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PREFACE

The purpose of this study on the origin 
and early history of the Oxford University is to 
trace the development of this English university 
during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and 
to outline the steps by which it gradually 
approached an independent position. Any attempt 
to describe the religious life, the organization, 
or the intellectual activity of the university 
is more or less incidental to the main purpose. 
This point of view illustrates the striking 
tendency towards organization so characteristic 
of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and 
focuses attention on those early influences which 
have shaped the character of all universities 
since the Middle Ages.
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THE ANCIENT OXFORD UNIVERSITY

To give a precise account of the origin 
of the Oxford University is almost impossible. It 
was not founded, but it was the outcome of several 
causes at work from the tenth to the thirteenth 
century. St. Frideswide’s priory and mohastic 
schools are generally considered as the bases from 
which it arose. The location of Oxford, its fa
cility of access, the salubrity of its climate were 
important factors in making Oxford one of the first 
class cities of England, and consequently, an edu
cational center.

During this period there was the growing 
tendency towards organization, which was so charac
teristic of those times. It was a period of corpo- 
rations-guilds organized for the purpose of pro
tection, perfection of the craft, and trade. When 
large numbers of students and teachers had come to
gether, they felt the need of protection, and this 
they could not have without organization. Undoubt
edly, the university was similar to that of the 
trade guilds. It is not clear why the word "uni
versity was chosen. Since the name was givep by



ecclesiastics, it is possible that they showed 
the homage they owed to learning by calling 
their guild by the Latin word for Catholic, namely 
"universitas."

The Ancient Oxford University gathered to 
its unendowed schools all young men who chose to 
come to it from any country and to submit to the 
rules of the religious orders. It is not easy per
haps in our time to picture that infant Oxford 
which preceded any attempt at a fully organized 
university; before the time when the Oxford village 
and the Oxford schools had ceased to quarrel over 
their priority of rights. As the village grew into 
the town and the school grew into colleges, the 
quarrels grew more frequent and more serious; and 
it is noticeable that the earliest charters granted 
to the schools were in reparation for the injuries 
done by the_ townmen. It was in proportion to the 
growth of culture throughout the kingdom that the 
importance of the Oxford schools became appreciated. 
During eight centuries which preceded the Reform
ation, the life of the whole nation, intellectually 
and politically, stamped its story on the develop
ment of Oxford.

According to Parker and Thomas, two renowned
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historians, it is certain that, early in the eighth 
century, Didan and his daughter, Frideswide, es
tablished at Oxenford, a convent and built a church. 
This church was rebuilt by Ethelred in the eleventh 
century with a very exceptional finish in the Saxon 
workmanship, and was surrounded by the churches of 
St. Martin, St. George, St. Mary Magdalen, and St. 
Mary the Virgin.

The Saxon work at St. Frideswide*s was re
placed by the exquisite craftsmanship of the Norman 
builders who laid the foundation of learning which 
developed, eventually, into the Oxford University 
about the middle of the twelfth century. The origin 
of this University is not only indistinot, but 
painfully obscure.

If thr Oxford University was early connect
ed with a place of holiness, still more was it 
grounded in poverty. For years it had not a name.
At first the word Universitas meant any kind of an 
organized body. "The term University does not of 
course mean a^place where all forms of knowledge 
are taught." It was, however, gradually restrict
ed in meaning to a body of persons organized for 
purposes of higher study and teaching.
** ^ , leV  4-History of the University ofOxford, p. 3, note I. —  “---



KING ALFRED THE GREAT

7
It would be puerile, perhaps, to treat 

critically of those mythological foundations 
which legend loved to lay in King Alfred's time. 
From my research there was no Oxford University, 
though there had for centuries been Oxford schools, 
until about the middle of the twelfth century, that 
is, about 1149.

Rice-Oxley says:
"The first thing of interest about the Oxford University is that it was NOT 

- founded by Alfred the Great. On the sum
mit of Kingsette Hill in Wiltshire is a 
monument of Alfred erected in 1766, bearing the inscription:

To him we owe the Origin of Juries 
The establishment of a Militia 
The Creation of a Naval Force.

Alfred the Light of a Benighted Age 
Was a Philosopher and Christian 

The Father of his People 
The Founder of the English 

Monarchy and Liberty.
To this preponderance of untruth over truth is only needed the addition of 
'Burner of Cakes, Founder of the Uni
versity of Oxford and of University 
College therein,« to make it a sum total 
of all the fiction about that great but too much be-legended king." 1

How this fable concerning the founding of
the University of Oxford by Alfred the Great
1. Rice-Oxley, Oxford"Renowned, p. 59.
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originated, is not hard to understand when we re
member that scientific knowledge of history was 
largely neglected in the Middle Ages. If the 
people of those days had an opinion that something 
once happened, and if proof was required of that 
happening they argued that since by chance the 
document had never been made or possibly had been 
lost, it would be perfectly proper to invent such 
as should have existed. Hence forgery was indulged 
in, and no one had the knowledge necessary to detect 
the fraud.

As an example of this forgery Rice-Oxley
says:

"in the reign of Richard II, the Master and scholars of what was then 
known as the Hall or College of the Uni
versity, being involved in a law suit 
about some tenements and having in vain 
produced many forged charters, appealed 
to the king on the grounds that his "noble 
progenitor" had founded the college, and 
in warranty thereof they exhibited docu
ments sealed with the University seal, and 
containing the names of the Chancellor and of the Master of the College.

Their petition mentioned as two 
famous scholars of the foundation, John of 
Beverley and the Venerable Bede, the former 
of whom was Archbishop of Canterbury some forty-five and the latter of whom died 
some fifteen years before Alfred was born." 1

And thus did the foundation of the College 
1. Rice-Oxley, Oxford Renowned, p. $ 0 ~.
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by Alfred came down the ages for a fact.
Asser who was Alfred's friend and contempo

rary and has written a full biography of him, says 
nothing of the foundation of the Oxford University 
although later editions have done so; nor did any
one else until Edward the Ill's time, when the

I
myth suddenly sprang into existence. The king's 
name is also associated with University College 
which was founded in 1250, and practical use made 
of such association in a lawsuit which belongs to 
the fourteenth century.

"The College being, as it were, 
in extremis, decided upon putting in as 
a plea, the myth about Alfred and de
claring the College to be a royal foun
dation, though not a single scrap of 
evidence to this effect existed in the 
archives, and though every piece of 
evidence which did exist points to 
William of Durham as the founder." 1

Geoffrey Gaimer, the Norman poet of the 
twelfth century, refers to an edition of the Anglo- 
Saxon Chronicle being compiled under the immediate 
direction of King Alfred, and chained in the 
Bishop's palace at Winchester. It was fixed by a 
chain so that anyone who wished to read it could 
do so, but could not remove it from its place.

