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WORLLEDGE ASSOCIATES

Worlledge Associates is an Oxford-based heritage consultancy, committed to the effective management of 
the historic environment. Established in 2014 by Nicholas and Alison Worlledge, Nicholas came to private 
practice with over 35 years’ experience working in heritage management for local authorities. This intimate 
knowledge and understanding of council processes, and planning policy and practice, helps us to work 
collaboratively with owners and decision-makers to manage change to the historic environment. 

Our team of dedicated researchers and specialists believe in the capacity of the historic environment to 
contribute to society’s collective economic, social, and cultural well-being.  We aim to identify what is 
significant about places and spaces in order to support their effective management and sustain their heritage 
value. We have worked with a wide range of property-owners and developers including universities and 
colleges, museums and libraries, large country estates, manor house, farmsteads, cottages, town houses 
and new housing sites. 
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INTRODUCTION

The intelligent management of change is a key principle necessary to 
sustain the historic environment for present and future generations 
to enjoy. Historic England and successive government agencies 
have published policy and advice that extend our understanding of 
the historic environment and develop our competency in making 
decisions about how to manage it. 

Paragraphs 4-10 of Historic England’s Good Practice Advice Note 2 
(Managing Significance in Decision-Taking in the Historic Environment) 
explains that applications (for planning permission and listed building 
consent) have a greater likelihood of success and better decisions will 
be made when applicants and local planning authorities assess and 
understand the particular nature of the significance of an asset, the 
extent of the asset’s fabric to which the significance relates and the 
level of importance of that significance. 

The National Planning Policy Framework provides a very similar 
message in paragraphs 189 and 190 expecting both applicant and 
local planning authority to take responsibility for understanding the 
significance of a heritage asset and the impact of a development 
proposal, seeking to avoid unacceptable conflict between the asset’s 
conservation and any aspect of the proposal. 

It has never been the intention of government to prevent change or 
freeze frame local communities and current policy and good practice 
suggests that change, if managed intelligently would not be harmful. 

This heritage report has been prepared to assist the development of 
the proposed scheme for the redevelopment of the Clarendon Centre, 
built in 1983/4 and subsequently refurbished in 1998/9 and extended 
in 2014. 

It lies in a sensitive location in the medieval town centre of Oxford 
with entrances from two principal streets, Cornmarket and Queen 
Street, established from the Saxon period, with another entrance from 
Shoe Lane, a medieval street. It lies within the Oxford Central (City 
and University) Conservation Area adjacent to a number of buildings 
included in the National Heritage List for England.

The report includes a brief historical chronology of the development 
of Oxford, and to place the proposal in a broader retail context it 
provides a brief history of the development of retailing in the UK, and 
in Oxford up to 21st century. 

It then traces to evolution of the Clarendon Centre and explores its 
townscape setting, drawing on urban character assessment reports, 
the Draft Oxford Central (City and University) Conservation Area 
Appraisal (2019), and Oxford City View Studies. 

To explore the heritage issues required to be addressed by the 
proposals, the report includes the National Heritage Policies, 
guidelines and advice, and the relevant heritage policies from the 
recently approved Oxford Local Plan 2016-2036, and the Oxford City 
Council Technical Advice Notice on High Buildings. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The proposed development involves re-purposing the existing 
shopping mall and includes the replacement of buildings onto 
Cornmarket and Queen Street.  Changes in retailing, recent retail 
developments in Oxford and the effects of the recent pandemic 
have triggered an opportunity for regeneration that will help meet 
the commercial and student housing needs of the city as well as 
contribute more positively to the quality of the public realm and sense 
of place.

This report has been prepared to explain how the site’s history 
and our understanding of its contribution to the history and 
heritage significance of Oxford has been used to inform the design 
development.  It shows that the value of the city’s heritage in helping 
to sustain and enhance the economy of the city, the health and well-
being of its residents, businesses and visitors and the intrinsic value 
of the city’s history have remained core considerations throughout 
this planning stage of the development project.

The report traces the history of the city, identifying the nature of 
change of its commercial core and how this reflects demographic, 
technological and social changes.  Examining how these changes 
reflect national trends helps understanding of the City’s strategic role 
in the region and its role in delivering architectural exemplars and as a 
follower of fashion.

The report then interrogates published information about the 
character and appearance of this part of the city to draw conclusions 
on how the existing buildings contribute or otherwise to that character 
and appearance.

The city is experienced three dimensionally with the opportunity 
to see and experience its roofscape from close to and afar.  This 
component of the city’s character and appearance and its wider 
setting have also been examined to understand the value it holds, and 
its potential to add to the quality and history of this roofscape.

There is also a fourth dimension that offers opportunities for people 
to understand and enjoy the way the city has evolved over time, 
in particular the fluidity of change of the city’s commercial core 
contrasting, in an interesting dynamic, with the stability and longevity 
of its academic quarters.  This understanding is critical, to be able 

to define the heritage significance of the historic buildings within the 
city, individually and collectively and thus to properly inform decisions 
about change.

This heritage report summarises the policy framework that decision 
makers follow in managing change within the historic environment; 
to ensure that the evidence base is sufficiently robust so that the 
impacts and benefits of the proposed development can be properly 
understood.

Consultation with key stakeholders has been an important part of the 
management of the project with input from the City Council, Historic 
England, 20th Century Society and local groups contributing to the 
body of knowledge and experience.

In accordance with the Good Practice Advice Note 2 Managing 
Significance, in Decision-Taking in the Historic Environment this report 
has undertaken a structured and staged approach to understanding 
heritage significance of the affected designated heritage assets, and 
the impacts on the setting of these heritage assets. 

The report concludes that:

 • The delivery of the development will create a new chapter in the 
history of the site, reshaping its identity without erasing the site’s 
history and the meaning it holds for local and wider communities. 

 • The proposals involve change - repurposing existing buildings 
and, introducing new built forms that will positively engage with 
Oxford’s urban fabric and history. 

 • The roofscape will change in some high-level views, but the 
significance of these views and people’s enjoyment of them will be 
sustained and enhanced

 • Any level of harm that would result from the proposals would be 
less than substantial and at the bottom end of that scale of harm. 

 • There will be numerous public benefits, including heritage benefits, 
that would be delivered by the proposed development that would 
outweigh that level of harm. 
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HISTORIC DEVELOPMENT OF OXFORD: CHRONOLOGY 

The Central Area (City Centre and University) Conservation Area Draft Appraisal 
2019, Vol 1, page 38, includes a useful chronology of the development of Oxford. 
This is expanded on in the Historic Development of Shopping in Oxford:

PERIOD
Pre-historic

Roman

Saxon

Norman

Medieval

Post-Medieval

EVENT
 • Monumental earthworks influence later routeways. 

 • Farmsteads and field systems are established. 

 • Roman roads and pottery manufacturing compounds. 

 • Religious and trading centre established by a crossing point over the Thames. 

 • Oxford established as a planned defended settlement (or burh) with an orthogonal street grid centred on Carfax. 

 • 1066 – the Norman invasion leads to the construction of a motte and bailey castle over the western part of the town. 

 • The 1086 Domesday Survey records large areas of waste ground within the town. 

 • Subsequent growth leads to the division of existing tenements, the creation of new streets and big infrastructure 
projects like the Grandpont causeway over the floodplain, new religious buildings and hospitals. 

 • Oxford enjoys Royal patronage with the construction of the Royal Beaumont Palace north of the town. 

 • Monastic houses and friaries are attracted to Oxford and establish precincts outside the walled town, some on land 
reclaimed from the floodplain. 

 • The town wall is rebuilt in the 13th century with bastions and unusual double (concentric) line along the north-east part 
of the circuit. 

 • Oxford’s economy falters in the 14th century with increasing areas of the town recorded as waste. 

 • The 13th and 14th centuries see the growth of academic halls and colleges associated with the University. 

 • The Dissolution of the Monasteries leads to the closure of the friaries and abbeys leaving the west and south-western 
suburbs of Oxford economically disadvantaged. 

 • Oxford becomes a city with a Cathedral established first at the former Osney Abbey Church then at Christ Church. 

 • During the Civil War Oxford is chosen by Charles I as his temporary capital and consequently defensive and siege 
earthworks are built around the town, clearing part of St Clement’s. 

 • In 1644 a major fire destroys many properties between George Street and Queen Street. 

 • The 17th century sees the expansion and rebuilding of the town, with land inside the town wall and the in-filled town 
ditch newly developed. 

 • The canal reaches Oxford in 1790. 

 • A major clearance of obstructions was undertaken by the 1771 Paving Commission including the demolition of 
remaining gates. New drains were laid and an indoor market replaced the historic street market. 
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 • The railway arrives in Oxford in 1844. 

 • The 19th century sees the reform and expansion of the University and its colleges and the rapid expansion of the 
suburbs to cater for wealthy trades people, academics and those in domestic service. 

 • In the early 20th century the development of the Morris Motors and Pressed Steel plants transformed east Oxford. 

 • After the First World War the city authorities reluctantly engage in slum clearance and a programme of council house 
building which continued until the 1980s. 

 • Between 1938-1966 the outer ring road is completed. Major plans for inner ring road and city redevelopment were 
subsequently abandoned. 

 • Between 1957-1974 a major project was undertaken to replace decayed stonework on historic buildings. 

 • In the 1960s and early 1970s the 19th century suburb in St Ebbe’s was demolished and the Westgate shopping Centre 
was constructed. 

 • The late 20th-early 21st century has seen the expansion and renewal of college and University facilities. 

 • There is pressure to redevelop and infill urban space in order to meet housing needs. 

Modern

21st century

PERIOD EVENT
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BRIEF HISTORY OF SHOPPING IN THE UNITED KINGDOM 

In the UK purpose-built shops first appeared in the medieval period 
often an adjunct to an established weekly or twice weekly market, 
with stalls becoming permanent structures, sometimes with a 
specialisation such as butchering or dairy. 

In the 17th and 18th century, with the increasing establishment of 
an urban middle class, groups of purpose designed shops were 
constructed to meet the increasing demand for goods, other than just 
food. Covered markets were constructed from the end of the 18th 
century and shopping arcades from the beginning of the 19th century, 
particularly in London, but also fashionable resorts. 

MID 19TH ONWARDS
The industrial revolution, improved transport links, expansion in 
world trade, and migration, resulted in a rapid growth in population 
in the 19th century, particularly in towns. This brought with it an 
increased consumer demand from both the middle and working 
classes. This in turn resulted in some fundamental changes to the 
distribution and retailing of goods from the mid-19th century onwards. 
Some commentators consider The Great Exhibition, 1851, marked 
a defining point in the evolution of retailing, although some changes 
were underway before this date. James Jefferys, in his book ‘Retail 
Trading in Britain 1850 – 1950’ (1954) provides a good summary of 
the evolution of retailing over this period, which saw a fundamental 
change to the distribution of goods and retailing, which played out in 
every city, town and village. 

Jeffery’s considers there were two main features of the development 
of the British economy between 1850-1914, which by this date was 
a fully industrialised country with manufacturing and large-scale 
production of goods. 

Firstly, this had resulted in the great expansion and consolidation 
of the working-class. The change provided a concentrated and 
consistent demand for consumer goods. The growing demand 
enabled the distribution trades to expand and development of larger 
scale distribution organizations. This resulted in the development of 
two forms of retail trading, Cooperative Societies and multiple shop 
retailers, which were ‘rooted in and developed with the mass demand 
of the industrial working class’.

Secondly, was the growth of the middle class living in cities and 
towns, and with the growth of transport, moving out to the first ring 
of suburbs around towns and cities. This represented another type 
of demand and purchasing power not fully catered for by the existing 
retail landscape. Department stores and higher-class multiple shop 
retailers evolved meet this demand. Running parallel with these 
changes was the cheaper imports of basic food goods and mass 
production of cheaper consumer good, which lead to increases in real 
income. 

Jeffery’s demonstrates that over the period there was an increase 
in the number of fixed shops, both absolutely, but in the number per 
10,000 population rising from 68 over the 3-year period 1869-71 to 76 
in 1909-11, to meet this increased consumer demand.

1850-1914 PERIOD
Cooperative Societies
The first was established in Rochdale in 1844. They were established 
to provide the working class the necessities of life at market prices. 
Over the period 1850-1914, they expanded to include drapery, boots, 
furniture, household goods. The idea took root and the number 
of coop societies grew, each originally serving a local area with 
members drawn from the immediate communities.  In 1862 there 
were 400 societies, which grew to 1,047 in 1882 and to 1,455 in 1903. 
After 1903 the number dropped due to local amalgamations to benefit 
from an increase in scale of production and distribution.

Members Year  Turnover
100,000  1863  £2.50 m
547,000  1881  £15.00 m
1,707,000  1890  £50.00 m
3,053,000 1914  £88.00 m

While the cooperative shops diversified over the period 4/5th of its 
turnover in 1914 was in food. In terms of market share over the period 
1900, its share of the retail market gradually rose from 7.5-9.5% in 
1900 to 11.0 – 12.0% in 1920.

DEPARTMENT STORES
There is no agreed definition but considers it rest on size and the 
range of goods sold, arguing that a department store was a ‘large 
retail store with four or more separate departments under one roof, 
each selling different classes of goods of which one is women’s and 
children’s wear’. BY this definition, considered there were none in 
Great Britain in 1850.

They began to emerge over the period 1850-1875, while in the last 
decade of the 19th century and early 20th century, advertising 
campaigns, and trading methods, lead to a rapid rise in the popularity 
of this form of shopping, particularly for women shoppers. In the 
early period existing shops enlarged their stores by expanding into 
adjoining premises and increased the range of good and services 
provided with a focus on women’s and children’s wear. 

In the period 1860-1880, low prices were the main focus, which 
made them unpopular with traditional shop keepers who accused 
them of under cutting their trade. From the 1890s up to 1914, their 
practices changed, to place greater emphasis on the attractiveness 
and amenities of shopping in a large store, with freedom given to 
shoppers to inspect and chose from an increasing wide range of 
goods – with a focus on women. This period saw the construction of 
purpose designed Department Store, drawing on models from France 
and America. Probably the most famous was Selfridges, opened in 
London in 1909. 

In discussing the rise of the Department Store, in her book on 
Selfridges, ‘Shopping, seduction & Mr Selfridge’ (2012)  Lindy 
Woodhead comments: ‘The new rich had a house to equip, a 
prodigious number of children – not to mention an army of servant 
– to dress, and their own position in society to promote. Happily for 
retailers, conspicuous consumption, always so crucial in defining 
wealth and status, had found itself a much larger market’ (page 2) 
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In terms of overall retail trade over the period Department Stores only 
accounted for between 1.0-2.0% in 1900 rising to 3.0-4.0% by 1920. 
Their share in clothing, however, rose from 5.5-7.0% in 1900 to 9.0-
11.0% in 1920. 

MULTIPLE SHOP RETAILING
These comprise shops selling a specialist or single type of standard 
goods but in many retail outlets across the country. This type of 
retailing generally focussed on working class customers drew rapidly 
after 1870. Jefferey’s provides the following information on their 
growth.

1875  29 companies operating 10 or more shops with 978 branches. 

1900 471 companies operating 10 or more shops with 24,713 
branches

1870  10 companies operating 25 or more shops with 725 branches

1900 180 companies operating 25 or more shops with 20,602 
branches.

In the early 1870s to mid 1890s the types of goods being sold in the 
branches, were footwear, groceries & provisions, meat and household 
goods. Companies with over 100 branches by 1890 included, W H 
Smith (bookstalls at stations) Singer (sowing machines), International 
Tea Company, Home & Colonial Tea Company, (groceries) Eastman’s 
(butchers), Freeman, Hardy & Willis, Stead & Simpson, George Oliver 
(footwear).

From 1890 onwards marked a second phase, which included 
men’s outfitters and tailoring, women’s wear, knitting & wool, and 
chemists, in particular Boots and Timothy Whites. Boots established 
in Nottingham, by 1895 had 50 branches, 150 branches by 1900, 
and 400 branches by 1910. Tobacco trade also grew with Finley & Co 
having 50 branches in 1900 and 200 in 1910.

This period also saw the rise of ‘Penny Bazaars’ selling cheap goods, 
with Marks & Spencer’s had 100 branches by 1914. Existing trades 
grew, with Eastman & James Nelson & Co (butchers) had over 1000 
branches. 16 companies had over 200 branches, including Lipton’s, 
and 7 with over 500 branches, including Boots the Chemist, Freeman, 
Hardy & Willis. 



HERITAGE REPORT

10

There was no geographical bias in the distribution of multiple retailers, 
unlike Cooperative Societies which had a bias to the North of England 
& Scotland, and Department Stores to London and the South East.

1914-1939 PERIOD 
This period involved painful, faltering and adjustments, with periods of 
decline and depressions. Three themes emerged over the period.

 • Increase in range, variety, quality and standards, and greater 
integration of process from raw to sale; 

 • Goods being sold by brands and increased branding;

 • New consumer goods emerging, electrical equipment, radios, 
motor industries, rise in chemist goods and toiletries. 

In terms of demand, the period saw a slowing down in the percentage 
of increase in population, declining size of families, smaller size 
of houses and households. Also an increasing ‘homogeneity of 
consumer’ in demand between middle and working classes. There 
was a move from food goods to other goods.

Food
Other goods, books, furniture, chemist goods
Cloths
Other

1900
58.8%
7.6%
19.2%
14.4%

1950
40.3%
21.1%
18.9%
19.7%

There was also changes in urbanisation, with particular growth 
in the Midlands & South. In 1921 these two areas had 44% of 
the population, between 1921 and 1938 it saw 88% increase in 
population, matched by a depopulation of the inner city and growth of 
the suburbs. The increase in the motor car also had an impact. This 
saw a rise in the suburban shopping parades, and a standardisation 
of design, and appearance, and display.

COOPERATIVE SOCIETIES
From 1914 the Cooperative Societies moved into larger scale 
retailing. Membership grew, from 3 m in 1914, 4.5 m in 1920 to 6.5 
m in 1938, and 8.5 m in 1939. It spread from the North into the 
Midlands and South and increased its scale of operations with large 
scale factories and large-scale bulk ordering of goods to reduce unit 
price. It was a period of amalgamations with many small societies 
forming Federations to undertake processing on behalf of all member 
societies, such as baking bread. In 1900 24% of members were in 24 
Societies, by 1939 31% of members were in 24 societies. There was 
increased standardisation. Its principal focus remained on food with 
in 1939 accounted for 74-76% of its sales.

DEPARTMENT STORES
Jefferey’s calculated that by 1914 there were between 175 and 225 
shops which fell within the category of Department Store. By 1938 
this had grown to between 475 and 525.

There were generally not increasing their floorspace but refining 
their layouts, displays, and introducing mechanical devices to get 
customers easily around the stores, such as escalators and lifts, and 
increasing the levels of amenities and service. They adopted a more 
scientific approach with research to inform their decisions.

There was a move from the major cities to provisional cities and 
medium size towns. Those that were established expanded by 
opening stores, with Debenhams Ltd, United Drapers Stores, Great 
Northern & Southern Stores, and John Lewis Partnership, accounting 
for 200 Department Stores between them.

More recent research on the rise of Department Stores to 1938, 
‘Cathedrals of Consumption? Provincial Department Stores in 
England, 1880-1930, Jon Stobart (Enterprise & Society, Vol 18, 
issue 4, December 2017, pp. 817-845) using Kellys and other Trade 
Directories provides a more detailed picture of their establishment 
and growth. The bias in distribution noted by Jeffery’s) continued. 
Stobart wrote in relation to the geographical disparities:

 These disparities might be partly explained by the different nature 
of urban development in the two regions: an industrial north with 
a large proportion of poorer, working-class people, without the 
means to shop in department stores, contrasted with a more 
variegated south, containing new manufacturing towns, resorts, 
commuter settlements, and many smaller market towns. Such 
arguments effectively equate the distribution of department stores 
with that of the wealth and status of their customer base; that is, 
demand. This broad relationship is underscored by differences 
in wage and employment levels […] Those counties with above-
average unemployment in the 1920s and 1930s were in the north 
and west of the country, while those with the lowest rates were in 
the Midlands and especially in the southeast.

The study confirmed that;

 Department stores were more numerous and widespread by 
the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century than has 
previously been suggested. They were present in many small 
towns with just a few thousand inhabitants. […] Most department 
stores grew organically, drawing on growing local demand and 
gradually adding new products and services to those already 
offered, department stores during this period might be best seen 
in terms of retail evolution rather than revolution

MULTIPLE SHOP RETAILING
The rapid expansion during the 1870 to 1914 period continued, with 
the period being marked by amalgamation of some companies and 
moves into new market and specialisation of goods.

 • 1910 - 19,852 shops part of multiples

 • 1930 - 35,894

 • 1939 - 44,487

The amalgamations included the meat trade, which occurred in 
1923 resulting in one company having over 200 branches across 
the country. The grocery trade amalgamations took place in 1924 
and 1931 resulting in the Home & Colonial Stores having over 3000 
branches. The new goods included bakery, dairy, furniture, radio 
& electrical, and wallpapering & paints.  By 1939 there were 12 
companies with over 500 branches, and 5 with over 1000 stores. 
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This period also saw the rise of the chain store. Marks & Spencers 
had 100 branches by 1900. Other companies that entered the market 
included F W Woolworths & Co Ltd, an American Company which 
had 600 branches in its home country. It opened its first store in 
England in 1909. By 1920 it had 300 branches, by 1939 1,200. The 
chain stores focussed on a wide range of goods at low prices, with 
open displays and no sales people walking the floor, with unskilled, 
low paid workers role being to take the payment. They also developed 
close relationship with the producers of the goods, controlling the 
price. The major companies in the period included Marks & Spencers, 
F W Woolworths & Co Ltd, British Home Stores and Littlewoods.

1939-1950 PERIOD
Emerging from WWII Jeffery’s considered this period was one of 
stability in retail methods and structure, and the maintenance of the 
status quo rather than the emergence of new forces. Rationing was in 
places for some years after the end of WWII in 1945.

1950 ONWARDS
As the 1950’s progressed major changes began, firstly with the 
emergence of Supermarkets, Shopping Centres, and freestanding 
out-of-town shopping centres, and free-standing Regional Shopping 
Centres, all of which changed the retail landscape. 

