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1.2 Message from the Parochial Church Council  
 

St Mary’s is a lively parish in the liberal catholic tradition of the Church of England, 

but made up of people of many different backgrounds and opinions as we have no 

residential parish, so people often travel some distance to be here. We aim to be a 

place of spiritual, intellectual and emotional refreshment in the city centre. We seek to 

give people the chance to learn and grow in their faith through challenging sermons 

and a variety of education courses. We are an inclusive church that will give a warm 

welcome to everyone; we are a diverse community and we enjoy the colour and 

perspective that variety brings.  

 

St Mary’s is both a parish church and the university church of Oxford. Being the 

University Church means that the University’s official religious services happen here, 

and from time to time we host other University events, such as memorial services. 

The spiritual heart of the oldest university in Britain, St Mary’s has been the focus of 

debates about religion, politics, and morality for over seven hundred years. 

 

Our commitment to intellectual debate and to serving the wider community remains a 

central part of life at St Mary’s. We play host to important university events. We still 

run discussion groups and we have challenging and provocative discussions. St 

Mary’s has also kept its commitment to the city of Oxford. The Gatehouse – a drop-in 

centre for the homeless – was founded here, and is still strongly supported by the 

church. Above all, St Mary’s remains true to its seven hundred year tradition of 

asking serious questions about serious things. Sometimes the answers are 

uncomfortable; sometimes they are even dangerous. But the University Church of St 

Mary the Virgin continues to explore what it is to be a Christian in the modern world. 

That is our legacy. That is our goal.  

 

The PCC regards this Conservation Management Plan (CMP) as a timely and vital 

document helping it to realise this goal while protecting our legacy, bringing together 

information regarding the religious, archaeological, architectural, historical, artistic 

and social activities at St Mary’s.  With its help, the PCC will continue to maintain, 

protect and enhance this historic church and its environs and meet the needs of its 

varied users.   

 

The PCC would like to thank Dr Joseph Elders and the Council for the Care of 

Churches for all their hard work in helping to produce the CMP. Thanks are also due 

to the Bodleian Library for use of images from its collections. 

 

1.3  Executive summary  
 

The church of St Mary the Virgin is the historic parish church of Oxford, the site of 

Christian worship here since at least the 11
th

 century. It is one of the oldest buildings 

in Oxford still in use for its original purpose, the other candidates being the other 

historic parish churches and the cathedral.  Its exceptional architectural, 

archaeological, and historic importance is recognised in its Grade I listing.  The 

church should not be seen as an isolated monument, but understood within its urban 

environment, particularly its role as one of the key elements in the Radcliffe Square 

ensemble on the north side, and the High Street on the south, all within the Central 

(University and City) Conservation Area. Again, it is the oldest and most 
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architecturally and archaeologically complex of the exceptional ensemble of buildings 

and vistas of which it now forms an integral part. 

 

In addition to this it has a unique status in Oxford as it has always been the University 

Church, and is still used today for university ceremonies; from the 13
th

 century it was 

used for meetings of the university ruling body (the Congregation), and housed the 

first ever Oxford University library, so St Mary’s was the home to the forerunner of 

the Bodleian. The Adam de Brome chapel (the founder of Oriel College) also hosted 

the University Chancellor’s court. The patronage and use of parts of the church has 

been divided between the University, Oriel College and the parish since this time.  

The church also has major significance as the birthplace of the 19
th

-century Oxford 

Movement and the revival of Anglicanism, as well as a role in the development of the 

beliefs of the young John Wesley and thus the Methodist church. 

 

Several histories of the church have been written, notably by Sir T G Jackson, H L 

Thompson, and Revd E S Ffoulkes.  Jackson brought together and discussed the 

accuracy of the various antiquarian illustrations of the church, particularly those of 

Agas (c 1588), Speed (c 1605), and Loggan (c 1675).  Detailed records of the 

monuments by Jackson and more recently by the Oxford Family History Society 

(OFHS), and overviews of the history and archaeology of the town, particularly the 

Victoria County History (VCH) and the National Monuments Record (NMR), and the 

University’s published histories provide a wealth of information which need only be 

very briefly summarised here. 

 

This Conservation Management Plan essentially summarises what is currently known 

about the church and site, and bases its evaluation of significance, vulnerability, and 

the thus derived management policies on this summary. Observations have been made 

which attempt to interpret what can be seen and what has already been written and 

collated in the light of current understanding. No original research has been 

undertaken for the compilation of this CMP, but suggestions have been made 

regarding areas where such work might in future be most advantageously directed. 

Key among these are the questions remaining regarding the interaction between the 

University, Oriel College, the parish, and other stakeholders; the earlier church 

buildings and other archaeological remains on the site; and the changing form and 

function of the various buildings and spaces. 
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2 Introduction 
 

The Conservation Management Plan (CMP) for the church of Oxford St Mary the 

Virgin was compiled by Joseph Elders, Archaeology Officer of the Council for the 

Care of Churches (CCC) in 2007 on behalf of the Parochial Church Council (PCC). 

The document has been compiled with input from the PCC and its Development 

Committee and the architect Peter Carey of Donald Insall Associates, and with advice 

from members and staff of the Council for the Care of Churches and Oxford Diocesan 

Advisory Committee. Particular thanks are due to Mr Hugh Harrison for his advice on 

the woodwork. 

 

It was written following the format of the CCC’s guidance document, Conservation 

Management Plans: Guidance for Major Churches (CCC 2007: available at 

www.churchcare.co.uk or from the DAC or CCC). It is intended to be a catalyst for 

improving the accessibility, use, and educational value of the church and site, as a 

place of Christian worship and mission and as a community resource. The CMP will 

be of value to the Parochial Church, Parish, Town, District and County Councils as 

well as the University and Oriel College, in providing appropriate and dynamic 

policies and direction for day to day management of the site as well as higher level 

needs and projects. It is an important document for evaluating short, medium and 

long-term programmes of work.  

 

These might involve applications for grant-aid from English Heritage, the Heritage 

Lottery Fund, the Council for the Care of Churches and other sources. Preparation of 

a Conservation Management Plan is a requirement of (or advantageous towards) 

receiving grant aid for most of these.  

 

Conservation management and planning are increasingly understood to be crucial to 

the beneficial use and guardianship of important historic structures and sites. 

Conservation Management Plans are designed to describe a place and its community 

and define its significance. They then go on to assess the vulnerability of the place 

and issues and constraints affecting its use. Finally they establish policies to ensure 

the long-term protection of the place, and the retention and if possible enhancement of 

its significance. 

 

In many cases the Conservation Management Plan will be the starting point for the 

establishment of a Heritage Partnership Agreement which will take the Conservation 

Policies into the implementation phase; these are a key component of the proposals in 

the Heritage Protection Review recently (March 2007) outlined in a government 

White Paper. 

 

The objectives of this Conservation Management Plan are therefore to: 

 

• Understand the church building and site and its use by the community by 

drawing together information including documents and physical evidence in order 

to present an overall description of the place through time. This includes a brief 

description of the church and site today, how it is used and perceived, and 

identifies areas for further research. 
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• Assess its significance both generally and for its principal components, on a local, 

national and international level. 

 

• Define vulnerability by identifying issues affecting the significance of the site 

and building remains, or which have the potential to affect them in the future.  

 

• Develop management policies to ensure that the significance of the church and 

site is retained in any future management, use or alteration. If possible this 

significance should be enhanced through implementation of these policies. 

 

Status of this document 

 

The CMP is not a closed document, but should be regularly consulted, checked, 

corrected if necessary, and updated. It should have a close relationship to other key 

documents, notably the Inventory and the Quinquennial Inspection reports.  

 

The PCC of Oxford St Mary holds the copyright for this CMP. All rights reserved. No 

part of this publication may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or 

manual, including photocopying, recording or any information storage and retrieval 

system, without written permission. No person or corporation other than the PCC 

shall rely on it in any respect, and no duty of care will be owed by the author to any 

such third party.   
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3 Understanding the place 

and the community  
 

This section seeks to describe the place 

and to put it within its environmental, 

archaeological, historical, religious and 

social context. The information is 

summarised within the CMP itself, 

more detail is given in the Appendices 

and in previously existing material, to 

which reference is made. 

 

3.1 The location and setting of 

the church  
 

The Medieval Parish and University 

church of St Mary the Virgin stands in 

a prominent position in the centre of 

the historic town, in the Central 

(University and City) Oxford 

Conservation Area.  This is the parish 

church of the old walled city, as well 

as being the largest parish church in 

the modern city of Oxford.  

 

On the south side, the large stone 

church with its huge, complex and 

visually dominant 13
th

/14
th

-century 

spire (from which the best view of the 

city is to be had) lines the High Street, 

which has long been recognised as an 

ensemble of high quality and beauty. 

In the words of the Oxford architect 

Thomas Lawrence Dale (1944): 

 

“The High Street, avoiding some long-

forgotten obstruction, threaded the 

centre in a curve that unrolled a 

continuous succession of delight. The 

vertical shaft of Magdalen stood 

sentinel at the east poised miraculously 

on the horizontal bridge, and 

St Mary’s spire arose from the 

concavity of the street as though by a 

stroke of genius.” 

 

In the words of the noted architectural 

historian and founder of the Buildings 

of England series Sir Nikolaus Pevsner 

(1974): 

 

 “The High Street is one of the world's 

great streets. It has everything. It is on 

a slight curve so the vistas always 

change. It has plenty of good and 

impressive buildings of large size... all 

of this set off by just enough modest 

houses, and it has a few trees.”  

 

Some of these trees are concentrated 

along the front of the church, including 

the beautiful cherry trees overhanging 

the extraordinary Baroque porch, the 

twisted dark branches almost echoing 

its barley-twist columns.  

 

 
Fig 1: The church seen from the High 

Street, looking west 

 

The Street follows a route originally 

established in the Saxon Burh and in 

existence by the early 10
th

 century, and 

today the High Street still curves 

gently as Dale and Pevsner noted to the 

river crossing near Magdalen College. 

The church stands opposite Oriel and 

University College buildings just west 

of the apex of the curve, after which 

the road runs straight west past more 

college buildings and large jettied 17
th

-

century houses of various pastel 

colours.  This location maximises its 

townscape impact as it will feature in 

almost any vista up or down the street, 

and in terms of vertical emphasis the 

church spire has no rival. 
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The vista on the north side of the 

church is quite different, but no less 

impressive. The church forms the 

south side of Radcliffe Square, widely 

recognised as the most beautiful square 

in Oxford.   The church stands directly 

opposite the famous Radcliffe Camera 

(1749 by Hawksmoor and Gibbs) in 

the middle of the oblong Square, with 

the equally famous Bodleian Library 

(1613-1619) behind, the successor to 

the library in St Mary’s.   

 

 
Fig 2: View of the Radcliffe Camera 

from the church tower, Brasenose to 

the left, All Souls to the right, Bodleian 

and Sheldonian behind 

 

The Square is flanked to the east and 

west respectively by ranges of the 15
th

-

19
th

 century buildings of All Souls 

College and Brasenose College, the 

facades of which are both neo-Gothic 

and neo-Classical in style. All these 

buildings are of honey-coloured stone 

which glows in the sunlight. The 

exception is the Library and Principal 

of Brasenose’s Lodgings directly 

opposite the west end of St Mary’s, 

which are handsome 17th-century 

houses with an overhang and gables.  

 

The Square is pedestrianised except for 

access, which is only possible past the 

church from the High Street through 

Catte Street at the east end and St 

Mary’s Passage at the west. The 

borders of the square are cobbled, with 

grass surrounded by railings around the 

Camera.   

 

From every angle, therefore, the 

church is an integral, key and central 

element of an architectural ensemble of 

exceptional national and indeed 

international quality and significance 

and extraordinary grandeur and beauty.  

 

This is understandably a magnet for 

tourists seeking Oxford’s “dreaming 

spires”, none higher of course than that 

of St Mary’s. The area, the Square and 

the church are frequently used as a 

setting for period films, most recently 

for the Golden Compass (Part I of the 

His Dark Materials trilogy), based on 

the work of Philip Pullman. The 

Inspector Morse and Lewis detective 

series regularly feature the Square, 

café and church. 

 

Focussing on the immediate 

surroundings of the church, its 

curtilage is relatively small.  It appears 

to have been constant as least as far 

back as Ralph Agas’s view of 1578 

and John Speed’s map of Oxford of 

1605, and may preserve the medieval 

curtilage (but see Appendix 1).   

 

 
Fig 3: John Speed’s map of Oxford of 

1605. St Mary’s is left of centre, 

marked as Y. Note north is at the 

bottom of the map. © Bodleian. 

 

These still shows houses which a few 

years later made way for the Bodleian 

and still later the Radcliffe Camera to 

the north of the church, however the 
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buildings of All Souls and Brasenose 

Colleges can already be seen flanking 

the church to the north-east and north-

west, though the Brasenose College 

Chapel was not yet built. 

 

Along the High Street the trees have 

already been mentioned, their trunks 

contained within a low coped stone 

wall which runs 2m south of the south 

aisle on a line with the porch near the 

west end and narrowing slightly to the 

east, with flowers and bushes planted 

between the trees, and a few memorials 

laid flat in gravel. There is no curtilage 

at the east and west ends of the church.  

  

The curtilage on the north side is 

wider, a long rectangle extending some 

10m from the line formed by the outer 

walls of the de Brome chapel, tower 

base and Old Congregation House, 

now of course hosting a café. This is 

mostly laid to grass with attractive 

planting beds and bushes within iron 

railings with square stone piers at the 

corners. A stone-flagged path to the 

tower entrance descends several steps 

from the main gate in the middle of the 

north fence, which forks around the 

base of the walls. One of the steps has 

an inscription.  Attractive Victorian 

iron lamp-posts just outside the 

curtilage and subtle floodlighting of 

the church enhance the church and the 

square after dark. 

 

 
Fig 4: Radcliffe Square by night, 

looking south to the church 

 

There are a few large 19
th

-century 

monuments here, but the area is now 

mainly used for outdoor seating for the 

café customers, who enjoy the 

wonderful views of the Square and 

particularly the adjacent Radcliffe 

Camera. A shed is rather incongruous 

here.  There are also fixed stone 

benches around the edges of the 

garden, and bushes around the 

periphery create a semi-permeable 

membrane and an enclosed 

atmosphere, without blocking the 

views out to the Camera and other 

buildings. There is a dead space in the 

north-west corner, where a compost 

heap is screened off by a yew hedge. 

 

 
Fig 5: Ordnance Survey map of 

Oxford, 1898
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3.2 The church, the community 

and the university 
 

This was from the beginning an urban 

foundation, closely bound up with the 

history of the town of which it is the 

parish church.  The date of origin of 

the first church building is unclear but 

there has certainly been a church on 

the site for over 900 years.  

 

The earliest reference to a church of St 

Mary is in the Domesday Book 

compiled in 1088, and it is very likely 

that this means there was a church in 

existence before the Norman Conquest 

in 1066.  It is not certain that this 

church was on the same site as the 

present building, although there is no 

evidence or reason to suggest it was 

not; Jackson claimed to have seen 

Anglo-Saxon carvings found at the 

church, although this is unconvincing, 

as will be explained.   

 

The church is located at the historic 

heart of Oxford, and the town could 

scarcely be imagined without it.  As 

stated in The State of the Historic 

Environment Report 2002 produced by 

English Heritage in that year: “The 

church is usually the oldest and most 

important listed building in a 

settlement as well as an icon for 

community memory and a focus for 

social activity.” This description fits 

Oxford St Mary well. The church 

belongs very much to the people of 

Oxford, not just to the regular 

worshipping community, and 

throughout its existence each 

generation has left its mark on it.  

 

Many generations of townsfolk are 

buried there, and the monuments inside 

and outside the church are an eloquent 

reminder of almost seven hundred 

years of community life. This is also a 

record of war and suffering, for 

example the burials of Royalist 

soldiers in the chancel from the Civil 

War siege, the use of the church by 

refugees from Nazi Germany, and the 

foundation here of Oxfam.  

 

Today the church still functions as the 

Church of England parish church of 

Oxford, as a local and regional centre 

of mission and worship, of communal 

celebration and music, of silent 

contemplation and prayer.  St Mary’s 

is a lively parish in the liberal catholic 

tradition of the Church of England, but 

made up of people of many different 

backgrounds and opinions.  

 

The church serves a diverse and 

eclectic community with no residential 

parish, so people often travel a distance 

to be here. The church is in daily use 

for worship, and is open throughout the 

day. The church is manned every day 

of the year. The present pattern of 

regular worship as well as sermons and 

debates is given on the church’s own 

web site (www.university-

church.ox.ac.uk/) which also gives a 

short history of the church. It has an 

online magazine, Re:SMV, recently 

launched. Taizé worship is held at the 

church on Sundays, and St Mary’s also 

runs a Sunday School. 

 

St Mary’s is in the Diocese of Oxford 

(established 1540), in the archdeaconry 

(one of three in the modern diocese) 

and deanery of the same name. It is in 

a joint benefice with Holywell St Cross 

outside the city walls, which 

incorporates several now redundant 

parish churches including St Peters-in-

the-East (which now houses the 

college library of St Edmund Hall). 

The parish is currently served by the 

vicar Revd Canon Brian Mountford 

based at the rectory in Norham St, 

supported by The Revd Charlotte 

Bannister-Parker Assistant Curate, 

Natalie Littlewood, Pastoral Assistant, 

and the Revd Dr Craig D’Alton, 
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Associate Priest who took up his post 

in October 2007. There is also a small 

administrative staff. 

 

The church became home to the 

refugee German Lutheran congregation 

during World War II, and is still used 

by the Evangelische Synode Deutscher 

Sprache in Großbritannien. The 

Oxford German Lutheran community 

meets in St Mary’s for services in 

German at 3.30 pm on the first Sunday 

of each month (except for January and 

August, and December when there is 

an Advent Service at 6pm).  

 

The other major role the church 

performs is as the church of the oldest 

university in Britain.  The church 

became the university church from the 

13
th

 century, housing many of its 

functions, including its first dedicated 

treasury, court and library. By the 14
th

 

century, as more colleges were 

beginning to be founded, the 

expanding university, desperately in 

need of more room for its business, 

constructed the Old Congregation 

House (c1320), a small building of two 

storeys on the north-east side of the 

church, abutting the tower. The upper 

floor was built, or at least started, with 

money left for that purpose by Bishop 

Cobham to house his books. The upper 

room thus became the first university 

library, containing a small number of 

chained books, and also the place 

where the university’s money was kept 

in the university chest, while the lower 

room was used by the university’s 

‘parliament’.  

 

Although all university business had 

been moved from the church by the 

middle of the 17th century, St Mary’s 

remains the place where the university 

formally comes to worship. On two 

Sundays during term time, the formal 

university sermon is preached here 

within the context of matins or 

evensong, before the vice-chancellor 

and proctors, who enter with full 

ceremonial procession to their throne-

like seats at the back of the nave. As an 

example, here are the details of the 

University Sermons for Michaelmas 

Term 2007: 

 

October 7th: 10.30 am Professor Keith 

Ward, FBA:  

November 4th: 10.30 am Revd Canon 

Dr Edmund Newell, Chancellor of St 

Paul's Cathedral 

 

 
Fig 6: The Chancellor’s throne under 

the west gallery 

 

Apart from the church’s location 

surrounded by University buildings, 

the Chancellor and Proctor’s thrones at 

the west end of the nave and the court 

furnishings in the Adam de Brome 

chapel are the most obvious physical 

manifestations of the University in the 

church today. Oriel College is still the 

lay rector of the chancel. 

 

The church provides a forum for 

debate, a recent example being 

discussions between Philip Pullman, 

the author of the His Dark Materials 

trilogy, and Canon Mountford.  
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The church has excellent acoustics and 

is increasingly used for concerts, for  

example the Oxford Blues Evensong 

broadcast from St Mary’s in June 2006 

on BBC Radio 3 which was awarded a 

Jerusalem Music Award at the Royal 

Society of Arts.  

 

Staff and volunteers are on duty every 

day of the year to welcome visitors to 

the church.   Welcome leaflets are 

available in many languages. A guide 

book is provided in English, German, 

French, Japanese and other languages.  

The parish has gone to considerable 

trouble to illustrate the history of the 

church, with leaflets, books and 

information boards in various places 

explaining monuments etc, though this 

could certainly be improved.   

 

The footfall is high, the church 

welcomes around 300,000 visitors per 

annum, with heavy concentrations in 

the summer, Christmas, Easter and all 

weekends. This is a level equivalent to 

several cathedrals.  The church 

frequently has congregations and 

audiences of 500 plus. 

 

Following the conversion of the Old 

Congregation House in 1990 the 

Vaults and Gardens Coffee House has 

built up a wide reputation, and in 

summer has a capacity for 100 plus 

customers. The views from the tower 

are another popular attraction, 

increasing the footfall and providing a 

useful source of revenue along with the 

café; indeed the church is to a large 

extent reliant on the funding from 

these, supporting the income from 

donations and sale of tourist 

information and items. 