1. Parker, J., The Early History of Oxford, p. 54 and passim.
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Remembering the fact that the evidence and record 
of his affairs was compiled by order of King 
Alfred, and the probability that we have the very 
copy chained up by his command at Winchester, it 
would have indeed been strange that had he founded 
Oxford University or built any college there, that 
no note whatever concerning the foundation of the 
University should have been inserted in that 
Chronicle compiled under King Alfred's own super
vision.

So the venerable fables which once gather
ed round the name of Alfred have long since been 
given up. Every one knows that Alfred was formally 
consecrated King by Pope Leo, at Rome in 853. ~
Still few admit that he introduced trial by jury 
or electoral institutions. Neither does he de- 
seive all the credit attributed to his pen — nor 
did he found the University of Oxford. Perhaps he 
did not let his "cakes get burnt" on the hearth, 
and I think he was too wary a general to go about 
the enemy's camp with a harp in his hand. Never
theless, the Alfred of History was much more splendid 
and vivacious than the legendary Alfred ever was.
1. Ingram, J., Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, p. 617
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Alfred ruled in England from 871 to 901. 
When he came to the throne, the Danes were masters 
of all England, having continued their depradations 
since 850. Alfred proceeded to attack them, and 
after forty battles he finally defeated them at 
Ethandune, where, fourteen days after the siege, 
the Danes were forced to surrender. This was a 
glorious victory and the turning point in the life 
of Alfred. By the treaty of Wedmore, 878, Guthrum, 
their king consented to rule the Danelagh as a 
vassal of Alfred.

England had been rescued from barbarism by 
the heroism of Alfred. He then occupied himself 
with restoring his desolated Kingdom of Wessex.
The cities with their churches were in ruins, civil 
government paralyzed, and the treasury was empty. 
Ignorance beyond description, existed not only among 
the laity, but even among the clergy -- the best 
educated class.

Alfred proceeded to rebuild the devastated 
towns to restore the churches and monasteries. He 
caused a collection of the old laws to be compiled, 
selecting what was approved best, and rejecting 
what was condemned. He was content with partial re
vision and excession under the advice of his Witan.



He encouraged the revival of learning. His policy 
was to call in men of learning, teachers, ecclesi
astics from foreign countries.

"Asser, the learned and excellent monk of St. David’s was brought from Wales 
and pressed into the service of his king 
whose friend, counsellor and biographer~ 
he became. Plegmund was brought from 
Mercia and made Archbishop of Canterbury; 
Merfrith, another Mercian, Bishop of 
Worcester, was the constant adviser of 
the king, both, in literary and state 
affairs. Grimbold was brought from, the 
Monastery of St. Omer; and John, of Saxony 
from the Monastery of Corbey. With these' 
came learned monks to organize the new 
abbeys and schools which Alfred founded." 1

There is next to be observed the permanence 
of Alfred’s institutions. They do not perish but 
remain. His Witenagemot-Meeting of the Wise-is our 
Parliament-it has developed into our many Parlia
ments. His order of King, Thane and Freeman is 
our order of King, Lords and Commons. His theory 
of education was carried out in some of the towns, 
and in all the monasteries and Cathedrals. There 
are schools still existing which owe their origin 
to a period before the Norman Conquest. His foun
dation of all laws upon the Laws of God remains our 
own; his liberties are our liberties; his navy is

T. Bowker, Alfred, Alfred the GreTt. p. 60.



the ancestor of our navy; the literature which he
planted has grown into a goodly tree - the Monarch 
of the Forest; the foreign trade that he began is 
the forerunner of our foreign trade; it would seem 
as if there was hardly any point in which we have 
reason to be grateful or proud which was not fore
seen by this wise king.

’’Moreover the above-mentioned King commanded a monastery for nuns to 
dwell in to be built outside the east gate 
of Shaftesbury. In it he placed his own 
daughter, Elgiva, a virgin dedicated to 
God, to be abbess. With her also many 
other noble nuns dwelt in the same monas
tery, serving God in the monastic life.
This monastery he plentifully enriched with 
landed possessions and all wealth.

’’The second part of all his wealth, 
which came to him from every form of tax, and which was assigned to his treasury, 
with good-will he devoted to God, as we 
have already just stated, and he commanded 
his officers to divide it into four parts, 
in the following manner: The first part 
under that division was to very carefully 
distributed to the poor of every nation who came to him.

’’Then the second part he gave to 
the two monasteries, which he had ordered 
to be formed...The third part he gave to 
the school which he had very carefully 
formed for many nobles of his own people...
The fourth part he distributed among the 
monasteries which were near in all the 
land of the Saxons and in Mercia." 1

But granting that King Alfred rebuilt
1. Asser, Life of King Alfred, p. 81 and passim.



monasteries, restored schools, brought scholars 
from abroad, and made religious houses the home 
of learning, with all deference to his various 
achievements, "HE DID NOT FOUND THE OXFORD UNITER 
3ITY." 1

I.Bowker, Alfred, Alfred the Great, p. 42



12

FRIDESWIDE1S PRIORY

So it would be somewhat audacious to pre
tend to give an authentic accoixnt of the origin 
of the Oxford University, and we may as well admit 
the fact that one of our great institutions of 
learning dates its beginning from ages whose tra
ditions are purely mythical. However far we go 
back in the history of Oxford, we are always re
ferred to some date that is earlier. From the 
reign of Edward the Confessor (1042-1066), we are 
directed back to the days of the ’’Great Alfred” 
(871-901), who is popularly regarded as her founder 
because he allotted one-eighth of his revenue to 
the support of her schools which had come into ex
istence long before his time. Therefore it seems 
to be impossible to give even an approximate date 
to the development of the schools, which in Saxon 
times, were grouped around the monastic foundation 
of St. Frideswide, and which became known as the 
Oxford University.

The history of St. Frideswide carries us 
back to the eighth century. About 725 King Didanus 
was ruler in Oxford. He had one daughter Frideswide,



so given to a life of prayer that Didanus built 
a convent for her there. "This famous priory 
was the real nucleus of the Oxford University." 1 
She with twelve companions retired within these 
precincts. Later on she is known in Church history 
as St. Frideswide.

Three years later she sought for herself 
deeper solitude in the marshes of Disney. Through 
her intercession, sight was restored to the blind, 
and at her prayers a well gushed up near her 
convent, and became so famous for its healing 
powers that a village with twenty-four inns was 
built near by in the vicinity of St. Mary’s Church. 
These were used by the saint as places of learning, 
for her pupils. After her death which occurred on 
October 9, 740, St. Frideswide>s body was buried 
in the convent church at Oxford and our saint be
came the patroness of the town.

