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5.1. Introduction 
 
The south-west of England case study sites are contained within the counties of Dorset, Devon and 
Cornwall. They comprise the coastline of West Dorset and East Devon between West Bay (near Bridport) 
westwards to Sidmouth in East Devon, the short section of coast between Babbacombe and Torquay in 
Devon, the south Cornish coast from the village of Polperro westwards to Penzance, and the north Devon 
coast from Hartland Point to Clovelly.  The West Dorset-East Devon site includes part of the Dorset and 
East Devon Coast World Heritage Site known as the Jurassic Coast.  This part of the coastline of south-
west England has provided inspiration for numerous artists over the last 200 years, and, in fact, the 
popularity of these counties for tourists, on account of the dramatic coastal scenery, has ensured there is 
rich resource of landscape paintings, drawings and prints dating back to the late eighteenth century.  The 
varied geology and physical processes prevailing around the coastline of south-west England have 
resulted in the formation of a wide range of geomorphological features, and have created a coastline of 
enormous variety, scenic beauty and interest.   
 
This case study draws on work undertaken for Historic England in 2016 (McInnes, 20161), which examined 
how historical imagery can illustrate risks to coastal heritage over time, and inform management; the 
support of Historic England is gratefully acknowledged.  The author has expanded this work in respect of 
physical and environmental change.  
 

5.1.1. Geology & Geomorphology 
 
The coastal geology of West Dorset and East Devon comprises rocks of the Jurassic and Cretaceous 
Periods.  In particular, the Lias Group which form the clifflines in the vicinity of Lyme Regis, which are 
capped by limestones.  Extending eastwards from the town the dramatic coastline is subject to extensive 
landsliding.  In East Devon and westwards in the vicinity of Torquay, the rocks are older and are of the 
Permian and Devonian Periods, including particularly the Old Red Sandstone Group.  Near Torbay the 
geology is more varied with limestones, mudstones and slates, which have a varying resistance to coastal 
erosion.  In contrast to the Dorset coast, the rates of cliff recession here are relatively slow.   
 
Cornwall is dominated by its granite backbone, which was formed during the Variscan Orogeny.  The 
coastline is exposed to the full force of Atlantic storm waves, however, for the most part the coast is 
composed of highly resistant rocks that, whilst susceptible to occasional rockfalls, are generally steep and 
form impressive coastal landscapes. The lower beaches, which lie below the cliffs, particularly in the 
sheltered bays, may be prone to beach lowering and coastal squeeze as a result of rising sea levels over 
the next century.  Along the North Devon coast from Hartland Point to Clovelly, the coastline is largely 
composed of sandstones, mudstones and siltstones of the Carboniferous Period, which typically have low 
rates of erosion. However, from time to time, the clifflines are prone to massive rockfalls and landslides.   
 

5.1.2. Coastal Processes 
 
Along the East Devon-West Dorset coast, the general direction of sediment transport is from west to east, 
with the eroding cliffs contributing substantial amounts of material to the overall sediment supply.  At 
Torbay, sediment is carried from south to north, up around the bay, with the slowly eroding or unstable 
clifflines contributing, giving the beaches a typical pink sand colour.  In places along the coast ancient 
landslides have been reactivated and the combined effects of coastal erosion and high groundwater levels 
can result in substantial failures (Halcrow, 20112).   
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The coastlines along the south Cornwall and north Devon frontages are generally composed of more 
resistant rock formations and the rate of change is much slower, although the frontages can be affected 
by massive rockfalls periodically.  More widely, the natural hazards of coastal erosion, landsliding and 
flooding have significant impacts around the whole of the coastline of south-west England, depending on 
the highly variable coastal geology and exposure to the elements.  The cost of emergency action, 
remediation, prevention and monitoring can often represent a significant burden to the affected 
communities, as well as to coastal landowners including local authorities (Royal Haskoning, 20113).   
 

5.1.3. The Coastal Environment 
 
The East Devon-West Dorset coast is designated as a World Heritage Site on account of its outstanding 
geology and geomorphology.  The spectacular cliffline, with its wide range of physical features, ranging 
from the chalk arch at Durdle Door to the massive landslides along the Undercliff to the west of Lyme 
Regis, has led to the designation of long sections of the coastline as Sites of Special Scientific Interest, 
National Nature Reserves (for example the Axmouth to Lyme Regis Undercliffs) and Special Areas of 
Conservation covering the coastal frontage from Sidmouth to West Bay (Natural England, 20144).  
 