 

The church therefore fulfils the 

following often overlapping functions, 

presently housed in these parts of the 

church complex: 

 

• Worship and parish ministry 

(whole complex) 

• Public events and big services, 

including University (Main 

church, plus toilets) 

• Teaching and group work (Old 

Library and Coffee Shop) 

• Children’s Sunday school and 

worship (Old Library) 

• Tourism (whole complex) 

• Conferences and business 

bookings (Old Library and 

Coffee Shop) 

• Coffee Shop 

• Concerts (Main church, toilets, 

Old Library)  

• Drama (mystery plays Nov-

Dec) Main church, toilets, Old 

Library 

• Choir vestry (Old Library) 

 

There is much capacity for growth in 

all of these aspects, which of course 

will make continuing demands both of 

the church community and this historic 

building and site. 

 

Other churches and places of 

worship in Oxford 
 

There were many other places of 

worship in Oxford before the 

Reformation, including several parish 

churches, chapels, chantries and 

monastic foundations. The earliest 

visible fabric belongs to St Michael at 

the North Gate, the tower of which is 

dated to c 1000-1040 and doubled as 

part of the city wall defences. Nearly 

all the parish churches were enlarged 

by the addition of chantry chapels in 

the later 13th or earlier 14th century; St 

Martin’s, St Mary’s itself and St Peter-

in-the-East were particularly imposing, 

and by 1300 Merton College had 

completed the large choir and sacristy 

of the new church of St John.  
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The religious houses were mostly 

around the edge of the town; St 

Frideswide’s priory, refounded in 

1122, was the only monastic house 

within the walls. Oseney Abbey 

founded in 1129, dominated the 

western approach to the town, and 

north of it stood the much smaller 

Rewley Abbey founded in 1281 as a 

place of study for Cistercian monks. 

Outside East Gate was the hospital of 

St. John the Baptist, its buildings north 

of the road to the bridge, its cemetery 

to the south.  

 

In the 1240s the Dominican friars built 

their large church and friary outside 

Littlegate, and the Franciscans built a 

little to the west. The Austin friars 

settled on the site of the later Wadham 

College in 1268, and the Carmelites 

moved from Stockwell Street to the 

king’s houses in 1318. The four friaries 

(the presence of all four mendicant 

orders is a sure sign of a medieval 

town’s prosperity) were instrumental 

in the development of Oxford as a seat 

of learning in the 13
th

 century.   

 

Following the Reformation and the 

establishment of the diocese, St 

Frideswide’s abbey church became the 

cathedral, and of course the friaries of 

the town were abolished, ending their 

role in the development of the 

university, whose Colleges were 

refounded as secular institutions which 

often developed their own chapels; 

however, the University remained at St 

Mary’s.  

 

Nonconformism and other religions 

in Oxford 
 

Oxford has a small Jewish population, 

including at any time a number of 

undergraduates and academics. The 

first record of Jews in Oxford is from 

1141, and the population has waxed 

and waned with the fortunes of the 

Jewish community in England. The 

Jewish quarter lay in St. Martin’s and 

St Aldate’s parishes, on both sides of 

St Aldate’s Street. The synagogue was 

on the east side of the street on the site 

of the north-west tower of Christ 

Church. Between 1180 and 1231 the 

community also acquired a burial 

ground outside East Gate. Much of it 

was granted by Henry III to the 

hospital of St John in 1231, but the 

Jews retained the area south of the road 

until their expulsion in 1290. After 

1841 the first new synagogue was 

built. The Oxford Synagogue (one of 

the few in England with more than one 

congregation worshipping in the same 

house) and the Oxford Jewish Centre 

are located in Jericho. 

 

Oxford was heavily involved with the 

Reformation, the Faculty of Theology 

pronouncing on the validity of Henry 

VIII’s marriages and divorces, and of 

course during the brief reimposition of 

Roman Catholicicsm under Queen 

Mary, St Mary’s hosted the trials of the 

Oxford Martyrs (see below). Oxford 

Catholics in exile produced the Douai 

Bible in 1605, the first vernacular 

translation for the Catholic Church.  

 

Oxford was also the scene of several 

martyrdoms and riots relating to the 

continued practice of Catholicism by 

some citizens, clergy and academics 

until Catholic emancipation in the 19
th

 

century, a leading role in which was 

played by the vicar of St Mary’s, John 

Henry (later Cardinal) Newman. The 

Oxford University Newman Society is 

arguably Oxford University’s oldest 

student society, and certainly its oldest 

Catholic society, founded as the 

Catholic Club in 1878.  In 1875 the 

Catholic parish church of St Aloysius 

was built. 

 

The first Methodist Meeting House in 

Oxford was in the building now 
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numbered 32-34 New Inn Hall Street, 

which, then as now, was part of 

Brasenose College. A plaque on the 

wall commemorates the fact that John 

Wesley preached there on 4 July 1783, 

and on several later occasions; Wesley 

was a fellow of Lincoln College and 

had preached earlier at St Mary’s (see 

below). 

 

In spite of local opposition, the 

Methodist congregation grew and it 

was decided to build a new meeting-

house further down the street and on 

the opposite side of the road. This 

meeting-house was built in 1818. It 

stood some distance back from the 

road, behind the present Wesley 

Memorial Church built in 1888, which 

still serves the Methodist community 

in Oxford.  

 

Near the Methodist church is the 

Baptist chapel on New Road.  There 

may have been Baptists in Oxford 

since the 1640s, and from 1661 the 

Baptists of Oxford met in the home of 

Richard Tidmarsh, their first minister.  

 

In 1715 both the Baptist and the 

Presbyterian Meeting Houses were 

wrecked during Jacobean riots in the 

city. The two congregations came 

together in a new building on the 

present site of the church in 1721. 

Since 1788, when James Hinton from 

Bristol Baptist College began a 

ministry of thirty-five years, all the 

ministers have been Baptists. Under 

Hinton’s ministry the church had to be 

rebuilt, or enlarged, twice. In 1819 the 

present frontage was added.  

There is a Quaker meeting room in St 

Giles Road and small but active 

Eastern church congregations in the 

town, as well as Muslim, Sikh, Hindu 

and other religious communities. 

 

People and place; personalities 

associated with the church and 

Oxford 

The first named historical figure who 

can be associated with the town is the 

semi-mythical St Frideswide, who is 

generally considered to have been a 

real person (Blair 1988). According to 

the most popular form of the legend 

she was born in around 650, daughter 

of a Mercian sub-king. After refusing 

the hand of a suitor she fled to Oxford 

and founded an abbey, where she died 

in 735. Her shrine was a place of 

pilgrimage in the late medieval period 

until it was despoiled in 1538. 

Of the Saxon kings, Alfred the Great 

has been associated with the 

foundation of Oxford and the 

University, but his son Edward the 

Elder has a stronger claim and may 

have been responsible for the 

establishment of the street pattern, 

including the High Street, in the early 

10
th

 century. 

 

The Norman baron Robert d’Oilly 

came over with William the Conqueror 

and established his seat at Oxford, in 

all likelihood overseeing the building 

of the castle in the late 11th century; he 

held extensive lands in Oxfordshire. 

He has been associated with building 

campaigns at both Holywell St Cross 

and St Mary’s, but this is tenuous.  

 

The VCH records that John, son of 

Henry of Oxford, was rector c 1160, 

probably holding the church in 

plurality with St Peter-in-the East; he 

was a prominent supporter of Henry II 

against Becket (who briefly 

excommunicated him), and was Dean 

of Salisbury from 1166 and then from 

1175-1200 Bishop of Norwich. Many 

rectors were eminent, the first recorded 

on the list in the church was John de 

Bridport, 1204, but the service of the 
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church was probably largely left to 

other priests or chaplains, like those 

recorded c 1180, in 1240, and between 

c 1260 and 1270.   

 

The last rector, instituted in 1320, was 

Adam de Brome (he is also recorded 

as the first known Rector of Hanworth 

church in 1315, as well as several other 

churches), who was involved in the 

building of the eponymous chapel and 

the Old Congregation House flanking 

the tower.  He founded Oriel College 

in 1326. The original name of Oriel 

College was “House of the Blessed 

Mary the Virgin in Oxford”. De Brome 

was a functionary at the court of 

Edward II (he was an almoner to King 

Edward II and one of the King’s Clerks 

of Chancery), and induced the king to 

endow Oriel with money and lands. On 

January 1, 1326, de Brome handed 

over the properties to the King, who, 

on January 21 issued by letters patent a 

charter of foundation in his own name. 

The Rector was to be replaced with a 

Provost, to which post de Brome was 

appointed.  De Brome died in 1332 and 

was buried in St Mary’s. Oriel is in 

effect still the lay rector, responsible 

for the maintenance of the chancel. 

 

The early reformer John Wycliffe was 

a don at Oxford and sometime head of 

Balliol College. The centre of his 

reformatory movement was Oxford, 

and Wycliffe had devoted followers 

here. In 1382, an ill Wycliffe was 

summoned before a synod at Oxford, 

possibly partly held in St Mary’s.  

 

The later medieval vicars, mostly 

members of Oriel, included John of 

Aswardby (instituted 1384), a follower 

of Wycliffe and opponent of the friars, 

and John Roper (1498-1534), Professor 

of Divinity.  

 

In the 14
th

 century Bishop Cobham of 

Worcester, the founder of the library, 

is an important figure for the 

University and St Mary’s, and the 

relationship between the two. He left 

money and instructions for the building 

of the library above the Old 

Congregation House. Adam de Brome, 

the Rector and founder of Oriel 

College, was involved in the 

completion of this and in the building 

of the chapel which bears his name; the 

vicar of St Mary’s still enjoys dining 

rights at Oriel. 

 

The Protestant Martyrs Bishops 

Latimer & Ridley and Archbishop 

Thomas Cranmer were tried in St 

Mary’s, and slots in the eastern pier of 

the north aisle are traditionally 

considered to have been cut to hold the 

stage for Cranmer’s trial. 

  

The other side of the religious 

persecution of these times is 

represented by the Jesuit missionary 

and Roman Catholic Edmund 

Campion, who used a university 

ceremony at St Mary’s in 1581 to 

distribute the tracts for which he would 

be martyred. 

 

The role of St Mary’s as the university 

church meant that royalty frequently 

visited to hear disputations there, and 

indeed royal affairs were the source of 

some of these. Henry VIII is of course 

an important figure for Oxford and St 

Mary’s, taking control of Christ 

Church from Cardinal Wolsey and 

instigating a fundamental shift in 

emphasis for the University away from 

its monastic beginnings. He also 

oversaw the creation of the diocese of 

Oxford with Christ Church as its 

cathedral. Queen Elizabeth I attended 

disputations here in 1566, as did James 

I. Although the town of Oxford itself 

supported the Parliamentary cause in 

the English Civil War, the powerful 

University was staunchly Royalist and, 

as a result, the city served as a home 
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base for King Charles during the 

period.  

 

John Russell Bishop of Lincoln was 

Chancellor of the University (the two 

offices often went hand in hand) in the 

late 15
th

 century and may have been 

the driving force behind the rebuilding 

of the church.  Dr Morgan Owen, 

chaplain to Archbishop Laud was 

Chancellor in 1637, and paid for the 

Virgin’s porch and other works to the 

church; Laud was also Chancellor and 

took a keen personal interest in the 

church and the University.  

 

Radcliffe Square is named after John 

Radcliffe, the King’s doctor, who left a 

significant legacy to the University and 

his alma mater University College. He 

died in 1714 and was buried in the 

church; in 1952 a tablet was erected 

marking the spot at the north-west 

corner of the chancel.  

 

In the 1740s John Wesley preached 

frequently at St Mary’s, as a fellow of 

Lincoln College. On 11 June 1738 he 

preached a University sermon on 

Salvation by Faith, and on 25 July 

1741 he preached on “The Almost 

Christian”. “Scriptural Christianity”, 

preached on 24 August 1744, was his 

last University sermon: he criticised 

the University for its sluggishness and 

spiritual apathy.  

 

The Vice-Chancellor sent for Wesley’s 

sermon notes but took no action. For 

Wesley it was the end of his University 

connection. “I preached, I suppose, the 

last time at St Mary’s,” he wrote in his 

journal. “Be it so; I have fully 

delivered my soul.” He resigned his 

fellowship at Lincoln College upon his 

marriage in 1751, and of course went 

on to found the Methodist Church. 

 

In the early 1800s the Oxford 

Movement, which sought to restore 

Catholic spirituality in England, was 

launched from the pulpit of St Mary’s. 

John Newman, fellow of Oriel 

College, entranced audiences from 

1828 to 1843 as vicar of the church. A 

sermon preached from the pulpit of St 

Mary's by poetry professor John Keble 

(in whose memory a stained glass 

window is dedicated) on July 14, 1833 

entitled “National Apostasy” is 

considered to have launched the 

Oxford Movement or Tractarian 

Movement. Newman became involved 

a few months later and was the 

Movement’s primary spokesman, 

promoting its doctrinal and moral 

concerns through his editorship of the 

British Critic, his contributions to 

Tracts for the Times, and his weekly 

sermons at St Mary’s. 

 

Newman’s mother Jemima died and 

was buried under the High Altar of the 

church in this seminal year; shortly 

afterwards he began the work of 

building the influential church at 

Littlemore, the foundation stone of 

which she had laid. 

 

 
Fig 7:  Cardinal Newman 

 

However, Newman soon became 

convinced that Rome, not Canterbury, 

was the home of the true Church. He 

expressed his new views in Tract 

Ninety, in which he argued that the 

Thirty-Nine Articles, the doctrinal 

statement of the Church of England, 
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could be interpreted in a way that 

supported Roman Catholic doctrine. 

The Tract was published on February 

27, 1841; its censure by the Oxford 

authorities on March 15 was a severe 

blow to the Movement and led to 

Newman’s rapid withdrawal from 

Anglican life. By 1843 he resigned his 

position at St Mary’s, and converted to 

Roman Catholicism in 1845, later 

becoming a Cardinal. The Vatican is 

said to be close to attributing a miracle 

to him that would pave the way for 

Britain’s most famous convert to 

Roman Catholicism to become this 

country’s first new saint for 40 years. 

 

Newman was succeeded by some 

extraordinary vicars. Charles Marriot, 

vicar between 1850 and 1855 worked 

so intensely with smallpox victims in 

the epidemic of 1854 that he ultimately 

contracted the disease himself, dying 

in 1858 (a stained glass window is 

dedicated in his memory). Cosmo 

Gordon Lang, later Archbishop of 

Canterbury, served St Mary’s between 

1894 and 1896.  

 

Dick Milford, vicar from 1938 and 

1947 combined a deep commitment to 

serious thought with a profound 

commitment to social reform. He ran a 

discussion group, known as the 

Colloquy, which debated current 

affairs and discussed modern theology. 

He invited Germans fleeing Nazi 

persecution to worship in the Church. 

Perhaps most importantly, in 1942 

Milford founded Oxfam here at St 

Mary’s. There is a plaque in the old 

library to commemorate the event. 

Charles Dodgson (better known as 

Lewis Carroll) preached here; as did 

Magdalen College fellow C S Lewis, 

including his famous wartime sermon 

“The Weight of Glory”. Desmond 

Tutu, Rowan Williams, and Robert 

Runcie are just a few of the more 

recent speakers at St Mary’s. 

 

In terms of the architects and artists 

involved with the church, the famous 

Nicholas Stone is considered to have 

designed the Virgin porch in 1637. The 

“Gothick” refurnishing of the church in 

1827 by the young and short-lived 

Thomas Plowman still defines the 

character of the nave, and the superb 

“Newman” pulpit from which the 

Oxford Movement was launched still 

impresses. The Buckler brothers 

restored the church, particularly the 

steeple, in the 1840s. The famous 

Victorian architect George Gilbert 

Scott oversaw the restoration of the 

church in the 1850s and 60s.  

 

The monuments in the church include 

important examples of the work of 

leading artists including Flaxman and 

Westmacott, and the stained glass was 

created by notable Victorian artists and 

firms, including A W Pugin (for 

Hardman & Co), C A Kempe, and 

Clayton & Bell.   

 

Sir T G Jackson, another notable late 

Victorian architect who did much work 

in Oxford, oversaw the reconstruction 

of the spire and produced the first 

accurate plans and analysis of the 

spire, tower and church.  He was able 

to refer to Scott’s clerk’s notes and to 

discuss the earlier works with the 

Bucklers, so he is an invaluable 

witness and source, as well as a gifted 

architect and antiquarian, with an 

archaeological eye for a building. He 

acquired the services of the noted 

sculptor Sir George Frampton to create 

new statues for the spire. 

 

Several former mayors (for example 

Sampson White, Mayor of Oxford 

1660/1 and 1665/6, whose large 

memorial tablet is now in the tower 

space) and other important families 

who supported the church are 

commemorated within it.  
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3.3 Description of the building 

and site  
 

This section gives a brief summary of 

the history of the town and church (the 

history of the church is discussed in 

more detail in Appendix 1). It proceeds 

to describe the church and churchyard 

as they are at the time of writing, 

attempting to be as comprehensive and 

holistic as possible without going into 

great detail; it is not an inventory, but 

is intended to serve as a platform from 

which the significance of the church 

can be assessed in the next section. 

 

3.3.1 The history and 

archaeology of Oxford and the 

church  
 

Brief summary of the history of the 
town (based mainly on information 

from the National Monuments Record 

and the Victorian County History of 

Oxford). 

 

The origins of Oxford are unclear, but 

myths and legends have been drafted 

in to fill the gaps. Archaeological finds 

from the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and 

Neolithic period have been discovered 

in and around the city, although no 

specific or more detailed evidence 

exists of a settlement in these periods.  

More permanent settlement between 

2000 and 700 BC is suggested by 

Bronze Age barrows in the area. There 

is some evidence for Iron Age and 

Romano-British activity, but again 

apparently no settlement of any size.  

 

Finds from the Palaeolithic period to 

the Romano-British period are known 

from the immediate vicinity of the 

church, and archaeological finds from 

all periods of human occupation of the 

Oxford area are possible on the church 

site, although there have been no 

excavations within it. The Radcliffe 

Square area was the site of a Romano-

British agricultural settlement (c AD 

150), the evidence consisting of a ditch 

and burials. A Saxon crucible, 

Medieval pottery and shield boss were 

also found (Oxoniensia 1972). 

 

A late 8
th

-century Anglo-Saxon 

cemetery has been excavated under the 

cloisters of what is now Christ Church 

Cathedral (Oxoniensia 2001), possibly, 

although proof is lacking, related to the 

abbey supposedly founded in 724 by St 

Frideswide. There have been several 

stray finds from the period, but again 

no convincing proof of a settlement of 

any size at this time.  

 

In the Late Saxon period Oxford began 

to assume greater importance, 

positioned on a major trade route 

between the two powerful kingdoms of 

Mercia and Wessex.  The foundation 

of the Saxon burh in the early 10
th

 

century, attested by references in the 

Burghal Hidage, a document compiled 

by 919 AD, and supported by 

archaeological evidence, is still the 

earliest firm evidence for permanent 

settlement here, and the layout 

established then can still be confidently 

traced in the town today. The town 

defences are mentioned in the Burghal 

Hidage and it is probable Edward the 

Elder was responsible for laying out 

some of the town’s streets, including 

the High Street.  

 

The area enclosed by the original earth 

banks and ramparts was smaller and 

squarer than the medieval walled town. 

The fortifications on the east were 

probably just west of Catte Street and 

Magpie Lane (ie they may be under St 

Mary’s), on the west somewhere west 

of New Inn Hall Street and St Ebbe’s 

Street, on the north on the line of the 

medieval wall, and on the south 

aligned with Brewer Street, meeting St 

Aldate’s near the south-west corner of 
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Christ Church’s Canterbury 

Quadrangle, the site of the medieval 

church of St Michael at Southgate. 

 

Churches seem to have been built at 

the other three principal gates: St 

Michael’s church tower in Cornmarket 

Street, Oxford’s oldest building, marks 

the site of the north gate, and the 

original east and west gates were 

probably near St Mary’s and the 

demolished church of St Peter-le-

Bailey at the west end of Queen Street. 

It is unclear if St Mary’s, which as it 

now stands would appear to have been 

just outside this line, stood here or 

indeed existed at this point; only 

archaeological investigation could 

clarify this (see Appendix 1). 

 

The grid of central streets seems to 

have been established in a single 

operation, and under New Inn Hall 

Street, embedded in the original 

surface, was found a coin of Edward 

the Elder (died AD 925), perhaps the 

safest indication of the date of the 

town’s creation. 

 

The city was an important provincial 

Saxon mint from the reign of Alfred 

until Harold II’s reign; coins bear the 

mark "Ohsnafordia". The town grew in 

size in the 10th and 11th centuries 

despite some setbacks during the 

Danish Wars, and Oxford was 

evidently amongst the most important 

towns in Wessex by 1066.  

