasionally by gatehouses and 
gateways and long runs of high wall, enclosing gardens and yard. Typically, they 
front directly onto the pavement, like the medieval buildings they replaced.

•	 Though the effect at street level can sometimes be lifeless and oppressive, 
mostly it has a distinctive and highly atmospheric charm and texture derived 
from:

 - Architectural animation: gateways and tower, projecting bays, lively 
rooflines, the arrangement of windows, mouldings and many other details.

 - Changes to the building line: some colleges are set back c.1–2m, often 
behind cobbles or railings; some buildings disrupt the prevailing building 
line such as Merton College’s former Warden’s Lodging on Merton Street, 
which occupies a much larger, detached plot than its neighbours and is set 
back from the street.

 - Glimpses of college gardens, which soften many streets and create openings 
in the skyline (see Section 11.4.7 Views and landmarks on p. 168).

•	 The larger plots of the historic extramural colleges result in more open and 
green streetscape. Colleges are fronted by lawns or planting or set back in 
extensive gardens and grounds, e.g. Worcester, Magdalen, Wadham and St 
Peter’s.

•	 Colleges have expanded in the twentieth century by colonizing adjoining 
domestic houses and plots, e.g. St John’s on St Giles’ and Wadham and New 
College on Holywell Street. This has had the effect in some locations of blurring 
the boundary between college and street.
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11.4.3 Green space

Public access to green spaces

Theme 22: green space   82

•	 The contradiction of Oxford city centre is that a large percentage of it consists of 
high quality green space, but nearly all of it is private and hidden. This is almost 
exclusively college quads (lawns) and gardens. 

•	 This space contributes great charm and pleasure to public streets, as glimpses 
through gates and railings and over walls, and in the form of overhanging trees. 
In these ways college gardens play a vital role by supplying greenness to soften 
the predominantly hard urban realm of the city centre. 

•	 There are numerous examples, such as the Fellows’ Garden at Exeter which 
creates a green backdrop to Radcliffe Square, Christ Church’s mature horse 
chestnut on St Aldate’s and Queen’s College’s [sycamore] on the High Street.

•	 The distinct character of the historic extramural colleges derives from the 
amount of green space, which brings a sense of space and verdant tranquillity 
to these areas. Magdalen and Worcester merge with the Cherwell and Thames 
flood plains respectively; St John’s, Trinity and Wadham create an open and 
green backcloth to Broad Street and Parks Road.

•	 Once inside a college, the gardens are very well tended and the atmosphere is 
green and tranquil. 

Fig. 94: Christ Church's horse chestnut on St Aldate's

Fig. 95: New College lawn
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•	 Some colleges were sophisticated architectural patrons, who commissioned 
leading architects of the day. The best of these have been listed for their 
architectural interest, such as Staircases 16, 17 & 18 at Brasenose College (1961 
by Powell and Moya, Grade II*) and the De Breyne and Hayward buildings at 
Keble College (1971-7 by Ahrends, Burton and Koralek, Grade II*). 

•	 Many other twentieth century additions are smaller infill buildings, of limited 
architectural interest. 

•	 These buildings are as stylistically varied as the rest of the college corpus: neo 
Georgian, Modern Movement, Brutalism, Contextual Modernism, etc.

Materials
•	 Warm golden ashlar limestone is one of the principal unifying elements of 

the college townscape. Most colleges were constructed of local oolitic Oxford 
stone (Wheatley or Headington) with Taynton dressings. By the mid-nineteenth 
century many buildings were suffering from severe decay and were refaced in 
Bath or Clipsham stone (a Lincolnshire limestone). 

•	 Keble College broke radically and controversially with this tradition by using 
bright red brick with yellow banding. Other colleges followed suit, with red 
brick buildings constructed at Somerville and St Peter’s. 

•	 The palette expanded enormously in the twentieth century with non-local and 
newly developed materials, including concrete, yellow brick and large expanses 
of glazing at St Catherine’s College, Portland stone and concrete at Christ 
Church, render at Worcester and timber cladding at St John’s. 

•	 To the extent that it is possible to identify a typical approach today, it combines 
Bath stone ashlar walling with glazing, expressed frames (steel or concrete) and 
perhaps contrasting cladding elements. 

Details 
•	 Historic detail (normally of functional origin) creates a joyfully rich texture: 

pinnacles, gargoyles, oriels, etc. 

•	 The best modern buildings are detailed in a different way, but with just as much 
care.

•	 Windows are hugely important to articulating and animating façades: mullioned 
(either original or nineteenth century recreations), timber sliding sashes (from c. 
1700) and more recently sheet glass. The reflectivity of glass has a considerable 
impact on character and the setting of adjacent buildings.

11.4.4  Buildings

Designations; Age of listed buildings

Theme 5: colleges and quadrangles   55

Theme 16: materials   74

Theme 17: architectural details   75

Theme 19: postwar architecture   77

The architecture of the colleges is an exceptional grouping of internationally 
important quality, quantity and rarity.

Date
•	 Most colleges are characterised by significant building phases from many 

different centuries. For example, at Christ Church:

 - Sixteenth century  East, south and west ranges of Tom Quad 

 - Seventeenth century North range of Tom Quad

 - Eighteenth century Peckwater Quad

 - Nineteenth century Meadow Buildings

 - Twentieth century  Blue Boar Quad and Picture Gallery

The Quadrangle
•	 The medieval quadrangle has endured as the prevailing organisational device. A 

principal quadrangle typically contains gateway, chapel, dining hall and library, 
plus accommodation for Fellows and students. Other quadrangles tend to be 
almost wholly residential. 

•	 In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the quadrangle was interpreted 
formally (Keble, Nuffield), or constructed informally by colonising and adapting 
existing buildings and developing a college around them (St Peter’s, Somerville).

Twentieth century 
•	 Most colleges have at least one building or range erected since the First World 

War, to house the significant expansion in student numbers. Most have been 
built on gardens and yards. 
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11.4.5 Contribution of unlisted buildings
Buildings that contribute to character 

Positive contributors and opportunity sites

Section 16.4.4 Buildings that contribute to the character and appearance 
of the conservation area on p. 254

•	 The majority of college buildings are listed, many at a high grade, reflecting 
their outstanding historic and architectural interest. 

•	 Many colleges have twentieth and twenty first century infill buildings that are 
of little architectural or historical interest. Unlisted buildings that do contribute 
to character typically use sympathetic materials and massing and have good 
detailing (e.g. New College Library, 1939, Sir Hubert Worthington).

Opportunity areas

Positive contributors and opportunity sites

Section 16.4.5 Opportunity sites on p. 255

•	 Several post-war college buildings do not respond well to the characteristics of 
the Conservation Area. For example, New College’s Sacher Building on Longwall 
Street interrupts the narrow medieval plots with a large and uniform façade and 
starkly horizontal banding that contrasts with the narrow verticality and lively 
rooflines of the remaining town houses along the west side of Longwall Street. 

Fig. 96: Sultan Nazrin Shah Centre, Worcester College

Fig. 97: Sacher Building, Longwall Street
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11.4.6 Roofscape

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

Building heights
•	 College building heights are typically two to three storeys with dormers, 

punctuated by chapel towers (e.g. Magdalen) and gatehouses, which gives 
a focal point to the main elevation (e.g. Christ Church Tom Tower, Merton 
gatehouse, New College gatehouse).

•	 Most medieval colleges buildings were raised a storey (e.g. New College Great 
Quadrangle) or had dormers added to increase the accommodation available. 
Lincoln’s front quad is unusual in retaining its two storey medieval appearance.

Roofscape and skyline
•	 The roofscape of the colleges is one of the great glories of Oxford: the lively 

roofline punctuated with chimneys, gables and dormers and enlivened with 
crenellations. 

•	 Roofs are generally pitched slate or tile, sometimes hidden behind crenellated 
parapets. 

•	 Some late medieval and sixteenth century buildings retain low pitch lead roofs 
behind parapets or balustrades e.g. Christ Church elevation to St Aldate’s, 
Hertford College main elevation, Pembroke College chapel.

Fig. 98: Queen's College, High Street

Fig. 99: University College
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11.4.7 Views and landmarks

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

Theme 27: views in the conservation area   91

Theme 28: setting of the conservation area   95

The colleges contain most of the fabled towers and steeples that are part of the 
very identity of the city, and contribute so fundamentally to the skyline in long 
views from outside the city and close views within it. These are not all ancient, for 
example Harrison’s steeple at Nuffield, which forms a focal point for at the gateway 
to the city centre from the station.

Landmarks within the character zone
•	 All Saints Church (now Lincoln College library, Turl Street. 

•	 Christ Church College, St Aldate’s.

•	 Civil War defences in Wadham and Rhodes House, Parks Road and South Parks 
Road.

•	 Keble College, Parks Road.

•	 Longwall, Longwall Street.

•	 Magdalen College, The High Street.

•	 Magdalen Deerpark.

•	 Merton College, Merton Street.

•	 New College, Holywell Street.

•	 New College town wall, New College, Holywell Street.

•	 Worcester College, Walton Street.

Fig. 100: Corpus Christi College looking towards Merton College Chapel

Fig. 101: Magdalen College, The High Street
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Landmarks outside the character zone
•	 Clarendon Building , Broad Street.

•	 Sheldonian Theatre, Broad Street.

Views
•	 Unfolding views along streets: such as New College Lane, that are 

characteristic of the distinctive streetscape of the colleges: combining long 
boundary walls and glimpses of garden greenery with monumental façades 
punctuated by gatehouse towers and detailed with carving, and historic street 
materials and furniture, sometimes intermixed with picturesque rendered 
townhouses.

•	 Glimpsed views: delightful glimpsed views into the hidden world of colleges, 
through gateways and railings, and over walls. These are highly picturesque and 
illustrative of the two sides of the city centre: the public and the private.

•	 Vistas to landmarks: views towards buildings which were designed to be focal 
points in the streetscape, such as Worcester College terminating the view along 
Beaumont Street, views of Magdalen College tower along the High Street, or 
views south down Turl Street towards the former All Saints Church and north 
towards Trinity College Chapel.

Fig. 102: View to Christ Church College

Fig. 103: Glimpse view into St John's College from St Giles'
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11.4.8 Movement and activity

Theme 24: tranquillity   86

Traffic
•	 The setting of several colleges is harmed by the volume of traffic. For example, 

Christ Church and Queen’s College, where it is rare to get a clear view of the 
main elevations because of buses at bus stops, and traffic queuing at junctions, 
e.g. outside Worcester College, Nuffield College and Rhodes House.