Supermarkets 
In the article Regulating UK supermarkets: an oral-history 
perspective, (Jane Hamlett, Andrew Alexander, Adrian Bailey and 
Gareth Shaw, published 17 April 2008) wrote:

 The supermarket emerged in the United States of America in the 
early-twentieth century. It was a huge success with customers, 
and it was estimated that by 1940 40% of food shopping in 
the United States was done through the supermarket. The 
supermarket and self-service shopping came more slowly to 
Britain. The first self-service food experiments were started on 
a small scale by the co-operative movement before the end of 
the Second World War, but few grocers followed this trend. It is 
estimated that there were just ten self-service shops in Britain in 
1947.

 However, during the late 1950s and 1960s self-service shops and 
supermarkets spread throughout Britain. Following the demise 
of rationing, there was a rapid growth in personal consumption 
in the 1950s. This allowed the supermarket to develop. Both the 
government and some elements of the grocery trade were also 
keen to promote self-service stores, which were seen as more 
efficient for the customer and for the retailer, particularly as they 
required less labour

While the initial growth was slow, by 1960 there were 572 
supermarkets trading in the UK and by 1969, 3,400, with the 
expansion rapidly growing to over 13,700 by 2018. A number of the 
established grocer companies adapted to the change in selling, 
initially food and groceries, but then all goods. New companies were 
formed post to enter the market, while others amalgamated or were 
taken over.  Overseas companies, notably from Europe also entered 
the market in the 1990s. 
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Tesco supermarket

Sainsbury’s converted store Croydon 1950 
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COMPANY
Coop
Booths
Sainsbury’s
Budgen
Marks & Spencer
Morrisons
Waitrose 
Tesco
ASDA
Farm Foods
Iceland
Fulton
Heron
Aldi
Lidl

FOUNDED
1844
1847
1869
1872
1884
1899
1904
1919
1949
1955
1970
1974
1979
1990
1994

TOTAL

NUMBER
4,022
28
1,304
190
852
569
344
3,493
603
320
100
100
290
830
769

13,714

COMMENTS
20 separate cooperative societies 
NW England
National 
National 
National
National
National
National
National
National 
National
South Yorkshire 
Midlands, North 
National
National 

While most are found nationally, there are a number of regional 
supermarket companies.  The number of stores in 2018 are as 
follows, new ones open almost weekly. It is noted that the vast 
majority of supermarkets are run by companies in existence by 1920, 
which clearly adapted to the new form of shopping heralded by self-
service. The biggest new entrance into the market Aldi and Lidl are 
both from Germany.

The size of supermarkets ranges from local shops, serving inner-city 
areas, to free-standing out-of-town superstores, either singly or as 
part of an out-of-town shopping centre.

SHOPPING CENTRES
Another post WWII change to retail, also imported from America 
is the shopping centre. The chapter ‘Shopping Centre and malls: 
American origins’, (The Routledge Companion to the History of 
Retailing edited by Jon Stobart, Vicki Howard 2019) briefly traces their 
origin. ‘These first appeared in America in the 1920s and comprised 
a single planned development orientated to the car, typically open-
air, arranged along a stirp or around a courtyard and away from 
the established city centre.’ Later developments included covered 
shopping centres, called malls, but similar to the shopping arcades 
of the late 18th and 19th century in Europe. The key aspects of the 
shopping centre were that ‘all the stores were ‘designed, built and 
operated as a single unit’ usually at the same time. Mall owner/
managers populated them with tenants who were selected for what 
they could contribute to the whole. Run together as a business, they 
promised efficiency. 

In the article ‘Revolution in the High Street? The emergence of the 
enclosed shopping centre’ (Geography, Vol. 68, No. 4 (October 
1983), pp. 307-318) it reviewed ‘the recent trends in the geography 
of retailing, in particular the large-scale redevelopment of shopping 
facilities over huge tracts of our city centres by property companies 
and local authorities’. It attributes the relatively late establishment of 
the enclosure shopping centre in Britain compared to the USA to a 
number of factors:

 • Our cities are older and more densely developed than those in the 
USA, leaving little room for expansion. 

 • The high residential element in our cities creates social and ethical 
problems when redevelopment occurs. 

 • Britain’s generally milder climate does not provide as strong an 
incentive for enclosure as that of the USA. 

 • American citizens have on average 2 ½ times the disposable 
incomes of their British counterparts. 

 • The business climate in the USA is perhaps more conducive to 
private enterprise than that in Britain, so it follows that in the USA 
there is more wealth available for new retail development. 

 • Great Britain, because of its relatively large population, small area, 
and high residential density has as a result fairly stringent controls 
on land use. 

Overtime, however, these difficulties were overcome, and the 
shopping centre became a common feature of the British shopping 
scene.  With the success of the first centres in the mid 1960s similar 
schemes were planned and opened. The centres varied in their 
size and character but many of the earlier centres were generally 
constructed in the middle of older industrial town in the north of 
England. ‘As the 1970s progressed many new enclosed shopping 
centres opened much nearer to the huge affluent markets of south 
and south-east England’. Interestingly, the history development of 
the shopping centre is almost the opposite of the Department store, 
which moved from the more prosperous areas north, and more akin 
to the inter-war growth of the cooperative stores.

The chapter ‘Shopping Centre and malls: American origins’ in tracing 
the development of shopping centres notes:
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 There were 22,000 shopping centres in the United States by 
1980, with this number doubling by the early twenty-first century. 
Development was slower in Britain, from pioneers in the 1960s, 
development was steady through the 1970s before accelerating 
to culminate in the construction of eleven out-of-town shopping 
centres, seven of then built in the 1990s. By 2017 there were about 
550 shopping centres in the United Kingdom, twenty of them 
‘supermalls’.

In the chapter ‘Diffusion and diversification of shopping centres: 
the US and beyond’ (The Routledge Companion to the History of 
Retailing edited by Jon Stobart, Vicki Howard 2019) in relation to 
Britain following WWII it noted:

 Shopping centre developments took place hand-in-hand with 
larger redevelopment scheme s addressing war-time damage and 
the need to reconstruct town centres and providing housing. To a 
large extent, British department stores, chains, independents and 
co-operatives maintained a strong presence on the High street and 
continued to see downtown as a place to take care of their daily 
needs. Schemes for gathering retailers into specially redeveloped 
shopping districts emerges in the 1950s […] The 1960s saw these 
shopping precincts emerging in towns that had suffered little 
damage in the war but were committed to modernisation. This 
process continued with the development of the of urban shopping 
mall from the 1960s into the 2000s. The first of these was the Bull 
Ring in Birmingham (1964) followed by a succession of others.

A number of these shopping centres were very large, with a particular 
concentration on the north of England, (as noted in the 1983 article.)  
‘By the 1990s Britain was building very large out-of-town shopping 
centres, such as Manchester’s Trafford Centre (1995-98) and 
Bluewater in Kent (1999), following the American model. In addition to 
shops, these centres included restaurants, cinemas, bowling, child-
care centres with shopping increasingly coming a leisure activity.

RECENT SHOPPING TRENDS
The end of the 20th and the 21st century saw the demise of many 
well-established multiples and Department stores disappear from 
the High Street and Shopping Centres. The centre for retail research 
provided the following figure of retail company failures over the period 
2007 – 2020. These include a number of the Department Stores 
and multiples identified above, including Freedom, Hardy & Willis 
(footwear), British Home Stores, Woolworths, and Department Stores 
Debenhams closing 50 of 165 stores, and Beales 22 stores.

HIGH STREET AND SHOPPING CENTRES 
These closures are having a major impact on High Streets and 
Shopping Centres. Two BBC reports in March 2018 and November 
2018 highlighted the issues. On 1 March 2018, it carried a report Six 
reasons behind the High Street crisis and listed these as: Squeezed 
incomes; The shift to online shopping; Changing tastes; Rising 
overheads; Too many shops; Too much debt. https://www.bbc.com/
news/business-43240996 In November 2018 it reported that 200 
shopping centres were under threat of closure. https://www.bbc.com/
news/uk-england-45707529

2020 (to 17 April)
2019 (12 months)
2018 (12 months)
2017 (12 months)
2016 (12 months)
2015 (12 months)
2014 (12 months)
2013 (12 months)
2012 (12 months)
2011 (12 months)
2010 (12 months)
2009 (12 months)
2008 (12 months)
2007 (12 months)

COMPANIES FAILING
18
43
43
44
30
25
43
49
54
31
26
37
54
25

STORES AFFECTED
1,100
2,051
2,594
1,383
1,504
728
1,314
2,500
3,951
2,469
944
6,536
5,793
2,600

EMPLOYEES AFFECTED
33,683
46,506
46,014
12,225
26,110
6,845
12,335
25,140
48,142
24,025
10,930
26,688
74,539
14,083
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HISTORIC DEVELOPMENT OF SHOPPING IN OXFORD  

This section looks briefly at the development of Oxford from the 
Saxon to the Modern period, with particular references to the 
evolution of the commercial heart and the establishment of shops.

SAXON OXFORD 
Oxford owes its name and perhaps its origin to its position at a major 
crossing point of the Thames, a ford suitable for oxen and presumably 
for the carts that they drew. From very early times an important 
north-south route crossed the Thames near the site of Oxford, but 
the precise route and crossing point may have changed over the 
centuries. 

In the Saxon period Oxford was clearly an important place. Its 
prominence owed something to its location on the north-south road 
and on the river Thames. There are some signs of royal initiative in 
planning and to some extent planting the town, and its incorporation 
of the town in the West Saxon system of defensives burhs. 

Oxford’s shape and street-plan were similar to that of other late-
Saxon ‘planned’ towns. The chief features of the plan are the 
intersection, at Carfax, of the north-south and east-west streets 
which linked the four gates of the town, and the establishment of a 
gridded pattern of minor streets parallel to the main streets. There 
is evidence that such a pattern was established when the burhs at 
Winchester and Cricklade were founded, and that may be true of 
Oxford, although some of the medieval back streets seem to date 
from the 12th century.

Royal intervention in the laying-out of the town may almost certainly 
be dated to the late 9th or early 10th century, when Oxford formed 
part of a general plan to create a line of fortified burhs to defend 
Wessex against the Danes. 

By 1066 Oxford had expanded well beyond its original walls, and, with 
some thousand recorded houses and perhaps eleven churches, was 
one of the largest towns in England, exceeded in size only by London, 
York, Norwich, Lincoln, and Winchester.

MEDIEVAL DEVELOPMENT 
By the early 11th century the walled area of the town was fairly 
densely built up.  Within the original walled area some of the large 
properties were split up; late-Saxon tenements in Cornmarket Street, 
already one of the main commercial areas of the town, were c. 73 
yards deep with street frontages of only between 7 and 17 yards. The 
buildings on them seem to have been detached and to have formed 

an irregular building line along the street; on some tenement buildings 
lay two or three deep, covering the full length of the plot.

The town’s prosperity in the 12th and early 13th centuries was 
reflected in intensive building activity, although there were subsequent 
losses through major fires in the town. There is much evidence of 
the continued subdivision of tenements and buildings, and of the 
continued building up of plots behind street frontages. Access to 
such properties was often provided by narrow private passageways 
between the original plots, but some more substantial minor streets 
seem to date from the 12th century and early 13th,

Recorded 13th-century tenements varied in size from only 13 feet 
square to 73½ feet by 33 feet but later evidence suggests that many 
plots were over 200 feet deep. Shop frontages were sometimes as 
narrow as 6 feet, but the cellars beneath them often extended almost 
the whole width of the tenement on which several shops had been 
crowded. Most 13th-century Oxford houses were probably timber-
framed, with walls of wattle and daub, but stone was used frequently 
for party walls and gables. The use of stone seems to have increased 
after the mid 12th century. Large stone cellars were built, as in an 
extensive rebuilding in Cornmarket Street at that date. 

The frontages of the main streets meeting at Carfax were occupied by 
narrow shops, often leased separately from solars and cellars above 
and below them and houses behind. There were many narrow shops 
on the west side of Cornmarket between Shoe Lane and Bodin’s 
Lane.  On the west side of Cornmarket, just north of Carfax, lay the 
drapery, first recorded c. 1220; in 1349 the Cornmarket frontage was 
called the old drapery, and there were shops in a new drapery in 
Drapery Lane, which ran west from Cornmarket and turned north into 
Shoe Lane.

The twice-weekly market was held in High Street, from Carfax to 
St. Mary’s church, in St. Aldate’s Street, from Carfax to just below 
the town hall, in the east end of Queen Street, and in the whole of 
Cornmarket Street; all those streets were fairly wide. Although corn 
was sold in Cornmarket Street, that name did not replace Northgate 
Street until a roofed market-place was built in the street in 1536.

The decline of Oxford’s population in the later Middle Ages led to 
contraction of the built-up area and some physical decay. This led to 
colleges acquiring properties and expanding. In Cornmarket a hall 
had become a vacant plot by 1357, and the shops fronting the site 
needed to be rebuilt in 1376
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Later medieval tax lists provide only the broadest indications of the 
relative prosperity of different areas of the town, since parishes varied 
widely in size and social structure and their population is unknown. 
In general the earlier lists show, predictably, that taxable wealth was 
concentrated in the central commercial area, in the parishes of St. 
Martin’s and All Saints. 

In the Later-medieval period shops disappeared from some back 
streets, but in High Street and Cornmarket the pattern of a row of 
shops along the street frontage with halls and other buildings behind 
them continued. The shops, and sometimes the solars and cellars, 
were still held separately from the rest of the tenement.

Many houses, particularly those used as academic halls and inns, 
were large and complex buildings. A medieval tenement survived, 
incorporated in the Clarendon Hotel. It stood at right angles to the 
street and contained a barrel-vaulted cellar, mainly of 14th-century 
date but with a 12th-century arch at its west end. On the ground floor 
was a room 27 feet by 13 feet with two narrow shops on the street 
frontage; above was a solar with a fireplace, and in the roof a cock-
loft. The ground floor had been 6 feet or 7 feet above the medieval 
street level, and both the ground-floor room and solar were only c. 7 
feet high. https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/oxon/vol4/pp3-73

Extract from the c 1375 map of Oxford from the VCH History of Oxford https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/oxon/
vol4/pp3-73 The site of the Clarendon Centre lies north and west of 5 St Martins and 10 Carfax on the plan 
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EARLY MODERN DEVELOPMENTS
In the 16th century and 17th Oxford recovered from its long decline 
of the later Middle Ages. In 1524 it was a small and not wealthy town, 
but on the basis of the hearth-tax assessments of 1662 it ranked 
eighth among English provincial town. 

Between the 16th century and mid 18th the city’s appearance was 
transformed by a long period of intensive building. The ravages 
of time and fire, the exigencies of fashion, brought down most of 
the medieval domestic buildings. The basic street plan, however, 
changed little.

There is little sign of growth in Oxford between 1500 and 1578, when 
Ralph Agas made a map or birds-eye view of the town; few surviving 
houses seem to have been built in the early 16th century. His picture 
of a town of well-spaced dwellings and vacant plots, streets with few 
houses, and large gardens and orchards within the walls confirms 
documentary evidence of medieval decline and early-16th-century 
stagnation. Only along High Street and in other principal streets close 
to Carfax were houses and shops abundant, and plots built up behind 
street frontages.

As a result of rising population in both city and university the spacious 
city depicted by Agas was built up heavily during the next century. 
The increased population was absorbed by filling up vacant plots 
along street frontages, building back along the length of plots, 
subdividing larger properties, and heightening buildings. Three- and 
four-storey houses became common throughout the city in the 17th 
century. Hollar’s map of 1643 shows housing density in the central 
area had much increased.

The great courtyard inns expanded during the 16th century and 17th 
taking up much of the available space in the central streets; the Mitre, 
the Golden Cross, the Star (later the Clarendon Hotel) and several 
others acquired new ranges, and all were eager to find more space 
at the rear for stabling. Most of the houses in the central streets had 
cellars and many had three or four storeys, with attics in addition. 
https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/oxon/vol4/pp181-259 

Extract from a copy of Agar’s Map of 1578 showing the corner of Queen 
Street and Cornmarket with St Martins on the corner and Shoe Lane

Extract from Hollar’s map 1643 showing the 
Cornmarket (41) and St Martins (27) and Shoe Lane 
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MODERN OXFORD 

LATE 18TH TO MID 19TH CENTURY
The formation of the Paving Commissioners of 1771 is said to mark 
the beginning of modern Oxford. 1772 the city’s population was 
estimated to be c. 9,500 and the university’s c. 3,000. Between 
1771 and 1811 the number of houses in the city increased only from 
c. 1,700 to c. 2,000. ‘In the late 18th century and early 19th Oxford 
remained a moderate-sized market town and seat of a university 
that formed a major customer for its goods and services. The rapid 
increase of national population did not at first affect the city, which 
grew more slowly than other centres of similar size.’ (VCH) The 1801 
to 1851 census shows an increase in the population of 11,921 in 1801 
to 27,843 in 1851. The growth, however, was not always steady with 
a 24% increase between 1811 and 1821 and 26% increase between 
1821 and 1831 dropping back to 17% and 15% in the two following 
decades.

In the early 19th century there was a prolonged period of working-
class house building in the parishes of St. Clement, St. Ebbe, St. 
Giles, St. Mary Magdalen, and St. Thomas, so that between 1811 
and 1851 the number of houses in the city, including St. Clement’s, 
more than doubled to 5,100. There were limited areas in Oxford for 
middle-class houses, but from 1824-1840 part of St Giles, owned by 
St John’s College, was laid out and developed St John’s Street and 
Beaumont Streets. The houses in Beaumont Street were occupied 
by financiers, builders, and prominent tradesmen, St. John Street 
and Beaumont Buildings by lesser tradesmen and college servants. 
North of Oxford saw the development of Summertown from 1820 
onwards. By 1832 there were c. 125 houses and 560 people, mostly 
small tradesmen and labourers, reliant on Oxford for employment and 
services.

In terms of employment, until the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835 
the corporation and University maintained their conservative and 
restrictive attitudes towards the town’s economy. […] The abolition 
of exclusive trading rights by the Municipal Corporations Act was 
reckoned by some to have revolutionized trade in Oxford for the 
better, because of the influx of new businesses drawn into the city by 
the prospect of university custom.’ (VCH) 

Its economy was based narrowly upon the provision of goods and 
services. The domination of the occupational structure by small 
tradesmen, craftsmen, and artisans is confirmed by poll books, which 
also reveal a particularly large increase between 1806 and 1835 in 
the number of freemen engaged in food and drink trades (from 104 
to 297), in clothing (108 to 206), and building (84 to 198). This is 
demonstrated by a table in the VCH.

1823
46
40
39
27
17
15
12
16
33
–
8
19
10
10
4
14
7

1844
69
56
72
29
39
23
14
18
37
22
16
22
21
14
18
14
16

1790
40
31
30
27
18
14
12
12
10
10
10
9
8
7
4
3
2

Tailors
Bakers
Shoemakers
Grocers, Tea-dealers
Painters, Plumbers, Glaziers
Carpenters, Joiners
Mercers, Drapers
Doctors, Surgeons
Coal merchants
Livery-stable keepers
Wine and spirit merchants
Lawyers
Cabinetmakers
Brewers, Maltsters
Builders
Bookbinders
Printers

LEADING BUSINESSES IN OXFORD, 1790–1844

A more reliable indication of the effect of population growth on the 
occupational structure is given by trade directories which show a 
great increase in the number of firms established in Oxford in the 
early 19th century. The number catering for the less well-to-do grew 
very rapidly, but there is no indication that those catering for the 
better-off of the university and neighbourhood suffered any decline. 
(VCH)

The expansion of the population and changes in its employment 
structure lead to changes in the city, begun by the new and vigorous 
approach to local improvements of the Paving Commissioners of 
1771. 

The improvements included the removal of the butcher’s shambles 
in Queen Street and the Butter Bench at Carfax, and the building of 
the indoor market opened in 1774. While initially designed in 1771 to 
provide 40 butchers stalls, to remove the butchers off the streets, it 
expanded to include the sale of china (1776) and groceries including 
butter, the sale of which outside the market was banned. In 1786 
plans were drawn to provide specific stalls for butter and groceries, 
and in 1797 for fishmongers. In 1808 48 new stalls were added for 
pork and bacon, and room for gardeners. (Oxoniensia Vol 44, 1979, 
age 81-93) 
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1774 Plan of the Oxford Covered Market Plate 1 Oxoniensia Vol 44, 1979, age 81-93

Extract from Carey’s Map of Oxford 1793-4 showing Queen Street 
‘Butchers Row’, (Old) St Martins and Cornmarket with The Star Inn

.............

In the city centre there was continued refronting in stucco of older 
buildings, often combined with heightening and addition of canted 
bays. In 1783 the frontage of the Star Hotel in the Cornmarket was 
replaced. After the initial activity in the city centre in the late 18th 
century and early 19th, building there slowed. Market Street was 
widened by the market committee c. 1845, and extensive ranges of 
shops added to the north-west and south-west sides of the street.

DEVELOPMENTS FROM MIDDLE 19TH CENTURY TO 1914-18
The pace of building fell away during the 1850s as the city failed to 
maintain its earlier population growth. In the decade 1851–61 there 
was a sharp fall in the city’s growth-rate to only 3%. In the following 
two decades the growth was 10% and 12 % respectively, with the 
population of the expanded Borough reaching 45,742 in 1891. Growth 
gain slowed in the following two decades to 8% up to 1911.
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Print of shops in Oxford late 18th or early 19th century with view of the Radcliffe Camera 

Engraving of High Street Oxford c 1820

The 1850s and 1860, however, saw a the freeing up of land for 
development, with the inclosure in 1853 of the Parish of Cowley to 
the southeast of the city centre, and the opening up of the St John’s 
College land in North Oxford in the 1860. Development, however, was 
relatively slow in both areas, although for different reason. 

In Cowley, the pattern of distribution of the land at inclosure became 
the basis for the subsequent layout of the streets, with the pace of 
development dependant and many different owners of land. Most of 

the early development of East Oxford was on privately owned land, 
and the plots, which were small, were sold freehold, and took place 
closer to the city centre.  By 1898 virtually all the privately-owned land 
between the Cowley and Iffley roads had been developed, although 
many plots remained vacant. The development was undertaken by 
a multitude of small builders. While college land was laid out for 
‘superior workingmen’s houses’, the social makeup of the area varied, 
with large houses along the Iffley Road, and much smaller houses in 
side streets. 
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The article ‘The new people of East Oxford: The Suburbanisation 
of Cowley, 1851-91’, by James Nash, (Oxoniensia 1998) noted from 
a detailed examination of the census for six-streets in the area that 
while the original aim of the development of the area was to attract 
the middle-class,  ‘Their occupations were mostly the traditional 
ones of the skilled manual class cabinet maker, carpenter, joiner , 
dressmaker, gardener, tailor, cordwainer, upholsterer, wood turner 
– together with the usual shopkeepers – baker, butcher, grocer’. He 
considered that failure of Cowley to attract the middle-class was due 
in part to ‘too many different landowners, developers and builders’ 
and the fact that Oxford was not big enough to sustain demand 
for middle-class housing, particularly in the face of the competing 
development of North Oxford. 