 

It is thought that the town was 

expanded east in the early 11
th

 century, 

which made St Mary’s almost the 

central point in the burh. The principal 

axis of the original town had been the 

established north-south route down St 

Aldate’s to the Thames crossing, and 

although the street leading eastwards 

gave access to an important crossing of 

the Cherwell near Magdalen Bridge, it 

was not aligned on it. A curving road 

from the original east gate to the 

crossing became lined with houses, 

and when it was included in the 

extended late-Saxon defences a new 

gate was built, probably near the 

surviving Eastgate Hotel. Thus was 

preserved the famous, aesthetically 

pleasing, bend in the High Street, 

which was not part of the original 

rectilinear planned town. 

 

The medieval town developed at the 

southern tip of the secondary gravel 

terrace known as the Summertown-

Radley terrace, which covers most of 

the area of modern north Oxford; the 

site is above flood level, but defended 

on the east, south, and west by rivers 

and their often marshy flood-plains.  

This defensive position was exploited 

after the Norman conquest by Robert 

d’Oilly of Oxford and his successors, 

who established a castle at the west 

end of the burh in 1071. In 1138 the 

city suffered a huge fire, and in the 

winter of 1142 Oxford Castle was the 

scene of a siege when it was home to 

Queen Matilda during her struggle 

with King Stephen.  

 

Firmly established as an academic 

centre by the 13th century, Oxford was 

drawing students from across Europe 

for studies focused on houses 

established by the friaries. The 

university brought prosperity to 

existing tradesmen and craftsmen, 

while attracting specialists such as 

scribes, bookbinders and parchmenters, 

many of whom were already settled in 

the Catte Street area around St Mary’s 

by c 1200. 

 

Oxford was hit hard by the Black 

Death (1348 -1350). As a result 

Oxford’s population dropped 

dramatically during this period, and the 

colleges took advantage by buying up 

vacant property and expanding their 

holdings within Oxford. 
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Not least for this reason there was an 

often stormy relationship between the 

city of Oxford and the University of 

Oxford (between ‘town and gown’). 

Resentment towards the University on 

the city’s part was also fuelled by the 

scholars’ legal precedence over the 

town. One of the most infamous 

outbreaks of rioting happening on St 

Scholastica’s Day (February 10) in 

1354, which lead to several deaths.  

 

The city was made to pay for college 

repairs and both the Mayor of Oxford 

and Burgesses were forced to swear 

allegiance to the University’s 

Chancellor every year in a special 

ceremony which included paying token 

damages, which continued well into 

the Victorian era.  Until the 20th 

century the Chancellor of the 

University (sitting in court in St 

Mary’s in the Adam de Brome chapel) 

had the legal right to trial over 

townsfolk, and it was only in 1974 that 

the University lost the right to place its 

own representatives on the Oxford City 

Council.  

 

As the University grew in size, St 

Mary’s became too small to house 

many of the University’s activities. 

The building of the Divinity School 

and Duke Humfrey’s Library in the 

15th century took the books and many 

of the lectures out of the church. The 

opening of the new Congregation 

House in 1637 and the Sheldonian 

Theatre in 1669 transferred university 

government and graduations from St 

Mary’s.  

 

Although the town of Oxford itself 

supported the Parliamentary cause in 

the English Civil War, the University 

was staunchly Royalist and the city 

served as a base, indeed at times as a 

“capital”, for King Charles during the 

period.  The University housed King 

Charles at Christ Church College 

between 1642 and 1646, while Queen 

Henrietta Maria stayed at Merton.  

Oxford was under siege for most of 

this time, and suffered for its Royalist 

support when Oliver Cromwell was 

made Chancellor of the University and 

many heads of colleges were replaced 

with Cromwell supporters. In 1651, 

Parliament ordered the city defences to 

be slighted. 

 

There are many houses of medieval 

origin, but most were remodelled or 

rebuilt in the 17
th

 and 18
th

 centuries, 

including the Proctor’s houses on St 

Mary’s passage and the houses on the 

other side of the High Street from the 

church. This period saw the High 

Street and Radcliffe Square develop 

more or less as we see them today, 

with University buildings including the 

Radcliffe Camera finally replacing the 

houses still visible in Speed’s 1605 

plan.  

 

The canals arrived at Oxford from the 

1790s, the railway from the 1840s.  

Oxford experienced considerable 

growth in the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries, 

partly due to the international, national 

and regional importance of the 

University and related businesses such 

as publishing and printing (and of 

course tourism), but also the 

development of industry in the area, 

including car manufacturing based at 

Cowley to the east of the historic town, 

and related industries.  

 

The late 20
th

 century saw a decline in 

the latter, but other industries, 

particularly research-based with strong 

connections with the University, have 

been developed, and Oxford is well 

placed to face the challenges of the 21
st
 

century.  
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Brief summary of the development 
of the church (this development is 

traced in more detail in Appendix 1). 

 

The church may have been founded as 

early as the 10
th

 century (ie with the 

burh), but was certainly standing by 

the middle of the 11
th

 century as it is 

recorded in Domesday Book of 1088. 

Disturbance of the ground or fabric 

might reveal traces of these earlier 

buildings. Jackson recorded fragments 

of possibly 11
th

-, 12
th

- and 13
th

-century 

work which suggests there were 

several phases of development, which 

is normal for such an important parish 

church.  

 

From the early 13
th

 century St Mary’s 

functioned as the university church, 

and it may be that the use of the 

building by the University was the 

catalyst for the major expansion of the 

church at the end of the 13
th

 century, 

with the building of the tower onto the 

north side of the church.  

 

The University built the Congregation 

House and library above as its first 

dedicated building in the 1320s, 

followed by the north chapel, both 

buildings built under the aegis of the 

Rector and founder of Oriel College, 

Adam de Brome, who is buried in the 

eponymous chapel. Both these 

additions, respectively to the east and 

west of the tower, were not what was 

originally intended when the tower was 

built. 

 

This sequence suggests a major 

building campaign, perhaps with 

interruptions, from c1280-1330 which 

changed as the building developed, 

leaving us in essence with the floor 

plan we see today. 

 

Apart from the tower, the church was 

completely remodelled in the late 15
th

 

and early 16
th

 centuries with funds 

provided by the University, however 

the earlier floor plan appears to have 

been replicated.  After the Reformation 

the church continued to serve as the 

parish church of Oxford and as the 

church of the re-founded University, 

although most functions were shed in 

the 17
th

 century as the University grew.   

 

The church, particularly the tower, 

required frequent repair, and works 

were undertaken in the 17
th

, 18
th

 and 

19
th

 centuries. The church was 

comprehensively reordered in 1827 

with new Gothick furnishings by 

Thomas Plowman.  The fabric was 

restored by the Buckler Brothers in the 

1840s and then again under the 

direction of G G Scott in 1858-62. The 

tower and spire was repaired again by 

T G Jackson in the 1890s, completing 

the “re-Gothicisation” of the spire 

begun by the Buckler’s.   

 

The interior was partly reordered in 

stages from the 1930s-70s. A proposal 

of 1932 to unite the benefice of St 

Mary’s with the joint benefice of St 

Peter-in-the-East and St Cross was 

effected in 1966 following the 

redundancy of St Peter’s.  The Vaults 

café was opened in the Congregation 

House in the 1990s, which involved 

conversion of the space between it and 

the chancel for toilets, kitchens and 

stores.   

 

The other churches of Oxford have 

also responded to the challenges of the 

late 20
th

 century, of which the closure 

of several churches, but also the radical 

reordering of St Aldate’s is a recent 

example. 

 

Timeline: the salient dates in the 

development of the church.  

 

Late 7
th

/8
th

 century: An Anglo-Saxon 

cemetery has been excavated under 

what is now Christ Church Cathedral 
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cloisters. Possibly, although proof is 

lacking, this is related to the 

Benedictine abbey supposedly founded 

in 724 by St Frideswide.  

 

c 919: Oxford a Saxon royal burh, 

possibly founded by Edward the Elder. 

High Street and defences established, 

the defended area possibly smaller than 

the later medieval town but probably 

including the St Mary’s area. 

 

10
th

/11
th

 centuries: Several churches 

were founded in this period, but exact 

dates are uncertain.  There were at 

least five parish churches: St Peter-in-

the-East, St Ebbe’s, recorded between 

1005 and 1013, St Martin’s recorded in 

1032, and St Michael at the Northgate 

which has an early 11
th

-century tower; 

and St Mary the Virgin, recorded in 

Domesday Book.   

 

1002:  Danes were attacked in Oxford, 

supposedly destroying the abbey 

church.  

 

1004: Abbey refounded, church 

rebuilt. 

 

1009: Oxford sacked by the Danes in 

reprisal for 1002.  

 

1066-71: Norman Conquest, Oxford in 

the hands of Robert d’Oilly  Norman 

noble.  He built the Motte-and-Bailey 

castle and strengthened the town 

defences. 

 

1088: Domesday Book mentions 

church of St Mary in Oxford, but gives 

no details. Norman fragments from the 

site described by Jackson. 

 

1122: An Augustinian priory was 

founded on the probable site of the 

Saxon Abbey. 

 

c 1190: Architectural fragments in the 

Transitional style recorded by Jackson 

suggest some rebuilding, there was 

possibly also a rededication of the 

church around this time traditionally 

associated with Hugh of Lincoln, 

though this is based on supposition. 

The church may have been transeptal 

at this time, to which the first stage of 

construction of the tower base (see 

below) was perhaps attuned. 

 

c 1280-1330: The mason Richard of 

Abingdon is in Oxford and may have 

been in charge of the early works at the 

church.  North tower commenced, with 

spire completed c 1325. The 

construction of the tower was part of a 

general rebuild of the church with 

aisled nave and a chancel possibly with 

flanking side chapels (traces of late 

13
th

-century chapel of St Catherine on 

north side survive).  

 

c l320-30: The University 

Congregation House built on east side 

of tower, with upper storey (solar). 

Bishop Cobham of Worcester seems to 

have been the main donor, and gave 

the first book collection to form the 

basis of the first university library. 

 

North “de Brome” chapel added 

c1328, on west side of tower, 

necessitating the conversion of the 

west tower window into an entrance 

arch, and breaking through of the north 

aisle wall of the nave with inserted 2-

bay arcade.  

 

1274-1540: Several chapels including 

chantry chapels are installed within the 

building. 

 

c 1463: Chancel rebuilt by Walter 

Lyhert, Bishop of Norwich and a 

former provost of Oriel. Congregation 

House now reached from the church 

through the old St Catherine’s chapel.  

Arches to the tower space (previously 

a chapel?) and St Catherine’s chapel 

reduced in size as these spaces 



 24 

apparently lost their importance. Choir 

stalls inserted. 

 

1480 Duke Humfrey’s Library built, 

books removed from the Old Library. 

 

c 1490-1510: Nave and aisles rebuilt 

on the same footings, other parts (apart 

from the tower) remodelled in 

Perpendicular style; new roof to the 

Congregation House. Two-storey south 

porch built.  

 

c1510: Storm damages the church, 

destroying pinnacles. 

 

1536-42: Reformation, and 

refoundation of University by Henry 

VIII.  St Frideswide’s Priory 

suppressed in 1540 and formation of 

Christ Church College, priory church 

becomes cathedral. Oxford diocese 

founded, carved out of Lincoln.  

 

Vestry added at east end between 

chancel and Congregation House. 

 

1607-10: Vice-Chancellor Dr King has 

the dilapidated steeple rebuilt in 

Jacobean style (as shown in Loggan). 

 

1613: Brasses, perhaps including the 

De Brome tomb brass, stolen from the 

church. 

 

1634: Repairs to the church by the 

University. 

 

1637: South porch demolished and 

rebuilt to design by Nicholas Stone, 

John Jackson being the mason, paid for 

by Archbishop Laud’s chaplain Dr 

Morgan Owen.  

 

1640s: Oxford (the University) is 

Royalist stronghold in the Civil War 

until Fairfax finally takes it for 

Parliament in 1646. Chancel used for 

burials of Royalist soldiers during the 

siege, following which Puritan rectors 

are appointed, Cromwell is Chancellor. 

 

1676-8: Repair and reordering works 

under Vice-Chancellor Ralph Bathurst. 

Large vestry built on site of old St 

Catherine’s chapel, west bay of Old 

Congregation House broken out to 

form staircase to old library. Repairs to 

tower.  

 

Communion rails inserted in chancel. 

An organ screen of wooden panelling 

on columns supporting the Smith organ 

is inserted into the chancel arch, shown 

in a print of 1824 made just before the 

1827 reordering. The marble 

chequered paving is of this period. 

 

1693: Reredos panelling added. 

 

1733: De Brome chapel arcade walled 

up, Chancellor’s Court panelling and 

furnishings added. The nave is clear of 

fixed furniture. Porch piers and gates 

added at this time? 

 

1730-40s: John Wesley preaching at St 

Mary’s. 

 

1791: Following a storm the west 

window was rebuilt. 

 

1808: Tower repaired by the 

University.  

 

1827: Church refurnished in Gothick 

style by Thomas Plowman, galleries 

(for the undergraduates) and pulpit 

added, stone organ screen built 

between choir and nave (nave is 

“preaching box”). Stairs to this 

impinge on St Catherine’s chapel. 

 

Possibly the doorway in the east bay of 

the south aisle was made at this time 

(shortening the window above), and 

some other doors were probably 

replaced, notably the west door. 
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1828: Catholic Emancipation Act. J H 

Newman Rector at St Mary’s, attracts 

large audiences to his sermons.  

 

1833: Oxford (Tractarian) Movement 

is launched by Keble’s sermon on 

National Apostasy at St Mary’s; 

“Tracts for the Times” mostly written 

by Newman, greeted by increasing 

hostility from the University; 

resignation of Newman 1843 and 

conversion to Roman Catholicism in 

1845. 

 

1849-51: Tower repaired by John C 

Buckler and George Buckler; they seek 

to revert to the medieval design of the 

spire, and replace or repair the statues. 

 

1858-62: Church restored by G G 

Scott, major repair programme 

including refacing of walls and 

replacement of much of the tracery, 

new parapets and pinnacles and 

pinning of tower.  

 

1864-5: Scott restored the porch, 

refusing to remove the gate piers and 

gates. 

 

1871: The Old Congregation House, 

which had housed the university fire 

engine, was restored as a chapel for 

unattached students.  

 

1895-6: Spire partially rebuilt and 

pinnacles restored by Sir T G Jackson, 

mainly in Clipsham stone; all the 

statues but one replaced by Sir George 

Frampton. Jackson writes description 

and history of the church based on his 

observations and research, forming the 

basis of current knowledge. 

 

1926: The outer arches of the organ 

screen between nave and chancel were 

pierced to further open the chancel to 

the nave. Corner seats inserted under 

the choir screen.  Other plans 

submitted by Sir Charles Nicholson for 

reordering of the chancel and new 

stained glass do not appear to have 

been effected. 

 

1930s: Major works.  Exterior of south 

aisle patched in synthetic stone 

because of pollution damage.  

 

Reordering of nave pews from 

collegiate style around pulpit to east 

facing. De Brome chapel opened up 

and restored.  

 

Removal of north gallery except the 

east bay, insertion of office above this 

with glazed front to the west side.  

 

Statues placed in the seven empty 

niches of the 15th-century reredos in 

the chancel to mark the 100
th

 

anniversary of the Oxford Movement.  

 

Demolition of the 17
th

-century vestry? 

Insertion of a wooden staircase and an 

iron gantry to give access from the 

west bay of the Congregation House to 

the tower, new door in south face of 

this. Staircase to Old Library probably 

replaced and reorientated at this time.  

 

“Newman” rooms added to Old 

Library in glazed south extension 

around this time, toilets installed 

underneath. 

 

1940s: World War II, St Mary’s is 

used by German Lutheran refugee 

congregation. Foundation of Oxfam 

with first meetings in old library. 

Restoration of De Brome tomb. 

 

1946: Fire in the chancel, damaging 

the organ and the window glass and 

most of the roof structure, which was 

replaced incorporating some of the old 

cross beams. Excavation of the chancel 

floors to assess damage.  

 

1953: An altar was erected in the De 

Brome chapel, dedicated to Our Lady. 
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1960s: Offices built under west 

gallery. New lighting and heating 

installed. Major repairs to the Adam de 

Brome chapel and north aisle with 

replacement of lead roof, parapets and 

pinnacles, and tracery. 

 

1966: St Peter-in-the-East closed, the 

parish united with St Cross, later the 

latter is combined into the same 

benefice as St Mary’s.  

 

1970s: Reordering of interior with 

removal of pews at east end of nave, 

and nave dais with altar installed.  

 

Shelter coating applied to porch 

statuary, and other stone restoration. 

 

1986: New Metzler organ installed, 

Bassano painting received on loan 

from Ashmolean for the reredos. 

 

1990s: The Vaults Café opened in Old 

Congregation House, toilets and 

kitchen inserted adjacent (west of 

vestry).  

 

3.3.2 Description of the church 

today  

 
Fig 8: Ground plan of the church by 

Donald Insall Associates 

 
Ground Plan: The building we see 

today consists of aisled nave with 

south-west porch, north tower flanked 

by the “De Brome” chapel and the Old 

Congregation House, the latter to the 

north of the vestry and modern 

facilities adjacent to the chancel.  The 

chancel inclines (weeps) slightly to the 

north, as does the Old Congregation 

House, and the east wall of the latter 

and the vestry is obliquely inclined to 

the north-west, probably following the 

original line of Catte Street.  

 

Approximate internal dimensions: 
The nave measures 100ft (30m) x 26ft 

(8m), the aisles are 15 ft (4.5m) wide, 

the De Brome chapel and Old 

Congregation House are 7m (22ft) 

wide. The chancel is 75ft (22m) long.  

The tower is 6m (19ft) square. 

 

The building stones and other 

materials used in the church 
 

The geology of Oxfordshire comprises 

a series of rocks of Jurassic and 

Cretaceous age that are gently tilted to 

the south-east, so that the oldest rocks 

occur in the north-west and the 

youngest in the south-east. The 

escarpment and plateau of the 

Cotswold Hills dominate the north-

west landscape of the County. These 

are formed in Jurassic shallow coastal 

limestones, shales and sands.  

 

It is these buff and yellow limestones 

that give the Cotswold buildings and 

landscape such a distinctive character, 

including Oxford. The plateau surface 

gradually shelves southwards to the 

valley of the upper reaches of the River 

Thames and Oxford, which is floored 

by the heavy clays of the Jurassic 

Oxford Clay. 

 

The first stones used for building in 

Oxford were those local stones that 

came to hand and seemed sufficiently 

hard and durable.  The clay vale in 

which Oxford sits is crossed by a ridge 

of coral limestone of Jurassic age, 

forming a number of hills.  This “coral 

rag” is still visible in some of the older 
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buildings in Oxford, such as St 

Michael’s tower in Cornmarket Street.  

 

The church of St Mary is mostly built 

of the best of the stones to be quarried 

in the immediate area, from 

Headington Hill just north of Oxford.  

The “Headington Hard” was also used 

extensively in the college buildings in 

Oxford from the 15th to the 18th 

century.   

 

It does not stand up to weathering well, 

particularly under modern acidic 

pollution, hence the refacing by Scott 

in 1850, and the replacement of the 

south aisle facing in the 1930s in 

synthetic stone. There is a 

noticeable difference in the stonework 

below the south aisle plinth, of 

squarish, eroded blocks, with smooth 

ashlar in the upper parts of the walls 

and in the buttresses and pinnacles 

throughout, suggesting large-scale 

stone replacement here. 

 

A better stone was found just beyond 

Burford, at Taynton, a stone of such 

quality that it was used from the 11
th

 

century for such important buildings as 

St John’s chapel in the Tower of 

London, St Paul’s Cathedral, and 

Rochester Cathedral and Castle. This 

oolitic Jurassic limestone was the best 

and most durable freestone available 

locally.  Jackson says that this stone 

was used in the Buckler repairs to the 

spire. 

 

In the Regency period “Bath stone”, 

the best of which was found at Box 

near Bath, became fashionable. In 

1737-1749 the Radcliffe Camera was 

constructed from a striking 

combination of Bath stone and white 

Portland stone (both Jurassic 

limestones).  The tracery in the church 

was mostly replaced by Bath stone in 

the Scott restoration.   

Clipsham stone is a fine, durable 

freestone sourced from Rutland which 

was used extensively in Oxford for 

repairs to walls of Headington stone, as 

it is also a Jurassic limestone and 

blends well. Jackson used this stone for 

his repairs to the tower, its statuary and 

spire, and it was also used in the 

1960s, particularly on the De Brome 

chapel. 

Painswick stone was used for the organ 

screen of 1827, part of the Plowman 

work. It is also a high quality creamy 

white oolitic Jurassic limestone, 

sourced from the Stroud valleys (most 

Painswick stone came from the 

underground quarries around 

Brimscombe and Nailsworth). This 

stone was quarried from the 15
th

 

century and used locally, but was 

extensively exported as far afield as 

Oxford and even London from the late 
18

th
 century via the canal system. It 

was widely used in churches for 

screens, altars and pulpits, and in 

greater quantities for plain paving, 

sometimes laid in small squares with 

black marble insets, as in the floors at 

St Mary’s.  
 