•	 Conflict between traffic and pedestrians on some of the narrow streets leading 
from the High Street, for example Turl Street, where pavements are narrow and 
there is limited space for vehicles to pass.

•	 Parking inside colleges, such as New College.

Cycling
•	 The main entrance to a college often attracts clusters of parked bicycles on 

the street – this gives the street an attractive sense of activity and is one of 
the characteristic sights of Oxford, but large numbers are an impediment to 
pedestrians on narrow pavements e.g. on Turl Street. 

Pedestrian
•	 Areas around the main entrance to a college tend to be busy with a regular 

footfall. 

•	 Streets around the perimeter of colleges often lack activity because the 
buildings face inwards and there is limited footfall. This is particularly 
pronounced where townhouses have been absorbed into colleges and the front 
doors have been sealed up e.g. Longwall Street and Pembroke Street.

11.4.9 Archaeology

Theme 15: archaeology   73

Oxford Archaeological Action Plan further detail and guidance 

•	 This character zone comprises the parts of the Saxon burh, and the medieval 
suburbs. There has be no or little development on the site of college grounds, 
gardens and lawns. Therefore the below-ground archaeological potential of 
these areas to reveal evidence of the Saxon and medieval occupation that 
predated the colleges is considered to be very high. 
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11.5 Opportunities and threats
TO FOLLOW IN SECOND PHASE
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12.1 Overview

The buildings of the University of Oxford are amongst the most celebrated in the 
country. As a wealthy and sophisticated patron, the University commissioned 
magnificent monumental architecture that helps to define the very image of 
the city. Sir Nicolaus Pevsner wrote ‘the area by the Radcliffe Camera and the 
Bodleian is unique in the world’. 

The following aspects of the zone are of considerable historical, architectural, 
townscape or social significance and contribute positively to the character and 
appearance of the conservation area:

•	 Though spread over multiple sites and centuries, the buildings of the University 
are united by a monumental architectural expression of institutional status and 
pride, and by a common use of warm golden limestone.

•	 Contribution to the iconic roofscape and skyline of the City.

•	 Exception contribution to townscape, especially in the central core around 
Radcliffe Square.

•	 Exceptional individual architectural and historical interest.

•	 Widespread public access.

Fig. 104: The Clarendon Building and Sheldonian Theatre
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Other useful documents include: 
Oxford Heritage Walks Book 1: On foot from Oxford Castle to St Giles’, Malcolm 
Graham 2013

Oxford Heritage Walks Book 2: On foot from Broad Street, Malcolm Graham 
2014

i 12.2 Useful documents and further guidance
Refer to the following Historic Urban Character Assessments for detailed 
accounts of the character zone. The key plan shows their boundaries.

HUCA 10 Thames Crossing: Colleges and University.

HUCA 17 City Centre Commercial Core: New Inn Hall Street.

HUCA 20 Former Northern City Ditch: George Street.

HUCA 28 St Giles’: Ashmolean Museum and Colleges.

HUCA 33 The Eastern Colleges: University Buildings .

HUCA 34 The Eastern Colleges: South of the High Street.

HUCA 37 The Eastern Colleges: North of the High Street.

HUCA 39 Holywell and Northeast Expansion: Modern Colleges.

HUCA 42 The Eastern Suburb: Botanic Garden .
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Nineteenth century expansion
•	 University reform, academic development and new concepts of public 

engagement generated many new buildings on sites scattered across the city 
centre:

 - The Examination Schools (1882), supplying central facilities for lectures and 
the new written examinations. 

 - Faculties, such as the Indian Institute and the science area (outside the 
conservation area).

 - Museums, for example, C. R. Cockerell’s new Ashmolean (1845) and the 
scientific University Museum (1860).

Twentieth century
•	 More recent additions to the University estate within the conservation area 

include library extensions (the New Bodleian on Broad Street and the St Cross 
Law and English libraries), reflecting both the enormous increase in printed 
material in recent times and increasing subject specialisation. 

12.3 History
Origins
•	 The University as a corporate identity emerged in the early thirteenth century 

and its earliest purpose-built structure was the Convocation House, built in 
the 1320s as a northern extension to St Mary’s Church as a meeting space and 
library. 

•	 Wealth was concentrated in the colleges and the University was reliant upon 
donors to finance major building projects. 

Major projects
•	 Finance delayed completion of the University’s first major building project, the 

Divinity School, constructed c.1420–90. Plans were altered to incorporate a first 
floor library.

•	 The library was extended with supervision and funding from Thomas Bodley, 
and the Schools Quadrangle of the Bodleian was completed in 1624. 

•	 Other University buildings clustered north and south of the Bodleian are: 

 - Wren’s Sheldonian Theatre, commissioned to host ceremonial events.

 - The Old Ashmolean Building on Broad Street (now the Oxford Museum of 
the History of Science), built in 1683 to display the personal collection of Elias 
Ashmole.

 - Hawksmoor’s Clarendon Building, completed in 1715 as a printing house for 
the University Press.

 - Gibb’s Radcliffe Camera, a library opened in 1749.

•	 The Botanic Garden opened in 1621, the first in Britain and one of the oldest 
scientific gardens in the world.

Draft v3.0
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12.4 Character
12.4.1 Use and access

Historic urban characterisation

Theme 4: education   53

Theme 7: association   58

•	 Institutional, educational and ceremonial. 

•	 University buildings have extensive public access, either free of charge (e.g. St 
Mary’s, the Ashmolean) or via a modest entrance fee (the Botanic Gardens). 

•	 The libraries are publically accessible to registered readers.

Fig. 105: The Bodleian Library
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12.4.2 Streets and townscape
The University zone includes some of the finest townscape in the conservation 
area, no more so than the magnificent cluster between St Mary’s on the High Street 
and the Sheldonian and Clarendon Building on Broad Street. 

Street pattern

Saxon and medieval streets; Medieval plot boundaries

Theme 8: street layout of the Saxon burh   59

•	 Elements of the Saxon and medieval street network between the High Street 
and Broad Street survive. 

•	 Radcliffe Square, created in the eighteenth century, is a unique piece of formal 
town planning.

Public spaces

Theme 9: public space   61

•	 Most of the few public spaces in city centre surround University buildings, often 
with high quality paving and attractive public realm.

•	 Pedestrianisation of Radcliffe Square and streets around it is has made this area 
one the most important public spaces in the city.

•	 Places such as the steps of the Weston Library and the Sheldonian and the 
Ashmolean forecourt therefore provide precious off-street locations for locals 
and visitors to rest, linger and enjoy their surroundings.

Fig. 106: Weston Library (new Bodleian)

Fig. 107: Front lawn of the Natural History Museum
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Plots and building lines

Medieval plot boundaries; Building lines and gaps

Theme 10: medieval plots   63

•	 Large, formal plots. Those within the boundaries of the medieval town have 
been created by purchasing, amalgamating and thereby eradicating narrow 
tenement plots.

•	 It is characteristic of University buildings that they are frequently set back from 
the street for architectural effect, within a carefully orchestrated forecourt 
defined by railings or balustrade walls. This is in marked contrast to colleges, 
retail and residential buildings, which are usually hard up against the pavement. 

Fig. 108: Museum of the History of Science, Broad Street

Fig. 109: Sheldonian Theatre
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Pavements and street materials

Street materials

Theme 16: materials   74

•	 There is a good survival of historic street materials around University buildings, 
especially in the central core: e.g. cobbles and paving around Radcliffe Square 
and the Sheldonian Theatre, and the modern interpretation of the medieval 
central street drain (Kennel) on Brasenose Lane.

•	 These materials are highly important to the historic character and townscape 
texture of these areas.

Street furniture
•	 The University provides some of the few public benches in the city centre: on 

the Ashmolean forecourt, outside the University Museum, inside the Botanical 
Gardens, in front of the Clarendon Building and in St Mary’s Churchyard.

•	 High quality historic railings (e.g. Radcliffe Square) and historic street lamps. Fig. 110: Historic street materials in Radcliffe Square

Fig. 111: Public seating in the forecourt to the Ashmolean Museum
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12.4.3 Green space

Public access to green spaces

Theme 22: green space   82

The University buildings often include areas of green space as a setting for the 
buildings. Many of these also provide a public amenity. This of considerable 
importance to the character and appreciation of the conservation area because 
public green space within the core is otherwise very limited.

Accessible green space:
•	 The Botanic Garden on the banks of the Cherwell is the largest area of publicly 

accessible formal gardens in the city, though there is a small entrance fee. 

•	 Churchyard of St Mary’s, including mature trees that are an important green 
counterpoint to the otherwise hard streetscape of High Street.

•	 The University Museum’s large grassed forecourt.

•	 St Cross library has a cluster of mature plane trees and an area of lawn.

Private green space:
•	 Examination Schools quadrangle.

•	 Lawns around the Radcliffe Camera. 

Fig. 112: Botantical Gardens with Magdalen College Chapel in the background

Fig. 113: Garden of the University Church of St Mary the Virgin
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12.4.4 Buildings

Designations; Age of listed buildings

Theme 16: materials   74

Theme 17: architectural details   75

Theme 23: community   85

The buildings of the University are amongst the most celebrated in Oxford, part 
of the very image of the city. In particular, the monumental central cluster is 
of exceptional architectural and historic interest, including the Bodleian and – 
uniquely – major works by Christopher Wren (Sheldonian), Nicholas Hawksmoor 
(the Clarendon Building) and James Gibbs (Radcliffe Camera).

Later buildings are scarcely less interesting: the Ashmolean and the University 
Museum are amongst the most important examples of museum architecture of the 
nineteenth century; the University Museum is one of the seminal buildings of the 
Gothic Revival.

University buildings form a complete text book of the evolution of architectural 
style from the Gothic of the Middle Ages to twentieth century modernism, but 
nevertheless common characteristics can be identified:

•	 Explicitly monumental buildings, often set apart from their surroundings on 
separate plots.

•	 Built of limestone.

•	 Functions that bring people together, and normally allow public access. 

Fig. 114: The Clarendon Building

Fig. 115: St Cross Building
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12.4.5 Contribution of unlisted buildings
Section 16.4.4 Buildings that contribute to the character and appearance 
of the conservation area on p. 254

Section 16.4.5 Opportunity sites on p. 255

Nearly all the buildings in this character zone are listed, the majority at Grade I, 
reflecting their exceptional historic and architectural interest. An exception is the 
modern extension to the St Cross Library, whose white and grey cladding is at odds 
with the materials and prevailing colours of the Conservation Area.