Like Cowley, North Oxford developed slowly, with cycles of growth 
interrupted by National and local downturns. ‘The new houses were 
mostly taken by tradesmen, for whom the growth of North Oxford 
was the first opportunity to move from the city centre into suitable 
middle-class suburbs. Towards the end of the century the area also 
attracted an increasing number of retired and financially independent 
residents.’ (VCH) 

Although a ‘place of considerable business’, Oxford was essentially 
a ‘place for local consumption’ almost wholly dependent upon the 
university. The census returns of 1851 named only 139 employers 
employing fewer than 1,000 workers between them; 92 employers 
had five workers or fewer. Only one firm, the clothiers Thomas Hyde 
and George Franklin, employed more than 35 people. There were few 
industries in Oxford employing more than 30, with a limited industrial 
base comprising three breweries, tannery, iron foundry and similar 
small-scale enterprises. Except for such industries the economy 
remained dependent on building and transport, the provision of 
food and clothing, and on domestic service. The importance of 
the distributive trades is apparent in the number of bakers and 
confectioners (248), butchers (167), grocers (163), and drapers (127) 
identified in the 1851 census. ‘Some of the leading shops employed 
almost as many workers as the industrial concerns. R. J. Spiers 
and Son, stationer and dealer in glass and china at nos. 102–3 High 
Street, employed c. 30 people in 1851, as did Elliston and Cavell, 
drapers, whose partnership at no. 12 Magdalen Street began in 1835’ 
(VCH) 

The university grew rapidly in the later 19th century, increasing the 
demand for shops and services. This went hand-in-hand with the 
expansion of the residential areas of Cowley and North Oxford, 
resulting in major changes to the city centre and shopping. Running 
parallel with these pressures, were the National changes in the 
retailing and distributive trades, with the growth of the Cooperative 
Societies, multiple shop retailing, Department Stores and chains.

This period saw a substantial rebuilding in the city centre. The spirit 
of improvement was widespread and by 1883 William Morris was 
complaining of how little in Oxford was unscathed by ‘the fury of the 
thriving shop and the progressive college’.  The VCH noted:

The ‘Cornmarket Street was particularly affected, its appearance 
drastically altered by a process of demolition, rebuilding, and 

refronting that touched most of the buildings in the street. Some of 
the street’s oldest buildings were replaced in the late 19th century 
and early 20th, notably the tenements in Frewin Court demolished in 
1879. In 1863 the Star was acquired by the Clarendon Hotel Company 
and renamed the Clarendon Hotel. the Wellington public house (no. 
61), removed in 1890 for a bank; the White Hart inn (no. 21), replaced 
by a hotel and restaurant in 1900’ 

In Magdalen Street West the 17th- and 18th-century buildings were 
demolished during a series of alterations by Elliston and Cavell, the 
city’s leading furnishing store, and others between 1876 and 1913. 
The remodelling of the cross-roads at the north end of Cornmarket 
Street was completed by the building in 1910 of St. George’s 
Mansions on the site of the George hotel at the south-west corner, 
and by William Baker’s large neo-classical shop (1915) and the 
adjoining Boswell’s (1929) at the south-east corner.

Queen Street was almost entirely rebuilt in the 19th century. It was 
widened at its west end in 1874 when the church of St. Peter-le-Bailey 
was demolished. The shops in Queen Street traded principally on a 
cash-only system in contrast to some of the grander establishments 
in High Street and Cornmarket Street.

The problem of congestion at Carfax was met in 1896 by demolishing 
St. Martin’s church except for the tower, which was left to form the 
focal point of a spacious paved area, extended by widening the 
south-east corner of Queen Street. Several properties in Cornmarket 
Street north of the church were also demolished in 1896 (including 
62, 63, 64, and 65 Cornmarket Street, and the old Crown Inn) and 
replaced by an imposing stone building designed by H. T. Hare for 
Frank East, tailor. The Midland Bank took over the building in 1914. 

In St. Aldate’s the most important developments were the building of 
the new Post Office in 1880–1 and the opening of the new town hall 
in 1897. George Street, which had previously attracted little attention 
from developers, became more a part of the commercial centre after 
New Inn Hall Street was extended into it in 1872. 

Running parallel and responding to the growth of Oxford and its 
changing social and economic base, were the national changes in the 
distributive and retail trades. In Oxford,

‘The Oxford Co-operative and Industrial Society Ltd’ was established 
in 1872. It opened its first premises in George Street Oxford 
occupying two private houses, and expanded to an adjoining house 
in 1905, before demolishing these and building a purpose designed 
store in 1908. It opened a second department in George street in 
1904/5. It also opened stores around Oxford. 

In relation to Department Stores, Oxford’s experience was similar 
to the beginning of many stores. An original drapers’ shop in 
Magdalen Street, established in 1835 as Elliston & Cavell, expanded 
and in 1894 was demolished to make way for a large purpose-built 
Department Store in St Aldgate. It eventually became the largest 
department store in Oxford and advertised itself as “OXFORD’s 
FASHONABLE SHOPPING CENTRE.” http://www.oxfordhistory.org.
uk/mayors/1836_1962/cavell_ john_1865_1879.html 
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In relation to multiple stores, in April 1896, Freeman, Hardy & Willis 
‘largest retailer of boots and shoes in England’ announced the 
opening of a ‘grand new boot & shoe emporium’ at 2 Magdalen 
Street and 2 George Street’ (Oxford Times, 4 April 1896, page 5)  In 
February the Oxford Times carried and advert that Boots was to open 
a new store at 1 Queen Street in February 1902, describing it as ‘one 
of the finest shops in the city’. (Oxford Times, 2 February 1902, page 
1) A more detailed analysis of Directories for Oxford will no doubt 
reveal other multiple retail companies established as part of the 
Oxford retail landscape at this date.

Not everyone was happy with the improvement to shopping in 
Oxford. In a letter to the Oxford Times in August 1910 tiled ‘The small 
capitalist’ the writer wrote:

Any thinking man who has watched the trend of commercial affairs 
for the past twenty years, cannot fail to have noticed the growth in 
this country of large department stores, drug companies, cooperative 
stores etc., He will also have noticed that the small individual 
shopkeeper is being slowly, steadily but nevertheless surely, crushed 
out of existence.’ (Oxford Times 20 August 1910 page 5)

Extract from 1:500 map of Oxford 1876 showing St Martins 
rebuilt 1822 and the Clarendon Hotel, renamed in 1863

Engraving of the new St Martins built in 1822 dating from 1836 
showing the buildings along the west side of Cornmarket 
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Picture of the 1822 St Martins just prior to demolition in 1896 with view of the 
buildings on the north side of Queen street the west side of Cornmarket 

Postcard looking down Cornmarket street with the stone building designed by 
H. T. Hare for Frank East, tailor where St Martins church formerly stood 
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View of Queen Street 

DEVELOPMENTS INTER-WAR
One of the most important transformation of Oxford took place in the 
inter-war period. This was marked by the rapid growth of the motor 
industry at Cowley in the 1920s.  The VCH notes

Until then, despite the coming of the canal and railway, Oxford 
remained a fairly small, inward-looking community, little touched 
by the industrial revolution, instinctively averse to change, heavily 
dependent upon the university for both fortune and fame. In the 
space of a generation Oxford was transformed into one of the major 
industrial cities of southern England, its population swollen by 
immigration, its suburbs sprawling beyond extended boundaries.

Oxford’s industrialization led to rapid population growth in the 1920s 
and 1930s. The city’s boundaries were extended in 1929; between 
1921 and 1931 the population of the whole area of the extended 
city grew by 20 per cent. Between 1931 and 1951, the population 
increased by a further 23 per cent, or 34 per cent if those students 
are included who were on vacation at the time of the 1951 census, 
making Oxford one of the larger urban areas of southern England.

The new industry brought in its wake a great demand for goods and 
services, which itself brought more people to the city […] The rapid 
growth of the motor industry and the influx of immigrants brought a 
change of attitudes and values. High wages were readily available in 

Oxford for the first time, and by 1936 Oxford was, with Coventry and 
Luton, the most prosperous town in the United Kingdom.

This bought great pressures on housing. ‘By 1939 the corporation 
had built more than 2,000 new houses. […] Between 1921 and 1931 
the population of the Cowley and Iffley district grew by 122 per cent, 
and Headington by 79 per cent. […] More than 4,700 houses were 
built by private developers before 1937, most of them in areas added 
to the city in 1929. (VCH) 

Another major problem was that the population, though greatly 
enlarged, continued to depend upon the same restricted central 
shopping area. ‘The distributive trades, long a mainstay of Oxford’s 
economy, responded only slowly to the stimulus of the remarkable 
growth in the city’s population.’ (VCH) In 1911 it employed 2,720 and 
represented 11% of all employment. In 1921 it had risen to 5,480 
and 15%, 8,250 in 1951 and 14% and 9,300 only 11%. So while the 
numbers increase over the period, as a percentage of employment it 
was 11% in 1911 and 1971.

POST WWII
The most significant post WWII change in retail in central Oxford 
was the demolition of the old Clarendon Hotel c 1954 and its 
redevelopment with a large Woolworths Store. This is examined in 
detail later in the report. 
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Cornmarket early 1950s before demolition of the Clarendon Hotel 

Cornmarket Street and Queen Street remained the centre of 
commercial activity and were increasingly dominated by chain-
stores in the 1950s and 1960s. In 1961 grocer’s shop at 55, 56, & 
57 Cornmarket Street was demolished and replaced by Littlewoods. 
In 1963 The eight shops at 13–20 Cornmarket were demolished and 
replaced by Northgate House. Pressure remained on the city centre, 
so to avoid congestion there and to serve the needs of the population 
to the east the City Council developed the Cowley shopping centre. 
It was largely completed by 1965. ‘In 1972 the centre comprised 69 
shops, 112 flats, and offices and car parks.’ (VCH) 

In 1970 44-46 Cornmarket was developed. A Report on the 
excavation of the site published in 1972, (Excavations at 44-46 
Cornmarket Street, Oxford, 1970 By T. G. HASSALL Oxoniensia  Vol 
36, 1971 page 15) drew attention to the changes that had taken place 
in Cornmarket noting that the redevelopment of 44-46 Cornmarket 
was the fourth new building in the street in his 15-year period. A map 
was included showing the sites.

Map published in Oxoniensia Vol 36, 
1971 showing areas in Cornmarket 
redeveloped 1955-1970
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While the opening of the Cowley Centre in 1965 and the developments in the city centre over from 1955 
provided additional or more modern shopping facilities, Oxford City Council had decided to build a new 
Shopping Centre as an extension to the city centre, which was called Westgate. Demolition took place in 
1968 ‘comprising shops, offices, and a new central library. It was built between 1969 and 1972. ‘It was 
designed by the City Architect Douglas Murray and was built by Taylor Woodrow. In 1986 the centre was 
sold by the City Council to Arrowcroft’ which refurbished the centre. (Encyclopedia of Oxford, Hibbert, 
Christopher, 1988, page 495-6) 

A second Oxford shopping centre, the Clarendon Centre was built following the closure by Woolworths of 
its store in 1983. It incorporated the existing Woolworths Building designed by Holford. 

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS
Oxfordhistory.org.uk has produced a table comparing the shops in the Cornmarket in 1973, 2008 and 
2018 http://oxfordhistory.org.uk/cornmarket/history/shops_1973_2008.html This shows the dramatic 
changes in shops over the period 1973-2008, with the loss of multiple stores and chain stores, as noted 
in the National history of retailing. The inclusion of 2018 demonstrates the even more rapid changes in the 
10-year period. 
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THE CLARENDON CENTRE  

The Clarendon Centre developed from 1983 onwards incorporated 
and expanded the Woolworths Store development of 1957, including 
the retention of Clarendon House, designed by Holford. Below is a 
brief history of the centre.

WOOLWORTHS 
Woolworths first opened at 8 Cornmarket Street in May 1925 in the 
former Roebuck Inn. It proved very successful and they sought to find 
a site to expand. In 1939 Woolworths acquired The Clarendon Hotel 
and sought to redevelop it. ‘Because of the war, however, demolition 
was delayed, and the building served as an American Servicemen’s 
Club during the second world war, and then until 1952 it was used as 
offices.

Cornmarket and Queen Street, Oxford, 1928. Shows in considerable detail the layout of the backs of the buildings on the corner of the north 
side of Queen Street and west side of Cornmarket (Britain from above EPW022524 ENGLAND (1928) Clarendon Hotel red circle

Extract from 25-inch map 1939 layout closely reflecting 1928 aerial image 
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The Clarendon Hotel from Market Road c 1910

Clarendon Hotel inter-war with the adjoining bank building 
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Woolworth’s eventually demolished it in 1954 to make way for their 
new store, designed in 1956–7 by William Holford. He was not a 
surprising choice for such a sensitive and historic location as he was 
a member of the Royal Fine Arts Commission and of the Historic 
Buildings Council (See Appendix 1)

There was resistance to Woolworths opening its new store. ‘Publicly 
they cited fears that such a large shop would encourage more traffic 
in a highly congested area. Privately they let slip that they felt that a 
larger Woolworth would lower the tone and would be ill-suited to the 
dreaming spires’ https://wooliesbuildings.wordpress.com/2018/11/05/
oxford-store-189/ 

The Times of 19 October 1957, in reporting on the opening the day 
before commented:

 The Oxford City Council refused planning permission for the new 
Woolworth’s but were overruled by the Minister for Housing and 
Local Government, then Harold Macmillan, at a time when the 
people were being set free on principle.

The Oxford Times carried a 12-page supplement advertising the 
opening.

The new store, five times larger than its predecessor and featuring 
a cafeteria, was opened by the mayor and mayoress of Oxford, 
Alderman and Mrs R. F. Knight. The mayor told guests: 

When I look at this very wonderful building from the Mayor’s Parlour, 
I realise what you have achieved. The inside is staggering and, inside 
and out, you have nothing to be ashamed of. I can say that, as a city, 
we are very proud of your frontage.

The replacement Woolworths, (1957-83) later Littlewoods (1983-2004)
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Nikolas Pevsner and Jennifer Sherwood’s, in The Buildings of England, 
Oxfordshire, (1974) commended Clarendon House as one of the best 
recent buildings in the city’s main shopping streets, saying that it 
showed “how this kind of job can be done tactfully and elegantly”.

In 1983 Woolworths closed its Oxford store. In January 1983 a 
planning application was submitted to Oxford City Council for:

1) Retail and office development, including alterations to existing 
properties, to provide 1 large retail unit and 22 small/medium retail 
units, additional offices, 2 rear service areas & cycle parking. 2) 
Formation of a pedestrian mall linking Cornmarket Street, Shoe Lane 
and Queen Street. 3) Alterations to elevation, Woolworth Store (The 
proposals involve partial demolition) (Revised Plans - Schemes A and 
B) (Ref: 82/00756/A_H)

This was approved in March 1983 and marked the beginning of the 
development of the Clarendon Centre. 

The centre was designed by Gordon Benoy and partners and built by 
the property company Arrowcroft. A fund related to the current owner 
and managed by Lothbury Investment Management Ltd financed 
the scheme’s development in 1984. It initially compromised 11,800 
square metres (127,000 sq. ft) of retail space, with Littlewoods as a 
4,600-square-metre (50,000 sq. ft) anchor store, and 20 other shops. 
The centre was developed in two phases, with the first being the 
section connecting Cornmarket Street to Shoe Lane. he frontage of 
the 1957 Woolworth’s building on Cornmarket Street was retained. 
The centre was opened in 1984.

In October 1998 a planning application was submitted for:

Demolition of existing roof structure over Queen St & Shoe Lane Malls. 
Replacement structure over Queen St & Shoe Lane Malls & external 
alterations to Shoe Lane & Queen St facades as part of refurbishment 
of the Clarendon Centre. (Ref: 98/01716/NFH) 

This was approved in January 1999. 

In 1998, as the first step of a renovation of the centre, the Littlewoods 
store gave up 930 square metres (10,000 sq. ft) of space adjacent 
to Cornmarket Street, to create space for a new store. Following the 
£5m renovation (which also involved new lighting and doors, and 
redecoration), the centre (now described as having 14,000 square 
metres (150,000 sq. ft) of retail space) was sold. In August 2004, 
Littlewoods, which had been an original anchor store, having occupied 
the former Woolworth’s store, closed.

In January 2011 a planning application was submitted for:

Demolition of existing Curry’s Unit, reconfiguration of existing office 
entrance and construction of new three storey retail (use class A1) unit 
over part of existing Shoe Lane Mall to incorporate existing retail space 
on first and second floors. (Amended Plans) (Ref: 11/00317/FUL)

The Design and Access Statement submitted with the application 
concluded with the statement, ‘The existing centre has areas on the 
upper floors that are currently unused. The proposals use an internal 
re-configuration and a new-build extension to create a new large retail 
unit within the centre’. 

This proposal, which extended the centre in Shoe Lane, was approved 
on 13 December 2011. The Oxford Mail (16 March 2012) reported that 
the extension would provide 50,316 sq. ft of additional floorspace, an 
overall increase of 12,465 sq. ft, representing about a 10% increase. 
The extension was to cost £6 million, and planned to be open by early 
2014, with the retail store H&M taking 38,245 sq. ft of floorspace.

The Oxford Mail on 14 February 2019 reported on the changing face of 
shopping in Oxford, suggesting that all the changes were as a result of 
the opening of the £440 Westgate shopping centre. In relation to the 
Clarendon Centre it commented that:

It remains a lively shopping centre off Cornmarket, but Zara has 
switched to Westgate and the Clarendon Centre is waiting for the 
arrival of discount clothing store TK Maxx. It’s likely to open in the 
spring. The Gap shop will close for a major refit from next month to 
become a ‘Gap Outlet’ centre. 

Clarendon Centre with the 1957 Woolworths building and the new building further down Cornmarket
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DESCRIPTION OF THE CLARENDON CENTRE 

The Clarendon Centre’s principal facades are to Cornmarket and 
Queen Street with a secondary access and façade to Shoe Lane. Its 
north side elevation faces onto Frewin Lane

Drawing of the street elevation of the Clarendon Centre, with Clarendon House, originally the Woolworths building opened 1957

View of Cornmarket looking south with Clarendon Centre on west side
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Looking north the application site includes the McDonalds building , but not Barclays, with the Clarendon Building sitting beyond
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Looking east along Queen Street, the glazed entrance to the Clarendon Centre is visible on the north side.

In this view the curve of the street is noticeable, with the three buildings on the north side that comprise part of the application site positioned opposite 20th century replacement buildings on the south side.  
The black and white building with projecting gable was originally a Morris car showroom.
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Standing opposite the site in Queen Street shows the poor quality of the existing buildings

Shoe Lane, the access to the service yard with the stone boundary wall on the north side the only clear clue of the earlier origins of this lane
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Frewin Court
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TOWNSCAPE AND CHARACTER ASSESSMENT

HISTORIC URBAN CHARACTER ASSESSMENTS 
CORNMARKET AND QUEEN STREET
The Clarendon Centre fronts both Cornmarket and Queen Street and 
also Shoe Lane and abuts onto Frewin Court to the north. It lies within 
the Oxford Central (City and University) Conservation Area. This was 
first designated in 1971, and has been extended five times: 

1. An extension taking in the Folly Bridge riverside was designated on 
28th May 1974. 

2. A second extension covering part of Walton Street, Fisher Row 
and lower St Aldate’s was designated on 23rd February 1981. 

3. A third extension covering Cornmarket and Queen Street was 
designated on 29th April 1985. 

4. A fourth extension was made on 9th December 1998, taking in 
part of the St Thomas’ area, the University Observatory adjacent 
to University Parks and Magdalen College School playing field. 

5. May 2019 to include St Thomas’ and the University Science 
Quarter

HISTORIC URBAN CHARACTER ASSESSMENTS
In 2012 Oxford City Council published the ‘Central Oxford Historic 
Urban Character Assessment’ which accompanied a series of 
character area statements covering central Oxford compiled in 
2011-12 by the Oxford City Heritage and Specialist Services Team. 
The work was undertaken as part of the Oxford Historic Landscape 
Characterisation project funded by English Heritage.

A series of thirteen broad character zones were created, which were 
subdivided into forty-four smaller character areas. The character 
areas ‘were based on the extent of cohesiveness in the modern built 
character or where the mapping identifies distinctive areas of historic 
evolution in the townscape. The identification of character areas 
included consideration of the modern urban morphology and the 
historic processes that shaped it’. (p. 8) 

One of the zones is the ‘City centre commercial core (zone E)’

The central crossroads at Carfax and the tenements arranged on the 
axial streets leading off from this, now primarily the central shopping 
thoroughfares of the City. The area also contains the City Council 
Offices and the Town Hall. This is a zone where medieval tenement 
boundaries, enclosed yards and back lanes retain the character of 
the medieval town rather than of the University and colleges, although 
boundaries have been significantly impacted by later commercial 
developments. (p.9)

Within this zone five, which constitutes the character areas that 
are identified. The Clarendon Centre lies across two of these 
areas, Cornmarket (HUCA18) and Queens Street and Bonn Square 
(HUCA16).  

‘Each character area is provided with a descriptive statement and 
a summary of the historic, evidential, aesthetic and communal 
values of the area based on the criteria set out by English Heritage 
in Conservation Principles, Policies and Guidance (2008).’ (p.10)
In relation to the Clarendon Centre the following statements are 
considered relevant:



HERITAGE REPORT

37

CORNMARKET DESCRIPTION 
The character area comprises of mostly modern retail development in 
an area defined by the extent of former tenements, associated yards 
and side streets fronting onto Cornmarket. It is a wide pedestrianised 
street reflecting its role as a location for the weekly medieval town 
market. It has a near continuous frontage punctuated by narrow side 
streets, yards and alleyways. The current buildings are mostly three- 
five storey shops and offices. […] At the southern end of the street 
The Crown Inn and The Golden Cross are notable for preserving 
the once common arrangement buildings set back from the street 
frontage arranged around tenement yards. A small number of notable 
medieval and post medieval buildings survive in the street. The 
Golden Cross Yard provides access to the covered market to the 
east. A modern shopping arcade (the Clarendon Centre) is on the 
south side of Cornmarket and links through to Queen Street and New 
Inn Hall Street. 