The splendid oak timber roofs (oak is 

also used for the 17
th

-century reredos, 

communion rails and columns to the 

organ screen and the staircases to the 

library and tower) are covered in lead.  

 

After the 1947 fire, the outer chancel 

roof structure was totally replaced with 

a concrete beam and plank deck with 

felt and asphalt covering and 

incorporating the remains of the timber 

ceiling, repaired and slung beneath.  

The Newman Room extension is of 

timber and glass with an insulated 

translucent plastic sheet roof.  
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The condition of the fabric and 

churchyard 

 
Summarised from the latest 

Quinquennial Inspection Report, 

compiled by John Perryman 

Architects, Oxford in December 2005. 

 

 
Fig 9: Erosion of stonework 

 

In general the fabric of the church is in 

poor to reasonable condition, with 

repair and renewal works required to 

the tower at an estimated cost of 1.4 

million pounds. This includes dressing 

stonework on the north face, which has 

not been done for a century. Some of 

the stonework is severely eroded, 

particularly around the parapet. 

 

The necessary repair programme also 

includes a new leaded chancel roof, 

which is the responsibility of the 

Patron, Oriel College. It may be that 

this will afford an opportunity to look 

again at the chancel roof structure 

following its partial replacement and 

repair in the late 1940s. 

 

Regular maintenance of the rainwater 

goods externally and cleaning of the 

interior, especially of the windows and 

monuments is recommended. The 

furnishings and fittings are generally in 

reasonable condition, however there 

must be some concern regarding the 

Medieval choir stalls given the 

proximity of the radiators directly in 

front of them. 

 

 
Fig 10: Choir stalls with uneven step 

and radiator 

 

The 20
th

-century additions, notably the 

Newman rooms and the offices, are in 

poor condition in places and generally 

have a weary appearance. 

 

There are, as is usual in a church of 

this size and complexity, a number of 

minor items in need of addressing, 

which are listed in the report.  

 

In terms of security and safety, the 

church is kept open, and manned.  

There is a closed circuit TV 

surveillance system.  No valuables are 

kept on location except under lock and 

key. There is level access without steps 

to the main entrance to the High Street, 

no steps to the nave or chancel, and 

space for manoeuvring wheelchairs.  

 

However, there are no disabled toilets, 

and accessing the Vaults café facilities 

is difficult. There are steps down to the 

north side through the gate here, and 

the garden is slightly terraced with 

different levels. 

 

In the churchyard, the remaining 

monuments are generally sound, 

although there may be issues if the use 

of the garden area on the north side is 

to be expanded.  
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3.3.3 Description of the exterior 
 

The church we see today is an organic 

compound, its complex development 

masked to some extent by Late 

Medieval, Post-Medieval and Late 

Victorian rebuilding campaigns which 

make it predominantly Perpendicular 

in character.  The earliest feature 

which has maintained its original 

character despite this and well-

meaning attempts to “correct” it, and 

the dominant and most significant 

feature of the building, is the late 13
th

-

century tower with its arguably unique 

spire of the early 14
th

 century, though 

it should be note from the outset that 

the latter has been rebuilt on several 

occasions, most recently by Jackson.  

 

The slightly later (c1320-30) 

Congregation House and Adam de 

Brome chapel were both given a 

Perpendicular makeover in the late 15
th

 

century, when the chancel and then the 

aisled nave were rebuilt with low-

pitched roofs, tall windows, and 

parapets with pinnacles (George 

Gilbert’s Scott’s restoration may have 

further homogenised the building in 

this style).  

 

Later additions and changes included 

the articulation of the vestries and 

other spaces between the Congregation 

House and chancel in the 16
th

-century 

and later, but more importantly the 

construction of the extraordinary south 

porch in the 1630s, the last major 

addition to the exterior, which makes a 

very bold statement on the High Street.  

 

The tower 
 

The huge and dominant north tower 

was built towards the end of the 13th 

century, and is one of the best 

examples of Early Decorated Gothic 

architecture in Oxford. The spire was 

added to the tower, or rather 

completed, in the early 14
th

 century 

with liberal use of ballflower 

decoration, which is thought to be 

typical of 1315-25. Pevsner calls the 

spire “unique in England”, a claim 

already made by Jackson a century 

earlier. 

 

The tower base is massive, of two 

stages below the steeple, square 

externally but almost octagonal 

internally, with huge angle buttresses 

to each corner. The buttresses are sheer 

with only the slightest weatherings, the 

north buttresses being longer than 

those which project within the 

building; that to the south-west corner 

projects south into the north aisle of 

the nave.  

 

There are practical reasons for this; the 

tower apparently began to subside to 

the east during construction, and the 

fear of collapse may have been partly 

responsible for the blocking up of the 

original huge arches in the south and 

east faces, although a change of plan 

during the construction is an equally or 

more likely reason. 

 

 
Fig 11: Print by Ralph Agas, c 1588. © 

Bodleian. 

 

The Perpendicular doorway in the 

north face within its square frame with 

weathering seems to have been 

inserted, cutting awkwardly into the 

tall window above, which would not 

have allowed for a doorway here.  
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Fig 12: The north tower door 

 

This seems to have been a 

modification of an earlier, probably 

late 16
th

-century doorway (of which a 

gable scar on the west side of the 

doorway might be a remnant), and it is 

unlikely there was a medieval entrance 

in the north wall. Agas’s print of 1588 

appears to show a large doorway here, 

but no window, though this is 

unreliable as an architectural record.  

Pevsner remarks that the door is 

historic, but it does not appear to be 

older than the 19
th

 century. 

 

 
Fig 13: Loggan’s print of 1675, 

showing the church from the High 

Street 

 

Set within the north-west buttress is a 

blocked pointed doorway in a similar 

housing. This was the original access 

to the tower stairs, blocked by the 

Bucklers in the 19
th

 century. 

 

The fenestration appears to have been 

completely renewed since the early 

19
th

 century, probably by Scott. The 

1675 print by Loggan and the 1754 

Oxford almanack shows plain Y-

tracery to the large 4-light above the 

doorway. Now the window has 

Geometrical tracery, probably based by 

Scott on what is left of the tracery in 

the tower west window after it was cut 

down to make an entrance arch. There 

is a lunette above the Old Library roof 

with similar tracery. 

 

The large pointed 3-light belfry 

openings still have cusped intersecting 

tracery as shown in Loggan’s print, 

and indeed probably originally, as this 

would fit well with a date just after 

1300. They have stone louvres. 

 

 
Fig 14: Detail of a niche 

 

A trefoiled parapet continues around 

the buttresses, above which the 

buttresses are carried up as tall gabled 

spirelets with niches containing 

statues, with one to each corner of the 

north and south faces, but two each to 

those in the east and west faces and 

three to each corner (but one of the 

west niches is empty), thus there are 

eleven. Apart from a single example, 

of an Archbishop, new statues by Sir 

George Frampton were installed in 

1894; the originals can be seen in the 

cloisters of New College. Gargoyles 

and figures project from the side of 

each niche, all clearly 19
th

 century, and 

these and much of the ball-flower and 
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other detail are so crisp they must also 

be at least partly renewed. In general 

there is evidence of a good deal of 

stone replacement. 

 

Rising behind these gablets is a large 

spirelet set diagonally to each corner 

with double gablets to the three 

exposed faces, with crocketed finials 

and ball-flower encrustation. Between 

these are 2-light projecting lucarnes 

with Y-tracery to the cardinal faces of 

the spire, each with a 2-light with a 

transom under a gable with ball-flower 

encrustation. The openings have 

wooden lattice screens. There is a 

clock face under the parapet on the 

north and south sides.  

 

The aisled nave 

 

The nave fell into disrepair and was 

completely replaced between 1485-

1510 in Perpendicular style, probably 

on roughly the same footings as has 

already been argued.  The nave may 

therefore preserve or contain the 

underground footprint of its 

predecessors, an observation which 

archaeology could confirm or negate.  

 

The aisled nave is of six bays divided 

by buttresses of three weatherings, 

with a clearstorey with pilasters to 

each bay. Crocketed pinnacles rise 

from these, and there is a crenellated 

and moulded parapet above a string 

course with heads, animals and floriate 

mouldings to each bay. The lead-clad 

aisle roofs have lead parapet gutters 

discharging through the walls to 

external hoppers, the nave has a lead 

valley gutter between the aisles and the 

nave wall, with outlets at each end. 

The nave roof is visible from most 

angles, whereas the shallow aisle roofs 

cannot be seen behind the aisle 

parapets.                                                      

 

The fenestration is quite standard, 

correct and consistent, almost 

monotonous, of tall pointed 4-centred 

windows of four lights with mature 

Perpendicular tracery under 

hoodmoulds with moulded stops, the 

same in the clearstorey. The aisle 

windows have ogee heads to each light 

which fork from the heads, the central 

mullion also bifurcates to form two 

arches in the head. The clearstorey 

tracery is slightly different, with outer 

mullions which rise straight into the 

head. 

 

There is a doorway (probably inserted 

in the 19
th

 century) under the eastern 

window of the south aisle, and this bay 

is wider and blank to the east as it 

incorporates the half-bay occupied by 

the organ screen. 4-light south aisle 

west window, flanking the huge 7-light 

west nave window with its excellent 

stained glass. Beneath this is the large 

west doorway, like the other doorway 

with a 4-centred head within a square 

frame and an outer label terminating in 

stops and with shields in the spandrels. 

2-leaf door, possibly of c 1827. 

 

 
Fig 15: The blocked door in the north 

aisle 

 

The only part of the north aisle which 

can be seen from the outside is the 

west end, which is pierced by a 4-light 

pointed window, and also the two 

western bays. There is a blocked door 

and doorway in the bay west of the De 

Brome chapel with a 4-light window 
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above, and another 4-light to the west 

of this.  The threshold to the doorway 

is some distance above the modern 

ground level. The head has a 4-centred 

arch with leaf decoration and shields in 

the spandrels within the square frame, 

the doorway and door (in poor 

condition, see furnishings and fittings 

below) dates to the late 16
th

 century. 

 

The De Brome chapel 
 

The Adam de Brome Chapel, which 

opens off the north aisle and abuts the 

west side of the tower, was added c 

1328 by the eponymous Rector and 

first Proctor.  This building appears 

now in a Perpendicular guise matching 

the aisles, with crenellated parapet and 

pinnacles and large 4-centred 4-light 

windows with Perpendicular tracery, 

containing some heraldic stained glass 

of the 18
th

 century. The westernmost 

window is shorter to allow for a 

doorway underneath, with a 4-centred 

arch with leaf decoration in the 

spandrels within a square frame, and 

the date 1569 (Jackson). The door may 

be of this date. 

 

 
Fig 16: The Old Congregation House 

 

The Old Congregation House 
 

The two floors of this building are not 

immediately apparent from outside 

except at the east end and west bay, see 

below.  Tall Perpendicular windows 

across the storeys were inserted in the 

15th century in the north wall, those to 

the three east bays survive. There is 

now a pointed doorway with ogee head 

and trefoil opening above in the west 

bay, following the removal of the 

vaulting and insertion of a staircase 

here at the end of the 17
th

 century.  

 

The east end has a 3-light window to 

the upper floor with mullions which 

continue into the head but also branch 

to the sides, which does not look 

medieval. The window underneath is a 

tall 2-centred pointed window of two 

lights, the tracery forming an internal 

ogee; this is certainly Victorian, 

probably by Scott. 

 

The Congregation House has a plain 

parapet, the buttresses ending in 

gablets. While this is restored (Scott), 

it is probably nearer to the original 

form than the pinnacles used elsewhere 

(and which existed before the 

restoration if Loggan’s print can be 

trusted), and one wonders if Scott was 

influenced in this by the claims of 

antiquaries such as Jones that the 

House was much older than the 1320s; 

or perhaps it was to express the 

particular function of the building for 

the university.  It has a separate, 

shallowly gabled roof covered in lead, 

which dates to the late medieval 

remodelling (the timber roof has been 

dated to 1507, as will be discussed).  

 

The fabric of the De Brome chapel and 

the Old Congregation House is of 

small thin slabs, and must represent the 

original 14
th

-century fabric, indeed the 

few courses of small squared blocks 

used in the east gable, presumably 

added in 1507 when the present roof 

was added, can still be clearly seen. As 

already noted the buttresses, parapets 

and pinnacles have been renewed. 

 

The chancel 
The 5-bay chancel has set-back 

buttresses of two weatherings rising to 
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pinnacles and a crenellated parapet, 

with low-pitched modern gravel and 

finished felt and asphalt roof behind.  

Built around 1463 and in Perpendicular 

style, the chancel has tall 3-light 

windows to each bay with transoms 

and a 7-light window to the east wall, 

which was set high to allow space for 

the contemporary reredos within. The 

tracery looks to have been renewed by 

Scott, at least externally.  

 

The vestry 

 
Situated between the chancel and the 

Old Congregation House is the vestry, 

only the low east face of which can be 

seen. It has a 3-light window set low in 

the wall with a deep reveal and Late 

Perpendicular tracery, perhaps of the 

early 16
th

 century.  

 

The south porch 
 

Access to the church from the High 

Street is through the extraordinary 

south ’Virgin Porch’, designed by 

Nicholas Stone in 1637 and partly paid 

for by Archbishop Laud’s chaplain Dr 

Morgan Owen. It is highly ornate, with 

barley sugar twist spiral columns 

supporting a curly broken pediment 

framing a shell niche with a statue of 

the Virgin and Child flanked by 

cherubs, underneath a Gothic fan vault.  

 

 
Fig 17:  The porch seen from the High 

Street, looking west 

 

The style was too close to Roman 

Baroque (the inspiration may have 

been the spiral columns of Old St 

Peter’s which also inspired Bernini for 

the Baldacchino of New St Peter’s) for 

the puritans of the day, and the porch 

itself was used as evidence in Laud’s 

execution trial in 1641, citing its 

“scandalous statue” of the Virgin and 

Child above the porch to which one 

witness saw “one bow and another 

pray”. Holes in the statue were 

supposedly made by Cromwellian 

troopers’ bullets.  

 

The inner doorway has a 4-centred 

arched head with carved leaf spandrels 

within a square frame (could this be 

late 15
th

 century?), above which the 

fan vault begins, perhaps rather 

awkwardly; this was perhaps an 

attempt to “bridge” Gothic and 

Baroque. The round-headed door to the 

spiral staircase to the so-called parvis 

is visible on the inside of the entrance 

(west side).  

 

The gate piers with their carved rams 

are original but restored, and the 

handsome wrought iron gates are of 

the early 18th century, all of which 

Scott saved for posterity. 

 

3.3.4 Description of the interior  
 
The architectural features (those things 

which are fixed) are described first, 

followed by brief descriptions of the 

movable furnishings and fittings.  Full 

details of the monuments, including 

the stained glass, can be found in 

Jackson and in the OFHS report. 

 

The tower space 

 
The entrance used by most tourists is 

that from Radcliffe Square. This leads 

into the tower space, now dominated 

by the church shop and book stands, a 

TV screen allows visitors to be 
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monitored via CCTV.  Here is the 

entrance through a small pointed 

doorway in the east wall to the stairs, 

which tourists can ascend through 

several stages to the tower.  

 

The space is bright and attractive, the 

walls plastered, reflecting the light 

coming through the windows on all 

sides, including though a plate glass 

internal window opening onto the De 

Brome chapel in the west wall. The 

fine tall moulded late 13
th

-century 

south arch of three orders with capitals, 

and the similarly moulded frame of the 

east window with remains of tracery in 

the head can be inspected from here.  

 

There are monuments dating from the 

16
th

 to 20
th

 centuries mounted around 

the walls, particularly over the small 4-

centred pointed doorway with 

continuous mouldings to the north 

aisle, where the important brass to 

Edmund Croston (1508) is now 

mounted. The floor of this space is laid 

with buff stone flags and ledger slabs 

of the 17
th

, 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries.  

 

 
Fig 18: The tower space, looking south 

with the Croston monument over the 

doorway  

 

The aisled nave 
 

To describe the frame of the interior 

and the general impression before 

going into detail. The tall piers and 

arches of the aisle arcades are left bare 

stone, but some areas, notably the De 

Brome chapel walls, are plastered. The 

large expanses of glass in the aisle and 

chancel walls help to balance what 

could otherwise have been gloomy 

given the layer of grime accreted on 

most of them, the light reflected from 

the walls.  

 

There is colourful 19
th

-century stained 

glass including windows by Pugin in 

the south aisle, and the large west 

window of 1891 by Kempe is a major 

feature, albeit partly hidden by the 

west gallery.   The many monuments 

mounted in rows and ranks on the 

walls are also dirty, and this gives a 

negative initial impression of the 

church. Extra lighting is provided by 

attractive iron and glass pendant lamps 

of the 1970s. 

 

 
Fig 19: The nave looking east 

 

The nave aisle arcades have 2-centred 

arches carried on piers with thin triple 

shafts in the main directions, and a 

wide hollow with a thin inset shaft in 

the diagonals.  The capitals are thin 

and octagonal with miniature 

crenellations.   

 

The tall bases are similarly sparsely 

articulated.  A “shelf” in the north-

eastern nave pier is traditionally said to 

have supported the platform on which 

Cranmer was tried in 1555.  
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Fig 20: The “Cranmer” pier scar 

 

The rear pair of piers were cut back to 

support the galleries when these were 

inserted, though they have been 

restored since with iron colonettes 

(which Jackson mentions).  There are 

other visible traces of previous 

reorderings, such as the cut back 

frames to the eastern windows of the 

north aisle and the arches to the De 

Brome chapel, presumably again to 

take the now vanished north aisle 

gallery. The arches to the chapel also 

have scars where the 1733 screen was 

presumably bedded. 

 

Looking down, the floors are of white 

and black marble tiles set in a diamond 

pattern, which appears to date to the 

Plowman reordering, as it employs 

Painswick stone (used in the organ 

screen of this date) and a flagged or 

pammet floor is shown in a sketch of 

1824 (Jackson Plate XI). There are 

several ledger stones in the floor. 

 

Looking up, there are moulded arch-

braced trusses and red painted panels 

to the low-pitched gabled ceiling, the 

arch-braces with tracery in the 

spandrels. They are taken down to 

moulded castellated stone corbels, 

which double as the canopies to tall 

empty niches with half-figures of 

angels at the foot holding bibles. These 

in turn rest on a moulded string course, 

which turns down the walls at the west 

end flanking the window. 

 

The pews, font and pulpit are of 1827, 

the latter used by the Rector Henry 

Newman to launch the Oxford 

Movement. The ranks of bench pews 

facing east which fill the nave and 

aisles are a feature of the visual 

appearance of the interior, though there 

are now gaps, particularly at the east 

end where a (portable) nave altar dais 

introduced in the 1970s generally 

stands.  

 

 
Fig 21: The “Newman” pulpit 

 

Under the west gallery with its lancet 

panelled front of 1827 are the large, 

profusely decorated Chancellor’s and 

Proctor’s thrones, not in their original 

location. Behind the thrones the west 

bay is walled off for church offices, 

which are very small and dingy.   

 

Staircases to the gallery lead up from 

the west ends of the aisles, with 

attractive iron lancet railings. The 

gallery above is filled with plain 

benches on ascending wooden steps, 

blocking the lower part of the west 

window. Under the gallery is a ribbed 

ceiling with painted bosses, one of 

which has Mahatma Ghandi in typical 

cross-legged pose. 

 

The south aisle has the font at the west 

end, rather hidden away. There are 

glazed wooden draft lobbies, either of 
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1827 or later in the same style with 

blind narrow lancets, to the south 

porch door, and a redundant one to the 

unused door at the east end of the aisle.  

Above the porch lobby one can see 

what was either a window above the 

medieval doorway, now blocked but 

with the same tracery as the aisle 

windows, or deliberate blind tracery. 

There are box pews here, facing 

inwards. 

 

 
Fig 22: The south aisle 

 

The north aisle has two-storey offices 

above the east bay, converted from the 

east bay of the old gallery here, again 

with narrow lancet panels but with 

inserted glazing above, and with a 

panelled flat ceiling to the nave with 

gilded bosses. A flight of steps with an 

iron rail leads up to it.  

 

 
Fig 23: The north aisle 

 

At the east end is a small 4-centred 

pointed doorway with continuous 

mouldings and door of 1827 or later, 

which leads into what was St 

Catherine’s chapel. The aisle is mostly 

clear with a few benches east of the De 

Brome chapel, some facing east, some 

facing inwards to the nave altar. 

 

The Adam de Brome chapel 
 

The early 14
th

-century origin of this 

chapel is evident from the inside, as 

the 2-bay arcade between it and the 

north aisle has sharply pointed arches 

with plain continuous chamfers (no 

capitals).  The reconstructed tomb of 

Adam de Brome, of which only the 

slab (with indents for the lost brass) is 

original, stands just within the east bay 

of the arcade. The floor is of buff flags 

with ledgers. 