Fig. 116: The modern extension to the St Cross Building
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12.4.6 Roofscape

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

Building heights
•	 Building heights are varied, but tend to have three or more storeys of generous 

dimensions, reflecting the functions of the buildings.

•	 These rise to higher focal points such as the tower of St Mary’s, the gatehouse of 
the Bodleian Library and the dome of the Radcliffe Camera.

•	 The St Cross Law Library is four to five stories high.

Roofscape and skyline
•	 It is characteristic of the monumental and symbolic role of University 

architecture that the buildings have dynamic roofscapes which make a major 
contribution to the iconic skyline of Oxford. 

•	 Elements include steeples (St Mary’s), domes (Radcliffe Camera), towers (the 
Bodleian), turrets and cupolas (Sheldonian, Examination Schools, Indian 
Institute) and pediments (Clarendon Building and Ashmolean Museum). 

•	 Crenellations, pinnacles, parapets, chimneys etc., provide texture and delight

•	 More recent buildings, conceived in the Modernist movement, have quite 
different roofscapes. Buildings such as the Weston library and St Cross Law 
Library have flat roofs with a starkly horizontal profile.

Fig. 117: Examination Schools

Fig. 118: South elevation of the Bodleian Library
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12.4.7 Views and landmarks

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

Theme 27: views in the conservation area   91

Theme 28: setting of the conservation area   95

By their very nature, almost every building in this character zone is a landmark. 
Additionally, the towers and spires of neighbouring colleges are prominent in the 
setting of many University buildings. 

Landmarks within the character zone
•	 Ashmolean Museum, Beaumont Street.

•	 Bodleian Library, Broad Street.

•	 Botanic Garden, High Street.

•	 Clarendon Building, Broad Street.

•	 Examination Schools, High Street.

•	 Former Indian Institute (Oxford Martin School), Broad Street.

•	 Law Library, St Cross Road.

•	 Museum of Natural History, Parks Road.

•	 Old Ashmolean, Broad Street.

•	 Radcliffe Camera, Radcliffe Square.

•	 Radcliffe Science Library, Parks Road.

•	 Sheldonian Theatre, Broad Street.

•	 University Church of St Mary the Virgin, High Street.

•	 Weston Library (new Bodleian), Broad Street.

Fig. 119: The Ashmolean Museum

Fig. 120: Museum of Natural History
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Views
•	 Public viewing panoramas: this zone contains two of the elevated positions 

from which the public can view 360 degree panoramas of the city: the cupola 
of Sheldonian Theatre, which appears to have been designed for this purpose, 
and St Mary’s tower, which is the most popular elevated public viewing point in 
the city. It has superb views over the historic core of the University and colleges, 
in which the historical form and architectural character of central Oxford can be 
experienced and appreciated and its relationship to its landscape setting can be 
understood, something that is otherwise difficult in a dense and largely flat city 
centre.

•	 Designed views: in addition to the Sheldonian cupola, the University created 
views of the Clarendon Building and the Sheldonian Theatre by demolishing 
houses in the middle of Broad Street in 1667.

•	 Unfolding and glimpsed views: University buildings are the focus of many 
unfolding and glimpsed views in the Conservation Area, no more so than in the 
streets and spaces of the core group around the Radcliffe Camera. Here, the 
townscape and architecture are of such exceptional quality that every corner 
reveals another magnificent view.

Fig. 121: The University Church of St Mary the Virgin

Fig. 122: Radcliffe Square
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12.4.9 Archeology

Theme 15: archaeology   73

Oxford Archaeological Action Plan further detail and guidance 

•	 Because this character zone comprises the parts of the Saxon burh, Norman 
castle and the medieval suburbs, the below-ground archaeological potential of 
the zone is considered to be high. 

12.4.8 Movement and activity

Theme 24: tranquillity   86

Traffic
•	 The setting of the Ashmolean, and to a lesser extent St Cross Law Library, is 

harmed by the weight of traffic. 

•	 Fortunately the central core is pedestrianised.

Pedestrians
•	 Many of the University buildings attract a high footfall because of their 

international fame and / or because they are open to the public.

•	 Pedestrianisation of Radcliffe Square and the streets around it provides some of 
the capacity needed to handle this number of visitors, and a pleasant place to 
linger and take in the exceptional architecture.
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12.5 Opportunities and threats
TO FOLLOW IN SECOND PHASE 
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13.1 Overview

This area north of the medieval city and west of St Giles’ was not extensively 
developed until the early nineteenth century, when St John’s College laid out 
Beaumont Street and St John Street behind handsome Bath stone façades. 
Development continued with Wellington Square and more modest streets. 
These planned Georgian streets are unique in Oxford, and today are mixed with 
postwar University buildings to create a distinctive character. 

The following aspects of the zone are of considerable historical, architectural, 
townscape or social significance and contribute positively to the character and 
appearance of the conservation area:

•	 The mixture of calm and handsome residential streets and their modest mews 
and the University presence that gives the zone its distinctive character. 

•	 Little Clarendon Street, with its independent businesses in modest nineteenth 
century buildings, is its social and commercial hub.

•	 Some aspects of the character zone harm the character and appearance of the 
area:

•	 Inactive frontages of postwar University buildings. 

•	 Traffic on Beaumont Street.

•	 Coach parking on Beaumont Street.

Fig. 123: Charming Victorian residential terrace on Walton Street
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Other useful documents include: 
Oxford Heritage Walks Book 1: On foot from Oxford Castle to St Giles’, Malcolm 
Graham 2013

i 13.2 Useful documents and further guidance
Refer to the following Historic Urban Character Assessments for detailed 
accounts of the character zone. The key plan shows their boundaries.

HUCA 24 Worcester College and Gloucester Green: Gloucester Green.

HUCA 25 Worcester College and Gloucester Green: Beaumont Street and St 
John Street.

HUCA 27 St Giles’: Western Frontage Commercial.

HUCA 28 St Giles’: Ashmolean Museum and Colleges.

HUCA 29 St Giles’: Townhouses.
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Victorian growth
•	 North of St John Street a new Workhouse was built, but the site was sold in 

the 1860s to the University, which undertook the speculative development of 
Wellington Square (completed 1874) and the east side of Walton Street. 

•	 Beyond, Little Clarendon Street emerged haphazardly as modest local shopping 
district, the north side mostly completed by 1850.

University replanning 
•	 When the 99-year leases around Wellington Square fell in, the University 

commissioned Sir Leslie Martin to prepare a masterplan for the comprehensive 
redevelopment of the area.

•	 The first phase comprising the University Offices and graduate accommodation 
on the north side of Wellington Square was completed in 1974, but the 
remainder was not implemented.

13.3 History
Middle Ages
•	 This was part of the parish of St Mary Magdalen. 

•	 The land to the west of the suburb lining St Giles was occupied from the early 
twelfth century by the walled precinct of the royal residence of Beaumont 
Palace (used enroute to the royal hunting lodge at Woodstock). 

•	 It was later granted to the Carmelite White Friars (the last fragments were 
demolished in the early 19th century). 

Georgian development
•	 Post medieval development began with the erection of a workhouse on part of 

the Palace site, but started in earnest when Beaumont Street and St John Street 
were laid out as a planned development between 1822–37 on land owned by 
St John’s College. Speculative developers bought plots, but their plans had to 
be approved by the college, ensuring a consistency of front façade design and 
materials. 

•	 More modest brick-built terraces of early nineteenth century houses were laid 
out along Beaumont Buildings and the west side of Walton Street.

Draft v3.0
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13.4 Character
13.4.1 Use

1876 1st Edition OS; Historic urban characterisation

Theme 4: education   53

Theme 11: living   67

•	 Predominantly residential, with historic commercial centres along Little 
Clarendon Street and the west side of St Giles’. 

•	 Over the last century and especially since the Second World War, the character 
of the area has become increasingly institutional, especially around Wellington 
Square. 

•	 There is a regular flow of pedestrians along most of the streets, although 
Wellington Square and Blackhall Road are noticeably quieter. 

Fig. 124: Institutional

Fig. 125: Shops and restaurants along Little Clarendon Street
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13.4.2 Streets and townscape
Topography

Topography

Theme 20: topography and geology   78

Largely flat, on the top of the terrace on which Oxford is built.

Street pattern 

Building lines and gaps; Saxon and medieval streets; 1876 1st Edition OS

•	 Unusually for the Conservation Area, a number of the streets in this character 
zone are planned and straight. Combined with the flat topography and 
development close to or on the pavement line, in streets such as Beaumont 
Street and St John Street, the resultant character is highly urban and enclosed. 

•	 Part of the early nineteenth century development is another distinctive 
characteristic: mews, which are rare in Oxford. They are characterised by very 
modest buildings lining quiet [unadopted] streets.

•	 Wellington Square is the only planned residential square in the conservation 
area, and unique in the city. 

•	 Pavements are fairly narrow, especially along Little Clarendon Street where 
there is a fairly high footfall, and along the upper part of St Giles’, where 
pedestrians frequently spill from the pavement onto the street. 

Fig. 126: Wellington Square

Fig. 127: Alternative pic to use for mews
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Plots and building line

Medieval plot boundaries; Building lines and gaps; 1876 1st Edition OS

•	 Plot sizes in the character zone are mostly small and regular – reflecting their 
nineteenth century residential origins.

•	 This footprint is interrupted at the north end of Wellington Square where 
plots have been amalgamated to create larger-scale late twentieth century 
developments for the University.

•	 Beaumont Street and St John Street are tightly built against the back of the 
pavement.

•	 In Wellington Street and in Walton Street properties are set back behind a 
shallow area bounded by railings. Plots are mostly enclosed either by dwarf 
brick walls or railings.

•	 High stone walls enclose private college spaces at Worcester College and Pusey 
College.

Fig. 128: 20th century development at the north of Wellington Square

Fig. 129: Beaumont Street
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Pavements and street materials

Street materials

Theme 16: materials   74

•	 Street materials are mostly modern with tarmac roads and concrete paviours or 
tarmac pavements, some in relatively poor condition. 

•	 There is some survival of older materials, notably surviving stone setts on the 
mews lanes of Walton Lane and Pusey Lane and York stone paving on St John 
Street. 

•	 Some roads retain stone setts as gutters and there may be more surviving under 
later road surfaces. 

•	 Cellar grills on St John Street.

Street furniture
•	 Street lights are mostly modern and of a variety of designs, including traditional 

lantern-style standards and modern columns. 

•	 Some lanterns are attached to buildings, reducing street clutter and forming an 
attractive feature. 

