~ THE STATE OF THE BRITISH COAST ~
Observable Changes Through the Use of Imagery 1770-Present Day
STUDY CONCLUSIONS
1.

The coastal zones of Great Britain are subjected to
significant risks arising from the hazards of coastal
erosion, landsliding, weathering and flooding. These
processes and their impacts on life, property, heritage
assets and environments will become increasingly severe
over the next decades as a result of climate change and
sea level rise.

2. Whilst increasingly sophisticated approaches and more
systematic monitoring of change within coastal zones
have been introduced in recent years, a thorough
understanding of long-term coastal evolution is also
required to support coastal planning and adaptive
management approaches.
3. The art record provides a continuity of full colour images
for most frontages around the coast of Great Britain with
some artworks dating back to the 1770s. It was a further
80 years before the wider introduction of landscape black
and white photography and 150 years before the
introduction of colour photography. Use of art images
allow coastal scientists and practitioners to view the coast
in colour before development took place in many
locations, and thereby take advantage of the wisdom of
hindsight when setting coastal policies for the future.
4. Whilst photographic images, both terrestrial and aerial,
are familiar aids used by researchers and practitioners, for
example in the preparation of Shoreline Management
Plans and for Rapid Coastal Zone Assessments, the rich art
resource has been much less used. This has been partly
because of a lack of awareness of the range of images
available but also due to uncertainty about their accuracy.
5. An art ranking system has been refined as part of this
study; it has been suitably tailored to the needs of those
wishing to study all aspects of the British coastline. A list
of over one hundred artists who painted the coast more
accurately has been provided in this study report.
6. The study has confirmed the rich art resource held in
public collections and some private collections and
thousands of coastal images are available for view on the
ArtUK (http://artuk.org/) and Watercolour World
(https://watercolourworld.org/) websites.
7. The most accurate artistic depictions of the coast are
those completed by artists with architectural,
topographical or geological backgrounds. Artists of the
Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and their Followers in
particular produced numerous finely detailed coastal
views.

11. Compared to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries up
to 1930 there are very few artworks for the study timeline
between 1930-1950. This was a result of changing public
tastes away from the traditional landscapes of the
Victorian and Edwardian eras, the effect of two World
Wars and the advent of new styles of modern art. Since
the 1960s there has been a strong revival of traditional
landscape painting.
12. Through the case studies this project has adopted a
sequential approach to the use of images through time.
Four artists or artistic groups have produced numerous
and often detailed views of the coast. They are William
Daniell, RA (fl.1814-1825), the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood and their Followers (c.1850-1890s), Alfred
Robert Quinton (fl.1910-1934) and other postcard artists
such as those working for Valentine’s in Scotland, and the
architect and watercolour artist, David Addey who
retraced William Daniell’s voyage (1990s-2002).
Combined with present day photographs these artists
provide a number of benchmarks over time and comprise
an illustrated ‘State of the Coast’ over a two hundred year
period.
13. Numerous early coastal artworks depict the open coast
before defences were constructed and seafronts started
to develop. In some locations active consideration is
being given to removal of existing defences for
environmental and other sustainability reasons. An
examination of these early art images is strongly
recommended as they may assist understanding of the
implications of changing approaches to coastal
management.
14. Extensive lengths of the British coastline remain in a
pristine condition and appear to show little change since
they were visited and painted by late eighteenth century
artists. These conditions have been sustained through a
robust planning framework, a co-ordinated approach to
coastal management led by networks and groups working
in partnership with statutory bodies and government, and
the availability of an excellent range of coastal policy,
guidance and strategy publications. Future risks may
include any weakening of planning policies and a lack of
resources particularly in the face of climate change.
15. The completion of this study could not have been achieved
without the keen support of a wide range of coastal and
fine art bodies, organisations and individuals (see pages
eight to ten); their kind assistance is most gratefully
acknowledged.