 

The chapel functioned as a courtroom 

for the Chancellor of the University, 

and retains 18
th

-century (1733) fielded 

panelling around the walls and fittings 

which include a plain throne under a 

pediment at the west end, all painted 

yellow and white. The east end is fitted 

for a Lady Chapel (but is rarely used as 

such) with communion rails and altar, 

with a reproduction of Da Vinci’s Last 

Supper as reredos (at time of writing 

removed). Benches line the side walls. 

 

 
Fig 24: The De Brome chapel interior 

 

The large opening to the tower in the 

east wall is partly blocked by the 

panelling, the upper part of the arch is 

filled with plate glass with steel 

supports, allowing in light but blocking 



 37 

the noise from the tower area with its 

shop, already described. 

 

The organ screen 
 

Looking east now, the organ screen of 

Painswick stone is part of a refitting of 

1827. It had blind tracery panels in the 

west face, pierced in 1926 to create 

three openings within 4-centred arches, 

with floriate carving in the spandrels 

and slim miniature buttresses between. 

Above is a slightly projecting frieze of 

ogee arcading, carried on floriate 

corbels. The organ slightly overhangs 

the moulded cornice from the gallery 

over the central arch. 

 

The modern light wood panelled 

gallery is “supported” on the west side 

by four wooden fluted columns with 

Corinthian capitals, possibly part of the 

(late 17
th

-century) wooden organ 

screen which existed up to 1827, and 

which can be seen in the 1824 print 

reproduced by Jackson (Plate XI). 

 

There is a rather awkward interface 

between wooden panelling here and 

the choir stalls (see below), in order to 

create two small cubicles with seats in 

the corners; apparently work of the 

1920s.  

 

 
 

Fig 25: The organ screen looking west 

from the High Altar, note the wooden 

columns 

 

The chancel 
 

The chancel arch has the same profile 

and detail as the arcades. It is filled by 

the organ and screen described above, 

which has been very carefully pieced 

in to match. 

 

East of the screen the chancel side 

walls are lined by the superb original 

(that is mid-late 16th-century) choir 

stalls, one row on each side set facing 

each other (collegiate-wise).  

Unfortunately, heating radiators are 

situated in front of these, which is 

visually disturbing and likely to be 

damaging to the woodwork. 

 

There are several large wall 

monuments. The floor is a mosaic of 

funerary tiles and fragments of slabs 

with one large ledger with brass indent, 

the eastern half before the sanctuary is 

of limestone slabs with black marble 

insets in a diamond pattern, laid in the 

late 17
th

 century.  

 

 
Fig 26: The chancel interior looking 

east with fine choir stalls, communion 

rails and reredos 

 

There are three broad stone steps up to 

the sanctuary, the floor of which is also 

a mosaic, mostly of 18
th

-century 

memorial tiles. Excellent 17
th

-century 

oak communion rails and oak panelling 

with Corinthian pilasters, framing the 

Bassano painting.  
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Above this is the 15
th

 -century stone 

reredos which contains seven 

ornamental canopied niches, now 

containing statues of 1933. Excellent 

stone sedilia of three bays in the south 

wall, decorated with cusped arches and 

a frieze of vine leaves. The east 

window in the north wall is taken 

down as blind tracery panels almost to 

the floor. 

 

The vestry 
 

Adjacent to this window is a pointed 

doorway within a square frame giving 

access to the (16
th

-century?) vestry.  It 

presumably originally gave access to 

the chancel from outside (to the north, 

between the chancel, St Catherine’s 

chapel and Congregation House). The 

vestry itself has a flat panelled ceiling. 

Blocked stone fireplace and stack 

adjacent to the doorway, no longer 

used. Small pointed doorway in west 

wall (now giving access to the café 

toilets) adjacent to a 3-light window of 

trefoiled cusped lancets within a square 

frame. 

 

The St Catherine’s chapel area 

 
This is now a mangled and plastered 

passageway covering almost all the 

remaining detail. A moulded console 

of an arch on the south side is all that 

remains visible of the late 13
th

-century 

entrance to this chapel. A narrower 

entrance was inserted in the early 16
th

 

century, which has been narrowed 

since with inserted walls including the 

organ screen stair. Access to the north 

aisle and back to the café and the 

toilets is possible from here, though the 

door is usually locked. 

 

The Old Congregation House 
 

The ground floor is now used as a café, 

the early 14
th

-century quadripartite 

groin vaulting providing a sumptuous 

space for enjoying the products. This 

has been facilitated by the insertion of 

a timber floor approx 800mm above 

the original floor level, retained 

beneath.  

 

 
Fig 27: The Vaults café, looking east  

 

Three bays survive.  The ribs of the 

vaulting have a very sharp profile, and 

a date of c 1320-30 seems rather late; 

the clustered foliage of the bosses, 

however, does look early 14
th

 century. 

Was this room originally intended to 

be single storey, the upper storey for 

the library an afterthought? This is a 

problem which might benefit from 

further research. 

 

The two 2-light cusped and ogeed 

Victorian windows in the south wall 

have been adapted, the eastern one for 

a raised doorway to the toilets which is 

reached by a flight of steps, the 

western used as a hatch between 

servery and kitchen. There is a piscina 

in the east bay with cusped ogee head, 

restored.  Any further details are 

plastered over. 

 

External access is via two doors, one a 

square-headed doorway in the east bay 

of the north wall, similar within the 

external doorway in the west bay of the 

north wall. The internal square-headed 

doorway through the 17
th

-century or 

later west wall is modern. Between 

these is a lobby, with Baroque style 

terracottas of cherubs with harvest 
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mounted on the walls.  There is no 

access from here to the floor above.   

 

The vaulted west bay of the Old 

Congregation house was broken out in 

the late 17
th

 century to provide access 

to the library and tower. The remnants 

of the vaulting can be seen in the north 

wall.  This access is today achieved by 

a flight of stairs which dog-leg to a 

landing, with doors to the library and 

adjacent modern extension known as 

the Newman room, and beyond this to 

the stairs leading up and out over the 

north aisle to the tower (see below). 

Access to this area is only possible via 

the doorway to the tower porch, 

allowing for (paid) access to be 

controlled. 

 

This space is now rather full of modern 

additions.  The blocked 13
th

-century 

shafted arch, capitals and roof gable in 

the east tower wall can be seen, cut 

across by various insertions, all 

plastered over. Along the north wall at 

first floor level is now a small inserted 

kitchen accessible from the landing.  

 

The staircase 

 

The “very tolerable staircase and 

landing” (by implication late 17
th

-

century) recorded by Jackson no longer 

exists as a historic or aesthetic feature.  

 

The lower flight has been moved from 

the position recorded by him, and the 

planks of the landing have been partly 

relaid and nailed. The handrails, posts 

and balusters are 20
th

-century 

replacements, and the only parts which 

may be older (how old is impossible to 

determine as these are featureless) are 

some of the risers, particularly in the 

lowest (as noted above, rebuilt and re-

set) flight.  These are of quarter-sawn, 

mature, dark-stained oak, re-set in their 

present positions. Some older elements 

might also survive reused in the stairs 

heading out over the north aisle (see 

below). 

 

 
Fig 28: The staircase to the Old 

Library; modern balusters (some  

inverted), some re-used risers 

 

The treads are all a job-lot of 

tangentially sawn oak (the cheapest 

variety), scarcely worn (compare with 

the worn oak treads to the stair leading 

out onto the north aisle, of similar 

appearance to the risers), and certainly 

less than a century old, the most likely 

date being the 1930s.  The stringers are 

sparsely moulded in the neo-Georgian 

fashion of this time.  The plain 

handrails are of oak, but are also not of 

any antiquity or quality, and there are 

very basic modern steel safety rails, 

painted black. 

 

The machine-turned balusters have 

been thickly covered in light brown 

paint, and some are set upside down. 

The low quality of the joinery can best 

be seen from within the cupboard 

under the bottom flight.  The staircase 

is neither an historic nor an attractive 

feature of the church. 

 

The Old Library 
 

Double modern doors lead from the 

landing into a lobby, defined by a 

reconstructed screen with some late 

medieval, probably early 16
th

-century 

(contemporary with the roof?) 

components. These include the dado 

panelling, moulded top rail and 
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moulded posts, flanking modern 

double doors. There are insets for now 

missing horizontal and vertical 

members, the remnants of which have 

been rather arbitrarily inserted between 

the dado and rail. Gaps have been 

filled in with modern wood, and there 

is an open arcade of narrow cusped 

lancets, all light-stained, probably 

deliberately to avoid falsification.  

 

 
Fig 29: The Old Library, looking west 

to the screen 

 

Entering through the screen, a 

magnificent room is revealed with a 

fine early 16
th

-century roof (Jackson 

says 1507 and ascribes it to John 

Fustyng, paid for by Edward Powell 

and Bishop Audley, p 104, and 

Appendix C), with moulded arch-

braced trusses taken down to carved 

shields with polychromatic decoration; 

stone corbels.  

 

This is now a meeting room, free of 

fixed fittings. There are two fine (18
th

-

century?) armchairs at the east end, 

near the west end is a large table with 

18
th

-century graffiti.  The floor is of 

oak boards, narrow (probably C19th) 

to the east and irregular wide but 

random boards to the west bay and 

landing outside. The walls are 

whitewashed.  

 

In the south wall, three cusped ogee 

windows to the western two bays have 

been converted to cupboards and a 

doorway to the 20
th

-century 

“Newman” rooms adjacent. In the 

second bay from the east is a blocked 

door opening (Jackson says this is the 

14
th

-century entrance to the library 

before the building of the vestry on this 

side) with inserted lunette and wooden 

seat within and, east of this, a 4-light 

cusped lancet canted bow window with 

integral stone seat in the east bay.   

 

 
Fig 30: The blocked doorway in the 

south wall of the Old Library 

 

Traces of three more medieval 

windows (Jackson conjectures there 

would have been seven in total) in the 

eastern bays similar to the three 

described above have been plastered 

over, but can just about be made out, 

as can the frames of the original 

windows in the north wall. There is a 

problem here; the doorway cuts into 

one of the blocked windows, therefore 

it cannot have been the original door to 

the Old Library. This is explored in 

Appendix 1. 

 

The Newman Rooms 
 

Access from the landing to the south is 

through a pointed 2-leaf door within a 

4-centred continuously moulded 

doorway.  The doorway from a landing 

beyond (south of) this to the Newman 

Rooms has a moulded stone frame 

with 4-centred continuously moulded 

doorway; adjacent pointed arched 

window opening. 

 



 41 

 
Fig 31: The entrance to the Newman 

Rooms 

 

This section of wall appears to have 

been part of the two-storey 17
th

-

century vestry, but relocated here; the 

lean-to roof coming down from the 

west interfaces with it very awkwardly 

above a modern wooden beam laid on 

the stone frame. The lean-to roof here 

is the most “Heath Robinson” 

construction of re-used and modern 

timbers, and the arrangement appears 

20
th

-century, perhaps of the 1930s. 

Within there are two rooms under a 

lean-to polycarbonate roof, used for a 

crèche and store, as noted above also 

accessible from the library.  

 

The tower 

 

Access to the tower is now rather 

convoluted after the Bucklers blocked 

up the medieval spiral staircase at the 

north-east corner.  A flight of stairs 

leads from the south-east corner of the 

old vestry adjacent to the Newman 

Room doorway described above up to 

a pointed doorway leading outside. 

The apex of the corner of stonework 

housing this can just be seen above the 

parapets from ground level.  The wall, 

once the south wall of the 17
th

-century 

vestry, rising along the flight of steps 

shows clear signs of blocking (a 

vertical line would suggest the 

previous existence of a flue here), 

inserted to take the stair when the 17
th

-

century vestry was broken out.  

 

It is worthy of mention that none of the 

late 19
th

 or 20
th

-century faculties 

mention any works to the Old 

Congregation House at all, which may 

be because it was considered not to be 

consecrated, and therefore not within 

the Faculty Jurisdiction.  

 

 
Fig 32: South face of the tower, 

showing transept gable and modern 

inserted door 

 

From here, modern iron stairs lead 

outside across a gantry over the north 

aisle roof. From here one can see the 

mutilated blocked 13
th

-century arch in 

the tower south wall.  A square-framed 

doorway, again probably made in the 

1930s, has been inserted above this and 

just within the gable scar (the head of 

which has been renewed), to allow 

access into the ringing chamber. From 

here one can see a row of very good 

and wilful carvings of dragons, 

donkeys and so on along the string-

course under the south clearstorey 

windows, very fresh. 

 

Entering here, there is a ringing 

chamber with a ringing board, as 

dilapidated as the space around it, 

which is rather grubby and uninviting, 

in which the bell-ropes hang. One then 

ascends from the north-west corner via 

a stone newel staircase (restored) to the 

tower parapet past the locked belfry 

stage, which entered through a pointed 

arch and Victorian door.  The ring of 

six historic bells is housed in an iron 
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frame of 1890. The room here is 

apparently of some potential. 

  

To reach the parapet walkway there are 

a total of 124 steps from ground level, 

and one is rewarded by a closer look at 

the tower details and magnificent 

views of Oxford in all directions. The 

stairs are narrow and steep and dusty, 

and there is not a lot of room at the top 

as one moves around the parapet 

through pointed arches pierced through 

the corner pinnacles.  

 

 
Fig 33: The parapet walkway 

 

3.3.5  Furnishings and fittings 

(summarised: detailed descriptions are 

given in the OFHS report).  

 

Altar: 

• Chancel: High Altar table, Gothic 

mouldings, 1827 or later. 

• Modern tables to nave and Lady 

Chapel altars 

 

Reredos:  

• Chancel: Elaborately carved late 

15
th

-century stone reredos with a 

row of seven canopied niches, 

possibly retaining some original 

polychromy, partly renewed. 

Within are seven statues produced 

in 1933 to celebrate the 100
th

 

anniversary of the Oxford 

movement, launched in this church. 

Under this, oak panelling with 

Corinthian pilasters, added in 1693, 

with central panel containing 

painting “The Angel Appearing to 

the Shepherds” by Francesco 

Bassano (1549-92).  

• Lady (De Brome) chapel reredos 

with stepped cornice, part of the 

court furnishings, with copy of Da 

Vinci’s “Last Supper”, currently 

removed.  

 

Piscinae:  

• One in chancel, ogee head, 

restored. 

• One in Congregation House, ogee 

head, restored. 

 

Pulpit: Oak pulpit, built 1827 by 

Thomas Plowman.  Wine-glass profile 

with coved foot, twisting staircase 

around the pier, slender trefoiled 

lancets around the panels, moulded 

cornice, tester with pendants. A very 

fine piece, famously used by Keble and 

Newman to launch the Oxford 

Movement, and still in its original 

location.  

 
Font: Of limestone, octagonal, the 

bowl with quatrefoils, the stem carved 

with narrow lancets.  Octagonal base. 

1827 by Plowman. Rather hidden away 

at the west end of the south aisle. The 

font cover is of oak, flat with an ornate 

iron handle. The late 13
th

/early 14
th

-

century font at Littlemore chapel was 

apparently dug up at St Mary’s and 

taken there by Newman. 

 
Chest: Oak chest with raised ribs in a 

cross pattern to the side panels, the 

central rib lost. 17
th

-century style, 

perhaps early 20
th

 century. 

 

Choir stalls: Two sets of late 16
th

-

century choir stalls line the side walls. 

They have blind Perpendicular tracery 

(a 2-light “window” with trefoil 

cusping and elongated quatrefoils in 

the head to each bay between 

miniature buttresses) to the front 

panels and truncated poppyheads to the 
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ends, traditionally held to have been 

sawn off to accommodate the stage for 

Cranmer’s trial. Plain seats and backs 

with traces of polychromy surviving in 

the angles with the thin gabletted 

pilasters.  Attractive, partly restored 

cresting to the cornice.  There is much 

historic beetle damage, but no sign of 

modern infestation.  Sounding chamber 

underneath with quatrefoil openings in 

stone panels. The stone steps leading 

down from the stalls to the chancel 

floor are worn and in poor condition, 

with piecemeal repairs. 

 
University thrones: The Chancellor’s 

throne and the Proctor’s benches 

behind it are part of the Plowman 

refurnishing of 1827, with ornate 

poppyheads and University coat of 

arms and symbols. They are now set at 

the back of the nave under the gallery, 

not their original location, which was 

in the south aisle, facing the pulpit. 

The Chancellor’s throne has an 

electrical sound control box attached to 

its back. The 1827 woodwork is 

generally in very good condition. 

 

Nave and aisle pews: Light stained 

softwood, Gothick with blind 

Perpendicular tracery with narrow 

trefoiled lights on the rectangular side 

panels and fronts. These pews and 

stalls are of good quality as a set, some 

with poppyheads to ogee ends. Those 

against the south wall of the south aisle 

are a block of box pews of the same 

age and type. Reordering in the 1930s 

to make those in the nave face east and 

clearance in the 1970s to allow space 

for the nave altar have compromised 

their coherence as a set, and they no 

longer reflect the early 19
th

-century 

arrangement, which was focussed on 

the pulpit.  

 

The doors: There are several doors of 

considerable antiquity and interest. In 

general a programme of 

dendrochronological analysis might be 

undertaken to establish the date of 

these doors; English Heritage might be 

approached to fund this. 

 

 
Fig 34: The blocked and deteriorating 

door to the west bay of the north aisle  

 

• The western bay doorway in the De 

Brome chapel may be late 16
th

-

century, the doorway is dated 1569. 

• The door (blocked behind) in the 

north wall of the aisle west of the 

De Brome chapel would also 

appear to be of the late 16
th

-

century, with original iron fittings. 

It is now much corroded and in 

urgent need of conservation. 

• The nave west door might be of 

1827, as might the north tower 

door and several others. 

 

The communion rails:  

• The chancel: Baroque cedar rails, 

installed in 1678. They have heavy 

open foliage carving under a 

moulded rail, excellent quality. 

• The Lady (De Brome) Chapel and 

nave altar: Modern wooden rails, 

plain.  

 

The organ: Unlike other Oxford 

churches St Mary’s retained its organ 

throughout the changes of the 16th 

century; an organ left to the church in 

1427 was replaced c 1521 and again in 

1624; only between 1652 and 1675 

was the church without an organ. In 

1676 the famed organ builder “Father” 
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Smith built a new organ for the church. 

Much altered over the years (details of 

this and the succeeding organs 

available from the NPOR website), the 

last remains of this organ (besides 

some fragments of ornamental 

casework and, possibly, part of one 

stop) were destroyed by a fire shortly 

after World War II. It was replaced in 

1949 by a new organ by J W Walker & 

Sons that was contained in the restored 

old case, originally by Smith but 

extensively rebuilt in a “Gothick” style 

in 1827 by Plowman.  

 

The pipework and case of this organ 

are now in the church of St Mary, 

Penzance, after it was replaced by a 

splendid classical organ built by the 

Swiss firm of Metzler Orgelbau in 

1986, one of only two by this esteemed 

maker in Great Britain (the other is in 

the chapel of Trinity College, 

Cambridge). This instrument was 

inspired by the previous instrument 

built by “Father” Smith in 1676. The 

unstained oak case of the Metzler 

organ is based on the original Smith 

design and incorporates a few carved 

wooden pipe shades that remained 

after the 1827 case rebuild and later 

fire. It still lacks certain decorative 

carvings from the original design by 

Bernhardt Edskes, most notably the 

large scrolls beneath the pedal towers 

on the four corners. 

 

Monuments:  An important collection 

of monuments from the 14
th

-20
th

 

century, all or almost all of which are 

not in their original locations. Many of 

them are in need of careful cleaning.   

 

The monuments are listed in detail in 

the OFHS report, and Jackson made a 

useful list in 1896 of what was visible 

then. Only the most significant 

monuments are briefly described here.  

 
Fig 35: The De Brome monument 

 

• The tomb chest in the Adam de 

Brome chapel was rebuilt here in 

the 1940s by Oriel College, only 

the indented slab (the brass has 

long gone) is original, dating to 

after his death in 1332. This is the 

earliest known example of this type 

of iconographic brass, as here 

mostly known only from indents. It 

is similar to an example in Upper 

Hardres, Kent which 

commemorates John Strete (died 

1406). It is a rare survivor of a type 

of brass in which the deceased is 

depicted kneeling in prayer before 

a devotional image, here the cross.  

• 15
th

-century stone slab in tower, 

with angel indents. 

• 1507 brass and stone tablet with 

truncated architectural frame 

mounted over south tower door to 

Edmund Croston, with figure of St 

Catherine; made by John Fusting. 

Croston’s will contains the first 

reference to the intention to found 

Brasenose College. Croston had 

been Principal of Brasenose Hall, 

and bequeathed £6 13s. 4d. towards 

the building of “Brasynose in 

Oxford”. 

• Several fine 17
th

- and 18
th

-century 

wall monuments, including 

examples of the work of John 

Flaxman (1755-1826), William 

Stanton (1630-1705), Sir Richard 

Westmacott (1775-1856) and 

William Townesend (1676-1739), 

the latter responsible for many of 
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Oriel’s buildings. Particularly 

important for the transition from 

Baroque to early Gothic is the 

memorial to Countess Henrietta 

Fermor of Pomfret, died 1762, by 

John Townesend Jnr (of the same 

family firm as William). 

