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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Introduction

This report has been prepared by Farrer Huxley (FH) on 
behalf of Lothbury Investment Management and in close 
coordination with Marchini Curran Associates Architects 
(MC-A), Archaeology Consultant IHCM, Civil Engineers 
Walsh, Transport Consultant Mott Macdonald and Heritage 
Consultant Worlledge Associates.  

This Stage 3 Report prepared by FH provides the landscape 
design and public realm design for the scheme and is 
submitted as part of the planning application alongside 
the Design & Access Statement by MC-A. Further 
detailed information of the development including site 
history, description and location can be found in the DAS 
document.

Landscape Summary

The Clarendon Centre is an extraordinary site in one of 
the most extraordinary places at the heart of Oxford City 
Centre. 

The principal aim of the design has been the creation of 
a public realm that works closely with the architectural 
proposals and that celebrates the site’s unique location 
in the centre of Oxford, unifying its history, culture and 
contextual qualities of the city. 

The crossroad of Cornmarket and Queen Street is the 
historic exact centre of Oxford – the meeting place between 
the four historic gates of the city’s walls.

An ancient rule of the university stipulates that students 
of Oxford must live within 6 miles of Carfax Tower, 
immediately adjacent to the Clarendon site. 

Our main consideration surrounds what kind of place we 
make for the very heart of the Oxford today.  The future of 
our urban centres seems now unclear, as shopping trends 
change and the role of retail evolves.  Understanding 
nature and being outside now seems more relevant than 
ever before; the role of retail as a city centre function is 
in jeopardy to the internet and the pandemic is changing 
working patterns such that the office in city centres is now 
not the only desirable option for work.

The proposal aims to address these challenges. The 
architectural proposal to diversify the building uses is 
supported by a new public realm bringing air and nature 
into the place, removing the roof, creating a new outdoor 
square and open new public square all providing a flexible 
new place for the use and interpretation as a new 21st 
century social destination at the heart of Oxford.

We propose to respond with a strategic and co-ordinated 
design response focussing on:

 • Courtyard Spaces 
 • Thresholds (Gateways/Doorways)
 • Thoroughfares (Passages/Alleys)
 • Destinations (Use/Affordance)

We are proposing treatments for passages and squares that 
can produce a new kind of public space for Oxford, that 
weaves nature amongst plenty of peaceful places to sit for 
a tired shopper, a student with an essay to write, or a group 
meeting for a coffee or dinner.
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The site retains a historically strategic location at the exact 
heart of Oxford.

The history of the site tells a wider narrative of commercial 
space. As these maps show, Cornmarket has been a centre 
of exchange and trade since Oxford’s initial growth in Saxon 
times. 

The Clarendon Centre is being redeveloped because its 
present incarnation as a commercial space has stagnated 
against the twin competition of online shopping and the 
larger more modern Westgate. 

Medieval Plan
John Speed’s 1610 town plan of Oxford

Contemporary
Oxford today with the Clarendon site adjacent to the city ’s main axes

SITE

SITE

1. INTRODUCTION

1.2 SITE HISTORY

Queen Street looking west to Castle Mound in 1907

Queen Street looking west to Castle Mound in 2020
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.3 SITE LOCATION AND WIDER LANDSCAPE CONTEXT 

The wider site analysis recognises that the Clarendon 
Centre sits at the very heart of Oxford. Located to the west 
of Cornmarket Street and to the north of Queen Street, it 
currently benefits from access through both.

There is also an entrance from Shoe Lane, off New Inn Hall 
Street. On the opposite side of Cornmarket Street is the 
more historic Golden Cross shopping arcade, located in the 
medieval courtyard of one of the coaching inns of Oxford 
that leads directly to the Covered Market. At the western 
end of Queen Street is the Westgate Shopping Centre, 
which was extensively redeveloped in recent years.

The central crossroads (between Queen Street, Cornmarket 
St, High Street and St Aldates) is a busy junction affording 
the Clarendon the opportunity to provide a destination for 
people to relax and enjoy at the closest point to the historic 
city centre.

The site is well connected with public transport such as 
buses and trains.

Wider landscape context diagram

Commercial / retail
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.4 SURROUNDING OPEN AND LEISURE SPACE

OXFORD CASTLE & PRISON

Oxford Castle is a large, partly ruined Norman medieval 
castle. Most of the original moated, wooden motte and 
bailey castle was replaced in stone in the late 12th or early 
13th century and the castle played an important role in the 
conflict of the Anarchy. 

The prison closed in 1996 and was redeveloped as a hotel 
and visitor attraction. The medieval remains of the castle, 
including the motte and St George’s Tower and crypt, are 
Grade I listed buildings and a Scheduled Monument.

CHRIST CHURCH MEADOW

Christ Church meadow is a rare open space at the heart of 
Oxford, open to the public all year round. Though seemingly 
tranquil, the meadow is highly variable, with seasonal 
flooding and a variety of wildlife that comes and goes. 

