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STATEMENT OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL INTEREST NO 10 

ST MARY’S COLLEGE 

 
Asset/Monument Type: Monastic 
College 
Summary: Founded in the mid 15th 
century the Augustinian monastic 
college lasted for just over a hundred 
years until 1540 after which it 
continued as a secular hall and then a 
charity school. The college site was 
eventually acquired by Brasenose in 
the 17th century. 
Location (NGR): SP51190623 
Definition: A college is an 
establishment housing a community 
of secular clergy sharing a degree of 
common life less strictly controlled 
than that within a monastic order. 
Colleges are normally identified 
through documentary evidence. Their 
buildings are usually associated with 
a parish church (not necessarily of 
formal collegiate status) although 
some extra-parochial and academic 
colleges had their own chapel. Other 
morphological elements present may 
include one or more cloisters or 
quadrangles, ranges of lodgings 
(either communal or more commonly 
as separate apartments), a common 
hall or refectory, service buildings 
(kitchen, buttery etc), a master or 
warden's lodging, a guest house, gate houses and sometimes an associated school or bede-
house. 
Version: 12/2/2012 

Key characteristics 
The following criteria (which are not in any order of ranking) are based on the Secretary of 
State’s criteria for assessing Scheduled Monuments. They should not be regarded as definitive, 
but as an indicative provisional assessment. 
 

1. Period: Does the asset characterise a category or historic period? 

Assessment: The college represents a period of monastic higher education from the 15th-16th 
century. Monastic colleges are just two of many asset types which characterise the medieval 
period. 
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Score: High 

2. Rarity: What is the rarity of the asset in terms of regional and national context? 

Assessment: At a national level the University of Oxford is an institution only directly 
comparable to the slightly later University of Cambridge. St Mary’s College is the only 
medieval Oxford college not to have been re-founded and therefore represents a unique 
archaeological resource.  The medieval stone undercroft is a rare example of its kind. 
Score: High 

3. Documentation: To what extent is the significance of the asset enhanced by existing 
documentation or lack thereof? 

Assessment: Previous published research by John Blair (1978) suggests there is good 
documentation. There is also reasonable archaeological documentation.  
Score: Medium 

4. Group Value: is the value of the asset enhanced by its association with related contemporary 
monuments or with monuments of different periods? 

Assessment: The college is associated with the Norman cellar at Frewin Hall, the post-
medieval Frewin Hall, the post-medieval Brasenose College and the 19th century Oxford Union 
Society. It is located in the heart of the Saxon and medieval city but away from the main areas 
of occupation. It has group value with other contemporary monastic colleges in Oxford. 
Score: Medium 

5. Survival/Condition: What is the estimated level of above and below ground survival? 

Assessment: Extant fabric survives in the form of the stone undercroft and gateway. Previous 
excavation noted localised Victorian truncation but did identify college structures. 
Score: Medium 

6. Fragility/Vulnerability: susceptibility to change 

Assessment: The site is vulnerable to small scale works and permitted development (it now 
forms part of Brasenose College) 
Score: Medium 

7. Diversity: Does the asset possess a combination of high quality features? 

Assessment: The surviving undercroft and stone gateway are significant assets, the character 
and extent of below ground assets remains unclear.  
Score: Medium 

8. Potential: Is there a likelihood that currently unrecorded evidence can be anticipated? 

Assessment: There is a good archaeological potential for Late Saxon and medieval activity 
associated with occupation on the main street frontages. Previous investigations have noted 
localised Victorian truncation but also preserved college features.  
Score: Medium 
Overall score (16/24) 

Overall Assessment of Archaeological Interest: Medium 

HERITAGE ASSET DESCRIPTION 
The first attempt to found St Mary's College was in 1421 by the Augustinian order at Leicester 
on a site near Balliol College. However this plan was never fully enacted and it was not until 
1435 that the college was securely established by Thomas Holden and his wife who granted a 
site between New Inn Hall Street and Cornmarket to the monks. The college was primarily for 
Augustinian monks although it also accepted secular students (VCH ii: 102). The college site 
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incorporated the vaulted cellar of an earlier stone house dated to the 11th-12th centuries, 
which still survives (Blair 1978: 48).  The only other surviving extant and in situ element of 
the monastic college are part of the college gateway on New Inn Hall Street.  
The current Frewin Hall is a Grade II* listed building broadly dating to the 16th century (LB 
Ref 8/278) with an early medieval stone undercroft. Access to the hall is via the 16th century 
Frewin gateway on New Inn Hall Street or via the 17th century east doorway on Frewin Court. 
Behind Frewin gateway there is a long rubble-built east west range, now No 36, which is 
currently un-listed but appears to be 17th century in date. Numbers 32-34 (LB Ref 8/279), 
22-24 (LB Ref 8/280) and 20 (LB Ref 8/821) are all listed and are probably also 17th century 
in date. 
The college was not formally dissolved in the 16th century, and continued as a secular hall for 
a short time, although by 1562 the college had become a charity school (Blair 1978: 69). A 
chapel was built at the college in 1443 (Tyack 1998: 55) and this survived until the mid-17th 
century when Brasenose were given permission to build their own college chapel using 
material from the earlier structure (Blair 1978: 72). Chief among the re-used materials from 
the earlier chapel was the hammerbeam roof which was transferred in its entirety to the 17th 
century college chapel (ibid.: 78: Tyack 1998: 115).  
In 1976-7 excavations were carried out by Oxford Archaeological Unit with the aim of 
identifying the site of the earlier monastic chapel (Blair 1978). Significant truncation dating to 
the Victorian period was noted, but one trench identified the south-east angle buttress of the 
chapel, and another the south wall (ibid.: 75). The construction trench for the chapel was 
dated to the late 13th to 14th centuries through pottery evidence.  
St Mary's College is notable for being the only one of five monastic colleges in Oxford not to be 
re-founded. Little is now known about its layout and design except from documentary 
sources. The results of the 1970s excavation and related building surveys of the undercroft at 
Frewin Hall suggest a similar plan-form to contemporary sites at Christ Church and Corpus 
Christi with a main quadrangle on the street frontage, the college chapel to the north and 
ancillary buildings nearby (Blair 1978: 91).  