• There are also many ledger slabs 

and tiles in the chancel, nave and 

aisles and tower space from the 

17
th

-19
th

 century, including one 

(not original) commemorating 

Amy Robsart, wife of Robert 

Dudley (favourite of Elizabeth I) 

who was buried here following her 

controversial death in Abingdon in 

1560. These have been much 

moved around, with a 

concentration of 18
th

-century tiles 

in the sanctuary. 

• The Royal arms of Elizabeth II are 

mounted in the vestry.  

 

War memorials:  

• Brass plaque near the north 

staircase to the west gallery in 

memory of Lt. Col. Skinner 

Raymond Sebastian MMC 5th Bn 

Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire 

Light Infantry, who died at Rouen 

on 27
th

 March 1918 of wounds 

received in action at Cugny on 23
rd

 

March 1918 whilst leading his 

battalion. 

• East of this large brass shouldered 

plaque next to the De Brome 

chapel, erected by the Officers, 

non-commissioned Officers and 

men of the 1st Battn Oxfordshire 

light infantry to the memory of 

their comrades who died in 

Beloochistan between 1st May 

1885 and 1st March 1886. 

 

Stained glass: The stained glass is 

mostly Victorian, of high quality, listed 

below.  There are also some fragments 

of medieval 15
th

-century stained glass 

in the chancel east window, and 17
th

-

century heraldic shields in the De 

Brome Chapel. 

 

 
Fig 36: Detail from the south aisle east 

window by Pugin  

 

• The east window of the south aisle 

was designed by A W Pugin (made 

by Hardman & Co), in memory of 

Thomas Bartley, died 1843. 

Depicts scenes in the life of St 

Thomas. 

• The next west above the draft 

lobby is the memorial window to 

John Keble died 1866. By Clayton 

and Bell. Depicts the Four 

Evangelists.  

• Next west, Jesus ministering to 

Maria Magdalene and other 

women. Also commissioned by the 

Bartley (not Hartley as in OFHS 

report) family for Thomas’s sister 

Sophie, died 1846 (not 1886 as 

given in OFHS). Also by Pugin, 

executed by Hardman & Co. 

• Next west, the Beatitudes in 

memory of Revd Charles Marriott 

died 1858. Two tiers of saints 

above angels in the bottom tier. By 

Hardman & Co.  

• Next west, Four Evangelists above 

Bishops, in memory of Revd Isaac 

Williams, 1850s. By Clayton & 

Bell. 

• The Jesse Tree west window in the 

nave is in memory of John Burgon 

died 1891, vicar of St Mary’s and 
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Dean of Chichester. By C E 

Kempe.  

 

Textiles, documents and books: 
Some good 19

th
-century vestments. 

16
th

-century pulpit hangings and c 

1508 pall from Henry VII’s hearse, 

held by the Verger of the University 

(says Jackson). 

 

Plate: The VCH records: Plate and 

vestments were sold in 1549, but in 

1553 altars and a sepulchre were 

restored, a defaced statue of St Thomas 

was repaired, and three copes, two 

candle-sticks, a cross, a pair of censers, 

the paschal candle, and a mass book 

were bought. In 1558 the vicar, 

William Powell, conformed to the 

Elizabethan settlement, and in 1559 the 

altars were taken down, although some 

of the fittings in St Thomas’s chapel 

remained until 1566, and the chalice 

was not turned into a communion cup 

until 1569. The plate today consists of 

a silver gilt flagon dated 1698, two 

cups and patens dated 1667. Set of 

Victorian and later plate. 

 

Bells: The present bells are a heavy 

ring of six cast in the 17
th

-century, and 

recast and rehung by Taylor’s of 

Loughborough c 1890. Full details 

given by Jackson.  There is a 20
th

-

century ringing board in the tower 

ringing floor. The bells are still very 

much in use.
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4 Assessment of significance 
 

Medieval churches and churchyards such as that of Oxford St Mary are of enormous 

interest and research potential, not only for the historian, archaeologist, and 

architectural historian and art historian but for everybody interested in local and 

national history, rich in material resources for understanding the past.   

 

Churches are by no means static or frozen in time, indeed the fact that they have been 

subject to constant change throughout their history makes them all the more important 

and fascinating.  In order to manage this change responsibly, it is necessary to define 

the relative significance of every aspect of the church and churchyard within its local, 

regional and national context. This relative significance is articulated thus, following 

Kerr (1994) and the CCC guidance (2007). 

 

• Exceptional – important at national to international levels. 

• Considerable – important at regional level or sometimes higher. 

• Some - usually of local value but of regional significance for group or other value 

(eg a vernacular architectural feature). 

• Local  - of local value 

• Negative or intrusive features, ie those which actually detract from the value of a 

site, for example a concrete boiler house adjacent to a medieval church. 

 

4.1 Statutory designations 
 

The church building with its contents is of exceptional significance as a major 

medieval church with a complex architectural, archaeological and art historical 

development and history, recognised in its Grade I listing.  

 

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
th

-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 Council 

designated a large part of the central area as a Conservation Area in 1971. The church 

is within this Oxford Central (University and City) Conservation Area, and is of 

exceptional significance as an integral and defining part of this. Oxford City Council 

defines the Central Conservation Area thus on its web site: 

 

“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 15th century with the building of the 

Divinity School and the Duke Humphrey’s Library, a nucleus which expanded in the 

17th century with the addition of the Schools’ Quadrangle, Convocation House and 

Sheldonian Theatre. The group was further extended in the 18th century by the 

addition of the Old Clarendon Building and Radcliffe Camera to form a sequence of 
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buildings and spaces of the highest architectural and historic interest, that today form 

the visual heart of the conservation area.” 

 

There are presently no other statutory designations beyond those given above. 

 

4.2 A detailed breakdown of what is of significance 
 

Townscape 

 
The church is of exceptional, national and indeed international significance in terms 

of its part in the incomparable settings of both the High Street and Radcliffe Square, 

to one side town, to the other gown, reflecting its dual function throughout the 

centuries and indeed the dichotomy which characterises Oxford, perhaps more so than 

Cambridge or indeed any other university town. The tall spire in particular is a major 

landmark in the town, and provides arguably the best overhead views of the historic 

city. The importance of this ensemble, and the church’s role in it, cannot be 

exaggerated. 

 

Social, religious, community 
 

The church has stood as a beacon of continuous Christian mission for a millennium, 

placing worship at the very centre of Oxford life. The church is of considerable 

significance as a highly visible focus and centre for mission and worship for the 

congregation, parish, PCC, incumbent, and Diocese, and for the Church of England, 

as well as for the University and Oriel College. The church runs or supports several 

outreach and charity programmes in the town.  As the historic parish church of Oxford 

it is a major physical manifestation of the durability of the Christian faith in this place.  

 

The church is of exceptional significance as a symbol of civic identity and pride in 

the history and cultural continuity of Oxford. The church is a major venue for art, 

music, and debate and is of considerable significance in these areas. 

 

Oxford is a major tourist attraction, with an estimated 4 million visitors a year.  The 

church contributes greatly to the attractiveness of the town and area; roughly 300,000 

of these people visit the church each year, but to many more it is a part of the 

“dreaming spires” experience they come to see.  It is therefore of exceptional 

significance as an attraction for the tourist industry and economy of Oxford.  

 

The significance of the church for our understanding of medieval liturgy 
 

The architecture and arrangement of any church are dictated primarily by the 

liturgical rites which take place within and around it. The form of the church building 

and its historical development is therefore of exceptional significance for our 

understanding of the evolution of a medieval church in terms of its liturgy, and in this 

case, the situation is unique because of the dual function of the church.   

 

The basic plan form we see today may have been achieved by 1330, and it would 

appear that the major rebuilding of the previous 50 years was a direct response to this 

emerging dual role. The evidence of the large blocked arch and gable scar in the south 

face of the tower suggests that the church may have been transeptal when the tower 
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was begun, but the transepts were almost immediately “swallowed” by the building of 

aisles as part of a major reconstruction of the whole church.  

 

Similarly, the plan for some form of chapel opening off the east face of the tower, 

evidenced by another blocked arch, suggests that the original plan was changed; 

instead of a single storey building, the two-storey Congregation House with vaulted 

undercroft under a solar was built here, just a few decades later. Again, the cutting 

through of the tower west window to make an arch into the new (De Brome) chapel 

on this side confirms the deviation from the original concept when the tower was 

begun; the newly built north aisle wall also had to be broken through for this chapel. 

 

All this suggests radical changes in the way the church was used in the last quarter of 

the 13
th

 century and first of the 14
th 

century, in which the nascent Oriel College 

through the agency of the Rector (then Provost) Adam de Brome, and the University 

looking for a venue for its core functions, began to play defining (and sometimes 

conflicting) roles. Instead of a (perhaps) Norman transeptal parish church which exists 

in 1270, by 1330 we have an aisled church with a large north tower and an ancillary 

chapel and a dedicated University building grown off its northern flank, with a 

multitude of chapels and chantries extruding from or within its footprint.    

 

Another major change is effected during the rebuild in the late 15
th

 and early 16
th

 

century, which is wholly initiated and paid for by the University, in which it would 

appear the chapels lose their significance, and the processional character is to some 

extent lost. More research is necessary to tease out the effect of these changes. 

 

The fine 16
th

-century Henry VII pall and pulpit falls are of considerable significance 

as items in themselves, and as a group of Late Medieval liturgical items.  

 

The significance of the church for our understanding of Post-Reformation 

liturgy 
 

The evidence for this exists in the form of illustrations of the interior dating to the 18
th

 

and early 19
th

 centuries, and accompanying descriptions. The lack of galleries here, 

the general emptiness of the interior with loose chairs and benches in the nave is of 

considerable significance for our understanding of the liturgy at this church, as it is 

so different from the usual conception of churches of this period.   

 

Of exceptional significance was the Plowman reordering of 1827, which was the 

liturgical space which Newman, Keble and Pusey knew and interacted with, and the 

forum for the launch and development of the Oxford Movement.  However, following 

the removal of some of the galleries and reordering of the benches, the remnants of 

this much altered scheme are now only of some significance, with the exception of the 

fixed pulpit, which is of exceptional significance in this respect. 

 

The 17
th

- and 18
th

-century communion plate items are of considerable significance in 

themselves, and as a group of post-Reformation liturgical items.  
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The significance of the liturgical developments of the 20
th

 century 
 

The present appearance of the church now owes at least as much to the 1930s and 

1970s as to the reordering of 1827.   

 

The present ordering including the 1970s nave altar is of local significance at most 

and arguably of negative significance (the dais), and there is much potential for a 

fresh look at the layout with a view to enhancement.  

 

The breeze block parish office under the west gallery and the restriction of access via 

the west door are of negative significance.  The glazed two-storey offices at the east 

end of the north aisle (south of tower) neutral or negative.  The new west door to the 

café, bin store, café floor, kitchen fit-out and WCs are all of neutral significance. The 

steps and entrance through the window in south wall of “The Vaults” is negative, as 

is the Café access corridor, first floor access and first floor infill extension, and 

curtain store.   

 

Musical significance 
 

The Mezler organ is of considerable significance as a fine instrument and as a 

continuation of the long musical and choral tradition at this church, and the role music 

plays in its liturgy and cultural life. 

 

The bells are a fine ring of six, cast from the metal of six 17
th

-century bells recast in 

the 19
th

 century, and of some significance, part of a long tradition of bell-ringing here 

and considered one of the best rings in Oxfordshire. 

 
The considerable significance of music to the parish and its worship is illustrated by 

the fact that the church has a paid Director of Music. The Church is a favoured 

concert venue for community choral events, for small instrumental performances by 

local groups and during festivals, and it is intended to increase this use. 

 

Ecological significance 
 

The small churchyard is of local significance in this respect. The church and 

churchyard are not thought to be used by bats, nor are any other mammals apart from 

mice known to live here.  Crows, pigeons and occasionally seagulls do use the tower 

in particular as a perch, and the usual varieties of birds visit the trees and bushes. The 

cherry trees near the Virgin Porch are of some age and beauty and of some 

significance in the streetscape. 

 

The churchyard is of local significance as a quiet place to sit and enjoy the products 

of the cafe, one of the few green spaces where this is possible in central Oxford, and 

with exceptional views; it is the one place where one can sit and admire the Camera 

and the other buildings to the north of the church.   

 

Archaeological significance 

 

The church building itself is of considerable to exceptional archaeological 

significance. Despite the changes including window tracery and fabric replacements, 
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much original fabric remains, particularly in the tower, where traces of the 13
th

-

century plan (or plans) can still be “read”.  The walls of “St Catherine’s chapel”, 

though much altered and plastered over, also preserve late 13
th

-century material and 

features. The walls of the Old Congregation House and De Brome chapel are probably 

substantially early 14
th

 century, though the parapets and windows are of the 15
th 

century and were heavily, probably totally renewed in the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries.  

 

The outer walls of the nave and aisles may be partly of c 1300 (the lowest course(s) 

under the plinth?), but this is uncertain; if not, they are substantially of the late 15
th

 

century, with poorer survival on the High Street side where the facing has been 

replaced. The chancel walls are probably mainly late 15
th

-century, again with 

substantial stone replacement. Details such as tracery, parapets, pinnacles and 

gargoyles have been renewed or replaced.  

 

The footprint of the church and churchyard preserves a relatively undisturbed area of 

below-ground stratigraphy of potentially exceptional significance, due to the possible 

surviving settlement remains, including the putative eastern defences and gate, of the 

first Late Saxon burh. This is likely to be recognised by designation in the new 

Historic Asset Register proposed by the White Paper 2007, but is not presently 

designated.  

 

Although nothing remains of the fabric above ground of the Saxon, Norman and Early 

Medieval churches, the probable existence of foundations and underground remains of 

these on the site, particularly within the church, contributes to its archaeological 

potential.  It is uncertain if a Saxon church existed on the site, though it seems highly 

probable that the (western part?) of the church preserves in part its original footprint. 

The answers to these questions would add considerably to our understanding of the 

development of the church and of the town. There is also potential for the existence of 

Roman or prehistoric remains. The potential for such remains would raise the 

significance, already defined as exceptional, still further if confirmed.  

 

The churchyard also is of considerable archaeological significance as a burial ground 

used for at least 900 years, regarding its potential for the study of human remains and 

burial practice over this long period.   

 

Historical significance 
 

The church is of exceptional significance as the forum for the launch and 

development of the Oxford Movement and the Anglican Revival of the 19
th

 century. It 

is also of some significance for the Methodist and Roman Catholic churches in 

England due to its role in the formative years of Wesley and Newman’s convictions.  

 

The Edmund Croston and Adam de Brome memorials are of exceptional significance 

because of the role of these two men in the foundation of two Oxford Colleges, 

respectively Brasenose and Oriel; the latter College is still intricately connected to the 

church. Adam de Brome was Rector of the church and paid for the chapel, and is also 

thought to have been involved in building the Congregation House.  

 

These two buildings flanking the tower, the Adam de Brome chapel and the 

Congregation House were both added by men closely involved with the early 
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development of the University, the other being Bishop Bromham, whose initiative and 

legacy provided the first university library. The church is therefore of exceptional 

historical significance as the church of the oldest English-speaking University, and the 

first home of its ruling body and library.  

 

The evidence represented by the church and site for the relationship between town and 

University, and their use of the church and site, is of exceptional importance for our 

understanding of the University and town, and the complex and changing 

relationships between academics, students and townsfolk. The quality of the church 

building and its furnishings and fittings is a manifest consequence of this dual 

patronage. 

 

The importance of the church for the University is manifested in some of the 

monuments, but most of all in the surviving university/chancellor court furnishings 

and thrones, which are of considerable historical significance. 

 

Within the church the monuments and stained glass are collectively of considerable 

historical significance for the understanding and research of local and social history, 

recording the clergy, university dignitaries, mayors, families and beneficiaries of the 

church and town.   

 

The historical connections and traces of alterations for the Cranmer trials are of 

considerable historical significance. 

 

The churchyard monuments are not exceptional individually and of local importance 

as a set, this significance has been reduced by the clearance of many of them in the 

20
th

 century. The War Memorials are also of local significance. 

 

The relationship of Oxford and the church with the Bishops of Lincoln and Oxford, as 

well as other Bishops who had been Fellows, is of some historical significance. 

 

Art historical significance 
 

The remnants of the 13
th

-century figurative statuary on the tower (all but one now in 

the cloisters of New College) are of considerable art historical significance.  

 

The twelve “new” statues by the noted sculptor Sir George Frampton are also of 

considerable art historical significance. The statuary on the tower is vulnerable to 

further decay. A condition report should be obtained, and advice might be sought 

from the DAC and CCC. Consolidation or repair might not be possible, but recording 

of what is still there may instead be a priority. 

 

The 1930s’ statues in the chancel reredos are of considerable significance for their 

quality and commemorative value (100 years Oxford Movement) 

 

The 14
th

-20
th

 century wall monuments and ledger slabs are of considerable art 

historical significance for the development of funerary art and lettering during this 

period. Those by John Flaxman, William Stanton, Sir Richard Westmacott, William 

Townesend and John Townesend Jnr are of exceptional significance, as are the 

medieval brasses. 
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The 15
th

-, 17
th

- and 18
th

-century liturgical items are also of considerable art historical 

significance.  

 

The 17
th

-century porch is of exceptional significance, as an example of the work of 

Nicholas Stone. 

 

The stained glass is of some art historical significance as a set, illustrating the 

development in stained glass by noted artists and makers, including C E Kempe and 

Clayton & Bell from the late 19
th

 century. The windows in the south aisle by Pugin 

(Hardman) are of considerable significance.  

 

The late 15
th

-century chancel stalls, sedilia and reredos are of exceptional 

significance. Unfortunately, heating radiators are situated in front of the stalls, which 

is visually disturbing and likely to be damaging to the woodwork. 

 

The 17
th

-century communion rails and reredos panelling are of considerable 

significance, as is the painting by Bassano (which is on loan from the Ashmolean).  

 

The staircase from the west bay of the Old Congregation House to the Old Library has 

been so altered with poor quality workmanship and materials in the 20
th

 century as to 

be of local or negative significance.  The worn staircase leading out above the north 

aisle is of local significance, as it has some historic material. 

 

Architectural significance 
 

The architecture of the church building is generally of considerable significance as an 

outstanding example of the Perpendicular style of the mid-late 15
th 

century in 

Oxfordshire and South-West England.  The significance in this respect would be 

higher, had not the post-Reformation and Victorian alterations and restorations 

removed or obscured so much of the detail, with the loss of most of the window 

tracery. However, a homogenous and handsome building has been achieved.  

 

The tower in particular is of very high quality and, as the least changed part, of 

exceptional significance, with its strongly proclaimed vertical emphasis and ranks of 

stepped pinnacles, with a quite unique articulation of elements. This is despite the 

amount of replacement which has taken place; Jackson’s work is in itself in this order 

of significance. 

 

The Old Congregation House is of considerable architectural significance, the lower 

floor for its 14
th

-century vaulting, the upper floor for its early 16
th

-century roof. 

 

The “Virgin porch” by Nicholas Stone is of exceptional architectural significance, as 

an example of early Baroque in England. 
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5 Assessment of vulnerability  

 

This assessment is broken down into three sections; issues affecting the church, 

potential areas of conflict, and an impact assessment of any current proposals. The 

intention is to assess these against the significance outlined in the previous section. 

 

5.1  Issues affecting the church  
 

The future of every parish church is in a general sense at risk from a diminution in the 

worshipping community, although Oxford St Mary is here in an unusual if not unique 

position, as it does not rely for its financial basis on giving from the congregation. 

Nevertheless, the church would lose much of its vitality if it were not a centre of 

spiritual refreshment. 

 

The needs of the 21
st 

century arise from increased use of the church for worship and 

memorial services, concerts, and an increase in visitor numbers. With an estimated 

300,000 visitors per annum, with heavy concentrations in the summer, Christmas, 

Easter and all weekends. The church frequently has congregations and audiences of 

500 plus. The Vaults and Gardens Coffee House has built up a wide reputation and in 

summer has a capacity for 100 plus customers.  

 

This has lead to the following needs being identified, which have the capacity to 

impact on the building and site: 

 

• Disabled Access. While there is disabled access to the church from the High Street 

and the café from Catte Street, there is no disabled toilet provision, and no 

disabled access to the Old Library or Churchyard. 

• Toilets. The current provision of 2 WCs for women and 1 WC and 1 urinal for 

men is sited in the coffee shop (accessible through Coffee Shop (!) and is the only 

provision for the whole church (+ staff WC facility.). This is clearly inadequate 

for the numbers described above. The parish wishes to have new toilet facilities 

directly accessible from the church but ancillary to it rather than within it if 

possible, and to make the Old Library disabled accessible, and with its own 

facilities.  

• Meeting space. The parish wishes to have an easily accessible and flexible space 

for parish meetings, and an asset to rent out for income generation.  

• Coffee/post-function refreshment area. The parish is also looking for a space to 

offer refreshment after services/events within the church that will not disrupt those 

services/events.  