The first authentic record of Oxford Uni
versity we meet with is in connection with Saint 
Frideswide’s convent church. In 1049, Harold then 
Earl of Oxford, placed canons here. Then came the 
Norman conquest. 1

1. Drane, A. T., Christian Schools and Scholars p. 451. ’



The D'Oyley, Norman lords of Oxford, had 
gained great territory and power. In the reign 
of Henry the first, the Scholar, who had received 
his early education from the monks of Abingdon, 
the King's Chancellor installed the Canons Regular 
of Saint Augustine, a community of Norman Canons, 
in Saint Frideswide1s, and handed the priory over 
to his favorite chaplain, Guimond. Guimond set 
about building as none but a Norman prior knew how 
to build. Henry furnished the means needed by 
Guimond:

"Henry (1100-1135), who with all his faults was magnificant and royal in 
his gifts, endowed the Priory with large 
possessions, probably restitution of 
property alienated at the Conquest. He 
gave among other gifts the livings of 
All Saints, St. Peter le Bailey/ St. 
Michael, half that of St. Aldate, and of 
two other city parishes, now no more,
St. Edward's near King Edward's Street, 
and St. Mildred's whose site is now 
occupied by the Hall of Exeter College. 
Henry presented also to St. Frideswide's the old home of the Virgin Saint at 
Bisney and the land round about, and a 
church was built there soon after, which 
site of later alterations is standing to this day. Stephen and his rival, the 
Empress Maud, vied with each other in 
their grants to the shrine of Oxford's Patron Saint." 1 1

1. Goldie, F., A Bygone Oxford. The Month and
Catholic Review, Vol. XXI, (Sept.-Dec.), 1880,



OSENEY FOUNDATION

From St. Frideswide we turn to the old 
residence of the Mercian Kings which "had Saxon 
towers deemed to be ancient in the days of the 
Conquest.” This castle was granted to Robert 
0 *0 7 1 0 7 , who added the "Great Keep" and other build
ings. Yithin the castle of Oxford thus founded, 
he and his sworn brother in arms, Robert D'lvery, 
built a church, dedicated it to St. George, and 
placed it in the care of the secular canons of 
St. Augustine.

Foundation of the Chapel of St. George 
Ex Registro de Osenia.

"Memorandum quod Robertus de 
Oleio et Rogerus Ivreio, fratres Jurat!, 
et per fidem Sacramentum confederati 
venerunt ad conquestum Angliae cmm rege 
Willelmo Bastard.

Iste rex dedit dioto Roberto duas 
Baronias quae modo vocantur Baronia 
Doylivorum et S. Ualerioi.

Anno ab incarnatione Domini 1074 
aedificatum est castellum Oxon tempore 
Regis Willelmi predict!. Iste Robertus 
de Olleyo dedit fratri suo Rogero pre- 
dicto Baroniam quae modo vocatur Sancti Walerici.

Anno Domini 1074 fundata est 
ecclesia Sancti Georgii in Castello Oxon, 
a Roberto de Olleye primo, et Rogero de 
Ivr* tempore regis Willelmi Bastard.



Qui in dicta ecclesia canónicos secu
lares instituerunt et certos redditus 
de duabus Baroniis praedictis eisdem 
consignaverunt rex ecclesiis, decimis 
terris, et possessionibus et rebus 
aliis. 1

"This was the second foundation stone of the Uni
versity." 2

A Charter of Robert D’Oyley the First of 
the Foundation of the Church of Saint George given to the Secular Canons at Oseney.

Ex Registro de Osenia
"Notum sit omnibus fidelibus sanctae 

ecclesiae tarn presentibus quam futuris, 
quod ego Robertus de Olleyo, volentibus et 
concedentibus Alditha uxore mea et fratribus
meis Nigello et Gilberto, dedi et concessi--
Deo, et ecclesiae S. Georgii in castello 
Oxenforde et canonicis in ea Deo servienti- 
bus, et eorurn successoribus quam ecclesiam 
pro salute Regis Henrici et columitate 
totius regni...omnes res, tenementa, decimas, 
et possessiones subscriptas, videl, ecclesiam 
S. Mariae Magdalenae, quae sita est in subur 
Oxenforde, cum tribus hidis terrae in Walton. &c." 3

In 1149, his nephew, Robert D'Oyley, the 
Second, transferred this foundation to his priory 
of Austin Canons at Oseney,

Confirmation of Roger Ivory of the gift of the said Robert,

T7 Parker, J.. The Early History of~~0"xi'ord. ' Appendix A, Section 8 6 , p. 339.
2. Drane, A. T., Christian Schools and Scholars, p. 452.
3, Parker, J., Idem.



Ex Registro de Osenia
”Sciant presentes et futuri quod 

ego Rogerus de Iverelo pro salute Domini 
Regis et totius regni necnon pro salute 
domini mei Robert! de Olleyo et Aldithe 
uxoria suae et meorum salute, concessi 
et praesenti carta mea confirmavi Deo et 
ecclesiae S. Georgii quae sita est in 
Castello Oxon, omnes terras, et tenements, 
décimas,redditus, et possessiones quas 
dictus Robertus de Olleyo de Baroniis 
suis dedit, et concessit, et assignavit,
&0." I

The apartments in the castle formerly oc
cupied by the Canons of St. Augustine, were after 
their removal to Oseney, turned over to certain 
poor scholars, known as wardens and scholars of 
St. George, within the Castle of Oxford. They 
formed, perhaps, the earliest Collegiate establish* 
ment of the University, being governed by a body 
of statutes, wherein mention is made of a warden, 
fellows, scholars and commoners. The warden was 
always one of the Oseney canons who came once or 
twice in the week to see that good order was pre
served, and in his absence he governed through 
his deputy.

The foundation of Oseney was due to the
piety of Edith, the wife of Robert D’Oyley, the
Second, above mentioned. About the year 1129, she I.
I. Parker, J., The Early History of Oxford^

Appendix A, Section 87, p. 339.



persuaded her husband to give the southern half 
of Oseney, an island formed by the two branches 
of the river Isis, to found therein a house of 
Canons Regular. The legend of the foundation of 
Oseney is quaintly related as follows:

"A curious story is told to the 
effect that Edith, in thus walking about 
the island of Oseney was much disturbed 
in mind on seeing day by day a number 
of magpies chattering in a tree, and that on mentioning the matter to her confessor, 
a canon of St. Frideswide's, she was 
bidden by him to see in them souls in 
Purgatory seeking her assistance. This incident it is said first suggested to 
her that she should build an abbey on 
the spot, in which Masses would be said 
for their deliverance." 1

The two priories, of Oseney and Saint 
Frideswide became great houses of study, and the 
little church of St. George had also its share in 
the same work. Inns and halls gradually clustered 
round these religious houses. Some of these were 
attached to the religious and collegiate houses, 
while others, presided over by independent masters, 
very early gave their name to "School Street."
In these buildings there was no attempt at archi
tectural grandeur. In fact they were only dis
tinguished from those devoted to "base mechanic 
uses" by quaint devices and inscriptions over the 1
1. Dawson, C. B., Mirror of Oxford, p. 47.



doors. No fewer than forty-two "hospitals" or 
inns for scholars, were inhabited in Robert D ’Oyley» 
lifetime.
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THE RISE OP THE UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD

The conclusion then is that very little 
is known with certainty in regard to the precise 
origin of the university at Oxford. The great age 
ascribed to the Oxford University was the result 
of disputes for antiquity between its partisans 
and those of Cambridge. While the myths are of 
interest, still they are of no real value in the 
history of the University.