The meadow has long been used as a site for sport, 
entertainment and recreation, it has also provided a 
beautiful setting for a number of outdoor performances.

THE GREAT QUADRANGLE

Located at the heart of Christ Church, the largest quad 
in Oxford, Tom Quad, or Great Quad as it was originally 
known, was laid out in the mid 1500s and apart from some 
alterations to the line of the paths and to the terraces in the 
1870s very little has changed. 

The current lead fountain of Mercury was added in 1928, 
and there never appears to have been any planting other 
than the grass lawns.

Castle Mound
Private site (entrance via Oxford Castle & Prison)

High Street
Public space

Christ Church Meadow 
Public site 

Tom Quad
Semi-public open space

THE HIGH STREET

The High Street, known locally as the High, runs between 
Carfax, generally seen as the centre of the city, and 
Magdalen Bridge to the east. There are many historical 
buildings on the street, including the University of Oxford 
buildings and colleges.

The street has been described by Nikolaus Pevsner as “one 
of the world’s great streets”.



Clarendon Centre | Stage 3 Landscape Report | January 2020
10



Clarendon Centre | Stage 3 Landscape Report | January 2020
11

2.
 L

A
N

D
SC

A
PE

A
N

A
LY

SI
S



Clarendon Centre | Stage 3 Landscape Report | January 2021
12

2. LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

2.1 OXFORD THE CITY OF SQUARES

Private open space

New public open space

Figure-ground map of Oxford with quad forms in red, and the Clarendon site in green

KEY

A New Kind of Quad

The quad, or square, is the distinctive typology for the 
urban grain in Oxford.  This as a predominant character-
istic is confined to Oxford and Cambridge within the UK. 
The quads are, in the main, wrapped by the academic 
accommodation, chapels, and halls of the city colleges. The 
squares are experienced as glimpsed views by those not 
able to use what are private and exclusive spaces.

The squares are nearly all free of clutter, simple, green, 
mown lawn centred with patterns of paths usually around 
the edges. They hark back to the medieval cloister and are 
predominantly used for orientation, passing through, or for 
contemplation.  

The square has the role of providing a setting around which 
the key college buildings congregate; each building facade 
contributing to the square’s quality and enjoyment.

The Clarendon’s proposed square would build on the typol-
ogy and form of the past, but bring use and function up to 
date. We propose a square that less controls nature, instead 
seeking to imbue it through a fuller expression - being filled 
with trees and undulations. The square, unlike the quads, is 
genuinely public and affords use by everyone all year, day 
and night. 

The proposed squares will be flexible and provide oppor-
tunities and interpretation for a wide range of uses for the 
diversity of all users, in the heart of Oxford.
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ROUTES

• Concentration of special use or activity along a route 
may give it prominence in the mind of the user. Ground 
floor uses will make paths memorable

• Spatial qualities (e.g. width or narrowness) attract 
attention and when reinforced by adjacent buildings 
can become the identifying mark

• Paths with clear and well-known destinations have 
strong identity

2. LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

2.2 URBAN FORM

Oxford’s quad-based urban form is supported by a series 
of design manipulations that characterise the experience of 
the city.

The square, or quad, is approached or glimpsed through a 
system of routes and thresholds. The routes take the form 
of passages, alleys, streets and yards, these routes have 
moments or thresholds designating the change from move-
ment to destination, from one affordance to another. The 
sequencing articulation and form of these elements deter-
mine the very distinct variations and similarities that make 
up the pattern and special nature of this city.

Legible pathways
Sense of direction and orientation

‘In-between’
Breaks in continuity

Arrival
Destination / pay off 

THRESHOLDS

• Similar to pathways thresholds may also have 
directional qualities

• Thresholds may reinforce identity of the destination 
point

• Provide sense of discovery and sense of arrival
• ‘In and out’
• They are the edge of something and heighten the 

senses as you move from one state to another.
• Thresholds can be markers

SQUARES/COURTYARDS

• Destination space
• A place to stop, dwell, contemplate, socialise
• Enclosed open space, public, private or semi-private
• Outdoor meeting point, bringing people and nature 

together
• Multifunctional space available to all
• Safe and secure with passive surveillance
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2. LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

2.3 ROUTES

College

History

Commercial / retail

Market

The Clarendon sits in a spectacularly heterogeneous urban grain

KEY

The area is truly mixed use; the Clarendon Centre sits in a 
spectacularly heterogeneous urban grain.

The nature of Oxford is often described as the inter-
relationship of “town and Gown”. This social idea is also 
characterised by the differing urban form which services 
each. 

