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STATEMENT OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL INTEREST NO 34 

WHITE FRIARS 1ST SITE 

 
Asset/Monument Type: Friary 
Summary: The White Friars arrived in 
Oxford in 1257 having been granted land 
on Stockwell Street. In the mid 14th 
century when they moved to their new 
adjacent site at the former Royal 
Beaumont Palace. The extent of the 
structures of the friary are not known. 
The gateway to the friary is recorded in 
some sources as  surviving in the external 
wall of Worcester College however this is 
likely to belong to the subsequent 
monastic Gloucester College. 
Location (NGR): SP50930651 
Definition: A friary is a settlement 
housing a community of male mendicants. 
It is normally composed of a discrete 
group of buildings and open spaces 
bounded by a precinct wall. In contrast to 
monasteries of the 12th century reformed 
orders, the friars' main concerns were 
preaching, evangelism and learning. Strict 
enclosure or segregation from the secular 
world was not, therefore, a factor in 
planning their sites. Their orders 
prohibited private property, so that their 
subsistence was achieved through the 
alms and gifts of benefactors. The distribution and morphology of their houses reflect these 
aims.  
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 friary was occupied for les than 100 years. Friaries are just are one of many 
asset types which characterise the medieval period. 
Score: Medium 

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

Assessment: Friaries are relatively rare within the corpus of medieval ecclesiastical 
monuments in England. Although the number of medieval friaries can be estimated fairly 
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accurately from surviving documentation (189). Only 15 of the original 189 friaries have left 
substantial extant remains. The Carmelites, originally a rural, hermit order, established 41 
houses in England (Knowles and Hadcock 1953; Butler 1984). The main mendicant orders 
associated with English friaries include the Franciscans (Greyfriars), Dominicans 
(Blackfriars), Austin Friars and Carmelites (Whitefriars). Oxford was one of 13 towns to have 
friaries belonging to all four of the major orders. (Newcastle upon Tyne, Lincoln, York, Boston, 
Stamford, Kings Lynn, Norwich, Cambridge, Northampton, Oxford, London, Bristol and 
Winchester).  
Score: Medium 

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

Assessment: There is limited documentary evidence for the first site of the White friars while 
no archaeological evidence has yet been recorded. 
Score: Low 

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

Assessment: Oxford is notable in having a cluster of friaries with seven orders represented in 
the city over nine sites. The Carmelite Whitefriars are recorded in two locations and both may 
have been significant undertakings, at the first site on Stockwell Street a number of buildings 
including an oratory and as church as well as domestic buildings fronting onto the road.  
Score: High 

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

Assessment: The estimated below ground survival is good given the low level of post-
medieval and modern redevelopment over much of the site.  
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:  The precinct included a stadium, oratory, a church, houses and a large gateway. 
Score: Medium-High 

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

Assessment: Since the Dissolution, there has been little or no development over the first site 
of the White friars and preservation is likely to be good. There a likelihood that currently 
unrecorded evidence can be anticipated. 
Score: Medium 
Overall score (16.5/24) 

Overall Assessment of Archaeological Interest: Medium 

HERITAGE ASSET DESCRIPTION 
The Carmelite White Friars first arrived in Oxford in 1256 when they were granted land in 
Stockwell Street by Nicholas de Meules. The first site of the White Friars was on the corner of 
Stockwell Street (now Worcester Street) and Hythe Bridge Street initially only to the rear of 
the plots, later acquiring part of the street frontage. Throughout the remaining 13th century 
they gradually extended their ownership to include lands formerly belonging to Osney with 
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existing buildings on them. The precinct included an oratory, a church, houses and a large 
gateway (Page 1907: 137).  A studium was also recorded here in the 13th century. 
Documentary evidence indicates the friary was frequently in opposition, not only with Osney 
Abbey but also with the neighbouring Gloucester College, founded on land claimed by the 
friary. Although claims against the college were made, it is uncertain what the results were 
(Page 1907: 137). 
In around 1317 the friary was granted Beaumont Palace with its closes and buildings by the 
Crown and it would appear they transferred to this site almost immediately although it is 
uncertain to what extent the original site continued in use. Although documentary evidence 
suggests a tunnel under Stockwell Street was proposed and agreed with the King, it is 
uncertain whether this was ever actually built. Originally part of the parish of St Thomas’ the 
first property of the Carmelite Friars eventually became part of Worcester College in the later 
medieval period.  The remains of the gateway of Beaumont Palace are said to have been 
preserved at Woodstock Road, Oxford before it was moved to the gardens of Worcester 
College (Greening-Lamborn  1937) This requires further checking. 
A number of burials recorded in the vicinity of the Beaumont Street and Gloucester Street 
junction indicate the presence of the Friary cemetery in this area. In the 19th century eight 
burials were recorded during the construction of Beaumont Street (UAD 1299; 1335) while 
another burial was recorded in 1958 (UAD 167).  During the construction of the Oxford 
Playhouse in 1938 a further 15 graves were recorded (UAD 122) while archaeological 
investigations in 1973 recorded disarticulated human remains of a medieval date (UAD 528).  

Academic statements 

MPP Class Description 
In selecting examples of national importance an attempt should be made to identify a variety 
of site types and situations, examples with differing proportions of standing remains and sites 
prioritised by reference to their historical descriptors. For example, a house belonging to one 
of the more rare orders may be considered important (Crutched Friars, Friars of the Sack, 
Pied Friars, Trinitarians and Observants).  The diversity of types that characterises friaries 
requires both common and unusual types to be selected. Examples of the major orders with 
good survival, potential and documentation should be represented, in addition to any sites 
attributable to the minor orders (English Heritage1989). 

Research agenda 

 Can the layout of the friary be established, we purpose built structures present? 

 The archaeology of medieval Oxford has exceptional potential to provide further insights 
into patterns of urban change and the evolving relationship, and disparities of wealth and 
lifestyle, between ‘town and gown’, between college institutions and religious institutions. 

 The plan-form of a number of friaries and abbeys have been archaeologically investigated; 
can we learn more about the daily life within religious institutions – the diet and health, 
daily routine? 

 There were several failed friaries in Oxford; can these be identified in the archaeological 
record?  

 Do the early ecclesiastical sites preserve any material culture or structural elements that 
can be associated with the development of learning (styli, book clasps, lamps, libraries 
etc)? Such features and objects would be of particular interest. 
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 Can the material culture and architecture of the friaries and abbeys tell us more about the 
relative wealth and functions of rival orders? 

Associated Monuments 

UAD Monument 542: Plato’s Well, Worcester Street (site of) 
UAD Monument 788: Worcester College Park & Garden 

Associated Events 

 Excavations in 1987-9 (UAD 350): The edge of the gravel terrace where it shelved into the 
river was identified. Layers of peat had built up, but no dating evidence was found. An 
early medieval land reclamation platform in the river was exposed and on it were remains 
of a 13th century building, its location recorded during work in 1945 
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