HISTORICAL VALUE
Cornmarket the plots were long rectilinear blocks with subdivisions 
along the street frontage taken up small shop units. Significant 
redevelopment in the 20th century has meant a relatively low level 
of survival of the larger medieval plot boundaries however there are 
areas of reasonable survival between 59-61 and 51-42 Cornmarket. 
[…] The character area retains the Late Saxon Street layout and 
contains a number of alleyways and yards which are illustrative of late 
medieval tenement arrangements that have now largely disappeared 
from other parts of the City Centre. 

EVIDENTIAL VALUE
This character area has a high potential for Saxon, medieval and post-
medieval remains subject to the extent of later basement and cellar 
construction. As a principal street of the burh and later medieval town 
surviving archaeology will hold value. 

AESTHETIC VALUE 
Cornmarket has been frequently criticised for its poor aesthetic, 
deriving from dense popular use, mixed modern chain store shop 
fronts and mixed earlier facades, also generic street furniture and 
surfacing. The visual character of Cornmarket derives from the view 
along the main street looking south towards the Town Hall and Christ 
Church Tom Tower and north towards St Michael’s Tower and St 
Mary Magdalen Church. Although the built character is largely 20th 
century in design, particularly in the southern end at Carfax, there are 
a number of post-medieval mixed use townhouses to the north, and 
a number of notable medieval structures including the 15th century 
Golden Cross Inn which is currently a restaurant and the former 14th 
century New Inn, currently a coffee shop. 

COMMUNAL VALUE 
The Cornmarket has communal value as the central shopping street 
of the town and the main tourist axis. Cornmarket Street is an 
important meeting place. 

SUMMARY CHARACTERISTICS
Dominant period: 20th century. 

Character: Primarily modern shops with some notable medieval 
yards and buildings. 

Road morphology: Historic axial route across the gravel terrace 
becoming Saxon axial street. Late Saxon and medieval side streets, 
lanes and yards. Tenement yards survive at the Golden Cross and the 
Crown Inn. The historic line of Shoe Lane is captured by the covered 
walkway of the Clarendon Shopping Centre. 

Plot morphology: Mostly large irregular modern plots, but some 
survival of medieval tenement boundaries. 

Survival of townscape elements, include late Saxon street grid; some 
surviving medieval tenement plots; listed buildings of late medieval-
modern date; courtyard inns and tenement yards – The Golden 
Cross, The Crown Inn and the reconstructed former medieval Inn with 
a front range of shops (New Inn)
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QUEEN STREET AND BONN SQUARE

SUMMARY CHARACTERISTICS
Dominant period: 19th-20th century 

Character: largely 19th or 20th century commercial buildings. 

Road morphology: Curving axial Late Saxon street, redirected to the 
west with the insertion of New Road in the 18th century. Late Saxon 
side streets at right angles. 

Plot morphology: Medieval long narrow plots and modern large 
irregular and regular plots. The open space at Bonn Square reflects 
the former Church and churchyard of St Peter le Bailey. The wide 
pavement near Carfax Tower reflects the plot formerly occupied by St 
Martin’s Church. 

Survival of townscape elements include; late Saxon street grid; 
moderate survival of medieval plot boundaries; some Victorian and 
Edwardian facades; Carfax Tower, the former church tower of St 
Martin’s; Gravestones from St Martin’s Churchyard to the north of 
Carfax Tower, The Victorian entrance gate (c1896) to the former 
church cemetery. 

DESCRIPTION 
The area is a primarily commercial and recreational area in the 
centre of the city, defined by plots fronting onto Queen Street and 
comprising of a coherent area of 19th and 20th century shops and 
offices and Bonn Square. […] The buildings are mostly modern 
structures, three to five storey shops and offices, purpose built for 
commercial use. The street frontages are continuous and open 
directly onto the street which is semi-pedestrianised (allowing busses 
only). A small number of 19th century buildings and facades give the 
street some time depth and character. The modern buildings have 
to some extent attempted to reflect the patterns of earlier buildings 
and gable designs. The underlying morphology of the urban blocks 
reflects the medieval tenement patterns despite significant modern 
alterations and amalgamations. 

HISTORICAL VALUE 
In the late medieval period the frontages of the main streets centred 
on Carfax would have been occupied by narrow shop frontages within 
halls often at right angles to the street or set back parallel to the 
street behind a range of shops or courtyard. […] Queen Street was 
almost entirely rebuilt in the 19th century. […] By the start of the 21st 
century the medieval and pos-medieval street had been redeveloped 
to encompass several large department stores and the Clarendon 
Shopping Centre.

EVIDENTIAL VALUE 
This area has good potential for Saxon, medieval and post-medieval 
archaeological remains although survival may be localised due to the 
impact of basements, cellars and modern redevelopment. NOTE: The 
Woolworths development 1954 and subsequent Clarendon Centre 
development 1983 were preceded by archaeological investigations, 
removing further potential for archaeological evidence.

AESTHETIC VALUE
Queen Street is a bustling wide, semi-pedestrianised shopping street 
with a steady flow of pedestrians, cyclists, delivery vans and public 
transport. The east end is dominated by the wide street junction and 
the stone-built Carfax tower. The built character of Queen Street is tall 
and dense, with shop frontages at ground level. There is significant 
variation of design on the northern side, less so on the southern 
frontage. A pattern of pointed triangular gables is repeated by modern 
structures along the south side of Queen Street, reflecting the 
designs of earlier buildings.

COMMUNAL VALUE 
Queen Street hosted part of the historic weekly street market until 
the 18 century and was a commercial area bordering an extensive 
working-class suburb until the 1970s. The Character Area has 
retained its commercial character and provides access to the modern 
Clarendon and Westgate Shopping Centres as well as individual 
shops and stores. It has communal value as a popular shopping 
destination and provides a thoroughfare from the car parks and 
shops in the West End to the central crossroads at Carfax. […] The 
character area includes Carfax tower, from the top of which many 
visitors experience the famous Oxford skyline. 
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BUILDINGS INCLUDED IN THE NATIONAL HERITAGE LIST FOR ENGLAND
There are eight entries for buildings in the National Heritage List for England adjacent to the Clarendon Centre.

These places are:

45 Queen Street,1896, T Hare      Grade II
Carfax Tower, Queen Street, C14      Grade II
K2 Telephone box, Queen Street, c1927 GG Scott   Grade II
Bank, Cornmarket, 1896, T Hare     Grade II
Oxford Union Main Block, 1864, T Deane     Grade II*
Oxford Union Library, 1856, B Woodward    Grade II*
Oxford Union Debating Hall, 1878, Sir A Waterhouse   Grade II*
Frewin Hall, C15-C17      Grade II*

Details of these buildings are included 
in Appendix 1.

Within this city block there are no 
buildings included in the Oxford City 
Council’s ‘Oxford Heritage Asset 
Register’ in the vicinity. 

Extract from Historic England National Heritage List for England Map search showing places entered in the list by blue triangles 
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OXFORD CENTRAL (CITY CENTRE AND UNIVERSITY) 
CONSERVATION AREA DRAFT CHARACTER APPRAISAL
This report was prepared by Oxford City Council and consultants Alan 
Baxter and published in 2018. It analyses the history and character 
of the conservation area and defines what makes it special. It divides 
the Conservation Area into a number of character zones:

 • Principal Streets

 • Medieval town

 • Colleges

 • University

 • Nineteenth century residential quarter

 • Western fringe

 • Flood plain 

The Clarendon Centre lies on two principal streets within the medieval 
town.

The draft study analyses ‘What is special about the Conservation 
Area? (section 5.0) through twenty-eight themes. 

Part 2 of the draft study (section 8) sets out a detailed assessment 
and analysis of the conservation area using the seven-character 
zones. 

9.0 PRINCIPAL STREETS
In relation to the ‘Principal streets’ character zone the study provides 
the following statement of their overall character and significance:

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

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

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

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

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

streets. It has everything.’ 

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

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

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

The brief history of the development of these streets is provided, and 
then an analysis of their character (9.1) under a number of headings 
and themes. Those relevant to Cornmarket of Queen street are:

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

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

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

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

 • The presence of markets and fairs in many of these streets had a 
formative influence on their footprint and character, and that of the 
buildings fronting them. 

9.4.2 STREETS AND TOWNSCAPE
Street pattern 

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

Public space 

 • Central Oxford has no formal public spaces, but this character 
zone contains significant places for markets and public gathering, 
some historic and others recently reinforced by pedestrianisation: 
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 • Carfax, modest in scale but of great historical and communal 
significance as the centre point of Oxford for over a thousand 
years. 

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

Plots and building line

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

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

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

 • The building line is predominantly at the back of pavement, 
creating enclosed streetscapes, but variety in the way buildings 
relate to the street, is essential to character and appearance, 
creating picturesque texture and expressing historical property 
uses

Pavements and street furniture 

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

9.4.4 BUILDINGS 
Quality, variety and materials

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

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

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

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

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

9.4.5 CONTRIBUTION OF UNLISTED BUILDINGS 
 • A very high proportion of the unlisted buildings within this zone 

make a positive contribution to the character and appearance of 
the streets and the conservation area, but virtue of their age, use, 
materials and details. 

 • Amongst these are good examples of post-war architecture that 
intelligently relate their context. 

Opportunity Areas 

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

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

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

Building heights

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

Roofscape and skyline

 • Roofscape is extremely varied and this is also fundamental to the 
townscape qualities of the streets and the wider conservation area. 

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

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

 • Carfax Tower, Carfax. 

 • Church of St Mary Magdalen, Magdalen Street. 

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

 • Martyrs’ Memorial, Magdalen Street. 

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

 • St Giles’ Church, St Giles’. 

 • St Giles’ memorial, St Giles’. 

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

 • Town Hall, St Aldate’s. 

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

VIEWS
Public viewing panoramas: 

 • Carfax Tower (Church of St Martin), a 360-degree panorama, from 
which the viewer can experience and appreciate the historical form 
and architectural character of central Oxford, and its relationship 
to its landscape setting and suburbs. 

Vistas to focal points: 

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

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

Pedestrians 

 • Pedestrian activity is most intense near the city centre Cornmarket 
Street is pedestrianised. Broad Street and Queen Street are also 
partially pedestrianized. As well as removing the appearance, 
noise and pollution of vehicles, pedestrianisation is in keeping with 
the historic market functions of these areas.

9.4.9 
Because this character zone comprises the historic main 
thoroughfares of the city, most dating back to the Saxon burh, and 
crossing the medieval fortifications, the below-ground archaeological 
potential of the zone is considered to be high despite localized 
impacts from extensive service routes. 
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10.0 MEDIEVAL TOWN
In relation to the Medieval town the study provides the flowing 
overview of its character and significance:

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

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

 • Though few medieval structures remain, parts of the zone are 
characterized

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

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

 • The areas which offer the strongest sense of the city’s historic 
character are those where the scale and materials of later 
developments, both modern and historic, are in keeping with those 
of the original medieval buildings and retain humane rear spaces. 

The brief history of the is provided, and then an analysis of its 
character (10.1) under a number of headings and themes. Those 
relevant to Cornmarket of Queen street are:

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

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

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

10.4.2 STREETS AND TOWNSCAPE
Street pattern

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

 • Golden Cross, Bath Place and Wheatsheaf Yard are examples of 

such features, which in many cases have existed for hundreds of 
years. 

Public spaces

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

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

Plots and building lines 

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

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

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

10.4.4 BUILDINGS 
Typology 

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

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

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

10.4.5 CONTRIBUTION OF UNLISTED BUILDINGS
Buildings that contribute to character

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

 • The majority of the unlisted buildings that make a positive 
contribution to the zone’s character are those which correspond 
to the typical building materials and modest scale of the medieval 
plot sizes. 
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 • Many Victorian and twentieth century buildings on e.g. George 
Street make a positive contribution as good examples of the 
evolution and styles of retail and commercial development. 

Opportunity areas 

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

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

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

Building heights 

 • Pre-Victorian buildings within the zone generally range between 
three and four storeys in height, though some are two plus 
occupied roofs. 

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

 • Some of these taller more recent buildings are not in keeping with 
the overall character of their surroundings. 

Roofscape and skyline

 • Lively roofscapes of pitched tiled roofs are characteristic of this 
zone, animated by the vertical accents of chimney stacks and the 
horizontal lines of parapets. 

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

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

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

Landmarks within the character zone 

 • Bastion number four, rear of No. 2 Ship Street. 

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

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

 • County Hall, New Road. 

 • Morris garage, Holywell Street. 

 • Oxford Castle motte, Castle Mound. 

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

 • Oxford War Memorial, Bonn Square. 

 • Saxon Wall, Oxford Castle. 

 • St Aldate’s Church, Pembroke Street. 

 • St Ebbe’s Church, Roger Bacon Lane. 

 • St George’s Tower, Oxford Castle. 

 • The Covered Market, Market Street. 

 • Wesley Memorial Church, New Inn Hall Street. 

Landmarks outside the character zone 

 • Clarendon Building, Broad Street. 

 • Exeter College Chapel, Turl Street. 

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

 • Sheldonian Theatre, Broad Street. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Pedestrian 

 • The commercial core of Oxford maintains high levels of pedestrian 
activity, and in some streets, this is supported by full or partial 
pedestrianisation. Where not, pavements can be crowded and at 
times, over-crowded, detracting from the experience. 

10.4.9 ARCHAEOLOGY 
 • Because this character zone comprises the parts of the Saxon 

burh, Norman castle and the medieval suburbs, the below-ground 
archaeological potential of the zone is considered to be high. 

The assessment of the proposed redevelopment of the Clarendon 
Centre will need to address any impacts on the character of 
Cornmarket and Queen Street identified in the Draft Conservation 
Area Appraisal.
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OXFORD CITY VIEW STUDIES 
OXFORD VIEW CONES STUDY (2015)

This was published in 2015. In the introduction it states:

 In light of the continuing challenges of building within the city 
this study has been prepared to provide a basis of evidence and 
analysis that examines the significance of each of the views as a 
part of Oxford’s heritage. This will be used to assess the impact 
of new development proposals and inform decisions in order to 
sustain the value of the contribution of the views to the city. 

It built on earlier policies dating from the 1960s which in 1962 
identified six critical viewing points outside the city.   The View Cones 
were conceived as a means of assessing and managing the impact of 
change on the views of the historic core of the city and its skyline. 

It examines the significance of views, identifying their special 
qualities. The View Cones Assessment sets out a methodology for 
heritage assessment of the Oxford views and applies this to each of 
the 10 view cones. It describes and analyses the important features 
of the view cones. The Study enables a greater understanding of 
the significance of all parts of the view, not just the skyline. It is 
designed to aid understanding of the impact of proposals on views, 
and should be referred to, understood and reflected in designs within 
the View Cones and the setting of View Cones that might impact on 
the experience and heritage significance of the view. (S 6.2.3 Oxford 
Local Plan 2016-2036) 

The methodology is set out in detail in Tables 1 and 2 of section 1.5 of 
the study, which essentially sets up a series of questions and issues 
to be systematically addressed, under the following points:

Understanding the Heritage Values of the Views

Considering the viewers

Considering the viewing place 

Considering the landscape in the view 

Any proposal for a new high building within the city centre or raising 
the height of an existing building is required to undertake a view study 
in accordance with the 2015 methodology..

In relation to the  proposed development and in consultation with the 
City Council the three views that should be investigated to understand 
any impact are Rayleigh Park, Hinksey Golf Course and Port Meadow.

RALEIGH PARK (AND HINKSEY GOLF COURSE)

LOCATION 
The location of this viewpoint is illustrated as one of the ten view 
cones shown in the Local Plan (and replicated in Figure 1.2 in the 

Assessment of the Oxford View Cones report).  Whilst Hinksey Golf 
course is not one of the Oxford view cones, it is included here as 
there is a view that is publicly accessible and which is similar to the 
view from Rayleigh Park, but less restricted by tree growth.

ANALYSIS OF THE VIEW

THE VIEWER
Rayleigh Park is publicly accessible and available to residents and 
visitors to experience a view that has been recorded in history by 
artists and writers from the 18th century onwards, J.M.W.Turner and 
Matthew Arnold probably being the best known.  It was  a recognised 
destination during the 19th century for recreational walks and in 1924 
the philanthropist Raymond Ffennell donated the land to the city so 
that everyone had the opportunity to appreciate the view of the city. 

THE VIEWING PLACE
The Park has historical significance for its connection with local and 
nationally recognised artists and writers, which because it has been 
preserved for public benefit provides a sense of connection between 
past and present.  The park provides a verdant foreground to the view 
and a green buffer to the suburban development of Oxford all around.  
This provides a sense of the rural character within which the city of 
Oxford sits.  Whilst the noise of urban life is noticeable the smells and 
noise of the countryside is also evident.

LANDSCAPE IN THE VIEW

Context of the view:  the viewing place form the ‘Western Hills’ is 
one of the closer, but elevated views of the city that allows some of 
the detail of buildings in the view to be understood.  

Layout, expanse and framing of the view: the open areas of the 
park offer the viewing places with  the grouping of trees and shrubs 
framing views.  Views of the city are possible from a variety of 
locations within the park and which offer variations on the view with 
trees concealing particular buildings.  Thus as a popular park to walk 
through following the network of public and permissive parks the 
views of the city will open up and be close down as part of a dynamic 
viewing  experience.

Topography: Rayleigh Park is in an elevated location which allows 
the viewer to look over the suburbs  (and the Ring Road)  to the 
historic core of the city which sits on a raised gravel terrace

Green Characteristics: The rural character of the park enhances 
the viewing experience providing a foreground element to the view.  
The river valley meadows and trees that flank the railway line and 
river add to the sense of a green setting and also help to soften the 
impact of more recent industrial and office development in the view.  
The background to the the view the treed ridge of Headington Hill 
performs a similarly role and helps understanding of the city location 
within a ‘bowl’ surrounding by hills.  The trees add colour and texture 
as helping to define and mark seasonal change. 
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Architectural Characteristics: The church of St Lawrence is visible 
in the view evidencing the relationship of Oxford with the rural villages 
that surround the city.  The vernacular form and use of local materials 
hold aesthetic value.  The buildings in the view tend to read as ‘layers’ 
with the long elevations of Oxford Castle being a point of interest in 
the view.  The finer grain of the city’s domestic and smaller buildings 
lend a sense of scale  and texture to the view and when compared 
with the larger scale roofs of the industrial buildings in Osney Lane 
help understanding of the growth of the city as well as its economic 
base.  The historic high buildings stand as two recognisable groups, 
one focused on Tom Tower and the other on the Radcliffe Camera.  St 
Mary’s as in most of the views sits centrally to the view

Focal Features: there is no single focal feature, it is a view where 
the eye can dwell on certain features and move across the view as 
well as focusing on the background and foreground.  The tower of St 
Lawrence catches the eye as does the John Radcliffe Hospital on the 
horizon

Infrastructure: Road, railway line are concealed from view but pylons 
do interfere in the view.  The proximity of the bypass is evident with 

the noise of traffic constant in the background

Skyscape, light and the seasons: The sky is an important 
‘balancing’ component within the view which can enhance the 
picturesque qualities of the view.  The warm hues of natural stone in 
buildings are picked out by the sun when it shines, most noticeably 
in the evening sun.  The verdant qualities of the park and the 
contribution of trees in the view have an effect on the view during 
changing seasons, to the point in some places of concealing the view 
during summer months.

Unique features:  Rayleigh Park is the closest view of the city from 
the western hills and offers a degree of detail to the view not possible 
from other identified viewing places

Detractors:  Large commercial buildings  in the middle ground 
create a plateau of undistinguished roof forms.  The siting of the 
John Radcliffe Hospital buildings, breaking the skyline detracts from 
the view of the city which sits below.  Unmanaged tree growth in the 
foreground is beginning to restrict the view, which if unchecked will 
block the view from some locations in the park. 

Hinksey Golf Course view
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PORT MEADOW

THE VIEWER
The open character of Port Meadow and the history of uninterrupted 
use as common land have been recorded in paintings throughout the 
last 300 years by artists, including Malchair, William Turner, James 
Aumonier, Sir Muirhead Bone and Peter de Wint. The freemen and 
burgesses of Oxford have had right to graze animals on the land since 
at least 1086.  The surviving experience of the view adds significance 
to the view in helping to provide a tangible link with the past.  The 
Meadow is also now used for recreation and sport with artists and 
photographers continuing to use the view as  source for their work.

THE VIEWING PLACE
Port Meadow is an extensive common that throughout offers 
unimpeded views of the historic skyline.  The nature of the view 
remains predominantly the same from most viewing points, the 
aesthetic of the viewing place changes with the seasons, but 
otherwise it is a viewing place that has fundamentally not altered 
for over 1000 years.  This has also enhanced the Meadow’s 
archaeological and ecological value as an area that has not been 
disrupted by any modern farming practices.

LANDSCAPE IN THE VIEW
Context of the view:  the viewing place occupies an extremely flat 
and wide floodplain, with the direction of the view along the length of 
the floodplain, such that there is little topographic variation  

Layout, The foreground of the view is formed by Port Meadow, which 
extends up to the line of the canal and railway line and provides an 
expansive views without any screening.  The spires and domes and 
towers are set out in a long line at some distance away across the 
horizon against a broad open sky

Topography:  Port Meadow is low lying and the view is one where 
the spikey skyline is silhouetted against the sky

Green Characteristics:  The pastoral landscape of the Port 
Meadow provides a tranquil green setting and enhances the viewing 
experience.  The tree cover along the canal and railway and within 
North Oxford provide colour and texture to the view over the seasons 
and soften the edges of the city.

Architectural Characteristics:  The distinctive dome of Radcliffe 
Observatory and the height of St Mary’s Spire catch the eye but 
otherwise the characteristic is one of a ‘spikey’ skyline spread evenly 
across the skyline. The darker colours of tiled and slate roofs help to 
give contrast to the lighter colours of the stonework to the domes, 
spires and towers, which take on a golden hue under direct sunlight.  
The larger bulk of Thom Tower, marks the University Science area and 
20th century expansion

Rayleigh Park view
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There is no single focal feature to the view.  It is the characteristic 
of the long thin band on the edge of the Meadow that provides the 
overriding focus of the view.

Infrastructure:  Road, railway line are canal are concealed from view 
by tree lines, though in places where these have been thinned there 
will be glimpses of the railway line.