The Clarendon sits at a junction at the centre of both; 
“Town” situated between the old Market Hall and the new 
Westgate retail centre and being on the main shopping 
streets of Cornmarket and Queen Street; and “Gown” on 
the thoroughfare between Christ Church, Brasenose, St 
Peters Colleges, and abutting the Oxford Union.
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High Street, market & historical yards/arcades
15m wide (vehicle dominant)

Cornmarket Street & Queen Street commercial frontages 
15m wide (pedestrian dominant)

COLLEGE

HISTORY

COMMERCIAL / RETAIL

MARKET

High StreetCornmarket St and Queen St

2. LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

2.3 ROUTES

Clarendon forms the corner of Cornmarket and Queen 
Street which are both pedestrianised as retail streets.  The 
corner marked by Carfax Tower accommodates the busy 
traffic and key bus stops on High Street. 

For all visitors to the city, the corner at Carfax will be 
crossed whether alighting from a park and ride from the 
city fringe or a bus from the railway station. The thresholds, 
streets, and square of the Clarendon provides a new 
destination in touching distance for all visitors and those 
who know the city alike.
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2. LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

2.4 THRESHOLDS

College thresholds lead the eye deep into the site

Pevsner saw Oxford as a model for townscape

Nikolaus Pevsner, who described William Holford’s 1956 
façade for Woolworths as ‘tasteful and elegant’ wrote a 
study of the qualities of Oxford’s urban grain in order to 
educate planners in the post war environment.  

He believed that the structure of Oxford presented the 
picturesque, a model for townscapes, mixing landmarks, 
rhythm, and pieces of green to create interest in the 
foreground, middleground, and background.

Oxford’s relationship with circulation is not always about 
making it open and seamless, but by clearly sequencing 
spaces in ways that are unique and exciting.

Where quads and thoroughfares meet, clear entrances 
allow passers-by to catch glimpses and see deep into the 
space and be enticed.
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Rhythm and pattern

Sequence and order

Directional qualities

Verdant (sometimes)Clarendon Centre proposed new squares 

2. LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

2.5 SQUARE

The real strength of quads lies not in their seclusion, but their 
interconnectedness

ABRIDGED HISTORY OF THE QUAD - quality

Quads are the classic character of Oxford – and they are 
not in the past – new ones are being built 

Peaceful green pedestrian spaces each with their own 
unique sense of space. They are very structured but vary 
and are open to interpretation

Quads have certain qualities, but are fundamentally 
restrained in what they offer, how they are used and by 
whom. 

The Clarendon’s proposed ‘quad’ or square;
Adheres to a less restrained interpretation of nature 
where the control shifts from humanity to nature, from 
enlightenment to parity.  Users will be more immersed in 
the landscape, which becomes the dominant form. The 
landscape yields to possibilities and interpretations, it does 
not define use or control but is inherently more usable, 
more what visitors will want it to be. 

The diversity of users day and night is reflected in the 
squares elements which all interprete natural systems to 
cater for play, socialising, contemplation, rest, or passage.

The thresholds, streets, and square when visited will live 
longer in the memory as it will be enjoyed as the user 
wishes to enjoy it rather than a place where you are 
controlled or told.
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2.6 SQUARE - QUALITIES

2. LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

QUALITIES:

• Resembles cloister gardens of medieval monasteries 
• Usually square or rectangular, enclosed by covered 

arcades or cloisters
• A huge expanse of flat grass area in the middle

QUALITIES:

• Elegant and sophisticated defined by symmetry, simple 
geometry allowing routes through the centre

• May include more elaborate planting schemes

QUALITIES:

• Organic diverse shapes and freedom of movement in 
may different directions

• Planting at many levels enhancing ecology and 
biodiversity

• A balance of nature and humanity in the same space

Medieval Quad arrangement
Monastic and hierarchical

Neoclassical Quad arrangement
Formal and grand

Future Quad arrangement
Usable and biodiverse

A quadrangle (or colloquially, a quad) is a space or a 
courtyard, usually rectangular (square or oblong) in plan, 
the sides of which are entirely or mainly occupied by parts 
of a large building (or several smaller buildings).
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PALEY PARK, NEW YORK RATHBONE SQUARE, LONDON ST MARTIN’S COURTYARD, COVENT GARDEN

8/12/2020 Paley Park - Google Maps

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Paley+Park/@40.7605139,-73.9749187,166m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m5!3m4!1s0x89c258fbbd064671:0x6a37dc1fd48bf15e!8m2!3d40.7602157!4d-73.9751349!5m1!1e4?hl=en 1/5

Imagery ©2020 Google, Imagery ©2020 Bluesky, CNES / Airbus, Maxar Technologies, Sanborn, Map data ©2020 Google 10 m 

Paley Park

Total area 390 m2 Total area 550 m2Total area 960 m2

15.20

8/17/2020 Rathbone Square - Google Maps

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Rathbone+Square,+Fitzrovia,+London/@51.5168952,-0.134507,216m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m5!3m4!1s0x48761b2c9de93d7b:0x16e1ae1fa0428af1!8m2!3d51.5170231!4d-0.1345812 1/2