Fig. 130: Street lamp attached to building

Fig. 131: Stone setts
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13.4.3 Green and public space

Public access to green spaces

Theme 22: green space   82

•	 There are very few public spaces: the most significant is the University owned 
gardens in Wellington Square, which are open to the public.

•	 Because most of the nineteenth century houses are built up to the street line, 
there are few front gardens, but the townscape is frequently softened by 
glimpses of planting and trees in private gardens and along St Giles’. 

•	 Some streets are too narrow for trees, and they would be unsuitable for the 
highly ordered and architectural character of St John and Beaumont Street.

Fig. 132: Greenery in private gardens

Fig. 133: Wellington Square gardens
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Architectural details
•	 There is generally a good survival of historic features, including timber sash 

windows, timber doors and cast iron boot-scrapers along St John Street, 
handsome cast iron balconies along Beaumont Street and iron railings to 
Wellington Square areas. 

•	 Little Clarendon Street also retains some interesting traditional shopfronts. 
Some handsome examples of Victorian cast iron railings survive, especially 
around Wellington Square.

•	 Postwar University buildings.

•	 The interlopers in this scene are the concrete framed modernist buildings 
constructed north of Wellington Square by the University, to Leslie Martin’s 
masterplan. 

•	 Reflecting the era, function and architectural philosophy in which they were 
conceived, they introduced a new scale, a new emphasis on horizontally, new 
forms of planning via deck access, new materials in the predominant use of 
concrete, and a new flat, chimneyless roofscape.

13.4.4 Buildings

Designations; Age of listed buildings; 1876 1st Edition OS

Theme 16: materials   74

Theme 17: architectural details   75

Theme 19: postwar architecture   77

Terraced housing
The characteristic building type in the character zone is terraced housing: 

•	 These display a variety of materials depending on the date and status of the 
street: Bath stone is used on the primary streets, Beaumont Street and St John 
Street, with red brick with variegated brick details on secondary streets such as 
the early nineteenth-century terraces on Walton Street and Beaumont Buildings. 

•	 Victorian houses, such as those around Wellington Square, typically use 
buff brick with stone dressings, with bay windows giving variety to the front 
elevations. 

•	 Painted render is also used on terraces at the south end of Walton Street and on 
Museum Road.
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Opportunity areas

Positive contributors and opportunity sites

Section 16.4.5 Opportunity sites on p. 255

•	 A few buildings are out of keeping with the prevailing character, such as the 
house on the corner of Richmond Road and Walton Lane, which detracts by 
introducing a bright blue which is not in keeping with the colour of any other 
buildings in the character zone. 

•	 The post-war University buildings do not integrate well with the street; the 
graduate accommodation block presents an unfriendly blank frontage to 
Wellington Square, while the University offices, raised on an inactive plinth with 
a long rack of bicycles facing the street, have an uncomfortable relationship to 
Little Clarendon Street. 

•	 Their awkward relationship with their surroundings is partly because the 
projected masterplan for redeveloping the area was not implemented in its 
totality. 

•	 Obtrusive service areas also detract from the ambience of Little Clarendon 
Street. 

•	 Along Blackhall Street, the college buildings are mostly set behind high walls 
and turn their backs on the street, creating an inactive public realm.

13.4.5 Contribution of unlisted buildings
Buildings that contribute to character

Positive contributors and opportunity sites

Section 16.4.4 Buildings that contribute to the character and appearance 
of the conservation area on p. 254

The majority of unlisted buildings make a positive contribution to the character of 
the zone because of their age, use, materials and scale. 
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13.4.6 Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

Building heights
Building heights range from two to three storeys in most streets, often with 
dormers above. Many terraces also have basements. 

Mews streets are contrastingly modest with single storey garage buildings, 
sometimes with flats over. 

Roofscape and skyline
There is a lively and varied treatment of roofscape across the character zone.

Common characteristics include pitched roofs (slate and tile), dormers and gables. 

The terraces of Beaumont and St John Street are unusual in Oxford for being almost 
entirely regular, behind unbroken parapets, with the roofs punctuated by a regular 
rhythm of chimneystacks. 

The exceptions to the prevailing character are the post war buildings along Little 
Clarendon Street with long flat roof profiles.

Fig. 134: Varied roofscape along Worcester Place

Fig. 135: Rear of Beaumont Street properties showing varied rear elevations
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13.4.7 Landmarks and views

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

Theme 27: views in the conservation area   91

Theme 28: setting of the conservation area   95

Landmarks within the character zone
•	 Former Ruskin College (now Exeter College’s Cohen Quadrangle), Walton Street. 

•	 The Clarendon Institute, Walton Street.

Landmarks outside the character zone
•	 The Ashmolean Museum, Beaumont Street.

•	 Wesley Memorial Methodist Church, New Inn Hall Street. 

Fig. 136: Former Ruskin College, Walton Street

Fig. 137: The Clarendon Institute
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Views
The character zone is highly unusual in the conservation area for containing two 
designed views: 

•	 Beaumont Street was laid out to frame the front of Worcester College to the 
west.

•	 St John Street was aligned to terminate with a view of the Observatory to 
the north (now obscured in the northern part of the street by mature trees in 
Wellington Square). 

Fig. 138: View along St John Street towards the Observatory

Fig. 139: View south down Beaumont Street towards spire of Wesley Methodist Church
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13.4.9 Archeology

Theme 15: archaeology   73

Oxford Archaeological Action Plan further detail and guidance 

•	 Potential in the below-ground archaeological potential to reveal evidence of 
the royal Beaumont Palace, and subsequent monastic and other development. 

13.4.8 Movement and activity

Theme 24: tranquillity   86

Traffic
•	 The character of streets is affected by whether or not they form a through-

route for traffic. Beaumont Street and Walton Street are heavily trafficked with 
queuing traffic and waiting buses and coaches, which is harmful to its character 
and appearance, and the setting of the listed buildings lining the street. 

•	 Little Clarendon Street is one-way but has a regular stream of traffic moving 
along it. Other streets, such as the mews, are quieter access roads. 

•	 Most streets have controlled street parking but the streetscape is not overly 
dominated by parked cars. 

Pedestrians and cycling
•	 There is a regular flow of pedestrians along most of the streets, although 

Wellington Square and Blackhall Road are noticeably quieter. 

•	 There are numerous parked cycles but these are mostly in dedicated racks and 
do not impact on the pedestrian realm.
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13.5 Opportunities and threats
TO FOLLOW IN SECOND PHASE 
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14.1 Overview

This character zone consists of the areas west and south west of the city centre 
along the Castle Mill Stream, and later the Oxford Canal. There were medieval 
abbeys here, and later water-side industry until the second half of the twentieth 
century the industrial quarter of the city. Pockets of post-medieval character 
survive, but most was swept away by comprehensive redevelopment in the 
1960s and 1970s, to be replaced by largely unsuccessful structures of a quite 
different scale and grain.

The following aspects of the zone are of considerable historical, architectural, 
townscape or social significance and contribute positively to the character and 
appearance of the conservation area:

•	 The Castle Mill Stream and the Oxford Canal are tranquil green public spaces 
with a secretive quality quite different from the Isis and Cherwell. 

•	 The canal is in particular a place of remarkable peace and tranquillity almost 
entirely isolated by trees from the sights and sounds of the city around it. 

•	 The intimate network of streets and paths weaving along and across the 
streams, with diverse building types and tree lined banks, experienced as a 
sequence of glimpses and revealed views, often from small bridges. 

•	 Surviving fragments of the religious houses that dominated here in the middle 
ages.

•	 Surviving buildings and fragments of fabric (e.g. walls) of the industries that 
lined the Castle Mill Stream for centuries.

Some parts of the character zone are opportunities for positive change to enhance 
the character and appearance of the area:

•	 Sterile twentieth century redevelopment that has erased almost all trace of 
historic character, often on large scale plots that do not reflect historic street 
patterns and frequently with lifeless frontages that contribute to an unfriendly 
environment for pedestrians.

•	 Gloucester Green, in parts architecturally spirited, but generally aesthetically 
and functionally unsuccessful, and disconnected from adjoining the retail core. Fig. 140: Lower Fisher Row
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Other useful documents include: 
Oxford Heritage Walks Book 4: On foot from Paradise Street to Sheepwash, 
Malcolm Graham, 2016

Oxford’s Working Past – walking tours of Victorian and Edwardian industrial 
buildings, Liz Woolley, 2013

i 14.2 Useful documents and further guidance
Refer to the following Historic Urban Character Assessments for detailed 
accounts of the character zone. The key plan shows their boundaries.

HUCA 3 Osney Island: Transport and Business.

HUCA 5 The Western Suburb: Residential.

HUCA 7 The Western Suburb: Castle Mill Stream and Fisher Row.

HUCA 8 Thames Crossing and Floodplain: Thames Waterfront.

HUCA 9 Thames Crossing and Floodplain: St Aldate’s.

HUCA 10 Thames Crossing and Floodplain: Colleges and University. 

HUCA 11 Thames Crossing and Floodplain: Westgate Centre.

HUCA 14 Castle and Periphery: Former Canal Basin.

HUCA 24 Worcester College and Gloucester Green: Gloucester Green. 

HUCA 27 St Giles’: Western Frontage Commercial.
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This drawing incorporates information from the Ordnance Survey which is © Crown Copyright, supplied by Oxford City Council. 
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Improving communications: New Road, Oxford Canal, Great Western Railway
•	 Decline in importance following the Dissolution of the Monasteries.

•	 New Road, a turnpike built 1769–10 to improve communication to the west.

•	 Oxford Canal completed in 1790, with the opening of a two-fingered basin (the 
site of current Worcester Street car park and Nuffield College).

•	 Arrival of the Great Western Railway on Osney Island in 1845 further accelerated 
development with workers’ terraces and e.g. the gas works and breweries.

•	 Public functions: County Council, city jail, cattle market.

Redevelopment since 1930
•	 Oxford Canal basin abandoned; Nuffield College built after the War on the coal 

wharf; the rest filled in as a temporary car park (still in use).

•	 St Ebbe’s comprehensively redeveloped in the wake of Oxford Replanned: new 
street plan, new large-scale commercial, institutional and residential buildings, 
bottom of St Aldate’s completely transformed.

•	 Gloucester Green bus station, offices and market (1987–90) on the site of the 
cattle market. 

•	 Turn Again Lane.

•	 Since c. 2000, new residential schemes, especially along the Castle Mill Stream, 
on old industrial sites.