Skyscape, light and the seasons:  The sky is an important and 
extensive component within the view which counterbalances the 
extensive green of the Meadow emphasising the thin spikey skyline.  

Unique features:  This is probably the only view where the tall spires, 
domes and towers are strung out in a long line across the horizon.

Detractors:  At certain places around the Meadow the effects of the 
railway line maintenance regime and the high security fencing along 
the track boundaries detracts from the sense of history of the place 
and its pastoral aesthetic.  Looking back towards Wolvercote the view 
from the viewing place exposes some less attractive aspects of the 
village’s built form.

Port Meadow 
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OXFORD HIGH BUILDINGS EVIDENCED BASED REPORT OCTOBER 2018
This document provides the evidence base for the Oxford High 
Buildings Technical Advice Note (TAN), a guidance document that 
supports policy within the Local Plan and shape the growth of Oxford 
positively. It builds on the 2015 Oxford View Cones Study 2015, 
addressing in particular the issue of views within and across Oxford 
from a number of primarily 360-degree high viewing points, and 
critical views out of Oxford from these points.

The Evidence Base Report (EBR) summarises the current ‘baseline’ of 
Oxford […] The ‘baseline’ analysis is broadly split into three principal 
themes: place, heritage and growth.

For the purpose of the proposed redevelopment of the Clarendon 
Centre, the analysis in relation to the historic core is the most relevant 
aspect of the report. 

This is set out in Part 2 – Heritage.

The primary purpose of the Oxford High Buildings Study is to better 
understand where there are opportunities in the OCC land area 
to accommodate high building. […]  OCC has recognised that the 
starting point for the study should be a thorough understanding of 
the significance of the city’s historic environment and its sensitivity to 
high buildings. 

This initial focus on the historic environment reflects the fact, long-
recognised in Oxford, that the city’s-built heritage and its relationship 
to its landscape setting are of great importance and can be harmed 
by inappropriate development of high buildings. Historically, this 
concern has been addressed through the recognition of the Oxford 
View Cones and the Carfax datum in planning policies. The present 
study provides an opportunity to address more widely the question of 
how high buildings can affect the historic environment. 

Fundamentally, this issue relates to ‘setting’. This study therefore 
addresses the potential for a high building within the setting of a 
heritage asset to affect our experience of that asset in such a way 
that it harms its significance. 

HERITAGE 2.1
Five circumstances can be described where the addition of a 
high building to the setting of a heritage asset in Oxford could, in 
principle, diminish the positive contribution that setting makes to the 
significance of that asset: 

1. A new high building adjacent to a heritage asset (including 
individual buildings and areas) diminishes the historic, 
architectural or artistic interest of the asset due (at least in 
part) to its height relative to existing buildings. This harm 
could occur for various reasons including obstruction of 
valued views to or from the asset, visual competition and 
incongruous design. 

All heritage assets are experienced in their immediate surroundings 
even if they have no relationship to the wider landscape. Introduction 
of a relatively high building into these immediate surroundings could 
affect significance for a variety of reasons. If the heritage asset is 
a prominent structure, visual competition could occur, potentially 

exacerbated by the design of the new high building. If the new 
building is placed such that it blocks a valued view, obstruction will be 
an additional cause of harm. Both visual competition and obstruction 
are more likely to occur if the new building is relatively high. 

2. A new high building at some distance from an asset obstructs 
valued views towards that asset (due to its height) such that 
the obstruction diminishes the artistic or historic interest of 
the asset. 

Higher buildings are, in principle, more likely to obstruct views. 
However, this issue is only likely to arise in situations where a heritage 
asset is appreciated in long-range views from a well-defined and 
valued viewpoint. If the high building is distant from the asset it 
will only cause obstruction in a very narrow arc of view which can 
be readily avoided unless the viewpoint is precise and fixed. Only 
designed or fixed views of prominent heritage assets are therefore 
likely to be affected. 

3. A new high building at some distance from an asset changes 
informative views towards that asset, introducing visual 
competition in either the foreground or background such that 
it diminishes the historic or artistic interest of the asset. 

Relative high buildings are more likely to cause visual competition, but 
this will only occur when the affected heritage asset is itself a focus 
of attention in the existing view. That said, it is still more likely than 
obstruction in long range views because the harmful effect will be 
experienced over a much wider arc of view and can arise either when 
the high building is placed in front of or behind the heritage asset. 

4. A new high building at some distance from an asset changes 
the historic character of informative views from that asset 
such that it diminishes the historic or artistic interest of the 
asset. 

In situations where the existing character of the setting contributes to 
the significance of an asset, the introduction of a high building could 
adversely affect that character. Height itself may directly lead to the 
change in character, for example in areas of existing lower buildings. 
However, the effect may simply reflect the prominence of a high 
building over greater distances in a situation where a lower building 
would not be noticed. 

5. A new high building within a Conservation Area or other area 
valued for its historic character and appearance is out of 
character due (at least in part) to its height relative to existing 
buildings. This diminishes the historic, architectural or artistic 
interest of the asset. 

In areas of townscape valued for their historic character (such as 
Conservation Areas) the prevailing height of the existing buildings may 
be an important characteristic of the area. Introduction of a relatively 
high building could adversely affect the historic character in a way 
that a lower building would not. (p.19)

The five circumstances where high buildings could affect the 
significance of a heritage asset can be applied to the heritage 
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resource of Oxford to determine which assets are susceptible to harm 
from high buildings. 

The distribution of designated assets is strongly clustered, reflecting 
the history of development of Oxford and the surrounding landscape: 

 • Most assets are located within the Central Conservation Area, 
which represents the extent of the city up to the end of the 18 
century. It includes almost all of the higher-grade Listed Buildings 
and registered historic parks and gardens, which are located 
within college grounds. 

In relation to the Clarendon Centre redevelopment, as this is located 
within the historic core, the proposed increase in height is a matter 
that need to be addressed in relation to views within the city centre 
and out to the surrounding landscape 

HISTORIC CENTRE 
Until the early 19th century Oxford was a compact settlement centred 
on the Carfax and extending only a short distance beyond the line 
of its medieval city walls. This historic centre falls within Townscape 
Character Areas 1A (Historic centre Core), 2A (University Fringe) and 
2B (Western Fringe) and is largely coincident with the Central 

The historic centre is treated here as a heritage asset in its own right 
because of the value placed on the relationship between Oxford and 
its historic rural setting. Despite the fact that the historic centre is now 
embedded at the heart of the much larger modern city, it can still be 
experienced and understood in its landscape setting in three main 
ways: 

 • Views out from elevated viewpoints within the historic centre 
revealing the topographic position of Oxford in its landscape 
setting; and 

 • Views towards the city from the surrounding landscape with a 
distinctive cluster of historic buildings signalling the location of 
the historic core of the city in its landscape setting (including the 
‘Oxford View Cones’); 

 • Views between the edge of the historic centre and the floodplains 
of the Thames and Cherwell to the south and east of the city, 
illustrating the original siting of the city on dry ground adjacent to 
an early river crossing point. (p. 23)

The compact townscape of the historic centre affords few 
opportunities for views out into its wider landscape but there are 
a limited number of elevated viewpoints where it is possible to 
appreciate the setting of the city. Six publicly accessible viewpoints 
on buildings have been identified. Five of 4 - these buildings are 
heritage assets in their own right: 

 • Carfax Tower (Church of St Martin), at the Carfax; 

 • Church of St Mary the Virgin, High Street; 

 • Church of St Michael at the North Gate;

 • St Georges Tower, Oxford Castle; and

 • Cupola of the Sheldonian Theatre, Broad Street. 

It is important to note that, in the present context, the views that can 
be obtained from these buildings contribute to the significance of the 
historic centre rather than the buildings themselves. In this respect, 
the viewing opportunities provided by the sixth location on the roof 
terrace of the newly constructed Westgate Centre are of equal value 
to those from historic buildings.

The five historic buildings all provide 360-degree views over Oxford 
and out into its landscape setting, with views closed in most 
directions by the surrounding hills. (p.25) 

Elevated viewpoints within the historic centre therefore contribute to 
heritage significance in two different ways: 

 • They provide opportunities to experience and appreciate the 
historic character of central Oxford and the architecture of 
individual historic buildings in short range views; and 

 • They provide longer-range views illustrating the historic 
relationship between the city and its rural setting. 

High buildings could affect this significance through: 

 • Obstruction of informative views to the surrounding landscape; 

 • Visual competition with prominent historic buildings in views, 
including the skylining of high buildings, increasing their visual 
prominence; and 

 • Changes to townscape and landscape character, affecting 
legibility of historic setting (p. 26)

Any proposal for a new high-rise building within the city centre or 
raising an existing building, is required to undertake a view study 
addressing these issues.



HERITAGE REPORT

52

CHARACTER AREA ASSESSMENT

The City Council has published an ‘Oxford Character Assessment 
toolkit’ designed to help applicants, officers and residents to articulated 
what they consider is special, or not special about an area.  It is 
designed to introduce a level of objective analysis into the process of 
defining the character an area.  This helps to foster an understanding 
of the sense of place and provide a basis, along with other analysis, for 
assessing the impact of proposed development on the character and 
appearance of an area.  This toolkit has been used here as the basis for 
defining the characteristics of the streets around the application site.

CORNMARKET
Cornmarket connects Carfax with Magdalen Street. Consisting of mainly 
19th and 20th century and a small number of medieval buildings. The 
differing plot sizes, building ages, styles and scale evidence phases 
of redevelopment and re-invention. Early buildings sit on narrow plots 
typically adjacent to narrow service alleys, whilst the later the buildings 
occupy several of the original narrow plots, increasing the floorspace 
through additional width 

The buildings are three storeys or more with a mix of pitched and flat 
roofs. They frame a long views along the street to Tom Tower at one end 
and St Mary Magdalen church at the other.

Built to the pavement edge, the buildings form a hard edge with interest 
is created through the different styles of architecture and variations in 
their entrances, the doors of newer buildings flush to the street edge 
and the earlier set back within lobbies. 

Gaps between buildings are few and in the form of alleyways, often 
leading through to yards behind, their character deriving from the 
narrow enclosed spaces, framed by tall buildings that give a sense of 
depth to the building plots and the density of development within the 
city core.  Redevelopment has resulted in the loss of some of these 
routes, reducing the sense of punctuation along the street. 

The street is wide and communicates its earlier ‘shared use’ use as a 
market place.  It’s 20th century pedestrianisation removed traffic and 
has helped to reinstate a sense of a shared space.  The subsequent 
public realm improvements sought to minimise street clutter and 
integrate equipment, choosing materials to connect with the history of 
the place.  More recently additional street furniture has been introduced, 
which begins to clutter the ‘front door’ to the street’s business premises 
and dilute the simple urban qualities of the street.

Ashlar stone and buff brick are predominant materials.  There is little 
greenery other than within a small part of the St Michaels churchyard at 
the corner of Ship Street. 

There are no focal points in the street, more, points of interest along it, 
with buildings exhibiting variety within a limited range of materials and 
broad architectural principles.  The rhythm of the street generally moves 
between the classical rationality of order and proportion and the more 
eclectic and varied compositions of the vernacular and gothic revival. 

There would normally be high footfall and high levels of activity during 
the day and evening, which with street entertainment would at times be 
noisy, adding to the sense of vibrancy. 

is evidence of the continual evolution of the buildings to meet the 
demands of the changing retail market and the increasing number of 
users.

QUEEN STREET
There is a variety in buildings heights, broadly ranging from 3 up to 5 
storey. Plots vary in width from narrow tenement plots to wide 5+ bay 
fronts.  The street has a slight curve, fattening out in the middle , but 
narrowing at each end.  This affects views along the street and gives 
a greater prominence to buildings on the outside of the curve on the 
south side.  Buildings are 19th and 20th century with no early survivals 
(as in Cornmarket).  

Both ends of the street have undergone significant changes (not simply 
replacing buildings as has happened along its length) during the 19th 
century by the removal of two churches to reorganise traffic routes and 
ease congestion.  

Materials used are brickwork with stone dressings, some rendered 
buildings and some stone facias. There is evidence of more significant 
replacement of earlier buildings with lesser quality replacements that 
leaves a sense of a lower quality built environment.  

The qualities of some shopfronts and building facades is lost within 
the mediocrity of  the 20th century interventions.  The glazed entrance 
to the Clarendon Centre is now exception, sandwiched between two 
poor quality buildings The quality of the public realm is poor with street 
furniture adding clutter seemingly randomly scattered and poorly 
considered and does not add qualities of the space.

In normal circumstances the street benefits from high footfall levels 
which helps to compensate for the poor quality of the built environment.  
However, there is sense that people are not dwelling within the street 
and it feels no more than a route between places.  The use of the street 
as a bus and taxi route creates conflict and detracts from the shared 
qualities of the space but in the evenings the low level of traffic at least 
provides some movement and activity. 

Trees in Bonn Square add shade and leafy feeling to the western end 
of the street. This is the only public ‘green’ space and provides an 
important resting and meeting point in the city. It is set slightly apart 
from the thoroughfare of the street, though views down St Ebbes and its 
inherited street clutter detracts from the sense of place.

SHOE LANE
A historic cross route that has been absorbed as a part of the 20th 
century shopping mall. It now serves primarily as an access to a service 
yard.  The recent reworking of this ‘back entrance’ to the shopping 
centre has sought to mitigate the utilitarian qualities of the lane and 
forecourt to the centre’s entrance, which has helped to lift the quality 
of the place.  It is part of a popular route through the shopping mall 
to connect with other parts of the city and an alternative to navigating 
along Queen Street and Carfax. It retains some evidence of its long 
history in the survival of the garden boundary wall to Frewin Hall and by 
virtue of the views of historic buildings in New Inn Hall Street and the 
greater survival of historic buildings in that street.  Modern development, 
of mediocre quality for the most part flanks Shoe Lane and the sense of 
a historic route has been almost completely erased.
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HERITAGE SIGNIFICANCE

Significance is defined by the National Planning Policy Framework as:

 ‘The value of a heritage asset to this and future generations 
because of its heritage interest. That interest may be 
archaeological, architectural, artistic or historic. Significance 
derives not only from a heritage asset’s physical presence, but 
also from its setting’. 

Placing the asset in its historical context and describing its 
characteristics and appearance is an important component of the 
evidence gathering exercise. This both informs our understanding 
of a site’s significance and the contribution of its setting to this 
significance. 

As Historic England explains in ‘Conservation Principles’ (2008) 
understanding how a place has evolved and how different phases add 
to or detract from its significance is a part of that exercise. Heritage 
significance can be derived using Evidential, Historical, Aesthetic and 
Communal Values. These are defined as follows: 

Evidential Value: the potential of a place to yield evidence about past 
human activity 

Historical Value: the ways in which past people, events and aspects 
of life can be connected through a place to the present 

Aesthetic Value: the ways in which people draw sensory and 
intellectual stimulation from a place 

Communal Value: the meanings of a place for the people who relate 
to it, or for whom it figures in their collective experience or memory 

HISTORY OF DEVELOPMENT
Historic Core of medieval walled city: evidence survives to illustrate 
the planned layout and its defensive works and strategies, allowing 
understanding of the city’s early form and how it worked. (Central 
crossroads and narrow tenements arranged on the axial routes, 
enclosed yards and alleys)

Post medieval city:  Plot morphology much more varied with 
narrow tenements absorbed to create wider pots reflecting changing 
commercial trends and fashions.  Survival of Inns and yards also 
helps to illustrate changing patterns of movement and transport 
improvements (as does the clearance of road obstructions and street 
traders during 18th and 19th centuries).  The juxtaposition of the 
commercial core with the University’s Colleges creates a dynamic 
interplay with building types and forms and creates an important and 
informative setting to the town centre commercial buildings.

Modern Oxford: The changes in the 20th century are intrinsically 
connected with the rise in the city’s car manufacturing base, 
representing an important period in Oxford’s population growth.  Post 
war it was one of the fastest growing cities in the UK.  The evidence 
for this is reflected in the changes in retailing patterns and the rise 
of the department store.  Thus whilst the historic street pattern is 
broadly retained the historic plots do not all survive, redeveloped with 
new buildings that have amalgamated plots.  Working class Oxford 

is represented by these new building types and changing retailing 
trends.  Juxtaposed to the buildings of the colleges and university 
buildings they act as a poignant reminder of the social differences 
in 20th century Oxford.  The longevity and tradition of the college 
buildings and how they are used contrasts with the much more fluid 
building forms and activities of the commercial heart of the city.

Spaces:  The city is densely developed with a scarcity of public open 
spaces.  Those that exist in the area are the result of the removal 
of buildings (Bonn Square, Carfax)  this means that buildings frame 
linear spaces (streets) and enclose more intimate courtyard spaces 
behind street frontages.

Street layout and hierarchy: There is a functional and visual 
hierarchy with the principal streets that have buildings occupying 
and ‘turning’ the corner, secondary narrower lanes and finally the 
alleyways and courtyards. 

Street Views: Views are channelled with buildings forming points of 
interest along the route or at the end of its.  Many of these views are 
incidental and not designed and the nature of the street layout means 
that a common characteristic is one where the observer will discover 
buildings and spaces by ‘accident’.  This accidental experience lies at 
the heart of the character of Oxford’s historic layout    

THE BUILDINGS
None of the buildings on the site are listed though Clarendon House, 
built as part of the Woolworths development 1956-7 was designed 
by Sir William Holford, and considered by Pevsner (1974) to be a ‘how 
this kind of job can be done tactfully and elegantly’. Clarendon House 
is not included in the National Heritage List for England but lies within 
the Oxford Central (City and University) Conservation Area and is 
generally recognised as a good example of mid-1950s architecture, 
and one of the best examples of Sir William Holford’s architectural 
works. (See Appendix 3).

There are a number of listed buildings in the immediate locality, all 
of which will have a setting, either as a group, individually or with 
overlapping settings. These buildings are listed in Appendix 1.

CONTRIBUTION OF SETTING
The historic city core of Oxford sits on a gravel ridge above the 
Thames and Cherwell flood plains. This means that its slightly 
elevated above much of the later suburban development. This 
topographic framework, combined with the hills that encircle around 
the south, east and west of the city and the undeveloped floodplains 
to north means that there are opportunities to look across and down 
onto the city’s historic core and its collection of domes, spires and 
towers from the surrounding countryside. 

The earliest documented views of the city date from the 16th century. 
By the mid 18th century there is specific mention of the city’s domes, 
spires and turrets offering an ‘unparalleled prospect of magnificence 
and plenty’ (New Guide to Oxford, 1759). By the late 19th century 
concern was being expressed about the expansion of Oxford and the 
effect on its landscape setting, referencing ‘base and brickish skirts’ 
(Gerard Manley Hopkins, 1879). 
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Management of these views began during the same period asserting 
control over development through land ownership (e.g. The Morrells 
and Headington Hill Hall Estate) and through the establishment of the 
Oxford Preservation Trust in 1927. Positive management of the city’s- 
built environment and skyline emerged in the 1960’s in response 
to proposals for tower blocks in the city. This identified three key 
components to the city’s skyline: 

 • The pre-eminence of St Mary the Virgin in the views 

 • The spikiness and fragility (delicate scale) to the skyline 

 • The compactness of the ‘subject area’ even though in some view’s 
spires seem to be spread widely 

The study identified six representative viewpoints. By 1997 an 
additional four viewpoints had been added. In 2015 further research 
work was carried out to establish a methodology for identifying the 
significance of the views and viewing places, as a basis for assessing 
the impact of new development on the viewing experience. In 2018 
a draft conservation area appraisal was published this identified 
the view level viewing points on Oxford explaining the significance 
of these views is the opportunity it provides where ‘the public can 
experience and appreciate the historical form and architectural 
character of central Oxford, and its relationship to its landscape 
setting’. 

This draft appraisal was followed by the preparation of the High 
Buildings Technical Advice Note (TAN) in 2018. The Advice Note 
seeks to give effect to Local Plan policy to facilitate the growth of 
the city whilst protecting the heritage values of the city and the 
contribution of its setting to its special interest. It explains that the 
contribution of the city’s setting can be appreciated by: 

 • Views towards the city 

 • Views out from high points within the city 

 • Views between the edge of the city and the floodplain to the south 
east illustrating the historic siting of the city 

The selection of the views has been informed by feedback from the 
City Council through the pre- application process. 

The publicly accessible ‘historic’ high viewing points within the city 
that would allow a view towards the site are Carfax Tower, St Michaels 
in Northgate, St Mary’s Church. Castle Mound and St George’s 
Tower. 

These viewpoints offer 360 degree views across the city and out to 
the hills beyond. In that respect the views are not limited to a partial 
view of the city’s built form of landscape setting. The viewer has the 
opportunity to look in a variety of directions over the immediate and 
the more distant. Collectively they offer different perspectives on 
the same landscape with buildings coming in and out of the view, 
depending on the view point. In every case there is not a singular 
focal point to the view. The viewing experience is characterised by 
the opportunities for the eye to move across the view arresting on 
minor incidents in the view and points of interest. All of the viewpoints 
allow the viewer to experience a constantly changing landscape 
and townscape. This includes viewers in history as well as in the 
present. An exceptional quality of Oxford’s history is the opportunity 
to experience 1000 years of history in the buildings in the view. This 
history is still in the making. 

CARFAX TOWER 
At the centre of the historic city this view allows viewers to understand 
and experience the grid layout of the early walled town and the 
disposition of the ‘dreaming spires’ across the city. Located within 
the commercial heart of the city it allows viewers to see and compare 
the longevity and tradition of college and University buildings with the 
changing fabric of Oxford’s commercial centre. The introduction of 
buildings with larger floor plates is evident and reflects the changing 
patterns in shopping during the 19th and 20th centuries and reflects 
advancements in the technology of building construction within the 
city centre. Seeing the differences allows the viewer to understand 
the history and the influences that have shaped the city’s form and 
function. 
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The view east down the winding High Street, reputedly one of the best historic streets in Europe 

The view south, popular as it incorporates the cluster of spires and domes at Christ Church
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The view west, towards the application site which includes some of the more recent skyline additions, locates the Castle as a defensive point with the longer views out towards the hills surrounding the city. 
The foreground in the view illustrates the changing patterns in shopping and retail.

The view north east picking up the spiky silhouette of college quads 
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ST MICHAELS IN NORTHGATE, 
St Michael’s holds significance as one of the early entry points into the walled town and 
thus allows the viewer to experience the expansion of the city beyond the city walls. 

