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xiii

introduction and acknowledgements

This book deals primarily with the history of  the buildings of  Christ 

Church and its predecessors, Cardinal College and King henry Viii’s 

College. The story of  St frideswide’s Priory and its church up to their dissolu-

tion should constitute another volume, so there is only the briefest of  discus-

sions about the medieval development of  the site. nor is there an in-depth 

analysis of  the cathedral within these covers. The cathedral is not, in fact, 

dealt with, outside the introductory chapter, until the major refurbishment 

of  the nineteenth century. it is included only as diocesan seat and college 

chapel, except where its earlier history directly impinges on our understand-

ing of  Christ Church.

The book’s arrangement puts the history of  each building, from begin-

ning to end, in one place. So the history of  Peckwater Quadrangle will begin 

and finish in the chapter devoted to the eighteenth century, and that of  Tom 

Tower in the seventeenth-century section. i hope this will be easier for the 

reader than a purely chronological approach, which would mean constantly 

flicking back and forth between the index and the text.

Pevsner famously pronounced that a bicycle shed was a building, but a 

church was architecture.1 needless to say, scholars have contradicted him, 

and this book aims to follow in the footsteps of  those gainsayers and show 

that the buildings of  Christ Church, built with care for both design and func-

tion, whether grand or humble, have much to tell about the history of  the 

site and the institutions that have occupied it. in the main, Christ Church’s 

buildings are splendid: a visitor in the mid-seventeenth century commented 

that ‘it is more like some fine castle, or great palace than a College’.2 The 

already grand site was enhanced during the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-

turies by ever more imposing structures, and in the twentieth by buildings of  
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a more functional, but still interesting, nature. Although there were three, 

often long, principal building phases – the mid-sixteenth century, the late 

seventeenth and entire eighteenth centuries and the second half  of  the 

nineteenth – there can barely have been a year throughout Christ Church’s 

five centuries when there was no scaffolding at all. After the era of  Cardinal 

Wolsey, the main periods of  construction were initiated or carried through 

by the three ‘builder deans’: John fell, henry Aldrich and henry Liddell. At 

whatever date, the struggle to provide for the changing needs of  academics 

and residents while honouring the history and beauty of  Christ Church has 

been constant.

Some buildings are far better recorded than others. The college archive 

includes accounts for the building of  Tom Tower, and the Library’s construc-

tion is well documented. Contracts with the mason and plumber who worked 

on Peckwater Quad are detailed, and the papers on Blue Boar voluminous. 

Meadow Buildings, on the other hand, barely get a mention; no drawings 

survive, and correspondence is minimal.

Previous works on the college and cathedral buildings have tended 

to be rather perfunctory. henry Thompson wrote a small chapter, more a 

tourist guide than a serious study, in his 1900 history of  Christ Church; S. A. 

Warner and e. W. Watson concentrated on the cathedral; and the volumes 

of  the History of  the University of  Oxford included Christ Church’s buildings 

in its chapters on the physical setting for the academic community.3 General 

architectural studies of  oxford also cover the colleges to a greater or lesser 

extent. Tom Tower has a work devoted entirely to the plans for its construc-

tion, written by W. d. Caröe, and the building accounts of  the Library were 

edited by the late John Mason and Jean Cook.4 The indefatigable Geoffrey 

Bill researched and wrote much, particularly on the nineteenth-century 

restoration of  the cathedral and construction of  the Wolsey Tower, which 

has now been published some years after his death. But there has not been a 

systematic account of  Christ Church’s buildings investigating why and how 

they changed from generation to generation. it is time that that was put 

right. i hope i do so in the pages of  this book.