8. Artworks form an additional, very valuable and currently
under-used resource available to a wide range of
scientists, practitioners and other stakeholders. The more
popular subjects tend to be locations with dramatic
coastal scenery, coastal castles, mansions and
monuments or ports, harbours and fishing villages whilst
low-lying coastlines were painted less frequently. Whilst
most locations around the British coastline were painted,
current gaps are likely to be filled as more artworks
become available through the ArtUK and Watercolour
World websites.

STUDY RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Historical artworks provide detailed records over time of
physical and environmental changes affecting the British
coast, as well as illustrating changing development
patterns. Greater use of these resources should be made
to inform coastal planning policy, development control,
coastal risk management, environmental sustainability
and heritage management.
2. The study has benefitted from the photographing of
212,000 oil paintings from UK public art collections, which
are available to view online through the ArtUK website.
The recently launched Watercolour World website
already hosts nearly 100,000 watercolours and is proving
to be an invaluable resource for those interested in
studying changing coastal landscapes and environments.
It is strongly recommended that coastal scientists and
practitioners take advantage of these art image
collections.

With the
support
of:

The completion of this study would not have been possible without the invaluable interest,
assistance and other support of a wide range of coastal, environmental, heritage and arts
organisations and individuals. Their interest and enthusiasm have been particularly
encouraging throughout this study. The logos of many of the supporting organisations are
provided on page 8 but I would like to thank especially Dr Fred Hohler and his team at
Watercolour World, Scottish Natural Heritage and Julia Korner Fine Art for their kind support.
I would like to thank Dr Hermione Cockburn for writing the Foreword, my co-author, Chloe
Stanford-Clark, for her technical input, Cheryl Taylor for her artwork, graphics and typing, and
Heather Cooper for her proof reading. The project would not have come to fruition without
the kind assistance of the distinguished architect and watercolour artist, David Addey, who
retraced William Daniell’s great journey and who allowed me to make use of his archive of
British coastal watercolours.

The National Trust’s ‘Shifting Shores’ policy documents have been influential in encouraging more
sustainable approaches to coastal risk management (http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/shiftingshores).

4. The completion of this study has drawn to the attention
of the authors the excellent range of resources and
expertise available through coastal partnerships and
groups and also environmental and risk management
publications and websites. Many of these sources of
information are cited in the chapter references in this
report and can form a helpful aide-memoire for coastal
planners and managers.
5. It is recommended that in locations where removal of
existing coastal defences is being considered, or where
the coastline is to be realigned, the art record be searched
in order to examine the coastline in its original, natural
condition.

Natural England’s series of ‘National Character Area Profiles’, which describe the whole of the English
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affecting each frontage. Collectively they make a valuable contribution to coastal planning and
management (www.naturalengland.org.uk).

6. Artworks (together with old photographs) are images that
coastal residents and other stakeholders are familiar with,
and which they often trust. They form excellent visual
aids to support presentations on coastal policy changes
such as those affecting property, heritage sites and other
public assets where difficult choices over future
management in the face of climate change may require
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7. The approach to the use of art described in this study can
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the image resources that are becoming much more widely
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transferability value in terms of other subjects, disciplines
and geographical regions across the world.
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the extent and rate of change over time. Highlighting current and potential erosion and flood risks, the
vulnerable locations and social, economic and cultural assets that may be affected, the report will be
invaluable for coastal planning into the future (www.dynamic coast.com/).
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William Daniell’s 308 aquatint engravings that accompany the text of his ‘Voyage Round Great Britain’ )1814-1825) provide
an illustrated overview of the early nineteenth century coast.
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3. The preparation of a list of British coastal artists ranked
for accuracy as part of this study will reduce the need for
time-consuming research and allow website users to
source artists who painted their particular locations of
interest more easily.

9. Numerous artworks depicting historic coastal towns and
villages are available and together they allow the
progression of coastal development to be plotted and
better understood. Such images, which record the detail
of changes to both individual buildings as well as street
layouts can inform planning processes and can be used to
inform Conservation Area planning.
10. Some of the artworks produced over the last 200 years
are so topographically accurate that they can support
both qualitative and quantitative studies of cliff and
beach change over time; for example, the works of E. W.
Cooke RA and John Brett ARA.
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