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5.14. River Severn 

1. Location 

The River Severn originates on the north-
eastern slopes of Plynlimon in Powys, Wales.  
It is the longest river in Great Britain, totalling 
290 kilometres, from its source to where it 
flows into the Severn Estuary.  This case study 
considers the length of the Severn between 
Shrewsbury in the north and Gloucester in 
the south.  

2. Why was the Case Study Site selected?  

This study site was chosen because the Severn passes through a range of typically English 
landscapes, which exhibit a range of interesting geomorphological features.  Along its course the 
Severn is lined by historic towns and villages, a number of which have been prone to significant 
flooding events, an ongoing problem.  The Severn has a rich cultural heritage and has also been 
well-illustrated since the early nineteenth century, allowing comparison to be made of changes 
occurring along its length of the river over 200 years.   

3. Summary of the Geology, Fluvial Geomorphology and Processes 

¢ƘŜ {ŜǾŜǊƴΩǎ ōŜŘǊƻŎƪ ƎŜƻƭƻƎȅ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ƻŦ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ hǊŘƻǾƛŎƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ {ƛƭǳǊƛŀƴ ǊƻŎƪǎ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ 
of shales, mudstones and sandstones.  Along the southern part of its course, it passes over 
mudstones and siltstones of the Triassic Period.   

The Severn, with its 11,000 sq. km. drainage basin area, and its numerous tributaries, has suffered 
from historic flooding problems through the length of this case study, and these persist today, 
although strenuous efforts are being made to reduce the impacts on people and property.  The river 
becomes tidal at Maisemore, just to the north of Gloucester.  The tidal river downstream from 
Gloucester is sometimes referred to as the Severn Estuary, but the river is usually considered to 
become the estuary after the second Severn Crossing, near Severn Beach, south Gloucestershire 
(http://www.severnestuary.net\sep\).   

4. How can the Art Imagery inform us of river change?  

The images that illustrate this case study report extend from 1797 to the present day.  The early 
ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ {ŀƳǳŜƭ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ Tour of the Severn (Ireland, 17971) are picturesque lithographs and 
some lack detail, but they give a general indication of the nature of the river during that period.  

http://www.severnestuary.net/sep/
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hƴƭȅ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƘƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ŦŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ 
in the two-volume original publication.   

The early twentieth century images by Harold Sutton Palmer and the postcard artist Alfred Robert 
Quinton, who painted particularly between 1900 and 1920 on the Severn and the Wye, provide 
detailed records of riverside towns, the physical nature of the river and, in some cases, the extent 
of riverbank defences.  With the present-day photographs, which endeavour to try and replicate 
the locations of the earlier artworks, collectively these provide a sequence of change, or lack of 
change, through the course of the river.  Many more images of the Severn exist on the 
WatercolourWorld and ArtUK websites, and can be easily accessed, as explained in the following 
ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ Ψ!ƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΩ.  

Figures 14.1 (above) and 14.2 (below) shows two views of Shrewsbury and the Severn by Samuel Ireland, who made a 
tour of the whole length of the river from its source to the Severn Estuary.  His numerous lithograph plates, such as 
these, are from his Picturesque Views of the Severn (Ireland, 1797).  Although general topographical views, they do 

provide early insight to the character of the Severn at that time.  
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Figure 14.3 (above) ǎƘƻǿǎ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ LǊƻƴ .ǊƛŘƎŜ ƴŜŀǊ /ƻŀƭōǊƻƻƪdale in 1797.  The banks of the river 

remain undefended at this point today, as shown in Figure 14.4 below.  

Courtesy: Christine Matthews/Creative Commons Licence.  
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Figure 14.5 (above) ǎƘƻǿǎ {ŀƳǳŜƭ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ мтфт ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ .ǊƛŘƎƴƻǊǘƘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǊƛǾŜǊΦ  {ŎŜƴƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

banks of the Severn, Bridgnorth was a favoured subject for artists, both within its setting of the river valley and also the 
busy waterfront, as illustrated in SƛǊ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ WƻƘƴ tƻȅƴŜǊΩǎ ŦƛƴŜƭȅ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ By Severnside in Figure 14.6 below. 

Image: Wikimedia Commons.  
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Figures 14.7 (above) and 14.8 (below) are two fine watercolours of Bridgnorth by Harold Sutton Palmer, c.1908, and 
Alfred Heaton Cooper, c.1фмл ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΦ  {ǳǘǘƻƴ tŀƭƳŜǊΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǿƛŘŜǊ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ 
ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ ŦƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎ {ƘǊƻǇǎƘƛǊŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅǎƛŘŜΦ  vǳƛƴǘƻƴΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ 

insight of the river, town bridge and unprotected riverbanks. 

CƛƎǳǊŜ мпΦу /ƻǳǊǘŜǎȅΥ {ŀƭƳƻƴΩǎΦ  
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Figure 14.9 (above) shows a further view of picturesque 
Bridgnorth by Quinton (c.1910) with the houses lining the 

waterfront, which is undefended as in the present-day view 
in Figure 14.10 (left).  Figure 14.11 (below) shows a close 

view of the town from the river and compares with 
vǳƛƴǘƻƴΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƛƴ CƛƎǳǊŜ мпΦт ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǇŀƎŜΦ  

Courtesy: Figure 14.9 ς {ŀƭƳƻƴΩǎΤ CƛƎǳǊŜ мпΦмл ς © Annette 
Randle/Creative Commons Licence; Figure 14.11 ς 

Commons Wikimedia/Gnesener1900.  
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Figures 14.12-14.14 show the town of 
Stourport on the Severn with its 

elegant bridge.  This was replaced 
since Ireland made his view (top) in 
мтфтΦ  vǳƛƴǘƻƴΩǎ ǿŀǘŜǊŎƻƭƻǳǊ όƳƛŘŘƭŜύ 

shows the handsome bridge that 
allowed improved navigation.   

Like most Severn-side towns, the river 
at Stourport has burst its banks 

causing extensive flooding, as in 2020 
(bottom).   

Courtesy: Figure 14.13 (centre) 
{ŀƭƳƻƴΩǎΤ CƛƎǳǊŜ мпΦ14 (bottom) © P.L. 

Chadwick/Geograph Images.  
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Figures 14.15 and 14.16 shows views of the city of Worcester, dominated by its magnificent cathedral.  In 1920, A.R. 

Quinton painted the cathedral from the river (top).  The present-day waterfront can be seen (below).  The city 
experienced flooding in both 2020 and 2022. 

Courtesy: Figure 14.15 ς {ŀƭƳƻƴΩǎΤ CƛƎǳǊŜ мпΦс ς Philip Halling/Creative Commons Licence.  

 