To compensate for my shortcomings as an architectural historian, 
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many experts have come to my aid. At Christ Church, Jon down, house 

Surveyor, has advised constantly with good humour and patience. A hi-viz 

jacket and hard hat have become new staples in my wardrobe. The Clerk of  

Works department, under the leadership of  Tony Morris and Keith Aldridge, 

is always helpful. The astonishing knowledge of  Matthew Power and Jim 

Godfrey on all aspects of  the cathedral is indispensable. Graham Keevill, 

consultant archaeologist to Christ Church, has contributed much on both 

the buried and the vertical archaeology of  the site, and is always keen to 

show me new discoveries in muddy holes! Julian Munby offered his assist-

ance as soon as the book was first mooted. Geoffrey Tyack read a long and 

ultimately unpublished chapter for my previous book on Christ Church, The 

Cardinal’s College, and gave it the thumbs-up; he then graciously took on the 

whole present text, giving generously of  his time and expertise. Both Julian 

and Geoffrey are wonderful supporters of  this amateur in the field. other 

scholars, working in more specific areas, have also been generous with their 

research: Michael hall and Peter howell deserve particular mention. As 

ever, my colleague archivists are always ready to help and to advise; par-

ticular thanks must go to Julian reid, robin darwall-Smith, Mike riordan 

and rob Petre.

needless to say, the wonderful team at Profile Books are worth their 

weight in gold for their encouragement, support and commitment. My col-

leagues in the Library, too, are indispensable, particularly rachel Pilgrim for 

her friendship and ability to nag nicely. Alina nachescu and dave Stumpp 

give their time and talents freely, for which i thank them unreservedly. 

nothing would ever appear in print were it not for the development office, 

particularly Simon offen and Sandra harrison, who bend over backwards 

to help whenever they are asked. deans Christopher Lewis and Martyn 

Percy have been more than kind in their support. i am also very grateful 

to Christ Church not only for allowing me to take time out to study archi-

tectural history at rewley house but also for funding the course. My tutor, 

Paul Barnwell, deserves much credit for ensuring that parapets and purlins, 

Palladian and Picturesque, are terms that i can use with slightly more assur-

ance than was previously possible. hopefully, his teaching and ever helpful 
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advice will have eliminated the worst of  any errors. Those that remain are 

most definitely mine.

Judith Curthoys

Oxford, December 2016
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A college-in-waiting: St frideswide’s 
Priory and its environs

Legend has it that St frideswide’s Priory, the small religious house that  

   from the early eighth century occupied the site where Christ Church 

now stands, was founded by frideswide, a local noblewoman, in thanks-

giving for her deliverance from her energetic and persistent suitor Algar. 

Little is known about the beginnings of  this monastery. it was possibly a 

The statue of  St Frideswide that stands on the west face of  the north 
transept, drawn in the 1830s. It is now very badly eroded.
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double house, of  both monks and nuns, and was here before oxford was 

laid out around 900 (by either Alfred, edward or, possibly, Aethelflaed), its 

presence prompting the town’s development.1 Positioned at the southern 

end of  a gravel island or spit, which was much more prominent then than 

it is today, and between two Thames crossing points, nothing now remains 

of  the Saxon church or the early monastic site, which was, in all likelihood, 

a simple gathering of  timber buildings with a strong stone tower, within a 

defined enclosure.2 After the monastery and all its documents were destroyed 

by fire in december 1002, during the revenge massacre of  the danes on St 

Brice’s day, King Aethelred confirmed all its charters, rebuilt and enlarged 

the church, and refounded the house as a priory of  secular canons.

Later, in the early twelfth century, the canons – now regular Augustin-

ians, under the governance of  Gwymund, chaplain to henry i – began to 

close themselves off  from the burgeoning city. The king granted permission 

for the canons to build to the south of  the priory church, on the street that 

ran around the inside of  the town’s defences, and for all the entrances to the 

precinct to be closed, making it fully enclosed for the first time.3 it was also at 

this time, not long after henry’s refoundation charter of  c.1120, that robert 

of  Cricklade, the prior of  St frideswide’s, began a complete reconstruction 

of  the monastic buildings. rather than pulling everything down and start-

ing with a blank canvas, robert did things in stages. The first new buildings 

were the eastern side of  the cloister, including the Chapter house with its 

classic norman chevron design around the door, and then the chancel.4 The 

The remains of  a stone-paved ford were found during the foundation exca-

vations for Meadow Buildings sixteen feet below the current ground level.