 

Of possibly equal importance are the prevention of any possible disengagement with 

the University and the community of Oxford and the surrounding area. A more 

welcoming environment in terms of comfort, warmth and facilities is essential. 

Lighting, heating, cleaning/presentation and advanced audio needs must be addressed. 

A modern and sensitive update of all aspects is urgently needed. Failure to adequately 

address these issues could make the church more vulnerable through reduced 

attendance and use, or cause damage to fabric and fittings. For example, the heating 

radiators, in particular those situated in front of the choir stalls, are visually (and 

potentially physically) damaging to the stalls and the chancel. 
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The main structural issue is the degeneration of the stonework to the tower, and 

particularly the pinnacles and carvings around the base of the steeple. This must be 

addressed urgently, as must the chancel roof. Apart from this, the fabric of the church 

is in general in poor to reasonable condition, and stone consolidation and replacement 

may be necessary on a rolling basis, along with a new electrical system, and new 

lighting and heating. These works have the potential to impact on the significance of 

the fabric, furnishings and fittings if not carried out with due care and consultation. 

 

The stone parapets, carvings and statuary on the tower are eroded and vulnerable to 

future decay. These 13
th

- and 19
th

-century features may be lost if action is not taken in 

the near future to consolidate them, and a condition report on these might be 

commissioned as a matter of some urgency. 

 

An issue which increases the vulnerability of the church in this respect are the 

perceived demands of recent legislation. Health and Safety Regulations have made it 

more difficult for volunteer labour to carry out a variety of routine tasks. This means 

that expensive equipment such as scaffolding may need to be hired for high level 

works.  The recent emphasis on conservation-led maintenance and repair also 

militates against volunteer involvement, as specialist (and increasingly, accredited) 

expertise is required for jobs previously done by laymen, or by building firms with 

limited experience of working with historic materials and fabric.  There are, however, 

various grant-aiding organisations which can help in this respect, on which the DAC 

and CCC can advise. 

 

The Disability Discrimination Act is generally, and to some extent erroneously, 

perceived as a difficulty for churches, necessitating instant reactions and change. The 

concept of reasonability in this context has yet to be tested, but knee-jerk reactions to 

perceived problems generated by this legislation can be damaging. This is not seen as 

a major problem for the church at St Mary’s.   It is envisaged that little will be 

required, as there is level access without steps to the main entrance, no steps to nave, 

and ample space for manoeuvring wheelchairs. However, there is difficult access to 

the toilets, which is impossible from the café itself.   

 

It should be noted that all kinds of disability are included and this is not just about 

wheelchair access; such things as large print books and an audio loop fall within the 

remit of the legislation. 

 

All heritage assets are exposed to losses from disasters such as fire and flood, but 

historic buildings and their contents are particularly vulnerable to such damage. The 

church is especially vulnerable to fire damage because of the extensive use of timber 

in its structure as well as in its internal fixtures and fittings (especially the pews). 

Damage may be caused accidentally or deliberately. Equally, however, buildings and 

collections are also extremely vulnerable to damage from inappropriate fire safety 

regimes, protective works and equipment. 

 

5.2 Potential areas of conflict  
 

Changes in patterns and styles of worship may lead to vulnerability in terms of change 

to the internal order of the church, particularly its furnishings and fittings. This can 

lead to a conflict of differing values, as changes to the interior of the church to further 
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mission and worship may at times clash with conservation issues. As in so many 

cases, the successive 19
th

-century, 1930s and Post-War reordering responded to the 

liturgical fashions of the time and may not be considered suitable for the forms of 

worship practised by the present and future congregation, as well as other uses.   

 

The PCC considers that the current building layout is a major constraint to more 

varied patterns of worship and mission and inhibits wider community use. The Re-

Ordering Committee has consulted widely with the Church congregation and the local 

community and a consensus has emerged.  This envisages: 

 

• Improving access including new lift to the Old Library to allow this to be better 

used as a parish, community and conference facility 

• Reopening the west door, removing modern breeze block parish office, creating 

milling area / narthex / coffee spot. 

• Creating a small extension at the west end between the north aisle and De Brome 

chapel to accommodate toilets and parish office.  

• Creating a lean-to glazed extension to the café along the north wall of the Old 

Congregation House, to include level access to the Tower and Old Library stair, 

and ramp into churchyard. 

 

5.3 Impact assessment of any current proposals  
 

The impact of any extension to the north of the church on the internationally 

important ensemble of buildings of Radcliffe Square arranged around the Radcliffe 

Camera will need to be carefully considered.  Although built in a number of phases 

from the 13
th

 to 19
th

 centuries, this ensemble of fine buildings, most of which were 

designed or restored by the leading architects of the time, has a quality and integrity 

which should not be compromised. If the extensions proposed above are not kept low, 

unobtrusive and to a modest scale, they risk damaging this ensemble, of which St 

Mary’s is an integral part. 

 

Access to the proposed north-west extension will be through a blocked door. The door 

itself would appear to be 16
th

-century, and in need of conservation.  It may not be 

possible to re-use it for this purpose. Reopening this doorway and removing the 

internal monument now covering the niche will have limited archaeological 

implications, but any changes to the threshold would have more. Moving the pews in 

front of this door will have to be thought through, including floor finishes. 

 

The glazed narthex under the west gallery will have little negative impact, removing 

outdated and unpleasant office facilities under the gallery, which are of negative 

significance. Some wall monuments here and the Chancellor’s and Proctor’s thrones 

may have to be moved, but they are not in their original location. Thought will need to 

be given to their destination (the thrones originally faced the pulpit across the nave), 

and again to floor finishes.  

 

The proposals may impact upon the current ordering in the nave. Originally of 1827, 

this has been much altered in the 20
th

 century particularly in 1930 and the 1970s and 

has been articulated as of some significance, as the remnant of a pre-Oxford 

Movement scheme.  Further reordering is likely to have the greatest impact on this 

significance. Careful handling will be necessary to mitigate this impact.  
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The pulpit was used to launch the Movement, with its associations with Keble and 

Newman, and this is an item of exceptional significance due to this; however moving 

the pulpit has not been suggested.  Considerable changes have been made since, 

particularly in the 1970s with the insertion of the nave altar, this work assessed as 

being of local significance. Again, care would be needed to achieve an attractive and 

thought-through scheme if change is considered 

 

These may also involve moving the font.  The font and its liturgical setting are in their 

current configuration part of the Ploughman 1827 reordering, which has been 

articulated as of some significance, but the font is little used. Moving the font to the 

De Brome chapel has been mooted. The impact on this space, and any change to the 

De Brome cenotaph itself here, will have to be carefully considered. 

 

The impact of proposed changes to the west bay of the Old Congregation House may 

be more difficult. The present staircase is arguably of negative significance and there 

should be no concern over changing or indeed removing this to make way for a lift 

providing disabled access to the Old Library. However, any proposals which impact 

on the historic fabric, with remnants of the vaults in the north wall and the blocked 

late 13
th

-century arch in the west (east wall of the tower), may impinge on features of 

exceptional archaeological and architectural significance and will require careful 

thought and an archaeological mitigation strategy.   

 

Any disturbance of the floors could have major implications for the underground 

archaeology within the church itself, described above as of exceptional significance. 

A desk-based survey to identify the archaeological significance of any affected area 

should be commissioned. The previous existence of ledger slabs in the floor suggests 

that there may be many burial vaults, as was noted during the 1946 excavations in the 

chancel. 

 

Archaeological stratigraphy relating to the earlier phases of development of the 

church may survive at a shallow depth.  As necessary, archaeological assessment 

should be carried out, which might involve both non-invasive (perhaps Ground 

Penetrating Radar) and invasive (test trenching) work. This work should enable the 

development of a Mitigation Strategy to minimise damage, delays and cost. Advice 

from the DAC and its archaeological adviser will be sought at an early stage in any 

planning. 
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6 Management policies  
 

This section sets out the policies that have been identified during the process of 

preparing the CMP as required for retaining and enhancing the significance of this 

major church and site in the face of its vulnerability.  These policies have been fully 

evaluated with the PCC and others responsible for the management of the church, 

particularly the University and Oriel College.  

 

Policy 1: To create a mechanism for a Review Procedure of the CMP itself.  Our 

knowledge of places like major churches is constantly increasing, and of course the 

church and site and its environment are also in a constant state of change. The CMP 

will provide a framework for managing information, to which new information can be 

added as it arises.  An obvious solution is to bed the Review Procedure into the 

Quinquennial Review process, to ensure that the document continuously evolves and 

remains accurate and useful. The maintenance of the CMP as a digital document 

allows this to be done at minimum cost and effort; printed copies will be produced 

after each major review.  

 

Policy 2: To retain the church as a place of worship in the ownership of the parish, 

and work with the other churches to maintain and enhance its active role within the 

team benefice, deanery and diocese.  This may involve development of the building 

and site. Advice and support will be sought from the University and Oriel College, the 

Diocese, the Council for the Care of Churches and other partners and organisations, 

including English Heritage and the local authority.  

 

Policy 3: The Parochial Church Council and relevant partners will use the adopted 

CMP to assist them in managing the historic environment of the church of Oxford St 

Mary, its churchyard and associated structures and features. Management decisions 

will be taken in accordance with the principles and policies set out in the Plan.  

 

Policy 4: The PCC will develop a strategy for the sustainable care of the building and 

site, which will enable a strategy for funding the repairs to emerge.  Such funding will 

be energetically sought, with advice from the Diocese, the CCC, English Heritage and 

the local authority. 

 

Policy 5: The PCC is determined to enhance the ambience of the church, particularly 

as part of the world class ensemble of buildings on the High Street and Radcliffe 

Square of which it is a part. The PCC will work with the University and other partners 

to protect the heritage of St Mary’s, and will adhere to modern building conservation 

principles. Maintenance and repair of this major historic building will be carried out 

using appropriate materials and techniques which are not damaging to its historic 

fabric and character.  The PCC will take care to make appropriate decisions and use 

appropriate materials so as to avoid visually intrusive features in and around the 

church.  

 

Policy 6: The PCC is mindful of its obligation to the church members, the local 

community and its many visitors to provide access for all. The PCC will explore 

potential for better public access where this is appropriate and not in conflict with 

existing (or possible future) uses.  
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Policy 7: The PCC will explore other appropriate related or alternative uses for all or 

parts of the building eg for community purposes, and for concerts, exhibitions etc 

especially if a degree of income enhancement can be achieved. The PCC, through the 

Re-Ordering Committee, is currently preparing a strategy for the interior of the church 

building.  This will provide for an enhanced and flexible space and provision of 

seating, lighting, heating, audio, toilet and catering facilities.  Encouraging contacts 

have already been made with local community groups, and these will be pursued. 

 

Policy 8: Safety, security and inclusion: 

 

Policy 8a: The PCC will commission a Disability Audit so that the church and PCC 

can ensure compliance with the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 (the terms of 

which came into force in 2004). A disability audit should be made by a qualified 

person, and its recommendations considered by the PCC. It puts the statutory 

obligation on the church to consider all disability issues and take ‘reasonable steps’ to 

eliminate discriminatory arrangements. This should be done as soon as possible. Once 

this is done the PCC will seek to implement its recommendations so long as these are 

acceptable in conservation terms and do not involve negative impact on or intrusion 

into significant fabric (including visual intrusion).  

 

Policy 8b: The Parochial Church Council will ensure the protection of the building, 

including interior fixtures and fittings integral to the design and function of the 

building, from fire, lightning, and other safety and security hazards, undertaking 

specialist safety audits and risk assessments to best current practice as necessary. This 

should include provision for staff and contractors to receive appropriate and adequate 

induction and on-going training. The PCC will also work on producing a Disaster 

Recovery Plan, to help ensure that in the event of a disaster they can respond in the 

most effective ways. 

 

Detection and alarm systems need to be kept serviced and up to date. Training, 

operation of a practical disaster plan and close co-ordination and co-operation with 

the Fire Brigade are essential prerequisites of successful disaster prevention, the fire 

of 1947 and the recent floods are reminders of how necessary this is. A realistic 

appreciation of protective measures might suggest that the building be separated into 

zones. Evacuation procedures in the event of an emergency when the church is in 

extensive use, eg major services, concerts etc should be developed and appropriate 

training given.  

 

New legislation makes it essential that persons responsible for non-domestic buildings 

maintain records of asbestos in the building, for use by those carrying out works and 

by the emergency services. This should include a plan showing the location of any 

asbestos, a risk assessment and a plan for the management of assessed risks. Detailed 

guidance can be obtained from the DAC, but the compliance with and management of 

this legislation is the obligation of the churchwardens and PCC. A survey and report 

by a competent registered surveyor is recommended.  

 

Policy 9: The PCC will periodically review the statutory requirements and constraints 

governing the management of the church and site with the help of the Archdeacon and 

DAC, particularly in the light of the proposed Heritage Protection Review and  

Heritage Protection Agreements with English Heritage and the local authority. If 
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necessary, short guidance notes to be circulated to the PCC and its officers, 

consultants and other interested parties so that all are fully aware of necessary 

procedures. 

 

Policy 10: The incumbent and PCC will make strong representations to the 

appropriate planning and strategic bodies on all issues and proposals that might affect 

the church directly or indirectly, making use of the material in the CMP.  

 

Policy 11: There are various aspects of the church and its furnishings and fittings 

which would benefit from research into the possibilities of proactive conservation 

techniques. The DAC and CCC should be approached for advice and possible 

funding. Efforts will be made to procure grant aid towards research and conservation 

work, including: 

 

• The tower and spire carving and statuary, including the gargoyles, ball-flower and 

other features 

• The choir stalls 

• The other woodwork, particularly the historic doors 

• The monuments, which require in almost all cases careful cleaning, and in some 

cases conservation 

• The stained glass, particularly by Pugin. 

 

Policy 12: Visitor management is an issue in terms of outreach.  The parish will 

continue to provide guides and keep the church open during daylight hours for 

visitors.  The printed guidebooks will be reviewed and updated according to the 

information in the CMP and as part of the Quinquennial review process and/or when 

new information becomes available. Efforts will be made to improve the information 

provided and quality of visitor experience. 

 

Policy 13: Archaeology policy: 

 

Policy 13a: The church and churchyard have been defined as being of exceptional 

archaeological significance. The policy of the PCC is to protect and if possible 

enhance this significance. The guidance set out in ADCA 2004 and Elders 2005 will 

be followed. 

 

Policy 13b: The policy of the PCC in regard to human remains and their archaeology 

is to follow the procedures laid down by the Church of England/ English Heritage 

2005 guidance document.  

  

Policy 14: The PCC will work in the long term with the architect and potential 

external partners such as English Heritage and university departments towards 

developing and maintaining a comprehensive database (in hard copy and digital 

formats, with appropriate storage locations and environments) of accurate records for 

the interior and exterior of the church and the area surrounding including: 

 

• Site plan, floor/roof and ceiling plan 

• Graveyard plan with a record of markers   

• Building services layout 
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• A geophysical survey of the floors within the church and the whole churchyard 

would greatly increase knowledge of the development of the church, while 

providing the PCC with useful information regarding possible future development 

of the building and site. 

• A fabric typology survey (internal and external) identifying original fabric and 

subsequent phases of repair/restoration graphically, photographically and in text. 

 

Policy 15: Encourage diversity of habitat in areas of open space where this is 

appropriate. Be aware of lichen on walls and monuments and protected species 

(especially bats, but not apparently present) and legal requirements in this respect.   

 
Policy 16: The PCC will take into account in all its policies the need for 

environmentally and economically sustainable development and management, and 

will consult the DAC regarding playing its part in “Shrinking the Footprint” of the 

church in terms of its environmental impact. 
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Appendix 1: The archaeology and history of the church and site 
 

The following is an attempt to add some meat to the bare bones given in the summary 

and timeline, and to make sense of the often confusing and contradictory evidence and 

accounts of the history and development of the church, and place this in the context of 

current understanding.  The intention is to highlight areas worthy of further research; 

many of the questions raised here would benefit from a combination of targeted 

archival research and non-intrusive archaeological assessment.  

 

The development of the burh and the church 

 

The church may have been founded as early as the 10
th

 century (ie with the burh), but 

was certainly standing by the middle of the 11
th

 century as it is recorded in Domesday 

Book of c 1088. Jackson claimed to have seen architectural fragments from the Saxon 

and Norman period from the site, but nothing he describes sounds necessarily pre-

Conquest (nailhead, spiral decoration), and he did not draw them.  

 

When the first church was built on this site before 1066 is completely unknown. The 

curtilage straddles what is thought to have been the east boundary of the burh 

mentioned in the Burghal Hidage and reconstruction maps of this layout tend to show 

the present church just outside it (Morris 1989 p203, Blair 1988, Dodd 2003).  

 

It is nevertheless considered the church may have been deliberately placed at the east 

gate, in the same way there were churches at the north and south gates (both dedicated 

to St Michael) and possibly at the west gate (St Peter’s, later le-Bailey). Morris and 

Blair note that St Mary’s held property outside the town, and suggests this may reflect 

the holdings of a pre-Conquest Lord. The earliest church might have been located at 

the west end of its present plot at or inside the gate, and have been rebuilt to the east 

later (see below) following the expansion of the burh. 

 

The High Street was straight at this time (see Fig 5), but had to describe an arc 

bending south-east to take it to the river crossing at Magdalene Bridge (the curve still 

seen today). New defences were built during the early 11
th

 century enclosing what is 

thought to have been “ribbon development” along this road, but possibly also a 

minster which St Peter’s in the east might have served, outside the original defended 

burh. This left St Mary’s roughly in the middle of the expanded (almost doubled) 

burh, and it might be argued that it makes more sense for this to be the time the 

church was founded here, rather than in the earliest phase. The churchyard may hold 

the answer to this question in its underground archaeology, as noted above the 

projected line of the 10
th

-century defences should run through it.  

 

Several other churches were founded in the 10
th

 and 11
th

 centuries, but exact dates are 

uncertain.  There were at least five parish churches: St Peter-in-the-East has 12
th

-

century fabric, but was a wealthy Mediaeval parish church, with suburban land in 

Holywell in 1086 and a large extra-mural parish including chapelries at Wolvercote 

and St Cross. As noted above this suggests that the church might have been a minster 

in the late Saxon period, which would have been enveloped by the expanding burh. St 

Ebbe’s is recorded between 1005 and 1013, St Martin’s Carfax, which was at the 

crossroads of the first burh, is  recorded in 1032, and St Michael at the Northgate has 

an early 11
th

-century tower (c 1040) which appears to have been part of the burh’s 
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defences.  It is likely that St Mildred’s and St Edward the Martyr, dedicated to 

relatively obscure Anglo-Saxon saints, were also in existence by 1066, and St Mary 

Magdalen and St George in the Castle may also have been pre-Conquest foundations. 

 

Medieval development of the parish church 1066-1200 
 

The church recorded in Domesday Book had belonged to an estate held by Aubrey, 

earl of Northumbria, probably Iffley. The advowson presumably passed to the Crown 

on the fall of Earl Aubrey. Beyond Oxford it included part of the township of 

Littlemore 2½ miles east of Oxford.  Jackson records some “Norman” architectural 

fragments as noted above, but he did not draw them. 

 

Several architectural fragments in the Transitional style recorded and drawn by 

Jackson suggest some rebuilding c 1190; traditionally there is considered to have been 

a rededication of the church around this time associated with Hugh of Lincoln, though 

this is based on supposition (discussed by Jackson p74-75). However this may be, this 

evidence suggests there were several phases of development, which is normal for such 

an important parish church. The church may have been transeptal at this time, without 

aisles, to which the first stage of construction of the tower base (see below) was 

perhaps attuned, but there is some evidence that this was not the case, see below. 

 

The University and the church from 1200 

 
There is no clear date of foundation for the University, but teaching existed at Oxford 

in some form in 1096 and developed rapidly from 1167, when Henry II banned 

English students from attending the University of Paris. By 1201 the University was 

headed by a magister scolarum Oxonie, on whom the title of Chancellor was 

conferred in 1214, and in 1231 the masters were recognized as a universitas or 

Corporation. From this time on at least this Corporation sought a permanent home, 

and found it in the parish church of St Mary. 

 

It seems certain that the increasing use of the building by the now formally 

incorporated University was the catalyst for the major expansion of the church in the 

late 13
th

 century, the evidence for which is literally embedded in the fabric of the 

church, or has been extracted from it. The mason Richard of Abingdon was in Oxford 

and may have been in charge of the early works at the church from c 1275.  Most 

importantly, Jackson drew a number of the late 13
th

-century fragments he had seen 

which had been found during the 19
th

-century restoration and repair campaigns. These 

included fragments of clustered piers and capitals, probably from an aisle arcade or 

arcades.   

 

This evidence strongly suggests that the construction of the tower was part of a larger 

building campaign in the late 13
th

 century. This work saw the church expand, perhaps 

from a transeptal to an aisled plan, absorbing the transept(s) if they had existed. The 

new plan apparently meant the redundancy of the large shafted arches to the east and 

south faces of the tower within a few years of their construction. 