The coastline in the vicinity of Torbay, particularly to the south of the town, is designated as the South 
Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, extending westwards from Berry Head to Plymouth.  The 
whole of this coastline is dramatic with the high red sandstone cliffs of Watcombe to the north, past the 
beaches of Oddicombe, BabbacomōŜ ŀƴŘ !ƴǎǘŜȅΩǎ /ƻve, to Torbay itself. The coastline of south Cornwall, 
extending from Polperro past Lizard Point and inǘƻ aƻǳƴǘΩǎ .ŀȅΣ provides a dramatic contrast of rocky 
headlands and sheltered coves where the coastal geology is dramatically exposed (Natural England, 
20145).  The whole of this coastline is extensively designated on account of its outstanding geological 
exposures, its nature conservation interest and, more widely, as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
(Natural England, 20144). 
 
Geodiversity is equally important along the North Devon coastal study area from between Hartland Point 
and Clovelly.  This wild open landscape forms part of the North Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
and is also extensively designated on account of the environmental qualities of the coastline and its 
Exmoor hinterland.  This largely undeveloped coastline has a wild, natural and exposed nature where 
physical processes continue largely uninterrupted.  For this reason, the coastline south of Hartland Point, 
eastwards past Ilfracombe to Linton, forms the North Devon UNESCO Biosphere Reserve where the 
objective has been to demonstrate sustainable development on a bioregional scale, including, in 
particular, conservation of ecosystems, habitats, species and genetic diversity (Natural England, 20146).   
 

5.1.4. Coastal Heritage 
 
The coastline of the south-west has a rich cultural heritage, many examples of which are illustrated 
through a vast range of oil paintings, watercolours and prints (McInnes, 20161).  Along the West Dorset 
and East Devon coast images depict, for example, the harbour at West Bay and the Cobb at Lyme Regis, as 
well as the clifflines, which are continuously re-exposed and changing through rapid coastal erosion and 
landsliding.  At Sidmouth, there are numerous fine engravings and watercolours depicting the 
architectural quality of this historic town with its fine Regency hotels and villas and later nineteenth 
century properties, as well as ornate cottages.  There are also ancient defended settlements such as High 
Peak on the cliffs to the west, JacobΩs Ladder and other historic sites at Otterton Down, Bury Head and 
Littlecombe Hill (McInnes, 20161).  The town of Torquay, which developed almost entirely in the 
nineteenth century, was painted and engraved by numerous artists, which allow the history of the town 
and its expansion to be plotted very clearly.  At Babbacombe to the north, cottages ornés were built 
above the bay and along the coastal slopes; many of these feature in early engravings.  Along the coast of 
South Cornwall the numerous fishing harbours and much visited parts of the coastline such as the Lizard, 
were also painted throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in particular, as was St 
MicƘŀŜƭΩǎ aƻǳƴǘ ƛƴ aƻǳƴǘΩǎ .ŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊōƻǳǊǎ ƻŦ bewlyn and Mousehole to the west.   
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On the North Devon coast, between Hartland Point and Ilfracombe, early views were engraved by William 
Daniell RA on his ΨVoyage RouƴŘ DǊŜŀǘ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩ (Daniell & Ayton, 1814-18257) and, later, exceptionally fine 
views were produced of Ilfracombe throughout the nineteenth century.  These include St NicƘƻƭŀǎΩ /ƘŀǇŜƭ 
and lighthouse on Lantern Hill overlooking the harbour, which is a Grade I Listed Building, and 
Hillsborough overlooking Ilfracombe, which is the site of a promontory fort (McInnes, 20161).   
 

5.1.5. Coastal Art History 
 
For the purpose of this site the extensive coastline of south-west England commences on the Jurassic 
Coast World Heritage Site of Dorset and East Devon, and then on westwards to the Lizard ŀƴŘ [ŀƴŘΩs End. 
The regioƴΩǎ Ŏoastal frontage continues along the north of Cornwall and Devon into Somerset to the 
Bristol Channel.  The popularity of the West Country as a whole has ensured that there is a rich resource 
of landscape paintings, drawings and prints as well as illustrated literature accounts available for study. 
Some of BritainΩǎ ǘƻǇƻƎǊŀǇƘƛcal artists resided in or visited the region, including John Mogford RI (1809-
1868), Samuel Phillips Jackson RWS (1830-1904) and George Wolfe (1834-1890); later artistic schools 
developed at Newlyn and St Ives.  
 
During the early years of the nineteenth century, J. M. W. Turner painted numerous views in the west of 
England.  For example, in c.1811 he painted ΨtƻƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘhe Distant View of CoǊŦŜ /ŀǎǘƭŜΩ, Ψ²ŜȅƳƻǳǘƘΩ, 
Ψ[ǳƭǿƻǊǘƘ /ƻǾŜΩ, Ψ.ǊidportΩ and Ψ[ȅƳe RegisΩ, which was taken from Charmouth to the east, looking along 
the coastline towards the town of Lyme.  Between 1811 and 1814 Turner also painted scenes along the 
Devon and Cornish coastlines including Ψ¢ŜƛƎƴƳƻǳǘƘΩ, ΨtŜƴŘŜƴƴƛǎ /ŀǎǘƭŜΩ, ΨCŀƭmouth HarbourΩ, Ψ{ǘ aŀǿŜǎΩ, 
Ψ.oscastleΩ, Ψ/ƭƻǾŜƭƭȅΩ and ΨaƛƴŜƘŜŀŘΩ.  
 
