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STATEMENT OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL INTEREST NO 22 

ORIEL COLLEGE 

 
Asset/Monument Type: Academic College 
Summary: Oriel College was founded in the 
mid 14th century on Merton Street to the 
rear of the former burgage type plots on the 
High Street. The medieval college was 
extensively rebuilt in the 17th century. It 
has expanded north to incorporate the 
medieval fabric of the former St Mary’s Hall 
and now has a 20th century frontage on the 
High Street.  
Location (NGR): 51620611 
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 is characteristic of a period higher education from 14th century to 
the present. Academic colleges are just are one of many asset types which characterise the 
medieval and post-medieval period. 
Score: Medium 

2. Rarity: What is the rarity of the asset in terms of regional and national context? 
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Assessment: At a national level The University of Oxford is an institution only directly 
comparable to the slightly later University of Cambridge. At a county level, 22 medieval 
academic and chantry colleges are recorded in the Oxfordshire OHER. Oriel College is one of 
18 Oxford colleges established by the 16th century. 
Score: High 

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

Assessment: The college maintains its own extensive archives, these include constitutional, 
financial and estate records for the College, with administrative and social records of the 
undergraduates. Items of particular interest include a fine run of College accounts (1409-1525 
and 1583 onwards) and the mediaeval records of St. Bartholomew's Hospital in Oxford. The 
archaeological documentation for the college is limited. 
Score: High 

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

Assessment: Oriel College is associated with late Saxon and medieval settlement, the Saxon 
early defences, St Mary’s Hall and several former garden spaces. It also has a strong 
relationship with the former medieval Bartlemas Leper hospital site which it ran as an 
almshouse for retired fellows. 
Score: High 

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

Assessment: Oriel was largely rebuilt in the 17th and 18th century.  It incorporates medieval 
fabric from the inclusion of St Mary’s Hall. The level of below ground survival is uncertain. 
Score: Medium 

6. Fragility/Vulnerability: susceptibility to change 

Assessment: Vulnerable to small scale works, permitted development and pressure to 
improve on site facilities. 
Score: Medium 

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

Assessment:  Oriel College includes three Quads and a Chapel, also a new tennis court. 
Score: Medium 

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

Assessment: The college has significant potential for unrecorded evidence relating to the 
Late Saxon town, medieval college and post-medieval college. 
Score: Medium 
Overall score (19/24) 

Overall Assessment of Archaeological Interest: High 

HERITAGE ASSET DESCRIPTION 
The original line of the Saxon burh likely passed through the site of Oriel College between 
Oriel Street and Magpie Lane however no evidence of the Saxon defences have been recorded 
within the college grounds.  Archaeological investigations have uncovered evidence of pre 
collegiate domestic activity dating to the 11th-13th centuries however the absence of Saxon 
activity has been noted in several investigations (Hardy 1995: 58). 
Oriel was first founded in 1324 as the ‘house of the Blessed Mary’ by Alan de Brome and was 
based at Tackley’s Inn. In 1326 it was re-founded by Edward II and again later in the same 
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year by the Bishop of Lincoln under the same name but with the important addition of St 
Mary’s Church (VCH iii: 119). Originally supporting a provost and ten fellows, a further eight 
fellows were added by 1529. The college site also includes St Mary Hall, founded in 1326, 
although they did not fully merge until 1902 (Sherwood and Pevsner 1974: 176).  
The early 14th century college was smaller and poorer than nearby Merton. The 14th century 
college buildings were arranged in a piecemeal fashion around open spaces which gradually 
coalesced into quadrangles (Tyack 1998: 33). Nothing survives of the original medieval 
college buildings which were rebuilt in an agglomerative fashion in the 15th century and again 
in 17th century. A range of 15th century buildings from St Mary’s Hall, one of the larger 
academic halls, was incorporated into Oriel in the 19th century (Tyack 1998: 52). 
The modern Oriel College is located between Merton Street and the High Street and comprises 
three quadrangles. The 16th century Front Quad and Chapel to the rear (LB Ref 9/370L) fronts 
on to Oriel Street and replaced the medieval college buildings. The Back Quad, adjacent to the 
main Quad and built in place of the formal gardens illustrated on Loggan’s view of the college 
in 1675, is comprised of three separate 18th century buildings (LB Ref 9/370E; LB Ref 9/370F; 
LB Ref 9/370G) with some 19th century additions (LB Ref 9/370H and K; LB Ref 9/370J). St 
Mary’s Quad fronting on to the High Street was in the medieval and post-medieval period a 
separate academic hall and comprises the 15th century South (LB Ref 9/370D) and West 
Ranges (LB Ref 9/370B), the 18th century East Range (LB Ref 9/370C) and the 20th century 
North Range (LB Ref 9/370A). The 17th century Hall contains a ‘magnificent hammer beam 
roof- one of the last to be built in England- is wholly medieval character’ (Tyack 1998: 102). 
Investigations on the college site have in the main produced evidence for activity relating to 
the tenements that pre-date the college. Finds from the site include medieval pitchers 
recorded during construction work in the late 19th century. Excavations for the installation of 
a static water tank at Oriel College in 1941 recorded a small assemblage of pottery including 
12th-13th century domestic pots typical of medieval domestic assemblages (Jope 1941: 90). 
Medieval rubbish pits of 11th-13th century date were recorded to the rear of the site in St 
Mary’s Quad in 1993. Investigations recorded a single pit containing a black silty fill and some 
pottery while nearby investigations in 1994 recorded a few medieval pits and an undated 
ditch (Hardy 1995: 58). A watching brief monitoring the construction of a tunnel connecting 
the historic college with its new site to the west of Oriel Street recorded evidence of a series of 
postholes predating the medieval street surfaces (UAD 486). The postholes were cut into the 
natural topsoil on a north-south alignment to the eastern side of the road (UAD 486). 
Excavations at the post-medieval ‘Real Tennis Court’ to the west of Oriel Street recorded 
evidence of horticultural activity relating to the properties fronting on to the High Street and 
predating the 16th century tennis courts. Several pits containing domestic refuse was 
recorded along with two squarish pits of uncertain purpose (Durham 1991c: 93).  
The post-medieval fabric has been subject to limited investigation.  In 1970 a 17th century 
wall painting was recorded north of the Porter’s Lodge (UAD 896). Archaeological 
investigations in 1981 revealed a long narrow chamber built into the foundations of the 
outside wall and chimney stack of the Provost’s Lodgings; finds included an ointment pot 
(Durham 1982: 160). The chamber appears to have been used as a cess pit in the late 17th 
century although that does not appear to have been the reason for its original construction as 
it had only one opening into the main house and was constructed above the flood level 
resulting in seepage (ibid.). Environmental sampling indicated the household enjoyed a rich 
diet including hops, figs, raspberries and walnuts (Wilson 1982: 179). 
Excavations in 1989 examined the real tennis courts in Oriel Street (Durham 1991: 93). The 
former gardens became a tennis court in around 1572 and the evidence suggests that this was 
then roofed in around 1600 when a drain that may have collected run-off from a roof was 
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recorded (ibid.). The tennis courts at Oriel appear to have been originally built in timber and 
later replaced with ashlar. Excavations revealed two substantial earth-fast posts set within 
post-holes at least 1.2 metres deep against which the later stone foundations were 
constructed (ibid.: 94). A series of mortar floors were also recorded dating from the mid-17th 
to the 19th century. The roof has been subject to dendro-chronological dating, showing that 
the wall plate was of timber felled in 1637, implying that the court was newly built when 
Charles I and Prince Rupert played there in 1642 during the siege of Oxford. The building 
continued in use including a brief spell as a theatre in the early 19th century until around 1860 
when it was abandoned altogether (ibid.). 
 