The first reference to Oxford is probably 
contained in the story of the founding of the nun
nery of St. Frideswide about the year 725. It was 
most likely theefe under the influence of this foun
dation that the town of Oxford gradually developed. 
Later, in the eleventh century, Oxford was a place 
of considerable importance both from a military 
point of view and as a meeting place for courtly 
gatherings.

Though it had been for some time an im
portant political center, Oxford was not known as an 
educational center until the twelfth century. Before 
this date there is no evidence that the schools of 
Oxford were anything more than the ordinary schools



of the monastic type. We know, however, that in 
1133 Robert Pulleyne came from Paris and opened 
his school in Oxford, and in 1149, that Vacariiis, 
a Bolognese professor, began to deliver lectures 
on civil law at Oxford. 1 With their lectures a 
new age begins in educational affairs.

What is the explanation of this increas
ing importance in edticational affairs? The growing 
importance of Oxford is to be explained, in a great 
measure by its monastic schools, its location, 
facility of access, and its position on the Thames 
River. By the time of the rise of the university, 
Oxford was one of the first class cities of England

(Land suitable place for a great body of students.
The next question is when and how did the 

university rise out of the conditions that have 
just been outlined? Was it due to the fame of the 
schools that arose in the cloisters of its monas
teries and convents? Was it due to those sudden 
movements, those migrations that ployed so important 
a part in the rise of other universities, for ex
ample Cambridge? Two views are given: (1) Some 
writers agreed that the university was in its origin
1« Drane, A. T., Christian Schools and Scholars p. 454. “ — —  ’



connected with the MONASTIC SCHOOLS AT OXFORD.
(2) Others attempt to trace the origin of the uni
versity definitely to a MIGRATION from Paris in 
1167.1

Monastic Theory of the Origin of the 
Oxford University

According to some, the generally accept
ed view of the origin of the Oxford University is 
that it had its beginning in the monastic schools. 
Though nothing definite can be said concerning 
Oxford*s university life previous to the twelfth 
century, it may be said with certainty that the 
learned Benedictine order found a home in the in
tellectual center of England as far back as 1175, 
and that the Benedictines had several foundations 
in Oxford at this date, if not earlier. 2 in fact 
as early as 1150 there were many teachers and 
students at Oxford.3

It is probable that at the time of the 
Norman Conquest in 1066, Oxford possessed schools 
of some importance, and was already a place of re
sort for students who were, no doubt, attracted by
lT Cross, A.' L. , A Shorter History of England and Greater Britain  ̂ pT 64".
2. Dawson, C. D., The Mirror of Oxford, p. 49.
3. Cheyney, E. P., Short History of England, p. 189.
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the number and fame of its conventual and monastic 
establishments. In the absence of more definite 
knowledge, one would conclude that the Church was 
the foundress of the Oxford University; that it was 
in connection with the St. Prideswide Priory and the 
Oseney Foundation that the earliest schools appeared, 
which might be considered the rudiments of the 
future university at Oxford. Then, too, a great 
number of non-monastic schools, presided over by in
dependent masters, were also established at Oxford, 
and very early these gave the name to "School Street." 
However it was not until the earlier part of the 
twelfth century, that the schools of Oxford attained 
any great renown.

Concerning these "independent masters" evi
dence was found in the letters of a certain 
Theobaldus Stampensis, who is described^ as a 
»Master at Oxford. ' 1 From these letters it appears 
that sometime before£ll7, he moved his school from 
Caen to Oxford, and that he had -under him at Oxford 
"sixty or a hundred clerks, more or less. " 2

The teaching of Robert Pulleyne is important 
as a revelation of the growth of the Oxford schools.
1. Rashdall, H., The Universities of Europe in tKe 

Middle Ages, II, pp. 333-335.
2. Ibid, II, p. 334j Mallet, C. E., op. cit., p. 20.
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After him the intellectual life of Oxford is again 
an obscure page in history until the year 1149, 
when Vacarius, a teacher of the Roman civil law at 
Bologna, was induced to come to England to deliver 
lectures on that subject. The general opinion is 
that these lectures were delivered in Oxford, and 
his teaching has been regarded as the real begin
ning of the university. If Vacarius came at this 
time to lecture in the Oxford Schools, those 
schools must certainly have attained some repu
tation in Europe.

The successors of Robert Pulleyne and 
Vacarius are unknown, and the educational life of 
Oxford is again a blank page for about thirty years. 
The schools of Oxford seem to have been growing, 
though as yet there is no evidence of royal recog
nition, chartered rights, endowments, of university 
government in the modern sense.

Towards the end of Henry II's reign 
(1154-1189), this gradual development of the uni
versity became very evident. About 1185, we find 
GeraIdus Cambrensis, the Welsh historian, at Oxford, 
reading his book on Ireland before a convocation of 
masters. Gerald assures us rather self-complacently,
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that when the work v/as finished, he decided to read 
his hook at Oxford, "where the clergy in England 
chiefly flourished, and excelled in clerky lore." 1 
The readings lasted three successive days, one day 
being devoted to each of the three main divisions 
of the book. And he also states that on the first 
day he entertained the poor scholars of the town; 
on the second day, all the doctors of different 
facilities together with their pupils who were of 
note; on the third day, all other scholars, and 
burghers. "The entertainment, he sayS, was worthy 
of classic times, and its like had never before been

pseen in England."
In this description of the Oxford schools 

as it is given by Geraldus Cambrensis, there are 
two important things to be noted; First. the ex
istence of a studium generate in its broad general 
outline. Not only is there proof of a large scho
lastic population, but also there is presented to 
view a number of doctors of different faculties —  
a condition representing the second stage in the 
formation of the universities. Second, that Geraldus
1. Dawson, G. 6 ., The Mirror of Oxford, p. lS.-----Mallet, op. cit., p. 23.
2. Drane, A. T., Christian Schools and Scholarsp. 460. ------------- ------ ’
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selected Oxford as the best place to read his 
hook indicates that nowhere else could he find a 
place so suitable, or an audience so appreciative.

The inference is that at Oxford alone the 
clergy excelled in learning. So it may be said 
that by 1185, Oxford possessed a fully developed 
university that was widely known, and it is im
possible to believe that there was not some sort of 
organization and government even at this time.

Migration Theory of the Origin of the 
Oxford University

The second view regarding the origin of 
the Oxford University represents the rise of the 
university as entirely independent both of the 
earlier Oxford schools and of monastic influence.

Rashdall says that the schools in connection 
with which the university sprang up were never de
pendent upon the monasteries of Oxford, for if there 
had been any connection, the masters and scholars 
would have been under the jurisdiction of some 
official representing that body just as the masters 
of Paris were under the authority of the chancellor 
of the Cathedral of Notre Dame. And again, the 
location of the schools strongly points to the



impossibility of the hypothesis of an ecclesi
astical origin.