Between 1814 and 1825 William Daniell also produced aquatint engravings of many of these locations. His 
fine views are contained in his Ψ! ±ƻȅŀƎŜ wƻǳƴŘ DǊŜat BritŀƛƴΩ (Daniell and Ayton, 1814-18257). In Dorset 
his aquatints include Ψ.ǊƛŘǇƻǊǘ IŀǊōƻǳǊΩ and Ψ[ȅƳe Regis from /ƘŀǊƳƻǳǘƘΩ.  At Bridport Harbour (now 
called West Bay) Daniell wrote άƛǘ ŀǇpeared in a deplorable state with the entrance being choked with 
sandέ (Daniell & Ayton, 18141). He continued along the south Devon coast and into Cornwall where some 
of his finest plates were produced sǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨMevagissyΩ ŀƴŘ ǘǿƻ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻŦ ΨSt MiŎƘŀŜƭΩǎ aƻǳƴǘΩ. He had 
travelled along the north Cornwall, north Devon and Somerset coasts at the start of his voyage in 1814 
when he engraved the Ψ[ongships Lighthouse at LaƴŘΩǎ EndΩΣ ΨBoscastleΩΣ ΨClovellyΩΣ ΨIlfracombeΩ ŀƴŘ 
ΨLynmouthΩ ōŜŦƻre travelling along the coast of South Wales. Later, in the 1830s, the FindŜƴ .ǊƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ 
publication ΨtƻǊǘǎΣ IŀǊōƻǳǊǎΣ ²ŀtering Places and Picturesque Scenery of Great .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩ (Finden, 18388) 
portrayed Ψ.ǳdƭŜƛƎƘ {ŀƭǘŜǊǘƻƴΩ and a Ψ±ƛŜǿ ŦǊƻƳ BeaŎƘΣ {ƛŘƳƻǳǘƘΩ and numerous other engraved coastal 
scenes.   
 
Edward Francis Drew Pritchard (1809-1905) painted along the Dorset coastline, for exampleΣ Ψ9ŀǎt Cliff, 
with Portland, Dorset in the DistancŜΩ and Ψ±iew towards Portland, DorǎŜǘΩ, whilst Henry Joseph Moule 
(1825-1904) was a prolific local artist who άŎƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ painted the landscapeέ and his collection of works 
provides us with a άunique record of the Victorian countrysidŜέ (Dorset County Museum9).  A fellow 
Victorian artist, Frederick Whitehead (1853-1938), was a naturalist painter who captured the Dorset 
landscape and coastline with remarkable detail.  Other artists who accurately painted the coastal scenery 
in this area included William Callow (1812-1908), William Collins (1788-1847), Myles Birket Foster RWS 
(1825-1899) and Thomas Girtin (1775-1802), who painted a watercolour of Lyme Regis.  One of Great 
.ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǎŜŀ painters, Charles Napier Hemy RA RWS (1841-1917), also painted the harbour of 
Lyme Regis, while the Pre-Raphaelite painter, Sir John E. Millais Bt. PRA, painted Ψ¢ƘŜ .ƻȅƘƻƻŘ ƻŦ wŀƭŜƛƎƘΩ 
(1870) in the nearby seaside town of Budleigh Salterton.   
 
The geologically rich coastline of Devon and Dorset also drew many followers of the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood in the mid-to-late nineteenth century.  Artists such as John Brett ARA (1831-1902), John 
William Inchbold (1830-1888) and the topographical and marine artist Edward William Cooke RA (1811-
1880) produced fine paintings and drawings of the coastline. Brett explored the Dorset coast during the 
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summer of 1870, painting watercolours of locations including Swanage, Lulworth Cove, Lyme Bay, 
Charmouth and Lyme Regis.   
 