of  the Saxon foundation, just a single floor tile survives. James Park 

harrison and James Parker, after excavations at the east end in the 1880s, 

entered into vigorous debate about the possibility that the early church 

may have had a Byzantine-style apsidal form dating either from the eighth 

century or immediately after Aethelred’s refoundation after the fire.

harrison (1891)
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prior then worked his way west and north. The progression of  his labours 

suggests that the old church, left intact until all else was completed, stood 

slightly to the north of  the main body of  the present cathedral, its site partly 

underneath the present north transept and a small square precursor to the 

Latin Chapel. This small square chapel – half  the size of  the present Latin 

Chapel – was ready for the translation of  St frideswide’s relics into a raised 

shrine in 1180, from a grave at the east end of  the church.5 The crossing 

tower and north transept were completed during the 1180s and then, after 

another, less calamitous, fire in 1190, the nave and the cloister were fin-

ished, with the door of  the Chapter house being extended downwards.6 The 

original west end of  the church – demolished in the 1520s – was uncovered 

during excavations in 2005 under the present flagstone terrace.7 The rest 

of  the north-east corner was probably just about complete by the end of  the 

thirteenth century, with finishing touches taking until the 1330s. it was 

The priory church, now the cathedral, from the north-west, as it was in the 
later medieval period, drawn by F. Mackenzie and engraved by John Le Keux.
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only a small church, by the standards of  durham, for example, although 

quite large enough for its community, but the form was exactly what would 

have been expected, with the three vertical stages of  arcade, triforium and 

clerestory, albeit arranged in an unusual giant order – with the triforium 

contained within the arcade – to give an impression of  height in a building 

that is actually quite low by contemporary monastic standards. its spire was 

one of  the first in the country to be built in stone, c.1225, with pinnacles 

reminiscent of  normandy.8 The proximity of  the city wall, tight against the 

east end, meant that the Lady Chapel – in early english Gothic – was to the 

north, rather than in the more traditional location beyond the main altar.

other alterations and additions followed in the centuries that followed, 

including the lovely fifteenth-century ‘watching loft’ (which is actually 

more likely to be a chantry chapel with the tomb of  the patron below and an 

The Chapter House door in the 1820s, showing its classic 
Romanesque decoration, and the steps to the raised east end.
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upstairs chamber for a priest, the lierne vaulting and openwork pendants 

above the chancel from the late fifteenth century, and a new window in the 

north transept, dated to the early sixteenth century.9

To the west and north of  the priory church were the graveyards for the 

priory community and for the small parish church or chapel of  St frides-

wide, lost beneath the extensions to the priory church.10 Part of  one cem-

etery may have fallen out of  use, as a later medieval, beautifully crafted 

garderobe (water closet) was uncovered in the recent excavations just to the 

north-west of  the cathedral. This must have been associated with another 

building of  some sort, perhaps guest lodgings, constructed over this part of  

the graveyard.11 To the south of  the church were domestic buildings, includ-

ing the prior’s lodgings, the dormitory, the refectory and the kitchen. The 

monks’ infirmary may have been on roughly the same site as the present 

Meadow Buildings, close to the edge of  the precinct, with a small adjoining 

The ‘watching loft’ or chantry chapel, close to the 
shrine of  St Frideswide, seen in the 1830s.
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chapel especially for services for the sick. Anthony Wood, the famous sev-

enteenth-century oxford antiquarian, suggests that the infirmary chapel 

became the Audit house at Christ Church, where, apparently, the canons 

were accustomed to take their meals.12

The Priory house

Much of  the present Priory house and the east range of  the cloister south 

of  and above the Chapter house occupy what was the monastic dormi-

tory. if  there was a night-stair directly into the priory church, there is no 

surviving evidence except, perhaps, the curious indentation at the foot of  

the pillar beside the door to the sacristy. Part of  the norman construction, 

The east end of  the priory church (from 1546 the cathedral) 
between the fourteenth and the nineteenth centuries, with its 