These schools were from the beginning es
tablished near the parish church of St. Marys, and 
not in the neighborhood of St. Frideswide. Another 
argument against the monastic hypothesis is the 
fact that as soon as the constitution of Oxford be
comes known to us, the masters and scholars were 
under the authority of a chancellor wh.$ represented 
the Bishop of Lincoln; in no way was this authority 
connected with any monastic foundation in Oxford, 
for had this monastic authority prevailed, emanci
pation from such control would be necessary, and 
there is no evidence of such a struggle. 1

These facts according to Rashdall, are 
sufficient to establish the probability that the 
origin of the University must be sought "ab extra" 
rather than from within. In Europe the universities 
that arose from gradual development are invariably 
found to be under the direct jurisdiction of ecclesi 
astical authority, while at Oxford the masters seem 
from the first to be but nominally connected with 
the Bishop of Lincoln. Therefore the natural con
clusion from these facts is that the University of
1. Rashdall, H. , The Universities of Eirrooe in the Middle Ages. II, ppT 326-348. i--------



Oxford must have its origin in a migration from 
one of the older universities. "Oxford traces its 
origin to an expulsion of English students from the 
University of Paris about 1167." 1

At first sight such a theory seems quite 
improbable but it is in keeping with the migratory 
habits of mediaeval students, and can be shown to 
be the cause of the rise of other universities.

"In ascribing the origin of Oxford to an academic migration, I am at least 
ascribing it to a vera causa which is known 
to have produced the universities of 
Reggio, Vicenza, Vircelli, Padua, Leipoic, 
and other permanent Universities, to say 
nothing of the enormous number of merely temporary migrations." 2

And if the Oxford University had its origin in an 
expulsion of English students, it will hardly be 
disputed that these students must have come from 
Paris, which was the usual place of higher learn
ing for Englishmen.

The expulsion of foreigners from the Uni
versity of Paris, as one of the results of the 
quarrel between Henry II and his chancellor,3
1. Cross, A. L., a Shorter History of England and Greater Britain, p. 84.
2. Rashdall, H., The Universities of Europe inthe Middle Ages, n, p. 3^97 ~ ~ ~
3. The New International Encyclopedia, Vol. 17-18. p. 661.



St. Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, seems 
to have caused a definite migration to Oxford.

Is it not probable that these "foreigners" 
comprised the English "nation" at Paris, especially 
since the English were the largest body of foreign
ers at that university? And is it not probable 
that the expulsion may have been meant as an act 
of hostility against Henry II who was regarded as 
the oppressor of the Catholic Church and Archbishop 
Becket?

Some authorities say that in the course 
of the struggle with St. Thomas Becket, Henry II 
decreed that no clerk be permitted to cross the 
English Channel without his consent; and also, that 
all the clerks possessing benefices in England, be 
ordered by the sheriffs to return if they did not 
wish to lose their benefices. Dawson says;

"The great influx of scholars into Oxford at this time is said to have been 
due to the expulsion of all the English 
from Paris owing to the king’s (Louis VII) quarrel with Henry II; the latter also 
ordered the return of all students to 
England under pain of forfeiture of their rights and properties." 1

The effect of these decrees would be to recall all

1. Dawson, C. A., The" ~M i r r or of Oxf or d, p. 13.'



beneficed. clerks who were studying in Paris and 
to prevent prospective students from going there. 
Now the question is what became of this body of 
students excluded from study at Paris? The con
clusion is that some of these scholars would be 
sure to congregate somewhere in England. The only 
place where such a congregation of students is to 
be found kr Oxford. "if the recalled scholars did 
not go to Oxford, where did they go to?" 1

Though the date of these decrees is un
certain, some authorities refer them to 1167. If 
all this is true, the origin of the University of 
Oxford is fixed in the year of 1167 or the be
ginning of 1168, and is due, as Cross says, to the 
expulsion of English students from the University 
of Paris. But it is not to be denied that there 
were already schools of some importance and scho
lastic reputation at Oxford. The fact that Robert 
Pulleyne and Vacarius delivered lectures there is 
proof of the existence of important schools before 
the above mentioned date.

It has been shown that a migration did 
take place from Paris to England about 1167; it has
1. Rashdall, H., op. cit., p.,331.



not been shown that these students came to Oxford. 
But for half a century after nothing is heard of 
a \miversity anywhere in England except at Oxford, 
and even at Oxford there is no proof of its ex
istence before 1167, while such proof is strong 
a few years after that date. Rashdall says:

"A hypothesis which alone explains all the facts and which is alone 
in accordance with all known analogies, 
is entitled to at least a provisional acceptance.” 1

Mallet says:
"The students so displaced must have sought some fresh centre of learn

ing. The masters whom they followed 
must have set up their chairs elsewhere.
And the inference that they found in 
Oxford the home which they needed, and 
brought to Oxford a great accession of 
scholars, of teachers and of fame, is 
supported by evidence which it is 
difficult to resist.” 2

According to the account presented by 
Geraldus Cambrensis, there is no doubt that the 
Oxford University had come into existence, had 
several faculties, a large number of scholars, and 
was in a prosperous condition before the end of the 
twelfth century. These are the main points in the 
theory that has for its object the establishment
1. Rashdall, H., op. cit., p. 339.
2. Mallet, C. E., op. cit., p. 23.



of the origin of Oxford University as the result 
of a sudden migration of students from Paris.

This theory has the advantage of being pre
sented by both Rashdall and Mallet, and it has the 
advantage of being a simple, clear and definite ex
planation for the rapid development of a university 
during the latter part of the reign of Henry II. 
Cross says:

"in the last years of Henry II,
England’s most ancient seat of learning,
Oxford, came into prominence, although 
it was not formally known as a University 
till the reign of his grandson Henry III." 1

The general educational tendencies of the 
twelfth century, and the spirit of nationality, 
which was beginning to develop in England, would 
naturally lead to the demand for an English Uni
versity, independent of the universities on the 
continent.

"There was an important school 
at Oxford in the reign of Henry I, and 
lectures were given in law, and in 
theology even during the miserable years of Stephen’s reign; but not till some
what late in the reign of Henry II did 
the school at Oxford take on the appearance of a university." 2 1

1 • Cross, T7. ~K Shorter History of England andGreater Britain, p. 84.
2. Larson, L. M ., His tor:/ of England and the British Commonwealth, pp. 141-142.
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Prom all this the inference is that the 
formal migration of students from Paris settled 
at Oxford, and that the whole migration theory is 
compatible with the theory of gradual development 
of the monastic schools.

