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The Church of St Mary, Iffley, with its beautiful Romanesque architecture situated relatively 

dramatically on a hill overlooking the river Thames and its important lock, has been an attraction 

for visitors to the Oxford area for centuries. 

 

There are a number of reasons for this: its architecture, obviously, and its rather bucolic, remote 

setting hard by the Isis. It is also easy to reach by water and land. But most of all there is the 

magnetic attraction of the brooding hulk of St Mary’s itself, its solid ‘ancientness’ so readily on 

display and so unspoiled. Perhaps it is this which over the centuries has fired the visitors’ 

imagination as it does now: who built it? what does it mean? Why is its atmosphere so special? 

 

St Mary’s Iffley was very much in the vanguard as one of the sites to visit. Indeed it was in 16 71 

that John Aubrey, the restless, gifted dilettante, had has eureka moment at St Mary’s when he 

realised that the shape of windows were not just a builder‘s whim. They betokened whole styles 

and eras. This led him to compose his Chronologica Architectonica, tracing the chronological 

development of style from rounded to pointed and so on. 

 

As with so much of Aubrey’s work, it circulated only in manuscript and even then was not 

complete. Indeed, in the early 1740s, Charles Lyttleton, who drew the earliest representation of the 

West Front we have, spotted ‘…a loose sheet of Mr Aubry’s MSS in the Ashmole Museum; 

wherein he gave a rude drawing’ and it was the discovery of this scrap of paper which led to 

Lyttleton’s acclaimed systematic study of Saxon vs Gothic architecture. 

 

Soon antiquarians were very familiar with St Mary’s through books such as John Britton, 

Architectural Antiquities of Great Britain (9 vols. 1805–1814) and James Ingram, D.D., Memorials of 

Oxford, including the engravings of John Le Keux from drawings by F Mackenzie, published by John 

Henry Parker, Oxford,1837. 

 

As the last mentioned book indicates, St Mary’s not only fascinated antiquarians but artists and 

engravers as well. By Hogarth’s day, the marriage between artist and engraver had reached dizzy 

heights of accuracy and the walls of British homes soon became festooned with prints. Again, art 

played a large part in Iffley’s growing popularity. Early prints abound indicating the fascination 

which this church held for scholars and visitors alike. 



2 
 

 
 

As this engraving by Hooper (1785) shows, they were, after all, accurate, interesting. and, 

depending on size and fame of the author, relatively cheap. Publishers responded to the growing 

fascination with the past by issuing engraving after engraving of historical sites. This was 

certainly true for Iffley, its mill and its church. 

          
 

The sepia aquatint, above, by Samuel Ireland was published in his Picturesque Views on the River 

Thames (London, 1791). It foreshadows what was to become the common, rather romantic, 

association between the Church, with its Rectory, at the top of the hill and the Mill below, as seen 

in J.M Turner’s picture of 1844 or 1848. 
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Turner’s 1839 sketches of Iffley, in the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, show his imagination at 

work: 

 
Iffley Mill and St Mary’s church 
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Tuner’s idealized interpretation of St Mary's church 

 

 

 

 

As these engravings show, St Mary’s underwent many changes to its roof, the west façade and the 

south door, which was once the main entrance. Some of the prints that exist illustrate these 

changes very helpfully. Below, for example, are two of the plates (1818-1819) from Britton’s book: 
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A print by Gaucherel in 1842 shows the roof line and the west front restored.  
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Again it was possible to detect the circumference of the oculus before and as Henry Taunt 

photographed it in 1897: 
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The church had a rival in the picturesque Iffley Mill: 
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The mill itself was destroyed by fire in 1908, but its romantic appeal survived. The picture below 

by Hazlehurst was dated 1935: 
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mirroring this work by Alfred Priest, in 1844: 

 
 

 

 

 

By the 1850s there was a shifting in Britain’s tectonic plates: the growth of the middle class and 

they, too, were adventurous. Aided by art and architecture, Salters Steamers plying the Isis from 
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Folly Bridge began stopping in Iffley from the late 1860s and probably upon one was The Revd 

Charles Lutwidge Dodgson along with Alice, governess, et al, enroute to Iffley and St Mary’s 

increasingly famous yew tree, the oldest in Oxfordshire which played such a key role in Alice’s 

Adventures Underground.1 

 

By the 1870s Iffley was firmly on the tourist map. The Revd Edward Marshall’s Account of the 

Township of Iffley (2nd ed., Oxford, 1874) puts is succinctly: “Some notice of it, indeed, is to be found 

in every work on English architecture, and it is worthy of the attention it has received…as an 

excellent specimen of late Norman work, with admixture of various styles.” Indeed it features in 

several early books that scholars and tourists alike were likely to use. And they wrote about Iffley 

too, one of the oddest being a lyrical and amusing example by Robert Tristram Coffin, published 

in in July 1923 in The North American Review (University of Iowa), Vol. 218, No. 812, pp 89-96, 

entitled Unspoiled Iffley.2 

 

Whilst we know Victorian and Edwardian tourists found St Mary’s fascinating, the Great War did 

nothing to stem it, albeit the day-trippers this time were convalescing soldiers from Littlemore. 

When the war ended, Oxford Motor Services began promoting cheap tours around Oxfordshire 

heavily and more and more charabancs came to the church, a trend which has continued to this 

day. Indeed, between January and September 2015 the Vicar recorded some 34 booked coaches 

and he estimates that a similar number just ‘turned up’.  Visitors also continue to arrive from the 

Isis, alighting at Iffley Lock and walking up the lane past the imposing rectory. 
 

Visitors from all nations and of all ages will find great pleasure from a visit to Iffley, its church, its 

lock and its charming environs,  near to which, a very short distance upstream, is the added 

attraction of one of Oxford’s few riverside pubs, The Iffley Farmhouse! 

 

 

                                                           
 
2 It may be possible to see this on line at:   

http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/25113066?uid=3738032&uid=2129&uid=2134&uid=2&uid=70&uid=4&sid=21106

435577401 