The Lyme Regis and Charmouth coastlines were frequently painted and illustrated in books on account of 
the dramatic cliff scenery along the frontage and the history of instability. A set of twelve fine lithographs 
were produced by Conybeare and Dawson (Conybeare & Dawson, 184010) including a view of the great 
landslide at Bindon on Christmas Day in 1839. Later the Pre-Raphaelite follower, Charles Robertson RWS 
(1844-1891), painted a vignette view of the town looking south-westwards towards the Cobb. West to the 
mouth of the River Exe includes a number of historic towns, villages and fishing communities. Edward 
William Cooke RA (1811-1880) painted a view of Axmouth Harbour at low water with shipping and the 
harbour set below the red Devon sandstone cliffs. He also painted two striking geological viŜǿǎ ƻŦ ΨBeer 
BeachΩ ŀƴŘ ΨDistant View of Beer Head and White Cliff at Low WaterΩ ƛƴ муруΦ Moving westwards, Francis 
Towne (1740-1816) produced a pen and ink and grey wash watercolour of ΨPeakhill, SidmouthΩ ŀƴŘ John 
Joseph Cotman (1814-1878) painted two scŜƴŜǎ ŀǘ ΨSidmouthΩ ŀƴŘ the lost village ƻŦ ΨHallsands, near Start 
PointΩ ƛƴ 1872. 
 
William Turner of Oxford OWS (1789-1862) painted one of his elevated, panoramic watercolours of the 
view from Mount Edgecombe looking out across Plymouth Sound and the Mew Stone. Frederick Richard 
Lee RA (1798-1879) painted Plymouth breakwater, showing masons repairing the structure in 1862.  The 
rugged coastline of the Lizard peninsula was painted by John Mogford often as a backdrop for detailed 
paintings of fishermen at worƪ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨSea-faring Business, Cadgwith, CornwallΩΣ ŀ ƭarge work in oils; John 
Brett, and the master of paintings of breaking waves on the shore, David James (fl.1881-1892) also 
painted there. Frederick John Widgery (fl.1861-1942) produced delicate views of sandy beaches set 
against dark rocky coastlines in gouache sǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨNear the LizardΩ ŀƴŘ ΨMullion CoveΩΦ 
 
In MouƴǘΩǎ .ŀȅ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ {ǘ aƛŎƘŀŜƭΩǎ aƻǳƴǘ was painted by many of our leading coastal artists 
including Charles Thorneley RBA (fl.1858-1898), James Webb (1825-1895), John Mulcaster Carrick (1833-
1896), Myles Birket Foster RWS (1825-1899), and in vibrant colours by Samuel John Lamorna Birch (1869-
1955). 
 
The quality of the reflected light from the sea, the rugged coastal scenery and the coastal fishing 
communities led to the establishment of large colonies of artists at Newlyn, St Ives and Lamorna in 
Cornwall. The artist Charles Napier Hemy was a άŎonstant and almost lifelong illustrator of Cornish 
sceƴŜǊȅέ (Hardie, 20095) and he owned a house in Falmouth. The port of Penzance Harbour was described 
by Stanhope Alexander Forbes RA (1857-1947) as άŀŎǘive and picǘǳǊŜǎǉǳŜΧŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ I was 
fascinated by thƻǎŜ ǿŜǘ ǎŀƴŘǎέ (Hardie, 200911).   The Pre-Raphaelite painter of coastal scenery, John 
Brett, is particularly renowned for his very detailed depictions of the Cornish coast, which he first visited 
Cornwall in 1870. Cornwall provided a άƭŀǎǘƛƴƎ ǎƻǳrce of inspiration, drawing him back time and time 
again over the course of three decadŜǎέ (Brett et al., 200612). The frequency of his visits have left a lasting 
legacy, capturing an astonishing number of views of the Cornish coastline.  
 
The Cornish peninsula άŀǇǇealed to the geologiǎǘ ƛƴ .ǊŜǘǘέ and he produced a significant number of 
sketches, watercolours and oils of the rocky coastline. In the summer of 1873 Brett and his large family 
travelled around Cornwall, visiting Penzance, Perranporth, St Agnes, Tintagel and Bude. It has been 
argued that this particular summer was άƻƴŜ ƻŦ the most extended and ambitious [years] of BretǘΩǎ 
ŎŀǊŜŜǊέ (Brett et al., 200612). A further visit, in 1876, saw Brett painting his beautiful view of the Lizard 
from the Rill above Kynance Cove.  Brett was high up on the cliffs overlooking the Lizard Point, and has 
captured the rocks in the foreground with precision. This particular view is one that has not changed since 
Brett painted it in 1876.  
 
Kynance Cove was also painted by the celebrated artist Edward William Cooke RA, whose coastal views 
have an accuracy sometimes of photographic quality. Cooke was drawn to paint the coastline of the 
south-west of England, in part due to a keen interest in geology.  Cooke began his άǎŜǊƛŜǎ of highly-
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finished pictures in oil to illustrate the chief geological features of the British coaǎǘέ (Munday, 199613). 
Cooke was fascinated with the geology of the coastline and he sought to depict the rocks, shingle and 
cliffs in the most accurate way possible, a technique advanced by the famous Victorian art critic and 
writer, John Ruskin (1819-1900). 
 