•	 Westgate, a substantial shopping centre outside the conservation area but with 
significant impact on its character and views.

14.3 History
Bronze and Iron Age
•	 Swamps and meadows in the Thames floodplain.

Saxons
•	 Some of this area lies within the western edge of the Saxon burh, and some 

beyond to the west and south.

•	 The Castle Mill Stream - was probably created in the late Saxon period by 
modifying the Wareham Stream of the Thames to feed the eponymous mill. 
Osney Island was thus formed, between the Mill Stream and the main channel 
of the Thames.

•	 The southern section spans the route to the Saxon river crossing, a causeway, 
now St Aldate’s.

Normans and Middle Ages
•	 Construction of the castle over the late Saxon street grid, separated the western 

fringe from the main body of the town.

•	 Religious houses dominated the area south and west of the walled city, 
including the Augustinian Osney Abbey, the Cistercian Rewley Abbey at St 
Thomas, a Franciscan house and the largest Dominican friary outside London in 
St Ebbe’s.

•	 Suburb of St Thomas, from the 12th century, on Osney Island, laid out along St 
Thomas’ Street toward the parish church.

•	 Mills, fishing, breweries, tanneries and timber yards: industries dependent on 
the Thames for transport, power and water.
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14.4.2 Streets and townscape
Topography

Topography

Theme 20: topography and geology   78

Theme 21: rivers   81

•	 Gently rising from the flood plain to the low terraces on which the Saxon and 
Norman town was laid out.

Street pattern

Saxon and medieval streets; Medieval plot boundaries

Theme 8: street layout of the Saxon burh   59

Theme 21: rivers   81

•	 This zone has more variety in its street morphology than any other:

 - Saxon and Medieval thoroughfares, for example in St Thomas’ Street and St 
Aldate’s, largely straight and wide.

 - Along the Wareham and Castle Mill Streams, intimate paths, streets and 
rows, weaving back and forth across multiple bridges. Some of these routes 
are believed to be Saxon or Medieval in original, though they are little 
understood.  Notable is Fisher Row, home to fishermen in 16th century, 
bargemen in 17th and after that canal boatmen.

 - Postwar streets and roads, set out for road traffic on grids, with radiused 
corners and wide pavements, for example west of St Aldate’s. These bear 
little or no relationship to the historic street pattern which they replaced.

Public spaces
•	 There are limited public spaces and those that do exist are mostly recent 

creations.

•	 The largest but perhaps least successful is Gloucester Green, the market area 
feeling divorced from the city centre. Nevertheless the site has a rich history 
(Broken Hayes, city prison, fair, cattle market).

14.4 Character
The character of this zone can be understood in these ways:

•	 Intimate streets and paths weaving along and across the streams, with diverse 
building types and tree lined banks.

•	 Fragments of industrial Oxford, such as the brewing buildings on and around St 
Thomas Street.

•	 The canal, a place of remarkable peace and tranquillity almost entirely isolated 
by trees from the sights and sounds of the city around it. 

•	 Sterile twentieth century redevelopment on and to the west of St Aldate’s, that 
has erased almost all trace of its dense historic character.

•	 Gloucester Green, in parts architecturally spirited but generally an 
underperforming urban area. 

14.4.1 Use

Historic urban characterisation

Theme 1: contrasts   49

Theme 4: education   53

Theme 12: commerce and retail   68

Theme 13: civic administration   69

•	 This character zone contains a greater variety of uses than other parts of the 
conservation area. 

•	 Predominant uses are: residential, commercial and institutional (including the 
County Council, law courts and the police). 

•	 Other functions include retail and the University.
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Plots and building lines

Medieval plot boundaries; Building lines and gaps

Theme 10: medieval plots   63

•	 Along the Castle Mill Stream and in St Thomas Street there are survival of 
narrow medieval plots that are of historic importance and significance because 
they create a dense grain in the townscape.

•	 Elsewhere on St Aldate’s and to its west, there are large plots created since the 
war that frequently bear little relationship to what they replaced, and which are 
alien to the character and appearance of the conservation area.

•	 The historic building line is back of pavement, but some postwar developments 
are set back, sometimes with a poorly resolved relationship to the street.

Street materials and street furniture

Street materials

Theme 16: materials   74

•	 There are few survivals of historic street materials and furniture in this character 
zone; where they do survive they are significant.

Fig. 141: St George's Tower as seen from Quaking Bridge

Fig. 142: Albion Place
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14.4.3  Green space
This zone is unusual in that most of the green space is publicly accessible, and 
linear.

Public access to green spaces

Theme 22: green space   82

•	 The principal green spaces here are along the Wareham and Castle Mill Streams 
and the Canal. These have a very intimate and peaceful quality, defined by the 
relationship to the water and absence of vehicles.

•	 The nature of green space along the streams is pockets and slips of trees and 
shrubs in combination with buildings, experienced on footpaths and crossing 
bridges.

•	 The canal towpaths are exceptionally green and wooded and quiet, so that the 
rest of the city is all but invisible and inaudible. This is precious and fragile.

•	 Paradise Square is one of the few relatively formal public green spaces in the 
city, and a tranquil haven in contrast to the postwar blocks around it.

Fig. 143: Castle Mill Stream

Fig. 144: View eastwards from riverside with Jubilee Terrace pictured on the right
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14.4.4 Buildings

Designations; Age of listed buildings

Theme 16: materials   74

Theme 17: architectural details   75

Theme 18: a service economy   76

Theme 19: postwar architecture   77

Typologies
A distinctive mixture of building types, quite different to much of the conservation 
area:

•	 Surviving industrial buildings, e.g. the Lion Brewery and Malthouse (now 
University Estates Office).

•	 Civic buildings, e.g. courts, County Council offices, Police Station (predominantly 
twentieth century).

•	 Bridges, low, small, often with iron components, and canal infrastructure.

•	 Model nineteenth century social housing on Osney Lane.

•	 Postwar residential development.

Materials
•	 In this zone brick is the predominant historic material – a red brick until the 

middle of the nineteenth century, and thereafter also including buffs.

•	 From the second half of the century bricks are no longer handmade.

•	 Postwar buildings use many materials, including concrete frames and panels, 
and more recently a variety of cladding materials, including a revival of brick. 
However this brick is non-structural and the quality of the material and laying is 
often poor.

Fig. 145: Charming 19th century housing, Osney Lane

Fig. 146: Folly House, Folly Bridge
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This drawing incorporates information from the Ordnance Survey which is © Crown Copyright, supplied by Oxford City Council. 
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Opportunity areas

Positive contributors and opportunity sites

Section 16.4.5 Opportunity sites on p. 255

•	 This zone contains many opportunity areas as the consequence of postwar 
redevelopment and more recent redevelopment of industrial and commercial 
sites. 

•	 Frequently, the resultant buildings do not contribute of the character and 
appearance of the conservation area by virtue of combinations of outsized 
footprint, mass, scale, inanimate roofscape, poor quality materials, incoherent 
façades and lifeless frontages. 

•	 Two distinct types of such buildings can be identified, reflecting the two phases 
of redevelopment since 1945: 

 - Large scale, framed modernist buildings, frequently with inactive frontages.

 - More recent student and residential accommodation blocks, whose form 
and frequently combinations of materials is without precedent in the 
conservation area.

•	 Postwar redevelopment has created large spaces in this zone that do not 
contribute to the character and appearance of the conservation area: 

 - The Worcester Street carpark is an ugly void in the townscape that harms 
the setting of adjacent listed buildings (though containing fragments of 
industrial archaeology of considerable historic interest and allows important 
views towards the Motte).

 - Gloucester Green: the bus station and market are modern spaces of no 
architectural or spatial merit.

14.4.5 Contribution of unlisted buildings
Buildings that contribute to character 

Positive contributors and opportunity sites

Section 16.4.4 Buildings that contribute to the character and appearance 
of the conservation area on p. 254

•	 Positive contributors include traditional housing and surviving nineteenth and 
twentieth century buildings, reflecting the historic character of the zone.
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This drawing incorporates information from the Ordnance Survey which is © Crown Copyright, supplied by Oxford City Council. 

Oxford Central 
Conservation Area

Positive contributor

Opportunity 

Draft v3.0

Key

This drawing incorporates information from the Ordnance Survey which is © Crown Copyright, supplied by Oxford City Council. 

N
pOsitive 
COntribUtOrs AnD 
OppOrtUnity sites

14.0  Character Zone 6: the western fringe



225Oxford Central (City & University) Conservation Area Technical Advice Note

14.4.6 Roofscape

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

Building heights
•	 Historically, buildings in this zone were largely 2-3 storeys, though e.g. breweries 

might have higher brewing towers and chimneys.

•	 Postwar redevelopment is typically 4 storeys, and more recent residential blocks 
often 5.

•	 So the average height of buildings has grown substantially since 1945.

Roofscape and skyline
•	 Traditional roofscapes have pitched roofs and chimneys, creating a lively 

skyline.

•	 Postwar development is normally characterised by flat roofs without vertical 
accents, creating a lifeless roofscape and skyline which is contrary to the 
character and appearance of the conservation area. 

14.4.7 Views and landmarks

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

Theme 27: views in the conservation area   91

Theme 28: setting of the conservation area   95

Landmarks within the character zone
•	 Castle Mill Stream and bridges.

•	 Former Horse hospital, St Thomas’ Street.

•	 Lion Brewery chimney, St Thomas’ Street.

•	 Lion Brewery Gate, St Thomas’ Street.

Landmarks outside the character zone
•	 Castle Motte, Oxford Castle.

•	 County Hall, New Road.

•	 Folly Bridge over the Thames, Abingdon Road.

•	 Nuffield College, New Road.

•	 St George’s Tower, Oxford Castle.

•	 The Parish Church of Saint Thomas the Martyr, Becket Street. 

Views
•	 Unfolding and glimpsed views: along the footpaths, alleys and little streets 

beside the streams and the Canal are charming and reveal the very different 
character of this part of the character area. 

•	 The numerous bridges: provide excellent vantage points.

•	 Views up St Aldate’s frame: the landmarks at the top, such as Tom Tower and 
the Town Hall.

•	 Glimpsed views: of St George’s tower from St Thomas Street.
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14.4.8 Movement and activity

Theme 24: tranquillity   86

Traffic
•	 Most of the streets in this zone have low levels of traffic. 

•	 Exceptions include Thames Street (the completed section of the projected 
postwar inner ring road) and St Aldate’s.

Cycling and Pedestrian
•	 This zone contains charming paths, especially along the streams and the canal. 