Looking West St Peter’s College, Nuffield College and the Wesley Memorial Church puncture the skyline formed by the hills around Oxford. The trees on top of the Castle Mound are just visible

The view south up Cornmarket with St Mary’s, Lincoln Library and Tom Tower just to the left out of the photo are silhouetted on the skyline. The foreground and middle ground include a mix of buildings with a 
varied roofscape.  The Clarendon Centre occupies the space in the middle ground of the photo.  (photo St Michaels 4)
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ST MARY’S CHURCH 
The highest viewpoint within the city and because of its location away from the commercial core and further down 
the High Street it allows views over a more unchanged townscape including Radcliffe Square, Oriel Triangle, 
Brasenose and All Souls. Because of the more elevated location it also out towards the hills beyond. 

The view over Brasenose and towards Exeter College, with the Radcliffe Camera in the foreground

To the north lies Oxford beyond the city walls, marked by the absence of any tall historic buildings
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Across the High Street overlooking the reconfigured roof of Oriel College buildings, with Merton and Christ Church beyond 

To the north east All Souls and New College 
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CASTLE MOUND AND ST GEORGE’S TOWER 
The Significance of the Castle Mound is defined by its strategic defensive location, affording views over the 
approaches to the city and the river Thames. Whilst it immediate landscape setting has been urbanised its primary 
purpose for defence (and intimidation) with the sense of its occupants’ surveillance over the landscape remains. 

The view North east includes in the foreground the Oxford Castle redevelopment, St Peter’s College (the long brick building and tower) Wesley Memorial Carfax, the Radcliffe Camera, Lincoln College Library, 
St Mary’s and the Headington Hill forming the backdrop.

The view West towards The Castle Mound (the trees on it are just visible), with Lincoln College in the foreground and Nuffield in the Middle distance with the hills beyond forming the backdrop. Carfax is mostly 
hidden behind Lincoln College Library 
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The View south west helps to illustrate the city’s strategic location at a crossing point and the commanding views out over the wider countryside to the hills beyond. In the foreground is a recent hotel 
development

From the Tower there is also a view out south east across the Westgate development 
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NATIONAL HERITAGE POLICIES, GUIDELINES AND ADVICE 

The Clarendon Centre, dating from 1983, but incorporating earlier 
buildings, including Clarendon House, in not included in the National 
Heritage List for England, but lies within the Oxford Central (City and 
University) Conservation Area, and is a ‘heritage asset’. Accordingly, 
the following policies and guidelines are relevant.

NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY FRAMEWORK
Conservation principles, policy and practice seek to preserve and 
enhance the value of heritage assets. With the issuing of the National 
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) the Government has re-affirmed 
its aim that the historic environment and its heritage assets should 
be conserved and enjoyed for the quality of life they bring to this and 
future generations. 

In relation to development affecting a designated heritage asset the 
NPPF states in paragraphs 193 and 194 that:  

 ‘When considering the impact of a proposed development on the 
significance of a designated heritage asset, great weight should 
be given to the asset’s conservation (and the more important the 
asset, the greater the weight should be). This is irrespective of 
whether any potential harm amounts to substantial harm, total loss 
or less than substantial harm to its significance.  

 Any harm to, or loss of, the significance of a designated heritage 
asset (from its alteration or destruction, or from development 
within its setting), should require clear and convincing justification.’  

THE PLANNING PRACTICE GUIDANCE (PPG)
This seeks to provide further advice on assessing the impact of 
proposals explaining that what matters in assessing the level of harm 
(if any) is the degree of impact on the significance of the asset. It 
states:  

 ‘In determining whether works to a listed building (or its setting) 
constitute substantial harm, an important consideration would be 
whether the adverse impact seriously affects a key element of its 
special architectural or historic interest. It is the degree of harm to 
the asset’s significance rather than the scale of the development 
that is to be assessed.’  

The NPPF explains in paragraphs 195 and 196 the differences 
between ‘substantial’ harm and ‘less than substantial’ harm, advising 
that any harm should be justified by the public benefit of a proposal.  

In cases where there is less than substantial harm, paragraph 196 
states: 

 ‘Where a development proposal will lead to less than substantial 
harm to the significance of a designated heritage asset, this harm 
should be weighed against the public benefits of the proposal 
including, where appropriate, securing its optimum viable use’.  

 The PPG also seeks to provide a clearer understanding of what 
constitutes ‘public benefit’,  as it is the public benefit that flows from 
a development that can justify harm. In weighing the public benefits 
against potential harm, considerable weight and importance should 
be given to the desirability to preserve the setting of listed buildings. 

Public benefits can flow from a variety of developments and could be 
anything that delivers economic, social, or environmental progress 
as described in the NPPF, paragraph 8. They should be of a nature 
or scale to be of benefit to the public at large and should not just be 
a private benefit. However, benefits do not always have to be visible 
or accessible to the public in order to be genuine public benefits. It 
explains that public benefits can include heritage benefits, such as: 

 • Sustaining or enhancing the significance of a heritage asset and 
the contribution of its setting; 

 • Reducing or removing risks to a heritage asset; 

 • Securing the optimum viable use for a heritage asset. 

HISTORIC ENGLAND ‘CONSERVATION PRINCIPLES’ (2008) 
Works of alteration, extension, or demolition need not involve any 
harmful impact and may be necessary to ensure a building has a 
viable future. Historic England explains its approach to managing 
the historic environment and how we experience places stating in in 
‘Conservation Principles’ (April 2008) paragraph 88: 

 ‘Very few significant places can be maintained at either public or 
private expense unless they are capable of some beneficial use; 
nor would it be desirable, even if it were practical, for most places 
that people value to become solely memorials of the past’. 

It also points out in paragraph 92: 

 ‘Retaining the authenticity of a place is not always achieved by 
retaining as much of the existing fabric as is technically possible’. 

It also comments in paragraph 86: 

 ‘Keeping a significant place in use is likely to require continual 
adaptation and change; but, provided such interventions respect 
the values of the place, they will tend to benefit public (heritage) 
as well as private interests in it. Many places now valued as part 
of the historic environment exist because of past patronage 
and private investment, and the work of successive generations 
often contributes to their significance. Owners and managers 
of significant places should not be discouraged from adding 
further layers of potential future interest and value, provided that 
recognised heritage values are not eroded or compromised in the 
process’.  

Amongst the Government’s planning objectives for the historic 
environment is that conservation decisions are properly informed.  

HISTORIC ENGLAND’S ‘GOOD PRACTICE ADVICE NOTES 3: 
THE SETTING OF HERITAGE ASSETS’ (DEC 2017)
Paragraph 19, of this practice note, explains that, ‘amongst the 
Government’s planning policies for the historic environment is that 
conservation decisions are based on a proportionate assessment of 
the particular significance of any heritage asset that may be affected 
by a proposal, including by development affecting the setting of a 
heritage asset’.  
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It recommends the broad approach to be followed: 

 Step 1: identify which heritage assets and their settings are 
affected;   

 Step 2: assess the degree to which these settings and views make 
a contribution to the significance of the heritage asset(s) or allow 
significance to be appreciated; 

 Step 3: assess the effects of the proposed development, whether 
beneficial or harmful, on the significance or on the ability to 
appreciate it;   

 Step 4: explore ways to maximise enhancement and avoid or 
minimise harm;  

 Step 5: make and document the decision and monitor outcomes.  

From this summary of the national heritage management policy 
framework it is clear that there is a complex assessment decision-
making process to navigate when considering change within the 
historic environment. Central to any decision is the recognition that 
history is not a static thing and that the significance of our historic 
environment derives from a history of change.  

S66 PLANNING (LISTED BUILDINGS 
AND CONSERVATION AREAS) ACT 1990
Section 66 of the Act requires local planning authorities to have 
special regard to the desirability of preserving a listed building or 
its setting or any features of special architectural or historic interest 
which it possesses. 

In the Court of Appeal, Barnwell Manor Wind Energy Ltd v East 

Northants District Council, English Heritage and National Trust, 
[2015] 1 W.L.R. 45, Sullivan L J made clear that to discharge this 
responsibility means that decision makers must give considerable 
importance and weight to the desirability of preserving the setting of 
listed buildings when carrying out the balancing exercise (of judging 
harm against other planning considerations). 

In Jones v Mordue & Anor [2016] 1 W.L.R. 2682 the Court of Appeal 
explains how decision makers can ensure this duty can be fulfilled: 
that by working through paragraphs 131 -134 of the NPPF, in 
accordance with their terms a decision maker will have complied 
with the duty under sections 16, 66(1) and 72. This report follows this 
advice to ensure consistency with the duty to preserve or enhance. 

In the Court of Appeal [Catesby Estates v Steer and SSCLG, 2018] the 
concept of setting was explored. In paragraph 15 of the judgement 
Justice Lindblom rehearses the Planning Inspector’s considerations 
- commenting that the Inspector found it difficult to disassociate 
landscape impact from heritage impact. The focus of the judgement 
is to determine the extent to which visual and historical relationships 
between places contribute to define the extent of setting. Three 
general conclusions are made: 

a)  The decision maker needs to understand the setting of a 
designated heritage asset, even if it cannot be delineated exactly; 

b) There is no one prescriptive way to define an asset’s setting - a 
balanced judgement needs to be made concentrating on the 
surroundings in which an asset is experienced and keeping in mind 
that those surroundings may change over time; 

c) The effect of a development on the setting of a heritage asset and 
whether that effect harms significance.
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OXFORD CITY COUNCIL LOCAL PLAN HERITAGE POLICIES 

At full Council meeting on 8th June 2020 the City Council voted to 
adopt THE OXFORD LOCAL PLAN 2016 - 2036.  The forward states:

 Oxford’s Local Plan is a vital document that sets out the shape of 
our city, and how it will look and feel in years to come. It will guide 
and shape new developments, so that they respect the past and 
present of Oxford, while improving its future by supporting our 
city’s people and their environment. 

 This new Local Plan will determine the homes, jobs, community 
facilities and infrastructure for the next twenty years, striking the 
right balance between the different pressures that Oxford and its 
people face. It also sets out our priorities as a city.

The issues and policies in relation to Oxford’s heritage are contained 
in Part 6. Enhancing Oxford’s heritage and creating high quality new 
development.

Oxford is a world-renowned historic city with a rich and diverse 
built heritage. It is highly recognisable by its iconic skyline and its 
architecture. Oxford is also a dynamic city that must adapt and 
change. High quality design is key to managing this change positively, 
for the continued success of the city. Successful new design and the 
conservation and enhancement of the heritage of Oxford should not 
be separated. Managing change in a way that respects and draws 
from Oxford’s heritage is vital for the continued success of the city. 

The value and benefits of good design and improvements to quality 
of life are so significant that good design is not a nice extra, it is 
essential. A successfully designed scheme will be a positive addition 
to its surroundings. It may blend in or stand out, but it should not 
detract from existing significant positive characteristics in the area, 
and it may add interest and variety. A well-designed scheme will meet 
the needs of all users and will stand the test of time. 

It discusses and addresses the following issues and sets outs a policy 
to guide future development:

 • High quality design and placemaking DH1

 • Views and building heights DH2

 • Designated heritage assets DH3

 • Archaeological remains DH4

 • Local heritage assets DH5

POLICY DH1: HIGH QUALITY DESIGN AND PLACEMAKING 
Planning permission will only be granted for development of high-
quality design that creates or enhances local distinctiveness. 

All developments other than changes of use without external 
alterations and householder applications will be expected to be 
supported by a constraints and opportunities plan and supporting 
text and/or visuals to explain their design rationale in a design 
statement proportionate to the proposal (which could be part of a 
Design and Access Statement or a Planning Statement), which should 

cover the relevant checklist points set out in Appendix 6.1. 

Planning permission will only be granted where proposals are 
designed to meet the key design objectives and principles for 
delivering high quality development as set out in Appendix 6 1 (see 
Appendix 1)

POLICY DH2: VIEWS AND BUILDING HEIGHTS 
The City Council will seek to retain significant views both within 
Oxford and from outside, in particular to and from the historic skyline. 
Planning permission will not be granted for any building or structure 
that would harm the special significance of Oxford’s historic skyline. 

Planning permission will be granted for developments of appropriate 
height or massing, as demonstrated by the following criteria, all of 
which should be met: 

a) design choices regarding height and massing have a clear design 
rationale and the impacts will be positive; and 

b) any design choice to design buildings to a height that would 
impact on character should be fully explained, and regard should 
be had to the guidance on design of higher buildings set out in the 
High Buildings Study TAN. In particular, the impacts in terms of the 
four visual tests of obstruction, impact on the skyline, competition 
and change of character should be explained; and 

c) it should be demonstrated how proposals have been designed 
to have a positive impact through their massing, orientation, the 
relation of the building to the street, and the potential impact on 
important views including both in to the historic skyline and out 
towards Oxford’s green setting. 

The area within a 1,200 metre radius of Carfax tower (the Historic 
Core Area) contains all the buildings that comprise the historic 
skyline, so new developments that exceed 18.2 m (60 ft) in height or 
ordnance datum (height above sea level) 79.3 m (260 ft) (whichever 
is the lower) are likely to intrude into the skyline. Development above 
this height should be limited in bulk and must be of the highest 
design quality. Applications for proposed development that exceeds 
that height will be required to provide extensive information so that 
the full impacts of any proposals can be understood and assessed, 
including: 

i. a Visual Impact Assessment, which includes the use of photos 
and verified views produced and used in a technically appropriate 
way, which are appropriate in size and resolution to match the 
perspective and detail as far as possible to that seen in the 
field, representing the landscape and proposed development as 
accurately as possible 

ii. use of 3D modelling so that the impact of the development from 
different locations can be understood, including any view cone 
views that are affected; and 

iii. an explanation of what the impacts will be in terms of the four 
visual tests of obstruction, impact on the skyline, competition and 
change of character; and 
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iv. reference to how the guidance in the High Buildings Study 
Technical Advice Note has been followed. 

Any proposals within the Historic Core Area or View Cones that may 
impact on roofscape and the foreground part of views (including 
proposals where they are below the Carfax datum point, for example 
plant) should be designed carefully, and should meet all the following 
criteria: 

 • they are based on a clear understanding of characteristic positive 
aspects of roofscape in the area; and 

 • they contribute positively to the roofscape, to enhance any 
significant long views the development may be part of and also the 
experience at street level; 

Planning permission will not be granted for development proposed 
within a View Cone or the setting of a View Cone if it would harm the 
special significance of the view. 

The View Cones and the Historic Core Area (1,200m radius of Carfax 
tower) are defined on the Policies Map. 

POLICY DH3: DESIGNATED HERITAGE ASSETS 
Planning permission or listed building consent will be granted for 
development that respects and draws inspiration from Oxford’s 
unique historic environment (above and below ground), responding 
positively to the significance character and distinctiveness of the 
heritage asset and locality. 

In For all planning decisions for planning permission or listed building 
consent affecting the significance of designated heritage assets, 
great weight will be given to the conservation of that asset and to 
the setting of the asset where it contributes to that significance or 
appreciation of that significance). 

An application for planning permission for development which would 
or may affect the significance of any designated heritage asset, either 
directly or by being within its setting, should be accompanied by a 
heritage assessment that includes a description of the asset and its 
significance and an assessment of the impact of the development 
proposed on the asset’s significance. As part of this process full 
regard should be given to the detailed character assessments and 
other relevant information set out any relevant conservation area 
appraisal and management plan. 

The submitted heritage assessment must include information 
sufficient to demonstrate: 

a) an understanding of the significance of the heritage asset, 
including recognition of its contribution to the quality of life of 
current and future generations and the wider social, cultural, 
economic and environmental benefits they may bring; and 

b) that the development of the proposal and its design process have 
been informed by an understanding of the significance of the 
heritage asset and that harm to its significance has been avoided 
or minimised; and 

c) that, in cases where development would result in harm to the 
significance of a heritage asset, including its setting, the extent of 
harm has been properly and accurately assessed and understood, 
that it is justified, and that measures are incorporated into the 
proposal, where appropriate, that mitigate, reduce or compensate 
for the harm; 

Where the setting of an asset is affected by a proposed development, 
the heritage assessment should include a description of the extent to 
which the setting contributes to the significance of the asset, as well 
as an assessment of the impact of the proposed development on the 
setting and its contribution to significance. 

Substantial harm to or loss of Grade II listed buildings, or Grade II 
registered parks or gardens, should be exceptional. Substantial harm 
to or loss of assets of the highest significance, notably scheduled 
monuments, Grade I and II* listed buildings, Grade I and II* registered 
parks and gardens, should be wholly exceptional. Where a proposed 
development will lead to substantial harm to or loss of the significance 
of a designated heritage asset, planning permission or listed building 
consent will only be granted if: 

i. the harm is necessary to achieve substantial public benefits that 
outweigh the harm or loss; or all of the following apply: 

ii. the nature of the asset prevents all reasonable uses of the sites; 
and 

iii. no viable use of the asset itself can be found in the medium term 
(through appropriate marketing) that will enable its conservation; 
and 

iv. conservation by grant funding or similar is not possible; and 

v. the harm or loss is outweighed by the benefit of bringing the site 
back into use; 

vi. a plan for recording and advancing understanding of the 
significance of any heritage assets to be lost, including making this 
evidence publicly available, is agreed with the City Council. 

Where a development proposal will lead to less than substantial harm 
to a designated heritage asset, this harm must be weighed against 
the public benefits of the proposal. Clear and extensive justification 
for this harm should be set out in full in the heritage assessment. 

Conservation areas are listed in Appendix 6.2 and defined on the 
Policies Map. 

POLICY DH4: ARCHAEOLOGICAL REMAINS 
Within the City Centre Archaeological Area, on allocated sites 
where identified, or elsewhere where archaeological deposits 
and features are suspected to be present (including upstanding 
remains), applications should include sufficient information to define 
the character, significance and extent of such deposits so far as 
reasonably practical. This information should include: 
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a) a Heritage Assessment that includes a description of the impacted 
archaeological deposit or feature (including where relevant its 
setting), an assessment of its significance and the impact of the 
proposed development on its significance, in all cases using a 
proportionate level of detail that is sufficient to understand the 
potential impact of the proposal. The Statement should reference 
appropriate records (including the information held on the Oxford 
Historic Environment Record); and 

b) if appropriate, a full archaeological desk-based assessment and 
the results of evaluation by fieldwork (produced by an appropriately 
qualified contractor. Pre- application discussion is encouraged to 
establish requirements). In the City Centre Archaeological Area 
where significant archaeological asset types can be shown to be 
subject to cumulative impact from development, the desk-based 
assessment should contain appropriate contextual assessment of 
this impact. 

Development proposals that affect archaeological features and 
deposits will be supported where they are designed to enhance or 
to better reveal the significance of the asset and will help secure a 
sustainable future for it. 

Proposals which would or may affect archaeological remains or 
features which are designated as heritage assets will be considered 
against the policy approach as set out in policy DH3 above. 

Archaeological remains or features which are equivalent in terms of 
their significance to a scheduled monument are given the same policy 
protection as designated heritage assets. Proposals which affect the 
significance of such assets will be considered against the policy test 
for designated heritage assets set out in policy DH3 above. 

Subject to the above, proposals that will lead to harm to the 
significance of non-designed archaeological remains or features will 
be resisted unless a clear and convincing justification through public 
benefit can be demonstrated to outweigh that harm, having regard to 
the significance of the remains or feature and the extent of harm. 

Where harm to an archaeological asset has been convincingly 
justified and is unavoidable, mitigation should be agreed with Oxford 
City Council and should be proportionate to the significance of the 
asset and impact. The aim of mitigation should be where possible to 
preserve archaeological remains in situ, to promote public enjoyment 
of heritage and to record and advance knowledge. Appropriate 
provision should be made for investigation, recording, analysis, 
publication, archive deposition and community involvement. 

POLICY DH5: LOCAL HERITAGE ASSETS 
Planning permission will only be granted for development affecting a 
local heritage

asset or its setting if it is demonstrated that due regard has been 
given to the impact on the asset’s significance and its setting and 
that it is demonstrated that the significance of the asset and its 
conservation has informed the design of the proposed development. 
In determining whether planning permission should be granted 
for a development proposals, which affects a local heritage asset, 
consideration will be given to the significance of the asset, the extent 
of impact on its significance, as well as the scale of any harm or loss 
to the asset as balanced against the public benefits that may result 
from the development proposals. 

Publicly accessible recording should be made to advance 
understanding of the significance of any assets to be lost (wholly or in 
part) in a manner proportionate to their importance and the impact. 



HERITAGE REPORT

67

OXFORD TALL BUILDINGS TECHNICAL ADVICE NOTE (OCTOBER 2018)

This document is underpinned by ‘The Oxford High Buildings 
Evidence Base Report (EBR) and inter-relate with the Oxford View 
Cones (2015) both outlined above. It is specifically referenced in 
Oxford Local Plan 2016-2036 policy DH2, which states, inter alia;

Any design choice to design buildings to a height that would impact 
on character should be fully explained, and regard should be had 
to the guidance on design of higher buildings set out in the High 
Buildings Study TAN. In particular, the impacts in terms of the four 
visual tests of obstruction, impact on the skyline, competition and 
change of character should be explained’

The Oxford High Buildings Technical Advice Note (TAN) seeks to 
inform decisions regarding the growth and intensification of Oxford 
in a positive and structured way. It seeks to identify and protect what 
is important and provide opportunity for positive change and growth. 
The TAN takes a flexible approach to allow for the changing policy 
and development context. (1.1)

The purpose of the TAN, in combination with Local Plan policies and 
other guidance documents, is to set out a framework to assess a 
site’s or area’s potential for change and its ability to accommodate 
high buildings. (1.7)

The TAN seeks to: 

 • Allow the city to grow whilst protecting its key character and 
heritage, including listed heritage assets and conservation areas. 

 • Secure opportunity for positive change including the establishment 
of development parameters to enable new placemaking policies. 

 • Understand and define how the city as a historic asset is 
appreciated, including its wider landscape setting. 

 • Support exploration of the development capacity of the city to 
inform growth scenarios, including those in development as part of 
the Local Plan. (1.8)

The Tan is structure as follows:

 • The Importance of Process: Setting out guidelines for the process 
that should be followed for high building planning applications. 

 • Understanding Oxford: Summarising the findings of The EBR 
report and highlighting the key characteristics of Oxford. 

 • Managing Change: Identifying ‘Areas of Opportunity’ and ‘Dynamic 
Areas’ within Oxford where there is greater potential for high 
buildings. 