Stanhope Alexander Forbes RA (1857-1947), along with Walter Langley (1852-1922), was a founder of the 
Newlyn School of artists, located in the small fishing village next to Penzance. Forbes has been referred to 
aǎ ǘƘŜ Ψfather of the Newlyn SchoolΩ ŀnd was instrumental in the development of the area as an 
established aǊǘƛǎǘǎΩ {Ŏhool. Forbes moved to Newlyn in 1884 after a period of time studying in Cancale, 
Brittany with Henry Herbert La Thangue (1859-1929). Forbes lived out his experience in the Breton 
colonies in Newlyn and, as such, described iǘ ŀǎ άan English Concarneauέ όbŜǿton, 200514). In 1895 he 
established the Newlyn Art Gallery and was chairman and trustee. In 1899 he formed the popular Newlyn 
Art School. 
 
The art colony of St Ives also flourished during the latter part of the nineteenth century. This may be in 
part due to its featuring in many London art and literary journals at that time. It may also be due to the 
fact that the sheer volume of artists attracted to Cornwall led, inevitably, to further suitable locations 
being ΨŘƛǎŎƻǾŜrŜŘΩ ōy artists. In 1889 the Daily Telegraph noted ǘƘŀǘ ΨLouis Grier and Julius Olsson were 
building up what, one day, might be recognised as the St Ives School of paintingέ όbewton, 200514). By the 
1890s the local art club boasted over 100 members. Grier and Olsson began to take on students from 
1895 and Olsson has been described as the driving force in the school. Olsson was described by Folliott 
Stokes as, άŀ ōƛƎ Ƴŀƴ ǿƛǘh a big heart, who paints big pictures with big brushes in a big studioέ (Newton, 
200514). It has been said that Olsǎƻƴ άdid more than any other painter to stamp St Ives as a British outpost 
of ImpressionismέΦ Olsson lived in St Ives until 1912 and it has been argued that his influence as a teacher 
άspread over a generation or more of young painters from Britain and overseasέ (Hardie, 200911). 
 
The town of St Ives continued to grow and thrive as a creative community, attracting painters and also 
sculptors, potters and writers throughout the twentieth century. There were many friendships and 
working relationships that developed between the artists living and working in the towns of St Ives, 
Newlyn and Falmouth during this time. Ideas and techniques were disseminated between the art colonies 
and schools. For over one hundred and twentȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ άthere [was] a succession of influential role models 
living in and around St Ivesέ όbŜǿǘƻƴΣ нллр14). The topographical artist George Wolfe (1834-1896) painted 
watercolours of St Ives beach in Pre-Raphaelite detail. Along the north Cornish coast Benjamin Williams 
Leader RA (1831-1923) painted the cliff scenery at Tintagel in 1870, as did John William Inchbold in 1862. 
George Arthur Fripp RWS (1813-1896) produced a fine watercolour showing ΨA Figure on the Cliff 
overlooking the Sea Below the Ruins of Tintagel CastleΩ ƛƴ 1873. 
 
The well-known marine artist and Pre-Raphaelite, Charles Napier Hemy (1841-1917) also pŀƛƴǘŜŘ ΨAmong 
the Shingle at Clovelly, North DevonΩ in 1864 and captured, in precise detail, the geological features of the 
beach and cliffs; he also painted a view looking over the village to the sea in 1866/67. Hemy was originally 
from Newcastle, but moved to Falmouth, Cornwall in 1881 and lived there until his death in 1917. In fact, 
Clovelly was a mecca for coastal artists with the Pre-Raphaelite follower, Charles Robertson RWS painted 
numerous watercolours there. Henry John Sylvester Stannard RBA RSA (1870-1951) painted the view from 
Hobby Drive. The village of Boscastle was painted in oils by John Holland Snr. (fl.1830s-1870s) and by 
Albert Goodwin RWS (1845-1932). On the coast seaward of Exmoor the small harbour and village of 
Lynmouth was also painted by numerous artists, often depicting stormy conditions. Fine paintings were 
produced by George Hillyard Swinstead RBA RI (1860-1926), James Holland RWS (1799-1870), Samuel 
Phillips Jackson RWS (1830-1904), John Mogford RI (1800-1868), Albert Goodwin RWS (1845-1932) and 
Paul Jacob Naftel RWS (1817-1891). Off the north Devon coast the Isle of Lundy, famous for its colonies of 
puffins and other sea birds was painted by John George Naish (1824-1905); his works there includŜŘ ΨThe 
tǳŦŦƛƴǎΩ tŀǊŀŘƛǎŜΣ ²Ŝǎǘ /ƻŀst of Lundy IslandΩ ŀƴŘ ΨThe Birds at Lundy IslandΩΦ 
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Edward William Cooke RA produced some remarkably detailed paintings on the north Somerset coast 
inŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ΨTriassic rocks, near Blue Anchor, North Somerset, looking towards WŀǘŎƘŜǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨThe 
Breakwater, Porlock Wier, coast of SomersŜǘΩ in the 1860s. Cooke was fascinated by the geology of the 
coastline and had ŀ άRuskinian enthusiasm for rocks and mineralsέΣ (Munday, 199613) that is to say he 
sought to depict the rocks, shingle and cliffs in the most accurate way possible, a technique advanced by 
the famous Victorian art critic and writer, John Ruskin (1819-1900).   Edmund John Niemann Snr. (1813-
1876) painted a far-reaching view over the town of Dunster towards the coast in 1870 whilst John Syer 
(1832-муурύ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ŀ ΨCoastal View at MineheadΩΦ 
 