traditional thirteenth-century Decorated window.
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the day-stair led up to the dormitory from the cloister through a doorway 

slightly to the north of  the current Priory house entrance.13 The dormi-

tory, or a portion of  it, may have been rebuilt in the thirteenth century, and 

then again in the very late fifteenth, when the cloisters were rebuilt by the 

mason William orchard, under the watchful eye of  robert Sherborne.14 The 

door was moved to its present position and the staircase given a dog-leg, a 

small quatrefoil window in the old door-frame to shed a little light on to the 

stairs, a tiled floor to the new landing, and a stone handrail. The walls were 

painted in dramatic broad grey and red stripes.15 At the same time as he 

was re designing the cloister, Sherborne altered part of  the mid-thirteenth-

century dormitory to form a residence for the prior and built a new house 

or extension to its south.16 The residence was probably used subsequently by 

the deans of  both Cardinal College and King henry Viii’s College, and then 

by the first dean of  Christ Church, richard Cox, until the present deanery in 

the Great Quadrangle was made fit for habitation.

in addition to his changes at the entrance to the dormitory, Sherborne 

As recently as the 1490s robert Sherborne, fellow of  new College and 

dean of  St Paul’s, had funded the complete renewal of  the cloister from 

the ground up. The new building was in a late Perpendicular style, and 

its construction had required alterations to the doorway up to the monks’ 

dormitory so that the shafts for the vault should be symmetrical. intrigu-

ingly, many of  the bosses in the vault are of  women: aristocratic and secular 

women at that. in a male monastery (as it was then) eyebrows may have 

been raised at such decoration, but the chantry that was established at the 

same time as the rebuilding was partly to commemorate a Mrs halman, a 

shopkeeper with a premises near Carfax that appears to have been a special-

ist ecclesiastical retailer. it is feasible that Mrs halman was one of  a group 

of  pious, older ladies (the hairstyles shown in the bosses are a bit dated) who 

were members of  a consorority for St frideswide. regardless of  the lateness 

of  the work, Wolsey’s demolition of  one side of  the cloister would suggest 

that the destruction of  the remainder was on the cards.

Munby (forthcoming)
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extended the property further south, connecting with some of  the remain-

ing monastic buildings.17 recent archaeological investigations have found 

timbers dating from the mid-thirteenth century being reused as joists.18 The 

Chapter house roof  was replaced in 1261, so these may well be part of  the 

original – too good to throw away. They were no doubt held on to by the clerk 

of  works for repairs and maintenance. More timbers date to Sherborne’s 

alterations, and more to work around the construction of  Cardinal College 

in 1525.19 A tremendously thick wall at the southern end of  the Priory 

house probably indicates the conclusion of  the norman construction, with 

the late fifteenth-century extension to the south drastically altered in the 

1630s.

from the early twentieth century, and probably before, the Priory 

house was usually the lodging of  the Lady Margaret professor of  divinity.20 

it had been proposed in the 1930s that the rooms over the Chapter house 

be adapted for the use of  the choir, but this did not happen. it was not until 

1970 that the Playne Vallance architectural partnership modernised the 

whole property, creating a new self-contained ground-floor flat entered from 

the cloister.21 further changes were made in 1985, just before rowan Wil-

liams, the future archbishop of  Canterbury, moved in as the Lady Marga-

ret professor, and as John norsworthy was appointed cathedral registrar; 

offices were created out of  the part of  the Priory house that extended over 

the Chapter house.22 After the death of  Canon Peter hinchliff  in 1995, the 

residence was divided in two the following year, and the more southerly 

portion became known as Cloister house.23 The plan allowed for one of  the 

canonries in Tom Quad to be made available for college use.24 At the same 

time the Pococke Garden, for the use of  staff, was created out of  the huge 

garden attached to the house.25

Just around the corner from the dormitory, occupying the south side 

of  the cloister, was the refectory, rebuilt in the late fifteenth century, prob-

ably at the same time as the cloister.26 A fine building, with storage under-

neath, it included a pulpit for the reading of  the scriptures during meals. The 

entrance to the undercroft was at the west end – an engraving made prior to 

its conversion into student rooms in the late eighteenth century shows the 
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grand west window with a porch beneath. The monks’ entrance was from 

the cloister passage at the east end, closer to both dormitory and church.27 

Separate from the refectory, but conveniently placed between it and the 

in firmary, the monastic kitchen was probably on the site where Wolsey’s 

grand replacement now stands.