 • Overarching Guidelines: Setting out a list of criteria for the 
consideration of high buildings and how high buildings should 
respond to these. (1.11)

While principally designed to identify opportunities for higher 
buildings outside the City Centre, in the northern, eastern, south 
eastern suburbs and nine identified dynamic areas, it includes a set of 
overarching guidelines/criteria against which high buildings (including 
raising the height of an existing building) need be considered.

 • Understanding Context 

 • Architectural Quality and Design 

 • Profile / Silhouette 

 • Height / Scale / Massing 

 • Green Infrastructure 

 • Streetscene / Streetscape 

 • Public Realm / Open Space 

 • Urban Grain 

 • Microclimate 

 • Materials 

 • Lighting 

 • Roofscape 

 • Services and Utilities 

 • Cumulative and Incremental Effects 

The TAN sets out four visual tests to allow the assessment of impact 
of a high building within Oxford: 

 Visual Obstruction: would partial or full obstruction of a feature 
affect interpretation of the feature and or legibility of the 
townscape. 

 Visual Competition/complement: would the development visually 
compete with other prominent features in the view (dynamic or 
fixed) affecting the ability to discern or interpret that feature. 

 Skylining: would the development break the skyline, interrupting 
existing building silhouettes or tree lines, resulting in unwarranted 
prominence in the view. 

 Change in character: change that discernibly alters the character 
of the view (and may include some or all of the above) undermining 
the existing positive experience of the view.
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IMPACT ASSESSMENT 

PROPOSAL
The proposal is for the regeneration of the existing Clarendon Centre, 
the details of which are set out in the Design and Access Statement 
(Marchini Curran Associates) and accompanying drawings.

In its broadest terms it involves the retention of a considerable portion 
of the existing structures, total and partial demolition and rebuilding, 
and adaptation, including adding storeys and recladding existing 
elevations. 

However, Clarendon House will be retained.  Full detail of the scope 
of work is provided in the Design  and Access Statement (Marchini 
Curran Architects).

There will be added height to a number of buildings including the 
buildings fronting Queen Street and the Queen Street east building 
fronting Cornmarket. 

The development involves a mix of uses, with retail to ground and part 
first floor, student accommodation, research laboratories and office 
accommodation to all floors, and a rooftop restaurant (p. 109-112) 

ASSESSING IMPACTS 
This part of the report includes an assessment of the heritage 
impacts on:

 • The surrounding streetscapes, particularly Cornmarket and Queen 
Street, and partial views obtained from High Street, St Aldates, 
Market Street and Shoe Lane

 • Adjoining places entered in the National Heritage List for England 

 • Views into and across Oxford 

The Government’s approach to managing the historic environment 
seeks to embrace change, recognising that it can add to the quality 
of our lives.  National and Local policy and advice (set out earlier) sets 
out how this can be achieved, whilst seeking to minimise any harm 
to the historic environment.  Historic England in its ‘Conservation 
Principles’ explain why change is necessary and how the impact of 
such change should be assessed explaining that:

‘change in the historic environment is inevitable, caused by natural 
processes, the wear and tear of use and people’s responses to 
social, economic and technological change...[..]…Intervention may be 
justified if it increases understanding of the past, reveals or reinforces 
particular heritage values of a place, or is necessary to sustain those 
values for present and future generations, so long as any resulting 
harm is decisively outweighed by the benefits’.

This development is necessary to:

 • meet changing demands and economic trends

 • to address the condition and performance of existing building

 • to better integrate the site within its historic context

 • to enhance the people’s experience of the historic core of the city

 • to enhance the character and appearance of the conservation area

Assessment of the impacts of the proposed development on the city’s 
heritage assets is set out below.

SURROUNDING STREETS

CORNMARKET
The Clarendon Centre included two major buildings fronting 
Cornmarket. Clarendon House (1956) which originally housed 
Woolworths and the building to the south (55-57 Cornmarket).  

Summary of key characteristics:

 • Mainly 19th and 20th century and a small number of medieval 
buildings; 

 • Different plot sizes evidence phases of change;

 • Heights are three storeys or more;

 • Hard edge to the street, interest created by recesses, doorways 
and variety in architecture;

 • Few gaps;

 • Historic shared use of the street; 

 • No focal points within the street, just points of interest;

 • Limited range of materials; 

 • Architectural variety: between rational classical and vernacular/
revival;

 • Normally, high footfall levels and street entertainment create 
vibrancy and activity night and day.

As Clarendon House is being retained, with the principal alteration 
being to the top floor, the proposal results in only a marginal 
change to its visual presentation within the street, which will not be 
generally perceived at street level, but more noticeable in higher 
views (discussed in the next section). The design of ‘attic’ levels, 
stepped back from the front façade is a familiar architectural device 
that features on many modern and adapted buildings within Oxford.  
Designed to be interpreted as roof ‘space’ where the element may 
be visible in longer views it is not of a scale that would undermine the 
rational architecture of its façade.  Indeed, a part of the purpose is 
to rationalise the clutter that currently exists so that the building can 
read as a whole. The impact on the appearance of the conservation 
area from the street level is considered neutral.
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The existing building at 55-57 Cornmarket is at odds with the 
predominant character and appearance of the street an appears as 
a somewhat uncomfortable component of the street scene. The City 
Council has acknowledged this in pre-application discussions. The 
proposed replacement will better integrate the building within the 
street scene. The design provides a rhythm to the facade, responding 
to the elevational hierarchy in the placement of the dormers, which 
are expressed as contemporary interpretations of traditional dormers 
and roof gables, a detail seen elsewhere in the street. The building 
will make a more positive contribution to the street scene than the 
existing one and  thus will preserve and enhance the character and 
appearance of the area. 

QUEEN STREET
The proposal involves the demolition and replacement of the existing 
buildings fronting Queen Street, currently comprising the Clarendon 
Centre and the creation of an open street access into the centre 
replacing the current glass front and atrium. 

Summary of key characteristics:

 • 19th and 20th century buildings;

 • Variety in building heights from three to five storeys;

 • Plot widths vary illustrating patterns of change;

 • Both ends of the street have been remodelled;

 • Broadly consistent and limited range of materials;

 • Some poor-quality buildings and shopfronts;

 • Normally high footfall but shared use with buses detracts, though 
adds nightime activity;

 • Bonn Square provides ‘leafy’ public space.

The buildings proposed for demolition, three of which are part of the 
Clarendon Centre re-development, detract from the character and 
appearance of this part of Queen Street, which as noted has changed 
substantially over its history.

The proposed replacement building seeks to create a more 
comfortable ‘fit’ within the street increasing the height to develop a 
more appropriate response to the characteristics of the street.  Plot 
widths seek to reflect and reinforce the underlying historic tenement 
layout and archaeology of the shopping street, creating a new ‘lane’ 
through the site to reinforce the historic topographic framework.  This 
will help to better integrate the development as a part of the historic 
core. The selection of materials that reflect the dominant palette 
of materials within the Conservation Area will ensure that the new 
buildings become a seamless part of the street scene, contrasting 
with the buildings adjoining to ensure that the buildings have their 
own identity but are experienced as part of a whole.  The detailed 
design has evolved out of pre-application discussions with the City 
Council to ensure that the proposed development will preserve 
and enhance the character and appearance of this part of the 
conservation area.

The proposal will clearly change the existing urban character of this 
part of the northern frontage to Queen Street for the better, replacing 
a range of ordinary buildings with a contemporary design and use of 
materials that better respect the historic context. The creation of an 
open route through the site will provide visual interest and activity to 
an otherwise ordinary part of Queen Street.

SHOE LANE
Shoe Lane will continue to provide the access to services but will 
include the introduction of new student accommodation.

Summary of key characteristics:

 • A historic cross route that has been absorbed as a part of the 20th 
century shopping mall; 

 • It now serves primarily as an access to a service yard;  

 • It retains some evidence of its long history; 

 • The setting of the listed wall is harmed  by the appearance of  the 
service yard and boundary detailing;

 • Important view out to New Inn Hall Street; 

 • Modern development, of mediocre quality;

 • Sense of a historic route has been almost completely erased;

 • Popular route to access other parts of the city.

This route into the development will be retained and will remain as 
the principal means to service the development and other retail 
units.  However, the opportunities to reduce the effect of this service 
function are being pursued through public realm improvements and 
activating the spaces on the edges with new development.  Creating 
open lanes and an open square will help to reinstate the sense of 
Shoe Lane being a route through the city, rather than just a ‘back 
door’ to a shopping Mall.  The nature of the landscaping within the 
square and student courtyard will be evident on approach via Shoe 
Lane and will help to generate additional interest and a sequence 
of ‘incidents’ along the route. The effect of this will be to allow a 
better understanding of the earlier, historic pattern of development, 
enhancing people’s experience of both New Inn Hall Street and 
Shoe Lane to the benefit of the character and appearance of the 
conservation area and the setting of the listed wall.

OTHER STREETS
The proposed redevelopment, like the existing Clarendon Centre, is 
visible from a number of other surrounding streets, including from the 
junction of High Street with Queen Street and Cornmarket; Market 
Street.

It is considered that the proposals will have little to no, or neutral 
impact on the character of these surrounding streets. Indeed, the 
proposed development will introduce a number of improvements to 
the setting of listed buildings and the character and appearance of 
this part of the conservation area.
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ADJOINING PLACES ENTERED IN THE 
NATIONAL HERITAGE LIST FOR ENGLAND 
As noted earlier in this report there are eight buildings or structures 
which are entered to the National Heritage List for England adjoining 
the Clarendon Centre.

The proposal has no direct physical impact on any of these buildings, 
but will, to some degree, change their setting.  This setting is most 
experienced from the high viewpoints within the city and is discussed 
next. 

IMPACT ON VIEWS AND SETTING  
The proposed development has been designed to avoid harmful 
impacts to the city’s roofscape and people’s experience of it. The 
proposed additional height of the buildings and the way the roof 
forms and activities on the roof have been detailed seeks to ensure, 
wherever possible, that the new work would not obstruct views, break 
the skyline or dominate other features in any view. The roofscape has 
evolved with advice from the Oxford Design Review Panel, Historic 
England, the City Council and other local stakeholders (Oxford 
Preservation Trust, Oxford Civic Society, Oxfordshire Architectural 
and Historical Society).

Verified views have been provided to allow assessment of the impact 
of the proposed development.  As is explained earlier the significance 
of these views, as a means of understanding and experiencing the 
setting of heritage assets, individually and collectively does not 
depend on simply analysis of the differences in the view.  It relies on a 
range of other sensory responses (for example noise, smell, light) and 
how our experience is informed by other aspects of the view, not just 
a ‘blinkered’ view towards the application site.

The key characteristics of the roofscape as experienced form a 
number of high viewing places can be summarised as follows:

 • The viewing places offer omni-directional views that illustrates 
Oxford’s strategic location;

 • Views of the surrounding hills help to evidence its rural hinterland;

 • Views illustrate the development of the city beyond the historic 
core;

 • Views illustrate its defensive location; 

 • Views illustrate the nature of building forms, the differences 
between the academic and commercial parts of the city;

 • Views illustrate changes in building technologies and form;

 • Views allow the taller historic elements to be seen, singly and 
collectively;

 • Views include some poor quality roofscapes with an untidy array of 
extraneous; mechanical and engineering equipment;

 • Views illustrate the effects of a planning policy limiting the heights 
of new buildings creating a uniform plateau.

Tested against the four visual tests of the Councill’s Technical 
advice note, it can be concluded the proposed development would 
sustain the significance of Oxford’s landscape setting and would not 
harmfully erode the experience of that setting in the high views across 
the city positively change. 

Visual Obstruction: The new upper levels of the proposed 
development would not completely obstruct views of any significant 
feature. Following pre-application advice the roof forms have been 
pulled away in views from the south west of Carfax Tower, Lincoln 
College Library, Radcliffe Camera and Bodleian Library.  The effect of 
the finalised designs is that the difference between the existing and 
proposed roofscape would be difficult to notice without comparison 
in these views.  Given that the new development occupies a small 
part of the view the effect of the proposed development would not 
undermine the significance of the view as a whole.  In views from 
the east there are fewer historic taller elements in the view and to a 
degree some of these structures are already obscured in the view 
(e.g. Castle Mound).  Views of the trees on Castle Mound will remain 
as will views of Nuffield College spire.  It should be noted that views 
of Wesley Memorial Spire from the east will be affected by the other 
new development in Market Street/Cornmarket, not by this proposed 
development.  In views from St Michael’s in Northgate the existing 
buildings already break the skyline.  It can be concluded from this 
that the proposed development would not completely obstruct views 
of the historic towers, domes or spires. The significance of these taller 
historic elements to the understanding and experience of this historic 
buildings, individually and collectively would not be undermined.  

Visual Competition/complement: Advice from key stakeholders has 
been to develop a roofscape that respects the ‘grain’ of the city.  
Whilst in some views the quality of the roofscape is poor and detracts 
from points of interest in the view the objective of the design iteration 
has been to reinforce the ‘granular’ character – resisting the more 
amorphous form that resulted from the previous policy directives, to 
create a roofscape that responds to the changes in scale between 
existing buildings and creates variety.  In this way it would help 
people experiencing the new roofscape to understand the structure 
of the streets, lanes and alleys below, reflecting the historic narrow 
tenement plots that one existed.  Thus, looking down from Carfax 
Tower the roofscape will replace an ungainly mix of modern roofs with 
some more contextual, complementing other views across the city 
from Carfax.  In other views across the city from the west and east 
the extent of new roof has been pulled back to ensure that there is no 
visual competition with exiting tall features.  The materiality of the roof 
will be a critical factor to ensure that any bright finishes do not detract 
from the enjoyment of the view of the historic features.  Thus, warm 
and subdued finishes have been chosen so that the new roofscape 
can blend with the existing.  

In the wider view over the historic core of the city, which is how the 
views are experienced, the development would be noticeable but not 
obtrusively so and would not compete with other prominent historic 
features in the view.  In some views it would be difficult to discern 
over what currently exists.  In views from Carfax Tower, in particular, 
there would be a noticeable change, but for the better in the nature of 
the roofscape. 
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The proposed development also provides for the creation of a rooftop 
café and the creation of an additional publicly accessible viewpoint 
over the city and out to the green hills beyond, which would improve 
the public’s access to the historic environment and their enjoyment 
of it.

Skylining: The existing development currently breaks the skyline in 
views from St Michael’s in Northgate.  In other views the development 
would not break the skyline or  interrupt existing building silhouettes. 

Change in character:  The proposed development has been designed 
in response to analysis and understanding of  the existing character 
of the roofscape.  It is proposed, not to erode it but to leave its 
character intact and wherever possible enhance.  Given that the 
proposed development occupies a small part of the overall view of 
the city’s roofscape and taking into account that the form, scale and 
siting of the roof area and use of materials have been developed to 
avoid visual obstruction and visual competition it is concluded that 
the effect of this is to preserve the essential character of the city’s 
roofscape and to enhance people’s opportunities to enjoy it.

LONG DISTANCE VIEWS
In long distance views from the surrounding eastern and western 
hills and from the Thames floodplain it is unlikely that the proposed 
development will be perceptible.  In assessing the potential for there 
to be a view and what if anything would be in the view all of the City 
Council’s view cones (and other known viewing places outside the 
city) have been considered.  In consultation with the City Council 
the three views where is may be possible to identify the proposed 
development are Rayleigh Park, Hinksey Hill golf club and Port 
Meadow.  Rayleigh Park and Hinksey Hill Golf Club are two of the 
closest views of the city and will offer a good representation of what 
may be seen.  Port Meadow has been selected because the skyline 
of spires and domes is a singular thin element along the skyline and 
very fragile to change.  This view has been tested to demonstrate that 
there would not be an impact.

Given the proposed heights and the scale of development the verified 
views show that the development would not result in harm to the 
significance of these views.
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ASSESSMENT OF LEVEL OF HARM AND HERITAGE BENFITS

extent of the impacts, the proposed development will have a very low 
level of magnitude of impact to the significance of the designated 
heritage assets and allowing for the different mitigation strategies 
across the site (landscaping and design, use of materials), would 
result in a very minor effect (i.e., that the development would erode to 
a very minor extent the heritage values of the site). This would place 
the level of harm at the bottom end of the ‘less than substantial’ scale.  
This harm, if it exists, would derive, taking into account the cumulative 
effects of other recent development, from the marginal increase in the 
height of buildings.  As explained earlier the importance of maintaining 
the pre-eminence of the historic high buildings is paramount.  There 
will be a perception of a threat to this pre-eminence, if building 
heights continue to rise.  This is not the case here.  Arguably that 
the proposed development at the Clarendon Centre will be visible is 
evidence of the changing nature of retailing and commercial activity 
within the city and a part of Oxford’s evolving history.  What is 
important is that the history that precedes this development is not 
erased or eroded.  The development has been designed to ensure 
that this will not happen.

National policy requires that there should be compensatory public 
benefits to justify any harm and the revised NPPF makes clear that 
even a low level of harm should be given considerable importance 
and weight in terms of delivering the duty to preserve or enhance 
designated heritage assets. Public benefits include heritage benefits, 
and it is clear from these proposals that there will be a range of public 
benefits to outweigh any harm (see Carter Jonas planning statement).  
These public benefits will include heritage benefits including:

 • Improved physical and intellectual access to the historic 
environment;

 • Improvements to the layout and connection between the site and 
the remainder of the city, improving the character and appearance 
of the conservation area;

 • Improvements to the architecture of buildings in the streets, 
improving the appearance of the conservation area and setting of 
listed buildings;

 • Improvements to the public realm of Shoe Lane helping to improve 
the appearance of the conservation area;

 • Opening up Frewin Court and improving the setting of the Oxford 
Union buildings;

 • Opportunities for archaeological investigation that will enhance our 
understanding of the history of Oxford and its people;

 • Helping to secure and maintain the viability and vibrancy of the 
city centre helping to reflect its historic importance as a centre 
of commercial excellence as well as its academic and research 
excellence.

The assessment of the proposed development shows that there 
will be a range of impacts on the character and appearance of the 
conservation area and on the setting of listed buildings.  Many of 
these impacts will be positive, creating better quality buildings that 
can make a positive contribution to the street scene and better 
integrating the site with the structure of the city core.  Where there 
could have been harmful impacts, in high views across the city these 
outcomes have been eliminated or minimised by design.  

In determining the level of any harm, it needs to be made clear that 
substantial harm is a high test and would be represented by total or 
nearly complete loss in significance. This is not the case here and the 
conclusion, having carried out an assessment of the significance of 
the designated heritage assets and the contribution of their settings 
to that significance, is that any harm would be less than substantial. 

‘Less than substantial harm’, covers a wide range of impacts ranging 
in simple terms from ‘limited’ to ‘significant’. Any harm should be 
given significant weight and importance, within the terms of the 
National Planning Policy Framework and because of the statutory 
significance attached to it, in any balancing act between that harm 
and public benefits. However, it may be helpful for this site to clarify 
where on this scale of less than substantial harm, if any exists, these 
proposals will sit. 

Neither the NPPF or its accompanying Guidance offer any advice 
on determining the level of harm beyond the distinction between 
substantial and less than substantial. Historic England in its 
publication Seeing History in the View discusses the options for 
identifying significance and magnitude of impacts, referring in 
particular to the methodology developed by the Landscape Institute 
for Landscape and Visual Impact Assessments. Briefly the steps are 
to: 

• Identify the significance of the asset (high significance to low 
significance, with Grade I and II* listed building being categorised as 
high significance); 

• Measure the magnitude of impacts from highly beneficial to 
highly adverse (it categorises development that erodes to a clearly 
discernible extent the heritage values of the heritage assets or the 
ability to appreciate those values as a moderate adverse impact); 

• Take into account any cumulative impact – such as how the 
development would be seen with other existing or new development; 

• Correlate the magnitude of impact with the level of significance to 
arrive at an overall level of harm. Historic England suggest that this 
assessment can either be presented in tabular form or as a narrative, 
explaining that both methods are legitimate, but that ultimately 
assessment is down to professional judgement. 

Following this methodology, based on analysis of the nature and 
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PRE-APPLICATION CONSULTATION

The proposed development has been subject to pre-application 
consultation with the Oxford Design Review Panel, Historic England, 
City Council, 20th Century Society and local key stakeholders (see 
Carter Jonas Consultation Statement).

There is a challenge to ensure a good fit between the form of modern 
retail, research and office buildings and the existing grain of the city 
centre.  Planning policy does not intend that new development should 
copy the past to achieve this ‘fit’ and indeed Oxford’s interest lies 
in the evidence of change that it exhibits in its built fabric, allowing 
people to ‘read’ and understand its long history.  Feedback from 
consultees  suggests that a contemporary approach is supported and 
that the challenges of meeting modern needs in historic contexts is 
recognised.

It is clear that there is support for breathing new life into the site and 
support for the the significant level of investment to help sustain the 
vitality and viability of the city centre.  The emerging proposals have 
been informed by analysis and understanding of the history of the 
place and the heritage significance it holds and informed through 
the outcome of various consultation processes.  Where concerns 
have been raised these have been addressed through design and 
justification.

The key heritage comments raised on an earlier iteration of the 
proposed development can be summarised as follows:

 • Site as existing has limited architectural interest;

 • Modification and extension of buildings of limited architectural 
merit and increasingly redundant use welcomed;

 • Many areas of the proposal would deliver clear heritage benefits;

 • The risk of radical alteration of a varied roofscape to one that is 
rectilinear and immediate, obscuring the depth of view;

 • Threat to views of spires and towers and their settings;

 • The new attic level to the Clarendon Building will be too imposing;

 • Design review of the Queen Street properties is recommended;

 • retention of Clarendon building and reinstatement of its orignal 
facade.

COMMENT
Following stakeholder and pre-application consultation the design 
has been reviewed and changes made.  These latest changes have 
been subject to a further round of consultation.

It is worth noting that it is agreed by all that the existing buildings 
have little merit and that the development will deliver a range of public 
benefits.  A key concern has been the roofscape and this has been 
the subject of focused attention to address the issues raised.  

This has involved reducing the height and bulk of the building blocks 
at roof level, amending the materials proposed and adapting the 
design of the upper floors to reflect the historic typology of attic 
spaces.  The amendments have resulted in a series of roof forms that 
create the variety that Historic England seeks, avoiding large uniform 
‘rectilinear’ masses.  In doing so this also has the benefit of opening 
up views to the streets below helping to articulate the sense of narrow 
deep blocks , a form that resonates with the archaeology of the 
historic tenement plots (which is a characteristic that the ODRP was 
seeking to see expressed).

