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6. Analysis 

1. Purpose of the Study 
 
This purpose of this study has been to illustrate the multiple benefits to be derived from the use of 
historical artworks (1770-1950) as a tool to support understanding of long-term river change across 
England since the late eighteenth century. Extending back a century before the introduction of black 
and white photography river art, in full colour, can provide a detailed record of the physical changes 
and human influences that have shaped rivers, from source to sea, over the last 250 years. In particular 
often highly detailed artworks record river change over time, first in their natural, unconstrained forms 
and later often showing extensive riverbank and in-channel developments, encroachments and 
modifications.  
 
The study demonstrates how such images provide a chronology of the physical, environmental, 
cultural heritage and social changes that have affected riverbanks, rivers and flood plains over time. 
This report explains and illustrates how art, as an additional, currently under-used resource may allow 
us to take advantage of the wisdom of hindsight when planning for risk reduction and management 
more widely in a changing climate.  
 
¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǎƘƻǿǎ Ƙƻǿ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎΣ ǿŀǘŜǊŎƻƭƻǳǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƴǘǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪǎ ōȅ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŦƛƴŜǎǘ 
artists, can inform consideration of:- 
 

¶ our understanding of river morphology 

¶ patterns of land use and development change within river catchments; 

¶ sustainable flood risk management; 

¶ opportunities for river restoration; 

¶ the chronology of river bank development, environmental, cultural heritage and social changes 
over time to inform planning policy-making and risk management. 

 
The study has utilised a ranking system for confirmation of the topographical accuracy of artists and 
their works building on an approach developed by the authors for The State of the British Coast study 
and earlier research (McInnes & Stanford-Clark, 20181). For the first time a list has been prepared of 
artists who painted river scenery most accurately. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6.1: Alfred R. Quinton   Walberswick Ferry on the Blyth, Suffolk   c.1920 
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2. Study Aims and Objectives 
 
The key study objective has been to raise awareness of the extent and value of the art resource in 
terms of informing policy-making and management by providing an additional, easily accessible tool 
for use by river scientists, managers and practitioners. The study supports the EnǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ !ƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ 
National Flood and Coastal Erosion Risk Management Strategy for England (Environment Agency, 
20202) by:- 
 

¶ providing a rich new source of data and evidence to help inform the decisions made by risk 
management authorities at a range of spatial scales;  

¶ providing evidence and advice to support river planning and broader catchment management 
in the face of climate change; 

¶ supporting nature-based approaches and solutions to flooding problems by drawing on artistic 
evidence of historical management practices in, for example, hinterlands, upper reaches, water 
meadows and flood plains 

¶ more widely supporting ecosystem services from natural capital assets, natural solutions to 
support conservation, increased biodiversity and green recovery; 

¶ providing an improved understanding of river geomorphological change as a basis for 
sustainable management; 

¶ providing new non-technical community engagement tools that easily illustrate river change 
over time and the impacts on riverside communities. 

 
In order to allow the most comprehensive use of the river art resource the study has sought to 
ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ǿƛŘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƻǇƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭκƎŜƻƳƻǊǇƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǊƛǾŜǊǎ 
have been illustrated over time and these are compared with the present-day view. In addition, nineteen 
case studies succinctly describe lessons that can be learnt through observation of change over the last 
two centuries. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6.2: Harold Sutton Palmer   The Swale, Easby Abbey, Yorkshire   c.1900 
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3.  Brief RŞsumŞ of Approach to the Study  
 
This Art and Rivers Study comprised five main activities:- 
 
3.1. Confirmation of the choice of up nineteen case study sites from across England.  
  
These were selected after a review of their interest from physical, environmental and social 
perspectives and the range of art images available. The number of case study sites was increased from 
fifteen to nineteen in order to widen the geographical coverage of the study. The sites investigated 
were: 
 

¶ South-West River Basin ς Dart, Exe, Somerset Levels, Dorset Stour 

¶ South-East River Basin ς Western Yar IW, Eastern Yar, IW; Rother, Arun, Medway 

¶ Thames River Basin - The Thames from Abingdon to Windsor 

¶ Anglian River Basin ς Great Ouse, Bure, Blyth 

¶ Severn River Basin ς Severn, Wye 

¶ Humber River Basin ς Tees, Wharfe, Ure 

¶ North-West River Basin ς Eden 

3.2.  Image searches for oil paintings, watercolour drawings and prints depicting rivers.  
 

This task involved searches on the websites of ArtUK (for oil paintings) and WatercolourWorld (for 
watercolours). The research identified 3,240 river images from within the 19 case study sites prior to 
screening through other Internet searches, The National Archives, Victoria & Albert Museum, the 
British Museum, Tate Britain, the Courtauld Institute and the Witt Library, the auction catalogue 
ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ {ƻǘƘŜōȅΩǎΣ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŜΩǎ and .ƻƴƘŀƳΩǎ, regional art galleries, local authority collections, 
picture libraries and personal collections.  
 