While the "monastic theory" of the origin 
of the Oxford University is indefinite, perhaps 
this indefiniteness may be accounted for by the 
nature of a movement that was gradual. Lack of 
definiteness is characteristic of this whole question 
of university origins. Therefore, is not the mo
nastic theory of the origin of the Oxford University 
justified? Two fundamental facts -- the existence 
of schools of considerable importance at Oxford pre
vious to the rise of the university, and the rapid 
transformation of these schools into a university 
during the reign of Henry II, ought to be accepted.
For conceding that there was an English exodus from 
Paris in the reign of Henry II, is it not most like
ly that these returning students sought that place 
in which their education might be continued? And 
at this time the monastic institutions of Oxford, 
because of the enviable reputation they enjoyed on 
the Continent would most probably, offer an educational



attraction and furnish the desired opportunity to 
the students to continue their studies without 
fear of further interruption. Consequently, ought 
not the rise of the Oxford University to he regarded 
as of Monastic Origin? And does not the "migration 
theory" seem to harmonize with the theory of gradual 
development of the monastic schools?
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THE RELIGIOUS ORDERS AT OXFORD

In a previous chapter we attempted, to de
velop the Monastic Origin of the Oxford University. 
The purpose of this chapter is to show the in
fluence wielded by the inmates of the monasteries 
for few realize the powerful influence they ex
ercised in the formation of the university.

"Religious Orders," says Dawson,
"made their way into Oxford in the train 
of the Norman Conqueror. Whether St. 
Frideswide's Priory, or St. George's 
Church in the castle, or Oseney Abbey can 
claim the honor of being the first to in
troduce religious into the city, is a 
matter of dispute. Certainly at first, 
the priests serving the priory and the castle were secular canons, that is 
priests living under rule but not bound 
by vows; it is not clear when they became 
religious properly so called. It Is 
stated that St. Edward the Confessor was 
dispensed from a vow of making a pilgrim
age to the Holy Land, ¿ja condition of his 
establishing canons regular in the priory 
instead of canons secular then in possession;• that King Harold restored it again to the 
seculars, from which time it fell into decay; 
and that the Conqueror gave it to the monks1 
of St. Mary's Abbey, Abingdon, who, seeing 
it in such ruinous condition, passed it on 
to their Bishop of Salisbury; and that finally, 
Henry I, gave it to his chaplain, "Master 
Guymundus," who introduced again the canons 
regular, becoming himself the first prior." 1

Later on the two most famous and influential 
of the religious orders, the Dominicans and
1. Dawson, C. B. , Mirror of Oxford, p. 4̂57



Franciscans, came to Oxford. Both of these orders 
were established under the influence of a strong 
spirit of missionary zeal. St. Dominic while pass
ing through the district infested by the Albigen- 
sian heresy noticed that the preachers who tried 
to combat the heresy indulged too much in outward 
pomp. This suggested to him the idea of a new 
Order. Now the condition of society imperatively 
called for a revival of religious life and a more 
evangelical spirit and aggressive organization of 
the forces of the church. It was to meet the new 
conditions that Dominic of Castille and Francis of 
Assisi began the movement for reform.

The Franciscans or Friars Minors alleviat
ed the misery of the poor and the outcast, and 
taught them by their example to accept their con
dition with resignation. They spoke of themselves 
humbly as the "fraters minores" and are frequently 
referred to as the Minorites. They were Imbued with 
the spirit of St. Francis who was pious, ardent and 
deeply devoted to the interests of the Church. The 
Dominican Order, approved in 1216, proposed to fight 
heresy, and made preaching and teaching and the 
pursuit of learned studies its peculiar end; conse
quently, its work was to be largely intellectual in



character. The members of the Dominican Order 
were called preaching friars, or black friars, and 
were imbued with t e spirit of their founder who 
possessed a pious and scholarly mind.

Both orders were essentially missionary 
in spirit. The Dominicans made their appearance 
in Oxford in 1221. They were presented with a 
site in the Jewish quarter, by Isabel de Bulbeck, 
the wife of the Countess of Oxford. By their exemp
lary manner, and gifts of preaching, they soon made 
converts from among the Jews.-*- At their entrance 
they applied themselves to the authorities of the 
University, to the Canons of St. Frideswide’s to 
those of Oseney, and to the chief burgesses of the 
town. They connected themselves with the University 
through the establishment of schools of theology 
and philosophy.

"The Dominicans gained renown in 
the schools and became famous as canon
ists, so that Pope Boniface VIII, made 
them the censors of books published in 
Oxford. Among their learned men were;
John Giles, Robert Bacon (Uncle to the 
celebrated Roger Bacon, the Franciscan),
St. Thomas, Bishop of Hereford, Thomas 
and Walter the former was made a 
cardinal, the latter Archbishop of Armagh.
They succeeded so well in their work of" 1

1. Mallet, C. H ., A History of the University of Oxford, Vol. I, pp. 56-57.



converting the Jews, that the king 
established a house for the converts 
in Fish Street, where the Town Hall 
now stands." 1

The Franciscans came to Oxford shortly
2after the Dominicans, in 1224. As soon as they 

entered the oity they presented themselves to King 
Henry III, then residing at the Palace of Beaumont. 
By their saintly lives they so won the admiration 
of the people, that they were given land on which 
to build a monastery. As their number increased 
King Henry, who was religious- minded, gave them 
Paradise Garden. In 1238, they had completed their 
magnificent ohurch, and their buildings were not 
equalled by any other in Oxford.

The eagerness of the religious orders to 
settle in university towns as centers for their 
work is to be ascribed to their zeal for making 
converts, and also to their purpose to influence 
the learning of the times. So it appears that the 
friars were well received by the University and 
Oxford community, and soon succeeded in establish
ing themselves as a powerful influence at Oxford.

"The Franciscans produced a long 
list of learned men, among whem we must 
mention the following: Father Adam Marsh, 1 2

1. Dawson, C. B., Mirror of Oxford, p. 52.
2. Mallet, C. E., op. cit., p. 57.



called the Illustrious Doctor, who made 
Oxford famous throughout Europe; Roger 
Bacon the pioneer among men of science,
•the greatest genius of the thirteenth’ 
century,' John Duns Immaculate Conception: 
William Ockham, the brilliant philosopheri and many others," 1

Other orders were established in Oxford.
The Carmelites settled in Kent about the year 1238 
but about twenty years elapsed before they had a 
house in Oxford. Here they remained for about sixty 
years. As their members increased, and there was 
no more land which they could buy, King Edward II, 
gave them the Royal Palace of Beaumont. The 
Augustinians obtained a house in Oxford in the year 
1268, in Holywell, near where Wadham College now 
stands. Other orders established themselves in 
Oxford. "But none of these Orders enjoyed an in
fluence comparable to that of the Franciscans or 
Dominicans either in the University or in the town."