The exact size of  the whole precinct (which would have been sur-

rounded, at least from the twelfth century, by a wall) is not known, but it 

extended westwards to the gardens or yards of  the properties on St Aldate’s, 

to St frideswide’s Street on the north and to the city wall and the edge of  

the river terrace to the south.28 outside the city wall was the Meadow, with 

the monastic fishponds in St frideswide’s (now Merton) Grove. The grange 

– with its stables, pigsties, cattle pens and grain stores – was east of  the 

ponds.29

So by the early years of  the sixteenth century this small, enclosed com-

munity was tucked almost invisibly into a corner of  the city of  oxford, sur-

rounded by the city walls on two sides and hemmed in by shops, houses, 

inns and schools on the west and north. The stubby and ancient spire of  the 

priory church may have been the only feature visible over the surrounding 

tenements and other properties.

To the north, St edward’s Street (now Alfred Street) ran towards the 

priory from the high Street, between the Bear inn on one side and Peck-

water inn on the other, and was closed by a small gate which guarded one 

entrance to the priory churchyard.30 further east, Shidyerd Street (now 

oriel Street) made its way from the high too, continuing south – through 

Alterations were made to the choir practice room, off  the Chapter house, in 

1985. The room is said to have been created by William Tresham, a canon 

of  Christ Church from 1546 to 1560, soon after the foundation of  Christ 

Church in 1546. While the work was being done on the Priory house, a 

new garden, designed by Mavis Batey in 1985, was laid out in the cloister 

which included all twenty-four plants shown in the borders of  Wolsey’s lec-

tionary (the Library’s MS 101).
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what is now Corpus Christi’s staff  car park – until it reached the bastion 

and postern gate behind the priory church.31 for a few years around 1517 

much of  this eastern boundary would have been occupied by the construc-

tion teams building the new Corpus Christi College. running slightly to the 

north of  the centre of  the present Tom Quad, a small street called St frides-

wide’s Lane turned off  what is now St Aldate’s to join up with St edward’s 

Street just outside the churchyard gate.32 it was busy with shops and houses, 

with their accompanying refuse pits, privies and outhouses. Some properties 

had been, and possibly still were, used as academic halls of  residence, such 

as Burnell’s inn and Greek hall; others were pubs or shops, or both. rooms 

in one of  the inns in the lane – either the dolphin or the Pike – were used 

in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries as a synagogue.33 Many of  the city’s 

fishmongers used St Aldate’s to sell their wares, and the slaughterhouses 

belonging to the local butchers were spread out along the present Brewer 

Street, also known as Sleying Lane. The several inns would have added 

their own aromas, noise and mess, and the various streams of  the Thames 

The cottages on the Meadow by the Rose Lane gate, around 1830. Little is 
known about these houses, except that they probably stand on the site of  the 

medieval grange, and that they were leased to Corpus Christi College from 
1690 until the mid-nineteenth century, when they were taken back in hand. 

The cottages were the subject of  much dispute between the two colleges as they 
fell gradually into disrepair. In 2016 a new greenhouse was built alongside.
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(including Trill Mill Stream, which flowed close to the city defences past the 

workshops of  fellmongers and slaughtermen before it entered the Meadow) 

were undoubtedly polluted and unpleasant. And where the city wall joined 

St Aldate’s, at the south gate, in the midst of  the midden and racket, was the 

tiny church of  St Michael.34

A plan of  the St Frideswide precinct.
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