 For the pǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǊƛǾŜǊǎ ǿere explored and evaluated through study of the 
works of a number of key artists or artistic groups that form benchmarks spanning the study time 
period (1770-Present Day). These comprised: 

¶ Late eighteenth and early nineteenth century topographical artists, authors and diarists 
including Rev. J. Swete, Rev. W. Gilpin, William Daniell RA, William Payne, John White Abbott, 
and many others.   

 

¶ Works by Victorian landscape artists including the Pre-Raphaelites and their many followers.  
On account of their focus on truth of depiction and artistic accuracy, the short-lived Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood but also particularly their followers, who painted up until the last 
decade of the nineteenth century, provide a rich resource of detailed views that were painted 
in both oils and watercolour. 

 

¶ tƻǎǘŎŀǊŘ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ !ƭŦǊŜŘ wƻōŜǊǘ vǳƛƴǘƻƴΩǎ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ ǿŀǘŜǊŎƻƭƻǳǊǎ (c.1900-c.1934), 
which were painted for reproduction as colour picture postcards and book illustrations by J. & 
CΦ {ŀƭƳƻƴ [ǘŘ ƻŦ {ŜǾŜƴƻŀƪǎΣ YŜƴǘΦ vǳƛƴǘƻƴΩǎ ǿŀǘŜǊŎƻƭƻǳǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǊŜ-visited 
many as towns and villages expanded during the first three decades of the twentieth century, 
as well as painting celebrated beauty spots. 
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¶ Twentieth century artists such as David Addey whose watercolours, painted between 1991 and 
2005, ǊŜǘǊŀŎŜŘ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ 5ŀƴƛŜƭƭΩǎ Voyage Round Great Britain (Daniell & Ayton, 1814-23), painting 
the present-day view from the vantage points chosen by Daniell nearly two centuries before. 
(Addey, 19914); and other post-war artists. 

 

¶ Present Day Photographs will bring the sequence of views up to date and allow comparisons to 
be readily made to inform the findings of this study.   

3.3.  List and rank key river artists in terms of the accuracy of their depictions providing the titles, 
date, medium and location of each of the artworks.  

FIGURE 6.3: SUMMARY FLOW CHART OF METHODOLOGY FOR RANKING AND UTILISING ARTWORKS TO INFORM STUDY 
OF CHANGE WITHIN ENGLISH RIVERS SYSTEMS SINCE THE LATE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

The accuracy evaluation criteria utilised were:-  

1. Accuracy of Artistic Style (Caricaturist/Genre subjects; Picturesque Scenery; Topographical Art;  
2. Most Advantageous Medium (Copper Plate Engravings, Oil paintings; Steel Plate and Aquatint 

Engravings; Lithographs; Watercolour Drawings);  
3. Value of the Subject Matter (General Topographical Artworks; More Detailed Artworks; Highly 

Detailed Artworks). 

Ranking scores were then calculated for sixty artists in terms of their accuracy. This list of artists, 
many of whose works are illustrated in this report, provides, for the first time, a starting point for 
those wishing to undertake further study and can help avoid time-consuming research. 

3.4.  Detailed descriptions of a diverse range of river case study sites where the potential of artworks 
to support the study objectives are described and illustrated. The study sites were evaluated under 
the headings: Location; Why was this case study site selected? Summary of geology, fluvial 
geomorphology and processes; How can the art imagery resources inform us of river change? What 
are the key issues that can be learnt from this study site? References.   

The Case Study Descriptions are followed by sequences of artwork images arranged chronologically 
and matched as closely as possible with the present-day view. Captions provide supplementary 
information on observable changes or lack of change over time.  

REVIEW AND INITIAL SCREENING OF ARTISTS 
PAINTING RIVER SCENERY SINCE 1770 

RANK ARTISTS FOR THEIR ACCURACY BY ASSESSING:  

¶ ARTISTIC STYLES (3 CRITERIA) 

¶ ART MEDIUMS USED (4 CRITERIA) 

¶ VALUE OF SUBJECT MATTER PAINTED (3 
CRITERIA) 

NINETEEN CASE STUDIES ILLUSTRATE HOW ART CAN 
INFORM UNDERSTANDING OF RIVER CHANGE OVER 
TIME  

PREPARE SHORTLIST OF SIXTY KEY ARTISTS RANKED 
FOR THEIR ARTISTIC ACCURACY 
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3.5. Preparation of a comprehensively illustrated technical report suitable for online and hard copy 
publication describing the results of the research and how art can be used in practice, and also how it 
fulfils the needs of the full range of users.  

On the following pages a selection of historical artworks, which have been annotated, suggest ways 
that such images may be interrogated and utilised depending on the interests of the researcher be 
they physical river change, changes affecting the natural environment, cultural heritage or wider 
cross- cutting management encompassing some or all of these themes.  

 
 

Figure 6.4: Alfred R. Quinton   The Castle and Dinham Bridge, Ludlow   c.1925 

/ƻǳǊǘŜǎȅΥ {ŀƭƳƻƴΩǎΦ  
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