The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw a steadily increasing number of tourists travelling 
to the south-west. This led to a greater demand for illustrated books and colour picture postcards 
depicting local scenes.  Two artists, Henry Wimbush (1858-1943) and Alfred Robert Quinton (1853-1934), 
were particularly prolific in their production of attractive watercolours for postcard publishers J. & F. 
Salmon of Sevenoaks and book publishers A. & C. Black; together they produced over two hundred 
watercolours of the region. 
 

5.1.6. Case Study Sites 
 
Four case study sites have been selected around the coastline of south-west England; they are:  
 

¶ South Dorset coast from West Bay (near Bridport), westwards to Lyme Regis to Sidmouth, East 
Devon; 

¶ Babbacombe to Torquay, south Devon;  

¶ Cornish coastal sites between Polperro and Penzance, Cornwall;  

¶ North Devon coast from Hartland Point to Ilfracombe.  
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Fig. CS5.1.1 Location of south-west England case studies. 

Fig. CS5.1.2. (below) ΨSidmouth, Devon ς Distant View from the Cliffs to the WestΩ by George Sidney Shepherd (1830s-1860).  
Watercolour.  1846. 

Image courtesy of the Royal Collection Trust/© Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 2018/Watercolour World. 
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Case Study 5.1 ς West Bay, Dorset to Sidmouth, Devon  

1.  Location 

The case study site extends along the South Dorset and Devon coasts from West Bay in the east (to the 
south of Bridport), westwards past Lyme Regis, and the village of Beer to Sidmouth in East Devon, a 
distance of approximately 34km.  The location lies within the East Devon-Dorset Jurassic Coast World 
Heritage Site. 

2.  Why was the Case Study Site selected? 

This is a dynamic coastline affected by a range of erosional, instability and sediment transportation 
issues.  This coastline contains a rich heritage in terms of both built and buried features.  These include 
the historic harbour at West Bay (Bridport Harbour) and its Conservation Area, cliff top sites extending 
along the frontage past Seatown to Charmouth, and at Lyme Bay the historic waterfront and the harbour 
arm known as The Cobb.  The picturesque nature of this coastline and the dramatic landslide processes 
attracted artists and geologists in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and, as a result, there are 
numerous images of this frontage, which illustrate this changing coast over time.  

In East Devon the village of Beer was a location chosen by many artists on account of its picturesque 
scenery.  In particular, the cliffline was painted by the artist, Edward William Cooke RA (Munday, 19961).  
CƻƻƪŜΩǎ Ǉortrayals of coastal cliff geology (Fig. CS5.1.17. & CS5.1.19.) are some of the most detailed 
produced by any artist during the Victorian period.  Along the top of the cliffline at Beer there are 
prehistoric field systems abutting the cliff edge at South Down Common whilst, at Branscombe to the 
west, Bury Camp is located on the cliff top between High Peak, Sidmouth, and Beer Head.   

At the western end of this case study site, the development of the town of Sidmouth typifies that of 
many small seaside towns in south-west England.  There are numerous views of Sidmouth and its 
adjacent coastlines as artists were attracted on account of its scenic location with the dramatic red 
sandstone cliffs rising steeply on both sides of the town (Fig. CS5.1.25-CS5.1.32).  Apart from the main 
town frontage, the coastline is unprotected and is susceptible to coastal erosion and flood events.  Apart 
from the numerous Listed Buildings in close proximity to the seafront at Sidmouth, there are heritage 
assets at Connaught Gardens ŀƴŘ WŀŎƻōΩǎ [adder immediately to the west of the town, and at High Peak 
and on the cliffs beyond Otterton, a site which was identified in the late eighteenth century (Cornwall 
County Council, 20142).  The High Peak site is affected by coastal erosion and a significant proportion of 
the site has been lost over the centuries (Fig. CS5.1.40-CS5.1.42). 