Academic statements 

MPP Class Description 
 “A sample of nationally important sites should include examples of early medieval 
establishments of secular priests (if a well-preserved site can be identified), a prebendal or 
portional college of the 12th or 13th century, later medieval chantry foundations of both high 
and low status in both urban and rural situations, and possibly several major academic 
colleges. This last type is of special importance in demonstrating the post-medieval continuity 
of a tradition restricted to a narrow social and economic context” (English Heritage. 1989). 
 

‘The Frewin Hall subvault stands out as an archaic example of its kind’ (Blair 1978: 54) 

Research agenda 

Pre-College research agenda 

 Potential for prehistoric activity relating to the ritual and funerary landscape on the 2nd 
gravel terrace (noting the excavation of a Bronze Age barrow on St Michael’s Street)  

 Potential for Middle and Late Saxon occupation and subsequent medieval tenement 
activity (Please refer to the city research agendas).  

 What was the significance and the extent of the holding associated with the vaulted 
undercroft? 

College research agenda 
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 Can structural remains and related plot activity be identified and associated with the 
Monastic College. What can this tell us about the layout, status, diet and material culture of 
the college? How do the remains differ from contemporary secular institutions? 

Associated Monuments 

UAD Monument 5: St Mary’s College (site of) 
UAD Monument 14: Norman cellar at Frewin Hall  
UAD Monument 69: Oxford Union Society 
UAD Monument 70: Historic buildings, St Michael’s Street 
UAD Monument 71: Historic buildings, New Inn Hall Street 
UAD Monument 197: Post-medieval Frewin Hall 
UAD Monument 721: New Inn Hall Street. Saxon. 
UAD Monument 732: St Michael’s Street. Saxon 

Associated Events 

 RCHME 124. Frewin Hall, 1939 (UAD 852): Parts of the gatehouse and a cellar survive in a 
later two storey building with rubble walls and tiled roof.  

 Observations 1975 (UAD 16): Twin more or less semi-circular barrel vaults made of well 
finished stone, not perfectly built. Communicating brick arch between two vaults.  Floor 
mainly brick. 

 34 New Inn Hall Street, 1978  (UAD 46): The trench to the rear revealed a layer of garden 
soil overlying a sequence of loams. Pits were noted within the trench.  

 34 New Inn Hall Street, 1978 (UAD 47): Stone footings of buildings, layers of make up and 
areas of dumped charcoal and plaster,  evidence of two fires but no dating evidence. 

 Building survey, Frewin Hall, 1978 (UAD 38):  The vaulted cellar of Frewin Hall was 
identified as the undercroft of an important stone house probably built between 1090 and 
1150. From 1435 the site was occupied by St Mary's College for Austin Canons. 

 22 & 24 New Inn Hall Street, 1979 (UAD 40): Failed to positively affirm or refute the theory 
that there are Late Medieval survival of St Mary's College. Medieval street surfaces and 
tenement frontages (cob walled), Saxon pot (St Neots ware) recovered. Also large amount 
of undisturbed and complex stratigraphy of tenements predating the foundation of St 
Mary's College in 1435.   

 Evaluation, Frewin Hall, 1981 (UAD 41): Part of the floor of the 12th century undercroft of 
Frewin Hall was excavated prior to refurbishment. Only post-medieval floors survived.  It 
was thought that this may have been because early layers had been dug away to increase 
headroom. A fourteenth century pillar was shown to be a post-medieval insertion.  

 Evaluation, Frewin Hall, 1993 (UAD 42): A trench in the south-east corner of the site 
revealed undated features cut into the gravel.  These were overlain by early garden or 
plough soils. These were cut by 13th and 14th century features that may date from the use 
of the site as the centre of an urban manor.  The wall of a substantial building was cut into 
the 14th century garden soils: this wall was considered likely to have been part of St Mary's 
College. 

 Watching Brief, Frewin Hall, 1996 (UAD 43): Remains of an undated (but considered likely 
to be medieval) wall. The wall was revealed to its full depth and was seen to be sitting 
upon a layer of silty loam with charcoal flecks.  
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