Imagery ©2020 Google, Imagery ©2020 Bluesky, CNES / Airbus, Getmapping plc, Infoterra Ltd & Bluesky, Maxar Technologies, The GeoInformation Group, Map data ©2020 20 m 

Rathbone Square

30.0

32.0

8/12/2020 St Martin's Courtyard - Google Maps

https://www.google.com/maps/place/St+Martin's+Courtyard/@51.5125079,-0.1263586,129m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m5!3m4!1s0x487604cd06cac855:0xf9050d67424b7562!8m2!3d51.5125677!4d-0.1266129!5m1!1e4?hl=en 1/5

Imagery ©2020 Google, Imagery ©2020 Bluesky, CNES / Airbus, Getmapping plc, Infoterra Ltd & Bluesky, Maxar Technologies, The GeoInformation Group, Map data ©2020 Google 10 m 

St Martin's Courtyard

12.0

46.50

2.7 SQUARE SCALE COMPARISON

2. LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

30
.40

A series scale comparison analysis has been produce to 
have references of successful squares at similar size than 
Clarendon Square.

PALEY PARK KEY POINTS: 

 • Pocket park surrounded by high-rises is a respite from 
the sights and sounds of urban living

 • The dense ivy on the walls and the low tree canopy 
work as a sound barrier and the waterfall feature on the 
back wall produces white noise that smooths out the 
sounds of the city

RATHBONE SQUARE KEY POINTS:

 • Visual connection from the street to the centre of 
the garden using light, water, and reflection within a 
planted landscape in the heart of London

 • Grass and benches provide a tranquil refuge shielded 
from traffic by the buildings

 • Entrances were designed to create a sense of intrigue

ST MARTIN’S COURTYARD KEY POINTS
 
 • Open-air shopping and dining destination located in 

the heart of Covent Garden
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Existing historic views from Clarendon Centre rooftop diagram

2.8 VIEWS FROM THE CLARENDON CENTRE

2. LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

The Clarendon Centre sits at the centre of the ‘dreaming 
spires’ of Oxford. It takes its place amongst the towers - not 
offering the classic distant views of the towers above the 
city roofs but rather a view from within where some spires 
are close up - the Carfax you can nearly touch.

It became clear that this setting provides a unique opportu-
nity to experience Oxford. The landscape has therefore en-
croached onto the roof providing public access to witness 
Oxford from its middle.
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2.8 VIEWS FROM THE CLARENDON CENTRE 

2. LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

View from the existing Clarendon Centre looking Northeast over Radcliffe Camera

View from the existing Clarendon Centre looking Southeast over Carfax TowerView from the existing Clarendon Centre looking Northwest over Church of St Peter-le-Bailey and Wesley Memorial Methodist Church
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2.9 VIEWS TOWARDS THE CLARENDON CENTRE

2. LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

Castle
Mound

Conversely, as well as the opportunity to look out from 
Clarendon to the dreaming spires all around we have then 
considered the views of Clarendon from its surroundings 
and the contribution of its roofscape on the skyline.

Contemporary roofscapes have much more to do than 
keeping the buildings dry and warm.  Roofs now must now 
contribute to the buildings energy production, carry the 
plant for warming and cooling, the extracts and chimneys 
for the removal of lab gases etc. The roof also has a role in 
the biodiversity and micro climate of the city.

The proposal recognises that Clarendon is a contemporary 
roof and should contribute a contemporary component 
to the ever changing skyline of the city. PV panels, 
extracts and green roof plantings should all be part of the 
experience of the roof.  The roof top cafe will unashamedly 
let visitors see the complexity of a roof ’s role in a high 
functioning modern building.
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2.10 WESTGATE ROOFTOP ANALYSIS

During a recent site visit to The Clarendon Centre, the FH 
team studied the rooftop conditions and character of the 
nearby Westgate Shopping Centre. 

The public/commercial spaces have a similar character 
to the shopping centre interior spaces and ground floor 
conditions - failing to offer a unique rooftop experience for 
its visitors. 

The majority of the roof space is occupied by commercial 
chain-food eateries with small pockets of seating spaces 
available only for customers. 

The rooftop landscape is predominantly hard surfaces with 
planting in temporary planters and on the inaccessible roof 
edges. It offers minimal ecological enhancements lacking in 
biodiversity. 

The aim is to create a distinctive rooftop experience for 
Clarendon Square.

Central lawn area accessible to all made of artificial grass

Visible fencing and gates creating visible obstructions Publicly accessible but tables and seating available only for customers Dominant hard landscape features, minimal biodiversity

Landscape cluttered with bollards signage and bins Many boundary layers to the edges obstructing views out

2. LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS
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