Apart from the many engraved views and paintings of the town of Sidmouth, (Butcher, 18203; Creeke, 
20144) the contributions of the antiquarian and watercolourist artist, Peter Orlando Hutchinson (Fig. 
CS5.1.32.-CS5.1.43.), which are recorded in his illustrated journals and sketch books (1871-1894), form a 
detailed and fascinating record of both coastal processes and heritage discoveries over that time (Devon 
History Society, 20125; Butler6).  

3. Summary of the Geology, Geomorphology & Coastal Processes 

The coastal geology of West Dorset is dominated by the famous Lias Group of mudstones and limestones 
of the early Jurassic epoch, which are overlain by the Chalk.  The Lias forms the dramatic cliffs to the west 
of the town of Lyme Regis, with parts of the exposures being obscured by the extensive landslide systems 
at Bindon and Downlands (Conybeare & Dawson, 18407).  

The landslides along the coastal cliffs are composed of Jurassic clays and limestones with the tops of the 
cliffs at Black Ven, Stonebarrow and Golden Cap being capped by Upper Greensand.  The combination of 
rapid coastal erosion and ground instability as a result of rainfall percolation and loss of support at the 
toe of the cliff has resulted in the dramatic coastal landscape.  

The general direction of sediment transport is from west to east, as far as the harbour arms at West Bay.  
Here there is interruption to the sediment pathway and some transport movements both offshore and 
east to west before resuming an easterly direction on towards East Dorset.  The eroding cliffs contribute 
substantial amounts of sediment to the overall system.  
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Moving westwards, Beer is located in a valley within Cretaceous rocks comprising the Upper Greensand 
overlain by the Chalk. The top of the cliffline is capped with more recent plateau Gravel deposits.  The 
Chalk cliffs are well jointed and include horizontal bands of Flint, indicating the deposits are within the 
Upper Chalk.  The sediment transport direction along this part of the coast is from west to east; there are 
no significant coastal defences along the Beer frontage (Halcrow, 20118).  

The Sidmouth frontage is composed largely of mudstones, siltstones and sandstones of the Triassic 
Period, with intermittent outcrops of the Gault Clay and Upper Greensand of the Cretaceous Period.  
Although the town frontage is defended with a seawall, rock groynes and breakwaters, the undefended 
cliffs on either side are subjected to aggressive coastal erosion and weathering, resulting in cliff 
instability.  Although coastal defences were upgraded in the late 1990s with the provision of offshore 
rock breakwaters and groynes, further proposals aimed at reducing the risks along the Sidmouth frontage 
for the future are currently being developed.  

4.  How can the art imagery resources inform us of changes that have affected this coastal zone?  

The artworks included within this case study frontage depict the highly varied coastline at various points 
in time.  The images show the key structures such as West Bay harbour and the Cobb at Lyme Regis 
appear to have changed relatively little over the last 250 years, although the structures have been 
strengthened to meet coast protection needs. The case studies show how coastal heritage such as 
conservation areas including Listed Buildings can be protected where economically justifiable and 
environmentally sustainable.  However, long sections of this coast are unprotected and will continue to 
erode, exposing the geology, palaeontology and cliff top heritage (McInnes, 20169).   

At Beer in Devon, close to the Dorset border, artworks by artists such as Edward William Cooke RA 
demonstrate how, alongside photographic evidence, art can provide detailed depictions of the state of 
the coastal frontage at various points in time with a high degree of accuracy.  Such information can help 
inform both coastal risk management and understanding by countryside and heritage managers of the 
potential changes that are likely to affect cliff top land, looking ahead over the next century.   

Views such as the rich resource of images available for the town of Sidmouth show how many coastal 
towns were often developed on the back of the beach, but also showing the extensive nature of such 
beaches prior to the construction of seawalls and esplanades, which often occupied much of the former 
beach area.  The artworks also show a history of storm events and storm damage that have affected 
infrastructure and property over the last two centuries.  Historical information of this kind can inform the 
planning of new coastal defences, taking account of the needs to improve standards of defence as a 
result of coastal and climatic change.  Along the undefended or less defended parts of the coastline 
information on cliff retreat can be gained through making comparisons, for example, of cliff change since 
the late nineteenth century when compared to the present day.  The town of Sidmouth benefits from the 
wealth of information in both written and illustrated form, in the diaries of P. O. Hutchinson.  These 
provide an excellent example of how geological, environmental and archaeological knowledge can be 
enhanced through such detailed accounts by local antiquarians.  Sidmouth is, therefore, one of relatively 
few locations where heritage sites themselves are actually illustrated rather than just views showing the 
locality of buried coastal heritage.   

5. Key issues that can be learnt from this site. 

The images show that key structures such as West Bay Harbour and the Cobb at Lyme Regis appear to 
have changed little over the last 250 years.  The structures have been upgraded and strengthened to 
meet the coast protection needs, for example at West Bay between 2002 and 2004, and, progressively, 
works have been undertaken along the Lyme Regis frontage over the last fifteen years.  

