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Central Conservation Area, No.5

The historic centre of Oxford forms one of the masterpieces of European architectural
heritage. It is also a major regional commercial centre. Many of its historic buildings still
function for the purpose for which they were built, and provide accommodation for the
University of Oxford and its colleges.

From small beginnings as a settlement in the Saxon period, Oxford grew by the 11t century
into one of the largest towns in England and a major trade centre. The Norman conquest
brought the construction of the Castle and the establishment of major religious houses. The
infant University arose in the 12th century and gradually grew into a major force in the
city’s life. The Saxons’ rigid street layout and the fixed line of the 13th century defensive
walls, together with the floodable river valleys, largely determined the plan of the historic
centre as it is today. The gentle curve of the High Street, the great market place of St Giles
and the older churches, together with the post-medieval timber-framed houses, belong to
the town rather than the gown.

The University as it expanded, colonised the eastern half of the town with colleges and
halls, building quadrangles of medieval and post-medieval gothic buildings, both within
and without the walled town. The growth of the University’s central institutions is well
shown by the magnificent group of buildings situated between Broad Street and St Mary’s
Church. This group began in the 15% century with the building of the Divinity School and
the Duke Humphrey’s Library, a nucleus which expanded in the 17% century with the
addition of the Schools” Quadrangle, Convocation House and Sheldonian Theatre. The
group was further extended in the 18t century by the addition of the Old Clarendon
Building and Radcliffe Camera to form a sequence of buildings and spaces of the highest
architectural and historic interest, that today form the visual heart of the conservation area.
Aspects of Oxford’s 19th and 20t century change and growth may be illustrated by the
considerable additions made to University and College buildings in Victorian and recent
times, by the vigorous commercial and shopping centre, and by the welcome fact that the
presence of the University ensures that many upper floors of buildings in the conservation
area are in use for residential purposes, rather than unoccupied as in some historic towns.

Thomas Sharp, in his report to the City Council, published in 1948 as “Oxford Replanned”,
set out and defined Oxford’s special physical and architectural character and stressed its
virtues and problems in a 20 century context. The Council, in its Review of the
Development Plan, approved in 1967, approved much of the central area as an area of
great historic value, and since 1962 the Council has protected the prospect of the city’s
unique skyline with its high buildings policy. The complementary views out of the city to
its open country background have been similarly protected by the Green Belt and other
policies. :

The Council designated a large part of the central area as a conservation area in 1971. An
extension taking in the Folly Bridge riverside was designated on 28th May 1974, a second
extension covering part of Walton Street, Fisher Row and lower St Aldate’s was designated
on 23" February 1981, while a third covering Cornmarket and Queen Street was
designated on 29t April 1985. On 9th December, 1998, a fourth extension was made to
the conservation area taking in part of the St Thomas’ area, the University Observatory
adjacent to University Parks and Magdalen College School playing field.