The policy framework for assessing the impact of new development 
on Oxford’s skyline has recently changed and is no longer defined 
simply by height, but by assessing the impact on the identified 
significance of the view.  This assessment has been carried out 
during the design process and in response to the issues raised.  The 
conclusions are included earlier in this report - see page 69.

The design of the elevations to Queen Street have been amended to 
address concerns raised by the City Council.  The amendments treat 
the elevations to adopt a proportion and rhythm to the openings that 
more closely reflects that of historic precedents in the street.

The facade of the Clarendon Building will be retained.  There 
was a  suggestion to increase the height of the existing entrance 
opening and another to reinstate the original facade detailing with 
its  recessed arcade.  These suggestions are driven by different 
objectives, one to create what would be considered to be a more 
welcoming entrance to the new street and square and the other to 
rediscover the architectural integrity of the 20th century facade.  It is 
considered that the right balance is to retain the facade as it is but 
to secure improvements to the quality of the public realm and the 
contribution of the building to the street through careful design and 
selection of hard landscaping and lighting (which are discussed in 
more detail in the Landscape report ( Farrer Huxley).

The attic level of the Clarendon building, has been set further back 
to emphasise the parapet level of the building and to reinforce the 
sense that the new level will read as part of the roof structure, thus 
addressing the City Council’s concerns about this element of the 
development.  That said the device of setting back an attic level to 
the building is common to the modern built environment of Oxford 
and rather than appearing imposing, it serves as a mechanism 
to rationalise what is currently an untidy array of roof plant and 
equipment.
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CONCLUSION

The proposed development will not have any direct adverse impact 
on any listed building but has the potential to affect the character and 
appearance of a conservation area and the setting of listed buildings 
and scheduled monuments. 

In accordance with the Good Practice Advice Note 2 Managing 
Significance, in Decision-Taking in the Historic Environment this report 
has undertaken a structured and staged approach to understanding 
heritage significance of the affected designated heritage assets, and 
the impacts on the setting of these heritage assets. 

The design process has been heritage led, with the designated 
heritage assets and the contribution they make to the sense of 
place informing the evolution of the proposals. The delivery of the 
development will create a new chapter in the history of the site, 
reshaping its identity without erasing the site’s history and the 
meaning it holds for local and wider communities. 

The proposals involve change - repurposing existing buildings and, 
introducing new built forms that will positively engage with Oxford’s 
urban fabric and history.  Any level of harm that would result from 
the proposals would be less than substantial and at the bottom 
end of that scale of harm. There will be numerous public benefits, 
including heritage benefits, that would be delivered by the proposed 
development that would outweigh that level of harm. 
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APPENDIX 1:  ENTRIES IN THE NATIONAL HERITAGE LIST FOR 
ENGLAND PLACES ADJACENT TO CLARENDON CENTRE

1.
Heritage Category: Listed Building
Grade: II
List Entry Number:1047353
Date first listed:12-Jan-1954
Statutory Address: CARFAX TOWER, CARFAX
Statutory Address: TOWER OF THE CHURCH OF ST MARTIN 
CARFAX, CARFAX

CARFAX 1. 1485 Tower of the Church of St Martin Carfax (Carfax 
Tower) SP 5106 SW 8/295 12.1.54. II 2. Church rebuilt in 1820-22 by 
John Ploman, except for west tower, and demolished 1896, again 
leaving the tower which is, probably C14 in origin; (probably with 
Saxon work also); it was restored in 1896 by Sir T G Jackson who 
added the buttresses and turret. The tower has a fine clock with 
animated figures striking the hours. (RCHM 33). Forms the Western 
terminal of the High Street.

2.
Heritage Category: Listed Building
Grade: II
List Entry Number: 1393364
Date first listed: 03-Jul-2009
Statutory Address: K2 TELEPHONE KIOSK OUTSIDE CARFAX 
TOWER, QUEEN STREET
GV II K2 kiosk, c1927, designed by Giles Gilbert Scott. 

Cast iron and painted red, the kiosk is neo-classical in inspiration with 
Soanian segmental vaulted roofs and multi-pane glazing reminiscent 
of a Georgian sash window, the latter with reeded strip surrounds and 
classical paterae. It has a perforated crown, the symbol of the GPO, 
set within the upper faces of the canopy and placed above a glazed 
panel bearing the word ‘TELEPHONE’. 

The K2 kiosk is located outside a C12 tower (qv), the only surviving 
part of the Church of St Martin, Carfax, which was demolished in 
1896 for the purposes of road widening. The K2 kiosk, along with a 
red pillar box, is located where the church’s nave once stood. The 
spot is labelled ‘T.C.B.’ (telephone call box) on the Ordnance Survey 
map of 1939, suggesting there was originally a kiosk here, but the 
current K2 is one of four placed in the locations around the city in 
1994 following a bequest from Nicholas Medley.

REASONS FOR DESIGNATION: The K2 telephone kiosk is listed for 
the following principal reasons: * Giles Gilbert Scott’s design has 
special interest for its artistry and functionality as well its iconic status 
as a milestone of C20 industrial design; * There was originally a kiosk 
in this location and the K2 has group value with the C12 tower of the 
former church of St Martin, Carfax. 

3.
Heritage Category: Listed Building
Grade: II
List Entry Number: 1047184

Date first listed: 28-Jun-1972
Statutory Address: TOWER HOUSE, 45, QUEEN STREET

QUEEN STREET 1. 1485 (North Side) No 45 (Tower House) SP 5106 
SW 8/807 II 2. 1896. By H T Hare. Ashlar. 3 storeys. Leaded lattice 
windows. Modern shop-front. Conical slate roof.

4.
Heritage Category: Listed Building
Grade: II
List Entry Number: 1186063
Date first listed: 28-Jun-1972
Statutory Address: MIDLAND BANK, 64, CORNMARKET STREET

CORNMARKET STREET 1. 1485 (West Side) No 6i (Midland Bank) 
SP 5106 SW 8/703 II 2. Circa 1896. By H T Hare. Ashlar. 3 storeys 
and attic. Semi-circular headed windows with beaded lights. Round 
headed doorway with Gibbs surround. Above the door, shaped 
brackets support a 2 storeyed turret with conical roof. Dutch gables, 
tiled roof.

5. 
Heritage Category: Listed Building
Grade: II*
List Entry Number: 1369445
Date first listed: 29-Jan-1968
Statutory Address: OXFORD UNION SOCIETY MAIN BLOCK, ST 
MICHAELS STREET

ST MICHAEL’S STREET (South Side), Oxford Union Society Main 
Block

29.1.68. II* GV 1864. By Thomas Deane. Venetian Gothic style. 2 
storeys, 2-light windows.

The Union buildings form a group.

6. 
Heritage Category: Listed Building
Grade: II*
List Entry Number: 1047115
Date first listed: 29-Jan-1968
Statutory Address: OXFORD UNION SOCIETY DEBATING HALL, ST 
MICHAELS STREET

ST MICHAEL’S STREET (South Side), Oxford Union Society Debating 
Hall

29.1.68. II* GV

1878. By Sir Alfred Waterhouse. Brick with terra-cotta dressings and 
enrichments. Deep coved eaves cornice. Exterior has character and is 
a good example of this architect’s work. Elizabethan style with 2-light 
mullion and transom windows. The Union buildings form a group.
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7. 
Heritage Category: Listed Building
Grade: II*
List Entry Number: 1068789
Date first listed: 12-Jan-1954
Statutory Address: OXFORD UNION SOCIETY OLD LIBRARY, ST 
MICHAELS STREET

ST MICHAEL’S STREET (South Side), Oxford Union Society Old 
Library

12.1.54. II* GV

1856, by B Woodward. Interior has mural paintings (much restored) by 
Rosetti, William Morris and Burne-Jones. Rose windows on 1st floor, 
two to each face. Conical roof.

The Union buildings form a group.

8. 
Heritage Category: Listed Building
Grade: II*
List Entry Number: 1122646
Date first listed: 12-Jan-1954
Statutory Address: FREWIN HALL, NEW INN HALL STREET

NEW INN HALL STREET (East Side) Frewin Hall II*

2. RCHM 124. House, West gateway and East doorway, (1) The C16 
West gateway (of St Mary’s College), leading from the street, has an 
outer archway with a 4-centred arch and on the South, the springing’s 
of the vaulting of the C15 gate-hall. The North wall has the remains 
of a blocked window. Next to the gate-hall, and on the South and 
further to the East, is a 2-storeyed rubble outbuilding which may 
be C17. (2) The C17 East doorway (at the West end of Frewin Court 
and approached from Cornmarket Street) has been reset; in it is a 
panelled wood door with a wicket and an elliptical head with the 
date 1666 in the spandrels. (3) The house consists of an L-shaped 
block with (a) West wing (b) South wing and (c) additions on East. 
(a) The West wing retains the cellar of St Mary’s College the upper 
part having been converted and rebuilt as a house about 1582. 
The cellar is medieval and retains what is probably a reused late 

C12 cylindrical stone column with a moulded base and a scalloped 
cap; from this rise 2 later pointed stone arches under a barrel vault. 
The South elevation was refaced in early C18 and now consists 
of 2-storeyed rubble with a band at the 1st floor, stone coping, 3 
stone-faced stacks and a modern red tile roof. The upper storey is 
a C19 replacement. The ground floor has a central doorway with a 
C18 2-columned porch with a moulded entablature; to East of this 
are 3 modern sash windows and on the West of it a 3-light French 
window. Over the porch in the lst floor is a large sundial, dated 1888, 
in a pedimented frame and to West of this a 3-light window in a plain 
stone frame; to East are 3 sash windows. On the North of this wing 
are later additions, and the alterations here made by Dr Shadwell after 
1887 were carried out by Graham Jackson, architect. (b) The South 
wing was built in 1721 and consists of a 2-storeyed rubble building 
with a brown tile roof in which are 2 hipped attic dormers on the West 
and 3 on the East. In the West elevation are 3 1st-floor sash windows 
and 2 in the ground floor, all in stone frames. The modern stone porch 
erected by Dr Shadwell in the North West angle has a segmental 
pediment and a moulded frame over the head of the doorway. In it 
is inscribed a chronogram incorporating the names of Frewin and 
Shadwell. The East side of this wing has a large rebuilt eaves stack 
of stone and there are some C18 windows here. (c) The 2 1-storeyed 
buildings on East are of indeterminate but late date; not included in 
the grading. Interior: RCHM p 171 b. Includes the medieval cellar, late 
C16 panelling, plaster ceilings and a fireplace and some C18 features. 
History In 1435 the Augustinian College of St Mary was founded on 
the site. After being dissolved in 1540 the buildings became a Hall of 
the University and later in C16 a charity school and almshouses. In 
1580 the house and site passed by exchange to Brazenose College, 
the present owners. In 1582 the site was let to Griffith Lloyd (Principal 
of Jesus College, d 1586) who built, or rebuilt, what is now the 
ground floor of the West wing over the then existing cellar. Dr Richard 
Frewin (Dictionary of National Biography), another tenant in early 
C18, built the South wing and apparently also doubled the width of 
the West wing and refaced it. On his death in 1761 he left the lease 
as a residence for the Regius Professor of Medicine, which use was 
continued until 1849. In 1860-1 the house was occupied by the Prince 
of Wales, afterwards King Edward VII and subsequently by James 
Skene (Dictionary of National Biography), Dr C L Shadwell, Provost of 
oriel, in 1887 and by Sir Charles Oman (d 1946). (See Proc Oxf Arch 
and Hist Soc VI (1894) 38-42; H Paintin’s Hist Oxf Houses No 1 Frewin 
Hall; Oxfordsh Arch Soc Rept 1931. No 76, pp. 367-391).
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APPENDIX 2:  OXFORD CITY LOCAL PLAN 2036 APPENDIX 6.1

Chapter 6 - Enhancing Oxford’s heritage and creating high quality 
new development 

6.1 Design checklist 

The questions below should be used as a check list to inform design 
proposals and be used as a guide to designing new development in 
a logical way that follows morphological layers and is inspired and 
informed by the unique opportunities and constraints of the site and 
its setting. Proposals will be assessed against h ow they respond to 
the site character and context and follow the morphological layers 
design process. 

RESPONDING TO SITE CHARACTER AND CONTEXT 
 • What are the features, opportunities and constraints of the site 

and its setting? This could include existing landscaping, trees 
and hedgerows, water, notable and attractive views in, out and 
across the site, access points, landscape character, levels, 
archaeology, buildings or structures of historical or local interest 
as well as potential barriers like utilities, noise, pollution, major 
roads and railway lines etc. Have you produced a constraints 
and opportunities plan to show how these features have been 
identified and helped inform the design proposal? What elements 
in the surrounding area have been identified as making a 
positive or negative contribution to local character? A contextual 
analysis should be produced which examines the character of 
the surrounding area and is used to inform the design of new 
development. What are potential threats to positive character or 
opportunities to enhance character? 

 • Are there any heritage assets that may be affected by the 
development (this may include the setting of a heritage building or 
buildings, including in wide ranging views to the historic skyline)? 
How should development respond to these? 

 • What is the design rationale for the site and proposal? 

NATURAL FEATURES AND RESOURCES 
 • How could the physical and natural features of the site such as 

solar orientation, wind shelter, levels been used positively and 
imaginatively to maximise their benefits as natural resources? 

 • How could the existing landscape character or features be 
incorporated early into the landscaping of the proposal? How 
could you ensure a joined-up network of open spaces to create 
continuous wildlife corridors? 

 • How could existing habitats be supported and biodiversity 
enhanced? 

 • How have sustainable drainage systems been incorporated into 
the open space network? 

MOVEMENT 
 • What existing access points could you use and how could you 

enhance the permeability of the site and access to surrounding 
areas? Have you maximised opportunities for creating access links 

for pedestrians and cyclists? 

 • Do the roads, streets and paths link up together to avoid dead 
ends? 

 • What is the street hierarchy across the site and is this clear? How 
has this been defined? 

 • Has the location of open space and buildings been determined 
before the introduction of streets? 

 • Have you prioritised the needs of pedestrians, people with 
disabilities, cyclists and public transport users over the needs of 
motorists?

 • Have you taken account of different users’ experiences and needs 
as they travel through the site? 

DESIGNING DEVELOPMENT BLOCKS, DENSITY AND USES 
 • What is the best block arrangement for the site context? Have 

perimeter blocks been used?

 • How has the arrangement of blocks been informed by the features 
identified during the constraints and opportunities plan? How does 
the density relate to the surrounding context and make the best 
use of the site?

 • How have focal points been incorporated into the layout to create 
interesting street scenes and help people navigate around the 
site? 

 • These could be focal buildings (new or existing), existing 
landscaping, an important view for example.

 • How have buildings been placed to make the most of the benefits 
of daylight and sunlight? 

 • What is the rationale for the proposed uses and mix of units?

 • How do the buildings and edges of the site relate to the 
surrounding area in a positive way? 

DESIGN OF EXTERNAL AREAS 
 • Are all spaces clearly defined and have a purpose? This should 

include well defined private and public spaces, including a choice 
of open space. 

 • Are all external public spaces such as streets and parks 
overlooked by windows serving habitable rooms in buildings and 
adjacent activity? 

 • Has left over space and awkward corners been avoided? 

 • Does the landscaping provide opportunities for sensory richness? 

 • What type of street furniture, floorscape materials, lighting and 
public art is proposed (where appropriate)? 
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 • How is car parking integrated into the development so that it 
doesn’t have a negative impact on the experience of using outside 
spaces? How has landscaping been used to help integrate parking 
into the street scene? 

 • How will lighting impact on the surrounding area? 

 • Have Secure by Design principles been incorporated? 

PLOTS AND BUILDINGS 
 • How do new buildings respect the surrounding character or have 

a distinctive but complementary character informed by the unique 
characteristics of the site? 

 • Have the needs of all users been considered from the outset and 
how has this influenced the final design? 

 • How does the design of the new buildings make the most of the 
opportunities and constraints of the site and its setting? 

 • How does the scale of the new development relate to its 
surroundings? If an increase in scale is proposed, what is the 
design rationale for this? 

 • Have green and brown roofs been incorporated into the 
development? 

ENSURING QUALITY 
 • Has a contextual analysis been used to inform design, detailing 

and materials choices? 

 • How do materials chosen reinforce the overall design concept and 
respect the local context? 

 • If a contrast is chosen, what impact will this have on existing 
character? 

 • How have materials been chosen to maximise energy efficiency? 

 • Have natural materials been chosen be long-lasting without 
degradation of their aesthetic appeal or functionality? 

 • Will materials chosen wear and weather well, and be long-lasting? 

 • How will materials used for detailed elements such as rainwater 
goods enhance the overall design? 

 • Are hard landscaping materials consistent with the overall design 
of the development and do they facilitate sustainable drainage? 

 • How easy will it be to maintain, repair or source matching 
materials? Have the materials been proven to be robust and 
weather well? 

 • Has a palette of high-quality materials been used to create a calm 
background for buildings and that is easy to maintain? 

 • Have you explored sharing conduits or trenches for utilities and 
servicing so tha the amount of street or pavement that needs to be 
excavated for future maintenance of the utilities is limited? 

 • Are all publicly visible boundaries robust and use durable, 
attractive materials? 

 • What is the proposed approach for future maintenance of 
buildings, landscaping,streets and open spaces, public art, 
sustainable drainage systems etc? 

DESIGN AND ALTERATION OF BUILDINGS 
 • Do alterations to existing buildings respect the form, scale, 

character and appearance of the existing building? 

 • What style of development has been chosen and how will that 
impact on surrounding character? 

 • How does the building relate to the existing street scene, 
appearance and established building lines? 

 • What are the characteristic aspects of roofscape in the area and 
how do proposals contribute positively to the roofscape (i.e. to 
enhance any significant long views the development might be part 
of and also the experience of the place at street level)? 

 • How will visual interest be created by attractive detailing, high 
quality materials, depth and shadow lines and fenestration? 

 • Have building details such as windows and entrances are designed 
with consideration of any positive 

 • Characteristics in the area and the impact on internal spaces in 
terms of daylight, privacy, temperature and views? 
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APPENDIX 3:  HOLFORD, WILLIAM GRAHAM, BARON HOLFORD (1907–1975)

Holford, William Graham, Baron Holford (1907–1975), architect and 
town planner, was born in Berea, Johannesburg, Transvaal Colony.

William Graham Holford was educated at Parktown School, 
Johannesburg, and, from 1920 to 1923, at the Diocesan College, 
Rondebosch, Cape Town. Holford became an assistant to the 
Johannesburg architects Cowin, Powers, and Ellis. In September 
1925 he enrolled at the Liverpool University school of architecture. He 
became close friends with Gordon Stephenson, and the careers of 
the two men overlapped. He graduated from Liverpool with first-class 
honours.

Holford arrived in Rome in September 1930 and spent three years in 
Italy. He studied Roman and baroque civic design, and contemporary 
urbanism, influenced by Le Corbusier. In February 1933 he was 
offered a senior lectureship at Liverpool (Stephenson had been 
appointed to a junior post in October 1932). 

In 1933, with Stephenson and Alex Adam, Holford entered the 
Antwerp plan competition. Their submission was unsuccessful, 
as was also their entry for the Bexhill pavilion competition. 
However, Holford and Stephenson were given an award in 1934, 
for semi-detached houses in Gidea Park, Essex, a garden suburb, 
construction of which was supervised by F. R. S. Yorke. 

Patrick Abercrombie had held the Lever chair of civic design at 
Liverpool University since 1915, but in 1935 he was appointed 
professor of town planning at University College, London. Holford’s 
was appointed to the chair early in 1936. 

The economic depression of the 1930s profoundly affected the 
country’s heavy industries, and caused the government, in 1935, 
to designate ‘special areas’ for regeneration, in which state-
supported ‘trading estates’ were to be built. In August 1936 Holford 
was appointed architect to the first of these, the North-Eastern 
trading estates, the chief engineer of which was Hugh Beaver, of Sir 
Alexander Gibb & Partners. 

Holford designed the layout, central block, and factory-type plans at 
the Team Valley trading estate, near Gateshead, co. Durham, a model 
both for the north-east trading estates and for the industrial areas of 
the post-war new towns. 

In January 1939 Beaver brought Holford into preparatory war work 
in the design and construction of the Kirkby munitions factory, 
Lancashire. In 1941–2 he supervised a team of architects in the 
design and construction of munitions workers’ hostels for the Ministry 
of Works.

In 1941 Holford headed the reconstruction group serving Lord Reith 
at the Ministry of Works. 

In 1943 a separate Ministry of Town and Country Planning was 
established, and Holford was its principal adviser until 1947. The 
team drafted the technical provisions of the 1947 Town and Country 
Planning Act.

In 1946, with Charles Holden, Holford was appointed planning 
consultant to the City of London. Their final report, The City of 
London (1951), was subtitled ‘a record of destruction and survival’. 

Holford became planning consultant in 1946 to the University of 
Liverpool, and in 1953 to Exeter University, where, between 1956 and 
1966, he designed the Queen’s Building (arts faculties), refectory and 
union, and library. 

In 1948, with Myles Wright, he was appointed consultant to 
Cambridgeshire county council. In 1950 he became architect to 
Corby New Town Development Corporation, preparing the 

development plan (1951), town centre plan (1952), and layout for the 
first 500 houses in 1954. Holford also worked on plans for Pretoria 
and Durban, South Africa. From 1951 to 1957 he was consultant to 
the Australian government, and he updated and expanded Walter 
Burley Griffin’s 1912–18 plan for the federal capital, Canberra, to a 
regional context.

In 1948 Holford became professor of town planning at University 
College, London, upon Abercrombie’s retirement. He served as 
president of the Town Planning Institute in 1953–4 and of the Royal 
Institute of British Architects in 1960–62 and received the gold 
medals of both (1961 and 1963). 

He became an associate of the Royal Academy in 1961, a member 
in 1968, and eventually its treasurer from 1970. He was a member 
(1943–69) of the Royal Fine Arts Commission and (from 1953) of 
the Historic Buildings Council. He was also a trustee of the British 
Museum (and of the Soane Museum), and director of the Leverhulme 
trust from 1973 to 1975.

Knighted in 1953, he was made a life peer in 1965, the first architect 
or town planner to be so honoured. 

Holford died in St Thomas’s Hospital, London, on 17 October 1975.

Abridged from entry in the Oxford Dictionary oaf National Biography, 
written by Mervyn Miller
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