The case study site shows how heritage, such as coastal Conservation Areas including Listed Buildings, 
can be protected if measures required are economically justifiable and environmentally sustainable.  
However, on the long sections of this coast, the continuing erosion of the cliffline is likely to see the 
increased exposure and loss of cliff top heritage.  
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The artworks that are available of the Beer frontage by artists such as Cooke, demonstrate how, 
alongside photographic evidence, art can provide detailed depictions of the state of the coastal frontage 
at various points in time with a high degree of accuracy.  This information can help inform both coastal 
risk management and understanding by heritage managers of the potential risk to cliff top sites, looking 
ahead over the next century.  What these images do not show are the heritage sites themselves.  
Generally, such sites are best portrayed by aerial photography or LiDAR.   

Views such as those available at Sidmouth show how many coastal towns were often developed on the 
back of the beach and also the extensive nature of such beaches prior to the construction of seawalls and 
esplanades, which often occupied much of the former beach area.  The views also show that, even after 
the construction of the seawall along the town frontage, severe storms have caused damage through 
both erosion and flood events.  Historical information of this kind can inform the planning of new coastal 
defences, taking account of the need to improve the standards of defence as a result of coastal and 
climatic change.  Along the undefended or less defended coastlines information on cliff retreat can be 
gained through making comparisons, for example, of cliff change since the late nineteenth century when 
compared with the present day.  

The town benefits from the wealth of information in both written and illustrated form in HuǘŎƘƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ 
diaries.  The diaries provide an excellent example of how archaeological knowledge can be enhanced 
through such detailed accounts by local antiquarians.  Sidmouth is, therefore, one of relatively few 
locations where heritage sites themselves are actually illustrated rather than just views showing the 
locality of buried heritage.  
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Fig. CS5.1.3. Ψ±iew of Lyme Regis from the 9ŀǎǘΩ.  Mid-

nineteenth century lithograph. 
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Fig. CS5.1.4. ΨBridport HarbourΩ 
or West Bay by William Daniell 

RA. 1825. The aquatint 
engraving shows how the 

historic harbour arms cross the 
wide beach interrupting the 

west to east sediment transport 
along the coast.  

Image courtesy of Grosvenor 
Prints.  

 

Fig. CS5.1.5. (right) This view of 
the same scene (but from a 
lower vantage point) was 
painted in watercolour by 
David Addey in 1990.  The 

harbour and flood defences 
were improved ten years ago. 

Image courtesy of David Addey. 

Fig. CS5.1.6. (left) ΨLyme Regis 
from CharmouthΩ by William 
Daniell RA. 1825. Lyme Regis 

was a small resort at this time. 

The view in Fig. CS5.1.7. (below) 
by David Addey (1990) shows 

the extensive beach at 
Charmouth at Low Tide.  

DaniellΩs view was taken from 
the stone building on the right 

of the picture.  

Image courtesy of David Addey. 
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Fig. CS5.1.8. (top) & CS5.1.9. 
(middle) An extensive view 

along the cliff top from 
Charmouth looking eastwards 

by Alfred Robert Quinton, 
c.1920.  The cliff tops contain 

numerous buried heritage 
sites, which are exposed 

through rapid coastal erosion 
and landsliding (e.g. Dog House 

Hill, Chideock MDO7655).  

Image courtesy of SalmonΩs. 

 

 

 

Fig. CS5.1.10. (bottom) A 
panoramic view of the coast 
from above Lyme Regis past 

The Spittles, Stonebarrow Hill, 
Charmouth and Golden Cap by 

G. Hawkins, c.1830. 
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Fig. CS5.1.11. (top) The coastal 
geology and geomorphology 

was mapped and described by 
the Rev. W. Conybeare and 

William Dawson in 1840.  They 
provided detailed maps of the 

landslips, as well as finely 
lithographed views of the 
major landslide events. 

Image courtesy of Dorset 
County Museum and Heritage 

Service. 

 

Fig. CS5.1.12. (middle) In 
addition to their maps and 

plates, Conybeare and Dawson 
produced detailed views of the 
coastline from the sea, which 
provide an accurate record of 

coastal conditions and 
developments along this part 

of the East Devon/West Dorset 
coast. 

Image courtesy of Dorset 
County Museum and Heritage 

Service. 

 

Fig. CS5.1.13. (bottom) ΨAbove 
Lyme Regis Looking Across 

Marshwood Vale, DorsetΩ by 
Thomas Girtin.  Watercolour, 

c.1797. GirtinΩs view 
illustrates, in colour, the 

nature of the cliff top 
landscape of West Dorset 222 

years ago.  

Image courtesy of ChristieΩs 
Images © 2014.  