 

Another possibility is that the south tower arch opened into a transept at roof height 

only. If this were the case, the nave may have been aisled before the late 13
th

-century 

rebuild, or at least before the construction of the tower. Archaeological investigation 
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provides the only method of ascertaining which model of the development of the 

church plan is correct. 

 

The University built the Congregation House and Library above as its first dedicated 

building in the 1320s, followed by the north chapel, both buildings built under the 

aegis of the Rector and founder of Oriel College, Adam de Brome, who is buried in 

the eponymous chapel.  

 

From c l320-30 the University Congregation House was built on the east side of 

tower, with upper storey (solar). Bishop Cobham of Worcester seems to have been the 

main donor, and gave the first book collection to form the basis of the first University 

library.  However, at his death in 1327 the building was apparently very much still a 

work in progress, and his donation was not sufficient to complete the building. The 

Congregation House was in use by this time, but the library was not completed until 

1411, due to disputes over funding and rights between the University and Oriel, which 

the former won, claiming historical precedence (ie they claimed the Congregation 

House had been begun prior to the involvement of Adam de Brome).   

 

The blocked arch and gable ridge in the east wall of the tower do not seem to 

correspond to this building (presumably its original roof would have had a steeper 

“witches hat” profile).  It is unclear if this arch and roof gable was originally intended 

for a single storey hall, or something else (Jackson suggests a chantry chapel). It is 

also unclear if this building was ever begun; probably it was not. The blocking of the 

arch could have happened at any time after its construction until the building of the 

Congregation House, erected by 1327. It need not necessarily have been done because 

of fear of collapse as Jackson suggested. 

 

The construction of the “De Brome” chapel added in c1328 onto the west side of the 

tower necessitated the conversion of the west tower window into an entrance arch, 

and breaking through of the north aisle wall of the nave with inserted 2-bay arcade. 

As noted above, this means that the church was already aisled at this time. 

 

The church now had an aisled nave, and a chancel possibly with flanking side chapels 

(traces of late 13
th

-century chapel of St Catherine on north side survive). The ground 

plan reached in 1330 was clearly far removed from the intention when the tower was 

begun, with previously unintended buildings flanking the tower to east and west. This 

sequence suggests a major building campaign, perhaps with interruptions, from 

c1275-1330 which changed as the building developed, leaving us in essence with the 

floor plan we see today.  

 

Newman claimed the font now in Littlemore chapel which he had built in 1836 was 

dug up in St Mary’s, and it is interesting that the date of this font corresponds with the 

major rebuilding phase of the late 13
th

 and early 14
th

 centuries, (a photograph can be 

seen on Littlemore St Mary’s parish web site). As noted above, the stained glass 

surviving in the chancel also dates to this phase.  

 

This building was now recognised as dual purpose, with separate and often conflicting  

“town and gown” functions exercised within its walls. There were three main 

stakeholders, the Corporation of the University, the nascent Oriel College, and the 

civil parish; on top of this were individual and corporate donors and patrons. The 
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friars, who had played such an influential role in the development of the University, 

resented at times the new role of St Mary’s.  Strife was pre-programmed, and erupted 

into well-documented violence at times, the worst occasion being the St Scholastica’s 

Day riot in 1354, already referred to. 

 

Oriel College and the church 
 

In 1326 Edward II granted the advowson to Oriel College which appropriated the 

rectory, including small tithes, oblations, and burial dues. Oriel thereafter adopted the 

Bishop of the Diocese (Lincoln) as its patron.  Thereafter Oriel regularly presented 

vicars except between 1589 and 1622, when the church was served by curates. The 

church remained very closely connected with Oriel College. Early provosts of Oriel 

(Adam de Brome was the first) were inducted into their stall in the choir of St Mary’s, 

and until 1642 fellows were required to attend services in the church on Sundays and 

holy days.  

 

Between 1320 and 1340 the Bishop of Lincoln gave licence for the dedication of the 

high altar of the church, and in 1346 for the dedication of four altars in the “church of 

St. Mary’s Hall”.  St Mary’s Hall was originally the rectory house of the church and 

was acquired when Oriel became the Rector of St Mary’s at the foundation of the 

College in 1326. At first St Mary Hall probably served as an annex to Oriel College, 

but eventually it became a more independent institution. It was finally absorbed into 

Oriel in 1903. 

 

As the Oriel College web site has it: “Oriel never had the large estates of some of the 

richer colleges, but there was one important possession: Oriel was, and is, the Rector 

of St Mary the Virgin, the church used by the University for official functions. Quite 

apart from the valuable consideration of the Rector’s property and tithes, this gave the 

College a constitutional importance in Oxford”. Oriel is still responsible for the 

upkeep of the chancel as lay rector. It lost its claim to the Congregation House against 

the University in 1411, but only in 1953 did the College formally renounce any claim 

or rights over the De Brome chapel. 

 

The connection with St Mary’s is still alive and celebrated, as shown by a new stained 

glass window, designed by Vivienne Haig and realised by Douglas Hogg and installed 

in the College chapel in 2001. The window is in the oriel room which Cardinal 

Newman used as an oratory, over the entrance to the chapel. In the top section the 

Blessed Virgin Mary, the college’s patron saint, is depicted surrounded by angels and 

flanked by the founder Edward II and Adam de Brome. Also shown are the arms of 

the founder, the College, and the University, together with roundels depicting the 

interior of the University Church and Newman’s chapel at Littlemore. Below this sits 

Newman himself, surrounded by angels. 

 

Chapels within the church 
 

The following on the chapels within St Mary’s is summarised from the VCH.   

 

In 1261 Reynold of the Ley gave a rent for St Mary’s mass, to which in 1275 Henry 

de Swapham granted his houses in Catte Street. St Mary’s chantry was recorded in 

1361, but by 1460 its income was used for ordinary church expenses. It may have 
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been replaced by the daily mass in the Lady Chapel, endowed in 1362 by William of 

Daventry for the founders and benefactors of Oriel College. A chantry founded by the 

University c 1274 may have replaced the masses said earlier in some Oxford churches 

for the Pope, the Roman church, the royal family, and the University benefactors. 

There are no further references to an official University chantry, but the chantry and 

fraternity of St Thomas may have developed from it or taken its place. 

 

There are also references to an altar of Corpus Christi in 1326 and a chapel of Holy 

Trinity in 1481, and a fellow of Oriel said mass daily in St Anne’s chapel, for himself, 

his family, Adam de Brome, and the college benefactors. The chapel was recorded in 

1438 and 1443. Two chantries in the Lady Chapel are recorded, those of Thomas 

Wylcot (founded 1471) and William Smith, Bishop of Lincoln (founded 1507), also 

served by fellows of Oriel, as was the obit of John Carpenter, Bishop of Worcester 

(died 1476).  

 

In the 15
th

 century the chaplain who looked after Cobham’s library said mass daily in 

St Catherine’s chapel; this is the only chapel that can be convincingly located within 

the church, adjacent to the Congregation House. It is often assumed that Catherine’s 

or Catte Street took its name from this chapel (which existed before the Old 

Congregation House), strengthening the identification; however the street name is 

recorded in the early 13
th

 century, so this is uncertain.  

 

The rebuilding of the church from 1450-1510 
 

Apart from the tower, the church was completely remodelled in the late 15
th

 and early 

16
th

 century with funds provided by the University, whereby the earlier floor plan 

appears to have been mostly replicated.   

 

The chancel was rebuilt from 1463 with funds provided by Nicholas Lyhert, Bishop 

of Norwich and formerly Provost of Oriel College. The fine choir stalls were inserted 

either immediately or shortly after this date. The arches to the tower space (previously 

a chapel?) and St Catherine’s chapel appear to have been reduced in size as these 

spaces lost their importance, probably at this time. The Congregation House was 

remodelled, with Perpendicular windows which cut across the two storeys of the 

building.  A new, low-pitched roof was erected in 1507.  

 

A vestry was added around 1540 between the east bay of the chancel and the 

Congregation House, Jackson argues, blocking the medieval doorway still visible in 

the south wall of the Old Library. The upper floor, says Jackson, was now reached 

from the church through the old St Catherine’s chapel, through a door in the western 

bay. This still exists as the doorway leading from the Old Library landing to the 

Newman Rooms.  

 

However, as noted in the description of the Old Library the earlier doorway cuts into 

one of the original windows, suggesting it was inserted later; its profile is also more 

typical of the late 15
th

 or early 16
th

 century than the 14
th

. In addition to this, the 

doorway is set slightly west of the vestry west wall, within what is now the middle of 

the three existing bays.  
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This might suggest it was in fact inserted following the construction of the vestry, 

after the original entrance, of which we have no evidence, in the east bay was 

blocked. The staircase would have been set along the west face of the vestry wall, 

which makes sense, and since the Old Library was no longer used as such after the 

books were taken to Duke Humfrey’s library in 1480, the loss of a window 

(presumably there were so many to light the reading desks) would not be a problem.  

 

If this is right, the doorway in the west bay at the south end of the landing to the Old 

Library simply gave access to the west “vestry” building of 1676 from the landing as 

it still does to the remnants of that lost building, which have been remodelled to allow 

access to the 20
th

-century Newman Rooms and the modern stairs to the tower. It may 

be noted that the wall with the door and window to the Newman Rooms (its west 

wall) is not the same configuration as shown by Jackson’s elevation (plate VIII) 

which shows a 3-light window here, so this stretch of wall may have been moved and 

pressed into service here in the 20
th

 century. 

 

The nave was rebuilt following an appeal to alumni of the University, between c1490-

1510.  The nave and aisles were rebuilt on the same footings, and other parts 

remodelled in Perpendicular style. The rebuilding was undertaken because of 

deterioration of the fabric, and was funded by the University following an appeal. A 

two-storey south porch was built at this time.  

 

Only fragments of re-set pre-Reformation stained glass have survived, and no wall 

paintings; however, traces of paint on the stone reredos and choir stalls, and of course 

these features themselves, combine with the architecture to give some indication of 

the appearance of the interior at this time. 

 

The Reformation to 1800 
 

The church, particularly the tower, required frequent repair, and works were 

undertaken at regular intervals in the 17
th

, 18
th

 and early 19
th

 centuries.  

 

The Reformation obviously led to considerable changes to the church, and perhaps 

most importantly, to the University, refounded by Henry VIII.  St Frideswide’s Priory 

was suppressed in 1540 and Christ Church College founded, the priory church 

becoming the cathedral of the new Oxford diocese, carved out of Lincoln in 1542. 

 

We can only assume that the chantry chapels and various altars were removed in the 

wake of the Reformation; the rather late conversion of the plate has already been 

discussed, and this suggests that St Mary’s dragged its feet somewhat in this respect. 

After the Reformation the church continued to serve as the parish church of Oxford 

and as the church of the re-founded University, although most functions were shed in 

the 17
th

 century as the University grew, particularly with the construction of the 

Bodleian, Sheldonian and Radcliffe Camera.   

 

From 1607-10 Vice-Chancellor Dr King had the dilapidated steeple rebuilt in 

Jacobean style. In 1613 brasses, perhaps including the De Brome tomb brass, were 

stolen from the church.  Repairs to the church by the University are recorded in 1634, 

and in 1637 the south porch was demolished and rebuilt to a design by Nicholas 

Stone, John Jackson being the mason, paid for by Archbishop Laud’s chaplain Dr 
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Morgan Owen. The “Papist” Virgin and Child statue were later used as evidence 

against Archbishop Laud at his trial (and supposedly as target practice by Cromwell’s 

soldiers).   

 

In the 1640s Oxford (the University) was a Royalist stronghold and the seat of 

government in the Civil War, until Fairfax finally took it for Parliament in 1646 

following a long and intermittent siege.  The chancel was used for burials of Royalist 

soldiers during the siege. In the aftermath Puritan rectors were appointed to the 

church, with Oliver Cromwell himself installed as Chancellor, demonstrating the 

political importance of control of the University and its church. 

 

In 1676-8 a large repair and reordering scheme was undertaken by Vice-Chancellor 

Ralph Bathurst, which appears to have been in response to neglect and destruction 

caused by the Civil War and its aftermath. 

 

The large two-storey vestry recorded by Jackson was built on the site of the old St 

Catherine’s chapel, as discussed above; the west bay of the Old Congregation House 

was broken out to form a new staircase to the old library.  Little remains of this 

building or the staircase, and all elements which survive have been remodelled in the 

20
th

 century. 

 

About this time the communion rails were inserted in the chancel, donated by 

Bathhurst. An organ screen of wooden panelling on columns supporting the Smith 

organ was inserted into the chancel arch, shown in a print of 1824 made just before 

the 1827 reordering (Jackson Plate XI). The chancel was refloored, with marble black 

and white chequered slabs in the eastern part, the western part with ledger slabs of 

various periods (the nave was at this time clear of fixed furniture, and floored with 

pammets or stone flags). In 1693 the reredos panelling was added. This late 17
th

-

century work to the eastern part of the chancel is still a major element of the latter 

today.  

 

The Adam de Brome chapel was partitioned off and furnished as the Chancellor’s 

Court in 1733. The Chancellor enjoyed wide jurisdiction into the 20
th

 century, and the 

court only officially ceased to be used for this purpose in the 1930s, after which it was 

turned (back?) into a Lady Chapel.  

 

In the 18
th

-century new gate piers and gates were added to the porch. 

 

The 19
th

-century restorations 

 

The church was comprehensively reordered in 1827 with new Gothick furnishings by 

Thomas Plowman to a brief provided by the University, which still exists, as do 

several illustrations of the appearance of the interior at this time. This is the setting for 

Newman’s incumbency and the launch of the Oxford Movement, with galleries over 

the north aisle and west end for the undergraduates, and all seating arranged to face 

the pulpit on the south side of the nave; the Chancellor’s and Proctors’ thrones had 

pride of place opposite the pulpit. Although the nave has been reordered so that the 

nave seating faces east (including the thrones “relegated” to the west end) and some 

benches have been removed, this furniture still determines the character of the nave. 
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Littlemore remained part of St Mary’s parish until 1847 when it became a separate 

ecclesiastical parish; it has already been noted that Newman built a chapel there, in 

which he set up the Medieval font from St Mary’s, supposedly found during the work. 

A new font was provided for St Mary’s as part of this refurbishment. 

 

The tower was thoroughly restored by the Buckler Brothers in the late 1840s after 

initial work by Blore on the spire. This involved repairing the spire and its statues, 

which they re-gothicised in an attempt to restore the appearance before the 17
th

-

century restoration by Dr King. Jackson gives details of this work, and it is also 

thoroughly discussed by Case (1893).  

 

The church was restored again under the direction of G G Scott in 1858-62. This work 

involved the pinning of the tower, which had apparently become seriously unsafe, 

with iron beams. Scott also undertook, as was his want, almost complete renewal of 

the window tracery, attempting to return to what he considered to be the correct style, 

for example he installed Decorated tracery in the north window of the tower, probably 

taking the remnants of the tracery in the west wall as a guide.  

 

Scott also refaced the aisles, and this might account for the noticeable difference 

between the stonework below the plinth, of large blocks, and the smooth ashlar in the 

upper parts of the walls, and in the buttresses, parapets and pinnacles throughout. In 

1864-5 Scott restored the porch, refusing to remove the 18
th

-century gate piers and 

gates, though these were clearly restored at some point. 

 

Until Scott’s work the vestry had housed the town fire engine, and the Old 

Congregation House had housed the university fire engine. The latter was restored in 

1871 as a chapel for unattached students. The origin of today’s St Catherine’s College 

was this ‘Delegacy’ (a non-collegiate organisation under the control of the University) 

founded in 1868 in order to provide access to an Oxford education for those who 

could not afford the costs of college membership. 

 

The long line of fellows of Oriel who had served the church since 1583 was broken in 

1878, when Cosmo Gordon Lang, the future archbishop of Canterbury, then Dean of 

Divinity of Magdalen, held the living from 1894 to 1896. He found St Mary’s at a low 

ebb with a very small congregation, but successfully revived it, at least for a while 

(see below). Under his leadership, the tower and spire was repaired again by Sir T G 

Jackson in the 1890s, completing the “re-Gothicisation” of the spire begun by the 

Bucklers, the pinnacles restored mainly in Clipsham stone; all the statues but one 

replaced by Sir George Frampton. The progress of this work is given in detail in his 

book and will not be repeated here.  

 

20
th

-century pastoral life 
 

Despite the revival effected by Cosmo Lang, church life in the parish declined once 

more in the early 20
th

 century. When he became vicar in 1923, G C Richards and his 

successors made the church once again a centre of religious life in the University and 

built up a congregation, most of which inevitably came from outside the parish, a 

pattern continued today.  
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The parish boundaries within the city are the High Street to the south and what is now 

the Bodleian to the north, and roughly the plots of what is now Brasenose and All 

Souls Colleges to the west and east; there are no residential areas within this, but there 

are large areas to the east in the absorbed parishes of St Peter’s and St Cross, now 

within the same benefice, the history of which is as follows.  

 

In 1891 the parish of St Peter in the East was united with St John the Baptist parish 

(Merton College Chapel). In 1957 the parish of St Peter in the East & St John the 

Baptist was united with St Cross.  A proposal of 1932 to unite the benefice of St 

Mary’s with the joint benefice of St Peter-in-the-East and St Cross was effected in 

1966 following the redundancy of St Peter’s.  The closure and/or conversion of St 

Cross has been mooted (2007). If this were to happen, St Mary’s would once again be 

the church of a parish with a residential population. 

 

20
th

-century additions, repairs and reorderings (ie post-Jackson) 
 

In 1926 the outer arches of the organ screen between the nave and chancel were 

pierced to further open the chancel to the nave, and returns for the choir stalls with 

corner seats were inserted in the corners underneath.  Ambitious plans submitted by 

Sir Charles Nicholson for redecorating the chancel do not appear to have been 

undertaken. 

 

The interior was reordered in the 1930s, and this work must count as one of the most 

important phases which contributed to the appearance of the church today, 

particularly the nave and the Old Congregation House. Reordering of the nave pews 

from collegiate style around the pulpit to east facing was carried out, despite 

considerable opposition from those who felt that the arrangement familiar to 

Newman, Keble, and Pusey should be preserved.  The De Brome chapel was opened 

up, and statues were placed in the seven empty niches of the 15th-century reredos in 

the chancel to mark the 100
th

 anniversary of the Oxford Movement.  

 

The staircase to the old library was probably replaced and reorientated at this time, or 

possibly somewhat later. Demolition of the 17
th

-century vestry took place around this 

time, as did the insertion of a stair and iron staircase to give access from the west bay 

of the Congregation House to the tower, and the new door in south face of this. This 

phase also saw the removal of the north gallery except for the north bay, with 

insertion of office above with glazed fronts. “Newman” rooms added to library in 

glazed south extension probably at this time.  External works included the patching of 

the exterior of the south aisle in synthetic stone (due to erosion by pollution).  

 

In the 1940s during World War II, St Mary’s was used by a German Lutheran refugee 

congregation. This period saw the foundation of Oxfam, with its first meetings in the 

Old Library.  The De Brome tomb was restored in 1942 by Oriel College. 

 

There was a fire in the chancel 1946 which damaged the organ, leading to its 

replacement by an instrument by Norman & Beard.  This fire also damaged the 

window glass and most of the roof structure, which was replaced incorporating some 

of the old cross beams. During what appear to have been somewhat speculative 

excavations to asses the damage through fire and water, trenches were dug in the 

chancel, including the High Altar area, where two vaults were found, that of Jemima 
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Newman (died  1833), mother of the then incumbent John, and Dr Dean, Principal of 

St Mary’s Hall. Four further vaults were found in the chancel further east, and 

disarticulated human remains and medieval tiles were also uncovered.  

 

There were considerable works in the Post-War period. In 1953 an altar was erected in 

the De Brome chapel, dedicated to Our Lady. In the 1960s the parish offices were 

inserted under the west gallery.  The 1970s saw the reordering of the nave with 

removal of pews at the east end of the nave, and a moveable nave dais with altar was 

installed. Restoration work to the porch at this time was commented on by the CCC.  

In 1986 the new Metzler organ was commissioned and installed, at considerable cost 

following fund raising efforts.  

 

The café was opened in the Congregation House in the 1990s, which involved 

conversion of the space between it and the chancel (under the Newman Rooms) for 

toilets and kitchens. Together with the income from tourists climbing the tower, this 

has put the church on a sound financial footing for day-to-day management and 

outreach.  

 

At the beginning of the 21
st
 century major and necessary plans for the repair, 

conservation and enhancement of St Mary’s church and site which will require 

significant funding are being actively pursued, and this CMP has been written to 

inform this process. 
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Appendix 2: Plans, views and maps at larger scale 

 

 
Fig 3: John Speed’s map of Oxford of 1605. St Mary’s is left of centre, marked as Y. 

Note north is at the bottom of the map. © Bodleian. 

 

 
Fig 11: Print by Ralph Agas, c 1588. © Bodleian. 
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Fig 5: Ordnance Survey map of Oxford, 1898 

 

Fig 8: Ground plan of the church by Donald Insall Associates 