•	 Walking many streets is pleasant because of the low traffic levels.

Activity 
•	 Most of the streets in this zone are very quiet, and most have inactive frontages 

which make for a lifeless experience.

14.4.9 Archaeology

Theme 15: archaeology   73

Oxford Archaeological Action Plan further detail and guidance 

•	 Some of this character zone comprises parts of the Saxon burh and the 
medieval suburbs with high below-ground archaeological potential, but in 
other areas postwar redevelopment has removed much of it. 

•	 The area along the Castle Mill Stream is rich in archaeological evidence for 
industrial uses and processes since the Middle Ages. 

Fig. 147: Foot bridge over Castle Mill Stream

Fig. 148: St Thomas' Street looking eastwards towards the Lion Brewery
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14.5 Opportunities and threats
TO FOLLOW IN SECOND PHASE
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•	 The views across the meadows are exceptionally important: both the 
panoramas of the famed towers and spires rising above the meadows, and 
the views looking outwards towards the greensward, which appears to be 
unbroken because east Oxford is hidden from view.

•	 Vehicles and bicycles are restricted in most of these areas and are not permitted 
in the University Parks or Christ Church Meadow. This is vital to maintaining the 
characteristically tranquil atmosphere. 

The principal aspects of the zone that harm character and appearance are:

•	 Piecemeal development on college playing fields, which is eroding the sense of 
open space and replacing it with an often incoherent and inactive streetscape. 

•	 Development within and without the zone that would harm views across the 
green space, especially development in east Oxford that would destroy the 
sense of looking out over an unbroken landscape.

i Notes for use:
•	 This zone forms a crescent of predominantly green space from the 

University Parks in the north east round to the Folly Bridge in the south 
west. It does include areas of development associated with this zone, 
such as Holywell and Thames-side housing.

•	 St Catherine’s College forms part of Character Zone 3: the colleges

•	 The Botanical Gardens form part of the Character Zone 4: the University

15.1 Overview of character and significance

The flood plains of the River Isis (Thames) and River Cherwell are iconic features 
of Oxford, tranquil leafy foils to its townscape and architecture. The extent of 
green space is exceptional for a city centre, providing a superb community 
resource and important habitats for several rare or endangered species. The 
flood plains are therefore fundamental to creating the distinctive character that 
makes the city centre conservation area a place of outstanding significance.

The following aspects of the zone are of considerable historical, architectural, 
townscape or social significance and contribute positively to the character and 
appearance of the conservation area:

•	 The extent and quality of accessible green space in the centre of the city, which 
has inspired Oxford residents and students for centuries, and has substantial 
aesthetic, communal and historical value.

•	 The ecological value of so much green space in the heart of a city.

•	 The survival of the meadows allows understanding of the original siting of the 
city by the Saxons on dry ground adjacent to river crossing points.

•	 These crossings survive as Folly Bridge and Magdalen Bridge, which are 
therefore of exceptional importance to understanding the origins, history and 
layout of Oxford, and for understanding it as a riverside settlement that derived 
livelihood and prosperity from the river and riverborne trade.

•	 The different characters of the Isis and Cherwell are part of the distinctive 
personality of Oxford: the Isis is broader, more urban and busy with pleasure 
craft; the Cherwell is more gentle, intimate and more rural. The playing fields are 
another distinctive type of green space – ordered and highly manicured.
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Other useful documents include: 
Oxford Heritage Walks Book 3: On foot from Catte Street to Parson’s Pleasure, 
Malcolm Graham 2015

i 15.2 Useful documents and further guidance
Refer to the following Historic Urban Character Assessments for detailed 
accounts of the character zone. The key plan shows their boundaries.

HUCA 8 Thames Crossing and Floodplain: Thames Waterfront.

HUCA 9 Thames Crossing and Floodplain: St Aldate’s.

HUCA 35 The Eastern Colleges: Broad Walk.

HUCA 39 Holywell and Northern Expansion: Modern Colleges.

HUCA 40 Holywell: Historic Core.

Significant areas of the flood plain zone are included within Historic 
England’s Register of Historic Parks and Gardens for their special historic 
interest. The following entries contain more detailed history and 
description of these areas:

•	 Christ Church (Grade I), list entry number: 1000441.

•	 Magdalen College (Grade I), list entry number: 1000435.

•	 The University Parks, Oxford (Grade II), list entry number: 1001651.
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Magdalen College meadows and deer park
•	 Magdalen College was founded in 1458 and by 1578, the Agas map shows a 

meadow within arms of the Cherwell, encircled by a tree-lined walk, accessed 
from the college by a bridge. It became known as ‘Addison’s Walk’ in the early 
nineteenth century after the celebrated poet and essayist Joseph Addison, who 
was a Fellow. 

•	 The deer park, also known as the Grove, was once laid out with formal alles. 
Deer are first mentioned in 1706-07.

The University Parks
•	 These were laid out on ground purchased by the University from Merton 

College in 1854-60 as an arboretum and recreation space for the University, with 
sports pitches in the open central section. 

•	 The University Museum, completed 1860, was built in the south-west corner 
and a section of the Parks was developed in the mid-to-late twentieth century 
as the University Science Area. 

•	 The Mesopotamia walk along an island in the Cherwell was created in 1865. 

The Angel and Greyhound Meadow
•	 On the east bank of the Cherwell, once owned by Magdalen but now the City 

Council and open to the public. 

15.3 History
Bronze Age
•	 The University Parks is home to the well preserved remains of a linear barrow 

cemetery, dating to the Late Neolithic-Early Bronze Age occupation of the 
gravel terraces between the Cherwell and Thames (on which the centre of 
Oxford was later built).

Christ Church Meadows
•	 From its foundation on the site of St Frideswide’s Priory, Christ Church College 

was bounded by open water meadows to the south. These are shown on Agas’ 
map of 1578, with a perimeter walk flanked by a double avenue of trees named 
‘Christ Church Medows and Walkes’. By 1676 (Loggan’s map), the Broad Walk 
was also established. 

•	 Earthworks were constructed approximately along the line of the Broad Walk 
during the Civil War. In 1863 the New Walk (also known as the Poplar Walk), 
leading south from the new Meadow Buildings to the Isis, was laid out, and the 
War Memorial Garden adjoining St Aldate’s followed in the late 1920s to create 
a formal approach to the Meadows. 

•	 At the north end of the Meadows, Deadman’s Walk follows the line of 
a surviving section of the thirteenth century town wall and by tradition 
commemorates the route of Jewish funeral processions (prior to their expulsion 
from England in 1290) from the Jewish quarter at St Aldate’s to their burial 
ground on the present-day site of the Botanic Garden.
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River crossings
•	 Oxford was founded because of its strategic location at crossing points on the 

Thames floodplain. 

•	 The Thames fording point was improved first with a Saxon timber causeway and 
then a Norman stone causeway – the Grandpont . Evidence for both of these 
survive under St Aldate’s. The bridging section is now known as the Folly Bridge, 
and dates to 1826.

•	 This area was a focus of river industries and trades well into the twentieth 
century, such as Salter’s boatyard and offices, but now it is housing.

•	 The Cherwell crossing is similarly ancient. A sequence of wooden and stone 
bridges culminated in the present 11 arch structure, built 1772-90. This was 
widened on the south side in 1882.

Holywell historic suburb
•	 A small suburb outside the walled town, clustered around the twelfth century St 

Cross Church and early sixteenth century Manor House (now housing graduate 
accommodation for Balliol College)  with Holywell Mill to the south east by the 
Cherwell.

•	 The walled municipal cemetery was established in the mid-nineteenth century 
by St Cross churchyard on the Holywell Mill meadow leading down to the 
Cherwell, land which was gifted by Merton College. Many notable Oxford 
figures including  Kenneth Grahame were buried there.

College playing fields
•	 Colleges started creating formal playing fields in the nineteenth century, as 

sports starting with cricket were embraced and codified. 

•	 Development around their perimeters was limited until the twentieth century to 
cricket pavilions and a few larger detached villas on the south east side of Balliol 
College cricket ground. 

•	 Off Manor Road, short terraces of late-Victorian housing are shown on the 
1898 OS map clustered near the Church of the Holy Cross. Post-war college 
developments have gradually infilled Jowett Walk and extended along the west 
side of St Cross Road.
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15.4 Designations

Green Belt; Designations; Designated green spaces

In addition to listed buildings and registered parks and gardens (see relevant 
maps), the zone contains extensive open space and ecological designation:

Green Belt: all of this zone except the immediate context of the Folly Bridge forms 
part of the green belt. 

Protected Open Space: University Parks, Balliol, New College and Merton Playing 
Fields, Angel and Greyhound Meadow, Merton Field.

Wildlife Corridors: the Cherwell river and Christ Church. 

Sites of Local Importance for Nature Conservation: Great Meadow, Long 
Meadow and Magdalen Meadow.

Fig. 149: Angel and Greyhound Meadow

Fig. 150: The Cherwell
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15.5 Character
15.5.1 Use

Flood risk; Green Belt; Woodland; Historic urban characterisation

Theme 2: variety and layering   51

Theme 11: living   67

Theme 21: rivers   81

Theme 22: green space   82

•	 Flood plain: important function in regulating volumes of water flowing 
through the Cherwell valley and protecting the town from flooding.

•	 Agriculture: grazing animals.

•	 Recreation: private: sports, recreation; public: walks, bathing, dog walking, 
playground, punting.

•	 Residential: college student accommodation; private housing on and west of 
the Folly Bridge, on both banks. Fig. 151: Recreational use - the Isis

Fig. 152: Houses by the Isis by the Oxford Architects' Partnership, 1970-80s
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•	 Punts passing up and down the river add gentle incident, creating a distinctive 
Oxford character.

Mesopotamia and Merton-owned meadows (Music Meadow, Great Meadow, 
Long Meadow) 
•	 Wilder areas, relatively unmanaged, providing a greater sense of ‘rus in urbe’ 

and access to countryside on the doorstep of town. 

•	 The woodland on the edge of Great Meadow is an important example of a 
waterlogged, wooded willow carr.

University Parks
•	 Character of a traditional managed public park, with [typical planting], more 

manicured appearance and boundaries, and sporting facilities including pitches, 
practice nets and a pavilion.

Holywell historic suburb
•	 Even by the late nineteenth century Holywell retained a sense of a distinct small 

suburb surrounded by fields, although increasingly encroached by expanding 
colleges. 

•	 The St Cross churchyard and adjacent cemetery provides a tranquil and publicly 
accessible green space leading towards the river.