In addition to their enthusiasm, sanctity, 
and learning, one reason may be assigned for the 
rapid growth of the religious orders and their 
strong influence in the schools of Oxford, and that 
is they had the good fortune to enlist the sympathy 1 2

1. Dawson, C. 3., Mirror of Oxford! rT. b bT
2. Mallet, C. E., op7_c'it77_pTT2T
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and services of the celebrated churchman and 
scholar, Bishop Grosseteste, who until his death in 
l-c53, remaineo. a staunch supporter of the orders.
It was most fortunate for the Franciscans especially 
that he occupied the See of Lincoln from 1235 to 
1253, as he proved himself "an invaluable friend" 
on many occasions. ^

Another reason that might be given to ex
plain the success of the friars was that they erect
ed large, spacious, well-organized houses or halls, 
preceding the rise of the colleges. These halls 
offeree, advantages which were in striking contrast 

• to the comforts afforded by the ordinary hotels of 
the time, and proved to be very attractive to the 
poor scholars who had come to the University, and 
who found the boarding house a most uncomfortable 
place in which to dwell.

As a result of these influences the re
ligious orders spread very rapidly. Under able and 
famous teachers the schools of the religious orders 
grew in size and reputation.

.about the middle of the thirteenth century, 
the Franciscan Order owned forty-nine monasteries,
and could count twelve hundred and forty-two members
1. Mallet, C. E.7 A History of 'the Universitv of— "--Oxford, Vol. Ip". 61*7--------------- ----^
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and came to be regarded as a worthy rival of the 
Dominicans at Paris.

After the coming of the Dominicans and 
Franciscans, the schools of Oxford rose rapidly in 
importance and renown. Before long the friars were 
the leaders in the life and activities of the Uni
versity, and by 1250 they exerted the greatest in
fluence in the intellectual movements of the times. 
The intellectual pre-eminence of the friars, to
gether writh the European renown of a number of 
t' ei.t representatives forms a most striking feature 
in the history of the Oxford University. Mansbridge 
says:

"The friars were always to be reckoned with. Nothing indeed could 
stop the mental growth of such Francis
cans as Adam March, «the illustrious 
Doctor« (d. 1257), John Scotus, «the 
subtle Doctor« (1271-1308), or William 
Ockham, «the invincible Doctor« (1289- 
1347). They provided in themselves a 
succession sufficient to establish the 
fame of any University at any period of history.

"But it was to Robert Grosseteste (1175-1253) that the Franciscans owed 
the first intellectual successes of their 
Order. He entered their service im
mediately after their first arrival in 
Oxford. Already he was known «as the 
finest scholar of his time.« Later he 
was to achieve fame «as the Master spirit of his age. «Of humble birth, he grew 
to be Bishop of Lincoln and as such, a

/



resolute and defiant champion of 
Liberty and rights, in the face of 
both King and Pope. He never lost 
his love of Scholarship and of Oxford.
Among the Schoolmen of his time he 
was renowned for his knowledge of Greek 
philosophy, and in him the University 
found a proud protector. He always had 
rights over it, since Oxford was in his own diocese.” 1

The renown of the religious orders act
ed as a stimulus to other teachers, but of much 
more importance was the influence of their well- 
regulated and saintly lives. Bythis saintliness 
they maintained their influence upon the neople, 
and by their learning, and methods of teaching,
they were a power for good during the thirteenth 
century. 1

1. Mansbridge, a . ,  Tve"QLder Un?' vers it ie s of 
England, Oxford and Cambridge, p̂  21~.



43

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE OXFORD UNIVERSITY

The dawn of the thirteenth century de
monstrates the beginning of a new epoch in the 
history of the Oxford University, Cross says that 
it was in this same century, late in Henry the Ill's 
reign, that arrangements were first made for the 
accommodation of students in colleges, and that these 
colleges were frequently grouped after the monastic 
pattern around a central court. 1 it was during 
this century that the Oxford University developed 
into one of the greatest of the mediaeval universities, 
It was during this epoch that the University began 
to establish itself as a self-governing corporation, 
and to cast off the control of the Bishop of Lincoln 
from whose influence it had received its authority.

This position of authority was attained 
gradually, and as a result of an almost constant 
struggle for independence and for privileges of vari
ous kinds. As a result of a struggle between the 
students and townsmen of Oxford in 1209, and the ex
ecution of some of the students, the university was
1. Cross, L. A. ~A„.SbofteFlTl^tory of England and 

Gre±ter_E^xt&^7 p. 42; Mallet , op.'~<5iU:y ~p.' '35.
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in danger of permanent dissolution. This result 
was averted by the humiliation and complete sub
mission of the townsmen. This submission, as em
bodied in the Legatine Ordinance of 1214, marks one 
great triumphal step in the history of the Uni
versity of Oxford.

Gradually the scholars increased in numbers, 
and the university was in possession of an endowment 
fund which originated in a fine levied on the Oxford 
townsmen by the Legatine Ordinance of 1214. in 1231 
the fame of the masters had attracted the attention 
of Henry III who was most generous in aiding the 
university by giving financial and moral support.
In 1229, Henry took occasion of a quarrel just then 
raging between the municipal and academic aiithorities 
at Paris, to invite the discontented masters and 
scholars to England. This immigration raised Oxford 
to a high degree of prosperity by increasing its 
reputation as a place of safety.

While this influx of students added consider
ably to the Importance of the university, Wood ad
mits that the company was not always the most select.t 
The effects were unfavorable as far as diseipliu#
1. Drane, A. T., Christian Schools and Scholars p. 456. — ---- ----’



was concerned; and there followed in 1231, several 
royal writs which materially increased the power 
of the chancellor in his attempt to preserve the 
peace. Among these newcomers was a set of 
"varlets," says Wood. These lived under no dis
cipline, went about disturbing the peace of the 
city, thus bringing discredit on the university.
In his writs King Henry III, (1216-1272) out of 
solicitude for the peace of the university, order
ed that the town authorities should permit the

\

d ance1 1 or to use the town prison for refractory 
clerks, and that all scholars who were not under 
a regular master should be expelled from Oxford.
This last provision was a step towards the establish
ment of better discipline.at the university.

But the attempts of the king to maintain 
peace was a failure, and quarrels between laymen 
and scholars had now become an ordinary occurrence. 
One instance will show the semi-barbarous state of 
society in Oxforo at this time. The disturbance 
arose in 1238, on the occasion of a visit of the 
papal legate, Cardinal Otho, to Oxford. The chronic
les have told how the tumult arose while the cardinal 
1. Rashdall, H., op. cit., p. 392. ' -------------



was being royally entertained at Oseney Abbey; how 
the legate took refuge in a church tower, whence, 
escaping by night, he went to the king and demand
ed justice.

The king sent Earl Warrenne with troops 
to rescue the legate's attendants. The city was 
then placed under interdict, and thirty offenders 
excommunicated.