Images 
Wall Paintings.  Room north of Porters Lodge (UAD 896). C.1620.  Colours included 
blue/green, black, white and a mixture of browny/reds.  (Rouse 1972: 202). 

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 17th century Hall at Oriel  ‘magnificent hammer beam roof- one of the last to be built in 
England- is wholly medieval character’ (Tyack 1998:102). 

Research agenda 
Pre College Research Agenda: 

 What was the character and extent of activity in the pre college tenements (including the Inns and 
Halls)? How were existing structures incorporated into the early college? 

The College Research Agenda: 

 The desirability of an integrated conservation management plan is noted. 

 How does the material culture, diet, status of the college vary through time and contrast with 
contemporary institutions? 

Associated Monuments 

UAD Monument 117: Oriel College. University College. 14th century 
UAD Monument 616: Historic buildings, High Street. 16th century 
UAD Monument 710: High Street. Saxon 
UAD Monument 717: Magpie Lane. 13th century 
UAD Monument 719: Merton Street. Saxon 
UAD Monument 722: Oriel Street. Saxon? 
UAD Monument 775: Medieval settlement, Salter South East 3 
UAD Monument 802: Late Saxon settlement South East Sector 
UAD Monument 804: Late Saxon settlement, Eastern Suburb 
UAD Monument 811: Bedel Hall. Former academic hall 
UAD Monument 892: St Martin Hall. Former academic hall 
UAD Monument 895: St Mary Hall. Former academic hall 
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Associated Events 

 Finds in 1873 (UAD 1148): 'greybeard' jug and a metal alloy spoon were found. 

 Finds in 1892 (UAD 1228): Hurst recorded a cellar. A probably medieval pitcher was 
recovered. 

 Observations in 1909 (UAD 1243): Drug pots and other post-medieval pottery were found. 

 Excavations, 1941 (UAD 130): Pottery was found. 

 Watching Brief in 1969 (UAD 625): A medieval rubbish pit was found. 

 Alterations in 1970 (UAD 896): Wall painting discovered over the fireplace in a room north 
of the Porter's Lodge. The painting was on plaster and probably dates to c1620 when the 
building was constructed. A coloured pattern of strapwork and pinnacles or obelisks was 
executed. 

 Building work in 1981 (UAD 338): During refurbishment a long narrow chamber was found 
built into the footings of the outside wall and chimney stack of the Provost's Lodging. It 
had been deliberately concealed during the decade before the Civil War. Finds included a 
complete ointment pot, still containing ointment.  

 Watching Brief in 1985 (UAD 486): Within the college deep cellars had destroyed any early 
stratigraphy. On the eastern side of the road a series of postholes ran north south below 
the pavement. These cut into original topsoil. Above the holes were a number of medieval 
gravel road surfaces. On the west side a sewer main and a post-medieval cellar had 
destroyed the archaeology. 

 Excavations in 1989-90 (UAD 351): The earliest layers predate the creation of a tennis 
court in the late 16th century. Rubbish pits and two large squarish hollows, probably 
horticultural, were found. Four pits under the court contained clean silt. Two were 
connected to a drain from just outside the W wall, suggesting the court was roofed and the 
pits collected run off. The walls were originally timber, and two large post holes remain 
with stone footings  up against them. The date of the stone walls was not determined. A 
series of mortar floors were seen below an 18th century slab floor.  

 Watching Brief in 1993 (UAD 602): A pit was uncovered, its black silty fill containing 
pottery. The trenches reached natural gravel, finding no traces of the Saxon ditch. 

 Watching brief in 1994 (UAD 373): No traces of Saxon activity were found. A number of 
11th-13th century pits were uncovered. A ditch was also seen. 
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