College playing fields
•	 Large open expanses of managed grass pitches, not open to the public. 

•	 Increasing pressure to develop land from the late nineteenth century onwards 
has led to piecemeal infill development around the edges of the playing 
fields, which is altering the character of this part of the zone from open 
space to urban streetscapes; these developments, now employing pavilion 
plan accommodation blocks, can lack cohesion and create an unsatisfactory 
townscape. 

Paths 
•	 Paths are a theme throughout this zone - either gravelled where there is higher 

footfall (Christ Church Meadow, Magdalen) or simple dirt and grass tracks, in 
keeping with the rural character. 

•	 Tarmac is not consistent with this character and is limited to Thamesside paths 
in the more urban area west of Folly Bridge, and to an access road at the south 
end of University Parks, leading to a bridge across the Cherwell. This reflects the 
higher level of cycle and foot traffic along this route in and out of the city centre.

15.5.2 Landscape 
Topography

Topography

Theme 20: topography and geology   78

Theme 21: rivers   81

Theme 22: green space   82

•	 Topography plays an positive part in shaping the character and appearance of 
the two streets rising up from the floodplain: the eastern end of High Street, and 
St Aldate’s.

•	 Other streets are largely level.

Riverscapes
•	 The different characters of the Isis and Cherwell are vital aspect of the distinctive 

character of Oxford: the Isis is broader, more urban and busy with pleasure craft; 
the Cherwell is more gentle, intimate and more rural.

•	 The area around Folly Bridge is a quintessential Thames riverscape: ancient 
crossing, inhabited island, passing pleasure cruisers, industrial relics and 
nineteenth and twentieth century housing. 

Christ Church Meadows 
•	 Wide tree-lined paths around a central fenced-off meadow (used for cattle 

grazing). 

•	 A formal approach from the west side by St Aldate’s through the War Memorial 
gardens. 

•	 Wilder areas along the banks of the Cherwell. 

•	 The southern stretch along the Isis is dominated by the ‘Thames-scape’ of 
pleasure boats and rowing boats, in noticeable contrast to the more tranquil 
atmosphere than the Cherwell.

Magdalen Water Meadow and Bat Willow Meadow
•	 Secluded tree-lined paths around the perimeter of a traditional English 

meadow. The path is raised above the ground level of the inner Meadow and 
separated from it by a ditch and iron fence.
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15.5.3 Public space
Access

Public access to green spaces; Woodland

Theme 9: public space   61

Theme 22: green space   82

Most of the flood plain meadows are privately owned by colleges or the University. 
There is controlled public access to much of the area along the Cherwell, although 
the central meadows are mostly fenced off for grazing animals and college playing 
fields are private.

This access is an invaluable public resource close the centre of the city, of enormous 
cultural and communal value.

Free public access during daylight hours: The University Parks and Mesopotamia 
Walk, Music Meadow, Great Meadow and Long Meadow, the perimeter walks 
around Christ Church Meadows, and Angel and Greyhound Meadow (including 
children’s playground).

Paid public access: Magdalen College and meadows.

No public access: college and school playing fields.

Fig. 153: Public recreation in Christ Church Meadows

Fig. 154: Magdalen Water Meadows fenced off from the public
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15.5.4 Bridges
•	 Oxford exists because of its bridging points. Therefore the bridges over the two 

rivers resonate profoundly with the history and character of the city and the 
conservation area. Their different forms add interest and variety and reflect the 
different character of different sections of the rivers.

•	 The two principal crossings – Folly Bridge and Magdalen Bridge – are handsome 
arched ashlar structures. A similar but smaller bridge spans the Cherwell at 
Magdalen to give access to the college meadows.

•	 Folly Bridge is approached by the Grandpont causeway underlying the modern 
road.  This eleventh century causeway is the only one of its kind and date known 
in northern Europe.

•	 Other bridges across the Cherwell are mostly simple timber structures of rustic 
character, such as those connecting the Mesopotamia walks or the Magdalen 
meadows, while simple iron railed or timber bridges connect St Clements to the 
Angel and Greyhound Meadow.

•	 This is a living tradition: the Jubilee Bridge over the Cherwell from Christ Church 
Meadow, which was built in 2014, introduces new structural forms and materials 
(tubular steel). 

Fig. 155: Bridge over the Cherwell as it joins the Isis

Fig. 156: Jubilee bridge
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15.5.5 Buildings
By its very nature there are relatively few buildings in this zone. There is housing 
west of Folly Bridge and on other margins, and an increasing number of student 
accommodation blocks lining the perimeters of college playing fields.

Typologies

Historic urban characterisation

Theme 11: living   67

Theme 20: topography and geology   78

•	 Terraces: short row of terraces on Manor Place and larger detached Victorian 
villas along St Cross Road. Also, St Cross, and medieval suburb of Holywell. 

•	 Modern college student accommodation, typically arranged in groups of 
pavilions, such as the New College Weston Buildings or Balliol’s Jowett Walk 
development. The accommodation pavilion is a new typology for the city 
centre, replacing the traditional quad and staircase plan. As employed in this 
character zone, it can create an incoherent townscape because of the variety 
of plot size, architectural style, materials or roofscape, and a lifeless streetscape 
with inactive frontages because they face inward.

•	 At Folly Bridge a picturesque cluster of historic riverside buildings, including 
warehousing, and, west of the bridge, recent housing facing the river.

Fig. 157: Modern student accommodation blocks along Jowett Walk

Fig. 158: Attractive historic buildings of the former Salter's Boatyard (now the Head of the River pub)
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Plots and building lines

Medieval plot boundaries; Building lines and gaps

Theme 10: medieval plots   63

Theme 16: materials   74

•	 The recent development around the perimeter of college playing fields has 
created a disjointed building line, especially along Mansfield Road and St Cross 
Road. 

•	 New housing west of Folly Bridge faces the river; behind on Thames Street there 
is a poor relationship to the street.

Materials
•	 Predominantly brick of various hues: red brick on the Victorian terraces off 

Manor Road and on the New College Weston Buildings, grey and buff brick on 
Balliol student accommodation on St Cross Road, yellow brick on the Balliol 
Jowett Walk accommodation, red and brown brick upstream of Folly Bridge.

•	 Some of the older buildings around Folly Bridge are built of stone. Fig. 159: Modern building on the perimeter of Balliol playing fields

Fig. 160: Houses on Folly Bridge
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Buildings that contribute to character

Positive contributors and opportunity sites

Section 16.4.4 Buildings that contribute to the character and appearance 
of the conservation area on p. 254

•	 The remaining Victorian villas along St Cross Road and the terraced housing 
along Manor Place contribute positively as good examples of nineteenth 
century domestic architecture.

•	 The recent college developments respond to their context with mixed success.

•	 The modern housing along the Thames south of Thames Street responds well to 
the riverside setting in its domestic scale , careful massing and lively balconies 
and frontages, which echo the late Victorian and Edwardian idiom from the 
Thames’ playground heyday.

•	 Folly Bridge, its nineteenth-century Old Toll House and the riverside buildings 
around Folly Bridge including the Salter’s warehouses, offices and boat-building 
workshops are characterful survivals reflecting the importance of river travel 
and industry to Oxford’s history. 

Opportunity areas

Positive contributors and opportunity sites

Section 16.4.5 Opportunity sites on p. 255

Some of the recent college development does not contribute positively to the 
character and appearance of the conservation area because of it relates poorly 
to the streets, for example by virtue of inactive frontages and / or incoherent 
character. 
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15.5.6 Roofscape

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

Building heights are generally three to four storeys. 

Roofscapes are very varied, ranging from steep pitched clay tile roofs of the 
Victorian terraces off Manor Road, low-pitched leaded roofs of the New College 
Weston buildings to flat roofs of the Balliol student accommodation on Jowett 
Walk and modern mansards at the bottom of St Aldate’s.

Skylines are important because they can be viewed at some distance across the 
open space.

Fig. 161: New College Weston buildings

Fig. 162: Varied materials and roofscape near Folly Bridge
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15.5.7 Landmarks and views

Roofscape

Theme 26: roofscape, skyline and landmarks   89

There are few landmarks within this zone, because it is largely open space. 
However, the river crossings especially  Folly Bridge and Magdalen Bridge are 
significant features, historically and in terms of townscape. Outside the zone, many 
of the famed towers and spires of Oxford are integral components of the highly 
significant views across the flood plain. Magdalen and Merton chapel towers and 
the crossing steeple of Christ Church Cathedral are particularly prominent in the 
foreground of such views.

Landmarks with the zone
•	 Folly Bridge, Abingdon Road.

•	 Head of the River Pub and loading crane, St Aldate’s.

•	 Holywell Cemetery, St Cross Road.

•	 Holywell Manor, Manor Road.

•	 Magdalen Bridge, High Street.

•	 St Cross Church, St Cross Road.

Landmarks outside the zone
•	 Christ Church Cathedral, St Aldate’s. 

•	 Magdalen Chapel, Magdalen College, High Street.

•	 Merton College Chapel, Merton Street.

Fig. 163: St Cross Church and Holywell Manor

Fig. 164: View towards Magdalen Tower from Christ Church Meadows
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Views
•	 Public viewing panoramas: Views across the flood plain to the city centre are 

amongst the most famous in the city, panoramas which are part of the very 
image of the city; in particular, the view across Christ Church Meadows. These 
views illustrate the original siting of the city on dry ground adjacent to an early 
river crossing point. Because the historic core is otherwise so dense, these views 
are the only ground level panoramas in the conservation area. 

•	 Views from and along the rivers: both from river crossings and from boats and 
punts are highly significant because of the historical importance of the rivers 
to the foundation of the city and for movement and trade, and because of the 
way topography and landscape can be understood, experienced, and above all 
enjoyed.

•	 Views out of the Conservation Area: on the eastern edge are screened 
by a band of mature trees along the Cherwell. This screening provides a 
strong sense of seclusion: from a distance, east Oxford is entirely hidden by 
trees and vegetation, so the water meadows areas feel very rural despite 
being surrounded by the city. Nevertheless, some of the development along 
St Clements is of significant scale and abuts the boundary with the water 
meadows, so that whilst it is almost entirely hidden by vegetation during 
summer, it is more visible during winter. 

Fig. 165: View across New College sports ground looking east towards Cherwell

Fig. 166: Views towards Christ Church Cathedral and Merton Chapel
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15.5.9 Archaeology

Theme 15: archaeology   73

Oxford Archaeological Action Plan further detail and guidance 

•	 Because this character zone comprises the historic river crossings and flood 
plains with evidence of Bronze Age activity, the below-ground archaeological 
potential of the zone is considered to be high. 