"Nor was tranquility restored 
till ample satifaction had' been offered by the English bishops who, says 
Matthew Paris, were ready to make” any 
sacrifice necessary to preserve the second school of the Church." 1

Legatine Ordinance of 1214. While the 
University of Oxford was growing in numbers and de
veloping in power and prestige, its constitution 
was undergoing important changes. Perhaps the most 
striking change during the first quarter of the 
thirteenth century was the rapid growth and power 
of the chancellor as head of the university.
Though there must have been some sort of official 
head previous to 1214,1 2 still nothing definite is 
known concerning the government of the university up 
to this time. So it seems that the chancellorship

1. Drane, "ibid, p." 4h6; Mallet, on. m TT
2 . Rashdall, n ,  p.  3 5 3-3 5 4 . p~i 36."



may be definitely traced to the Legatine Ordinance 
of 1214, as it is in this document that the first 
authentic allusions to the office of chancellor 
and the first historical mention of the University 
of Oxford are to be found.

"The first historical mention of the University of Oxford is in 1214, 
when its charter of liberties was rati
fied by King John: a charter which was 
confirmed by the Papal Legate." 1

The most important allusion in the Lega
tine Ordinance is contained in the provision that 
clerks who were arrested should be surrendered on 
demand of the Chancellor of whomsoever the Bishop 
of Lincoln should depute to this office. This pro
vision exempted students from lay jurisdiction and 
was a recognition of the right of "benefit of 
clergy. Another clause of the Ordinance mentions 
the "Chancellor whom the Bishop of Lincoln shall 
set over the scholars," at Oxford. Prom these al
lusions two inferences may be drawn: one is that 
the authority of the chancellor was derived from 
that of the Bishop of Lincoln^ the other, that up 
to this time the office of chancellor had not been 
established. It seems that the chancellor was
1. Dawson, C. B., The Mirror of Oxford, n. T P  Mallet, op. cit., PP. 27-3TT: “
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elected by the masters from their own number as 
"Rector of Schools" and that this election was con
firmed by the Bishop of Lincoln.

Though the office of chancellor was thus 
officially recognized in 1214, the chancellorship 
was not firmly established. In 1221, Robert. 
Grosseteste acted as head of the university, but as 
representative of the Bishop of Lincoln was simply 
styled "Rector of Schools." In the same year, 
however, and again in 1231, the title was definite
ly recognized by the Pope. 1 By this time, there
fore, the university may be regarded as a fully con
stituted corporation with a definite head whose 
title is that of Shancellor.

Though the position of the chancellor was 
in tie beginning purely ecclesiastical, and his 
relations with his ecclesiastical siiperiors were for 
a time friendly enough, still, by the middle of the 
century the inevitable contest began.

Causes of the Contest. Some of the causes
that helped to make the chancellor free from the
control of the Bishop of Lincoln from whom he had
derived his original authority will now be noted.
1. Rashdall, H., The Universities of Errope in the Middle Ages. II, p. 754 et seq. *



One of the most important of these causes was the 
fact that Lincoln, the seat of the bishopric, was 
about one hundred and twenty miles from Oxford, 
and consequently, the Bishop could not exercise 
direct supervision over the affairs of the uni
versity, and more especially, over the acts of the 
chancellor. Another cause is to be found in the 
successive grants of independent jurisdiction made 
to the chancellor by royal authority. Then, too, 
the authority of the chancellor was strengthened 
by further grants of immunity from the Pope himself.

"At Oxford the original juris
diction which the Chancellor possessed 
as the Bishop’s representative served as a basis for further extension by 
King or Pope, and the power of the 
Chancellor meant in the long run the power of the University." 1

That those various influences tended towards the
independent authority of the chancellor is not
surprising; as a result the chancellor was able to
gain almost complete independence by the close of
the thirteenth century.

The history of the university of Oxford 
from the middle to the end of the thirteenth 
century is to a great extent an account of town-and 1
1. Rashdall, H., op. cit., p. 359.



gown quarrels, of royal interference, and of 
grants of privileges to the university. In 1244, 
for example, the chancellor of the university was 
authorized to encroach on the authority of the 
municipal government; consequently, this date marks 
a new stage in the extension of the chancellor’s 
jurisdiction.

At this time forty-five of the university 
students attacked the "jewry" on account of some 
extortion practiced upon the scholars of the uni
versity. These were arrested by the municipal 
authorities and it was only at the earnest solici
tation of the Bishop of Lincoln, Robert Grosseteste, 
who was now "ex-chancellor of the Oxford University, 
and ex-officio head of the university, " 2 that they 
were transferred to the chancellor by order of King 
Henry III. This clash between the civil and Uni
versity authorities led two weeks later to the grant 
ing of a charter by King Henry III, which contained 
the germ of most of the later privileges and exemp
tions enjoyed by the students. This charter was 
called the Magna Charta of the university. It gave

1 . Rashdall, H., The Universities of Europe'in theMiddle Ages, iTJ pi 393 et passim. “
2. Drane, T. A., Christian Schools and Scholars

p. 484. --------------------------------------------------- *■
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the chancellor jurisdiction over a very important 
class of cases, namely all cases of debts, disputes 
abotit contracts, etc., in which one party to the 
suit was a student. 1

In 1248, King Henry granted another charter 
to the Oxford University when a Scotch student was 
murdered by the townsmen. 2 This charter gave ad
ditional authority to the chancellor of the uni
versity, by requiring the mayor and bailiffs, upon 
their admission to office, to take an oath in the 
presence of the chancellor "that they would keep the 
liberties and customs of the university." The pres
ence of the chancellor at the installation of the town 
officials marks the first step toward the union of 
ecclesiastical and civil power In the hands of the 
chancellor of the Oxford University, and this power 
was granted by the king at the urgent request of 
Robert Grosseteste, Bishop of Lincoln.

As long as Robert Grosseteste was bishop 
of Lincoln, there was a period of unbroken harmony 
between the university and its ecclesiastical su
perior. This policy of encouragement and protection 
continued until the death of Bishop Grosseteste which

1. Mallet, C. E..' A History of the University of Oxford, Vol. I, p. ¿8 .
2. Ibid.



occurred in 1253.
However, this harmony was not preserved 

by the successors of Bishop Grosseteste. When 
Oliver Sutton became Bishop of Lincoln in 1280, he 
became involved in a dispute with the university 
officials over the exercise of certain rights and 
privileges he had hitherto enjoyed. Through the 
espousal of the cause of the university, by the 
Archbishop of Canterbury, Bishop Sutton was, to 
all intents and purposes, compelled to yield on all 
the points in dispute. From this time on the juris 
diction of the university authorities was practical 
ly independent of the Bishop of Lincoln. ^

The last phase of the struggle between the 
university and ecclesiastical authorities related 
mainly to questions connected with the confirmation 
of the chancellor-elect. In 1350, the pope recog
nized the right of the bishop to confirm the 
appointment of the chancellor, but established the 
right of the Archbishop to do so in default of the 
Bishop of Lincoln. This decision reduced the right 
to a mere formality.

Finally in 1368, this formal control over 1
1 . Rasbdall, H., apli cit., pp. 422-423,



confirmation was dispensed with by the pope.
Prom that time on the University of Oxford has en
joyed the power of electing and confirming its 
chancellor without regard to the authority of the 
Bishop of Lincoln.
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