15.5.8 Movement and activity

Theme 24: tranquillity   86

Traffic
•	 Traffic is banned from most parts of this character zone.

•	 Folly Bridge remains the principal access point into the city centre from the 
south and the weight and noise of traffic here degrades the character and 
experience of this part of the conservation area. 

•	 On the eastern edge, traffic is mostly funnelled along St Cross Road, which is a 
fairly busy through-route to North Oxford. Side streets such as Jowett Walk and 
Manor Place are much quieter.

Pedestrians and cycling
•	 Access throughout the rest of the character area is mostly pedestrian, with 

occasional provision for access by service and maintenance vehicles. 

•	 Bicycles are restricted through most of these areas and are not permitted in the 
University Parks or Christ Church Meadow. 

•	 It is this as much as the absence of vehicles that imbues most of the character 
zone with its very tranquil atmosphere.

Activity
•	 Activity levels vary across the floodplain: off the streets, it its highest on Christ 

Church Meadow and Board Walk, and much lower in places such as Angel and 
Greyound Meadow.
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15.6 Opportunities and threats
TO FOLLOW IN SECOND PHASE
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16.2.2 Implementation: a two stage process
Legislation and government policy sets out a range of measures to support the 
designation of conservation areas. These include a duty (under the Town and 
Country (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) 1990 Act) for the council to draw 
up and publish proposals to preserve and enhance conservation areas. 

Over the years a two-stage process has emerged as the widely-accepted best 
practice for achieving this: 

•	 A conservation area appraisal identifying the special character and appearance 
of the conservation area that the local authority wishes to conserve.

•	 A conservation area management plan, containing guidance and actions to 
protect and enhance that character and appearance. 

In this project these stages are being combined into a single Technical Advice 
Document.

16.2.3 Pressures
The sometimes fragile blend that constitutes the special character of the 
conservation area is subject to many pressures: traffic and population growth, 
new regulation and technology, economic expansion and the evolution of the 
University, evolving planning and architectural practice and changing patterns of 
human activity. 

Success can itself be a double-edged sword: the investment and development 
which Oxford attracts can generate pressures which alter the very characteristics 
which makes the city attractive to investment in the first place. Hence the need for 
clear, positive management derived from this draft appraisal and the management 
plan that will follow from it.

16.1 Purpose
This study was commissioned by Oxford City Council from Alan Baxter Ltd as 
the first stage of planning the future management of the Oxford Central (City & 
University) Conservation Area. 

It will set out practical and constructive guidance to protect and to enhance 
the conservation area, so that the city centre can evolve without destroying the 
character that makes it so special. 

16.2 Context
16.2.1 Legislation
Although Oxford’s architecture and history has been studied extensively for many 
decades this is the first assessment of the central core conservation area to be 
undertaken since it was designated in 1971. 

The Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act of 1990 defines 
conservation areas as ‘areas of special architectural or historic interest, the character 
of which it is desirable to preserve or enhance.’ 

Achieving this objective is not easy. A conservation area such as Oxford’s Central 
Core is an inherently complex place whose special interest – that is, its character, 
or in the current vocabulary, its ‘significance’ – is the unique result of a subtle 
combination of many factors: historical development and change, land ownership 
and use, architectural styles and materials, topography and landscape, streets and 
space. 

Draft v3.0
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16.3 Scope and limitations
The scope for this document is the conservation area boundary (see Character 
zones). 

The immediate setting of this boundary has been studied to understand its context 
and development. 

The wider setting of the city and the landscape beyond has been studied in so far 
as is necessary to analyse the character and appearance of the conservation area 
and how this is defined by its relationship to its context (for example, views, skyline, 
green space).

Much of the GIS mapping data was supplied by Oxford City Council. 

16.2.4 Interfaces
Advice and guidance
Oxford is such a complex place that managing its historic environment and town 
planning must be broken down into studies of specific topics that inevitably 
overlap. The conservation area appraisal has important interfaces with the 
following. 

High Buildings Technical Advice Document  [DOCUMENT STILL IN DRAFT].

Oxford City Centre Movement and Public Realm Strategy, Phil Jones Associates 
2018, https://www.oxford.gov.uk/news/article/636/options_for_new_oxford_
transport_arrangements_unveiled

Oxford Archaeological Action Plan 2018 A superb resource: a highly informative 
and illustrated history of the urban growth of Oxford as well as archaeological 
advice to landowners and developers: https://www.oxford.gov.uk/downloads/
download/447/oxford_archaeological_action_plan_2018

Oxford Heritage Plan
In addition, the Technical Advice Document contributes to the Oxford Heritage 
Plan, the set of studies commissioned by Oxford City Council to further 
understanding of Oxford’s historic environment and inform its management. 
These include a historic urban characterisation assessment, a Heritage Statement, 
a Character Assessment Toolkit and links to sources of information and advice. 
https://www.oxford.gov.uk/info/20191/oxford_heritage_plan

Draft v3.0

16.0  Background and methodology



254Oxford Central (City & University) Conservation Area Technical Advice Note

16.4.3 Mapping
Mapping has been used extensively because of the complexity of the conservation 
area. This has been created in GIS format so that it can be integrated into council 
planning and other systems, and updated in the future.

Oxford City Council supplied many of the GIS data sets. These are identified in the 
layered maps by: source OCC.

16.4.4 Buildings that contribute to the character and appearance of the 
conservation area
Many buildings, structures and spaces that are not individually designated by 
listing or similar are vital to the special character of the conservation area, and this 
study identifies these (see map layer: positive contributors).

Historic England has developed industry standard advice for this purpose (Advice 
Note No1: Conservation Area Designation, Appraisal and Management). This has 
been the basis of identifying buildings, structures and spaces that make a positive 
contribution to the character and appearance of the conservation area by virtue of 
their history, or use, or design or materials, or a combination of these factors. 

Buildings and structures identified in the Technical Advice Document as positive 
contributors are potential candidates for inclusion on the Oxford Heritage Asset 
Register.

16.4 Methodology 
16.4.1 Best practice
A one-size fits all approach to the production of conservation appraisals is not 
successful because areas and their management needs vary significantly. This is 
especially true of a place as complex as the centre of Oxford. 

Therefore, whilst Historic England advice formed the basis for developing the 
methodology of this study (Advice Note No1: Conservation Area Designation, 
Appraisal and Management), its specific form emerged from discussions of the 
project brief and ABA’s experience of similar projects with the Project management 
team, in order to agree an approach that suited the needs of Oxford. 

16.4.2 Process
The study was undertaken in these stages:

•	 Thorough fieldwork by members of ABA’s conservation and urban design 
teams, using a bespoke version of the Oxford Character Assessment Toolkit.

•	 Evaluation of the extensive literature.

•	 Consultation with Council officers and key stakeholder organsiations.

•	 Preparation of draft text and mapping.

•	 Review of text and mapping by council officers.

•	 Public consultation on an illustrated draft.

•	 Review and revise in light of consultation responses.

•	 Publishing a final document.
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16.5 Consultation
Consultation is an integral component of this project. It is described in the 
Statement of Community Engagement, which forms Section 17.0 Statement of 
community engagement on p. 256. 

16.6 Authors
Alan Baxter Ltd (ABA) are the authors of this report. In undertaking the appraisal, 
ABA was guided and assisted at all stages by thoughtful debate and discussion with 
the Project Management team at Oxford City Council, in particular Clare Golden 
(project lead), Maura Cordell and David Radford.

16.7 Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank all the officers at Oxford City Council who 
contributed to their time and energy to this project, particularly Clare Golden, 
Maura Cordell and David Radford. They have given up a considerable amount 
of their time to contribute to workshops and reviewing drafts. Their invaluable 
experience, knowledge and analysis have been essential in shaping this document. 
We would also like to thank all consultees who gave their time to helping prepare 
this document.

All photographs are the copyright of Alan Baxter Ltd unless otherwise credited.

16.4.5 Opportunity sites
Not all buildings and places in the conservation area contribute to its special 
character. The appraisal identifies opportunities for positive development that 
would enhance the appearance and reinforce the character of the conservation 
area (see map layer: positive contributors).

The following considerations were taken into account in identifying these sites:

•	 Plots: does the footprint of the existing building(s) reflect historic plot forms 
and sizes in Oxford?

•	 Humanity: does the existing building(s) positively contribute to Oxford as 
a people’s city – an enriching and inspiring place to live, work and study? 
For example, in its scale, in the way it relates to streets and public places, by 
animating street life and human interaction, in the simple delight it brings.

•	 Setting: does the building(s) relate successfully to its context, especially but not 
exclusively the street line, existing boundary walls and landscapes? In particular, 
public frontages facing streets and spaces are as important as private façades.

•	 Roofscape: does the building(s) positively contribute to famed Oxford 
roofscape?

•	 Materials: are these of a high quality, commensurate with the historic selection 
and use of materials in central Oxford. 

•	 Detail: is the building(s) architecturally literate and coherent, and carefully 
detailed, commensurate with the outstanding architectural history of the city?
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17.2 First stage public consultation
The first stage of public consultation runs for 6 weeks from 3 September. The draft 
document will be available for online, together with a questionnaire. There will be a 
leaflet drop and public events.

Comments and observations from this process will be taken into consideration 
in preparing the final draft version of the report and will be recorded in future 
versions of the Statement of Community Engagement.

17.3 Second stakeholder workshop
This will take place in the Autumn of 2018 and will focus on management 
recommendations and design advice.

17.4 Second stage public consultation
Consultation on the second version of the document, including management 
recommendations and design advice, will run at the end of 2018.

Comments and observations from this consultation will be taken into consideration 
in preparing the final version of the report, and will be recorded in the final version 
of the Statement of Community Engagement.

There will be a number of stages to community engagement:

17.1 First stakeholder workshop
A workshop was held at the Town Hall on 9th May 2018 with members of Historic 
England, Oxfordshire Architectural & Historical Society, Oxford Civic Society, Oxford 
Preservation Trust and the University of Oxford Estates Department, together with 
Oxford City Council staff and consultants from Alan Baxter Ltd.

The event consisted of a presentation on the project and followed by a roundtable 
discussion of the character and significance of the conservation area. This 
discussion informed the development of the draft report, in particular the adoption 
of a thematic approach to characterizing the conservation area.

Subsequently, a similar discussion was held with a representative of the colleges 
(the Bursar of Brasenose College, chair of the Estates Bursars’ Committee).
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