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5.2. River Exe 

1. Location 

The river Exe rises close to the north 
Somerset coast and flows almost 
due south for 96 kilometres, before 
expanding into its wide estuary 
south of Exeter on the south coast of 
Devon.   

2. Why was the Case Study Site selected?  

The case study was selected because the river Exe is a major West country river, which traverses a 
diverse geology and landscape, including high uplands, deep valleys, more open landscapes in 
central Devon, towns and cities including Tiverton and Exeter, to emerge as the important estuary 
on the south coast of Devon.  The highly varied topography, together with substantial water 
volumes running from streams and rivers feeding the Exe, together with the fact that most of this 
region was visited and painted by artists since 1800, therefore, provides a good example illustrating 
the potential for art to inform us of river change and management over time.   

3. Summary of the Geology, Fluvial Geomorphology and Processes 

The River Exe rises at Exe Head near the village of Simonsbath on Exmoor in Somerset, 8 kilometres 
from the Bristol Channel coast, from which it flows more or less directly south across Devon.  
Extending for a length of 96 kilometres, the Exe reaches the sea as a substantial ria, the Exe Estuary, 
on the English Channel coast.  The Exe flows through a varied landscape, which is composed largely 
of sandstones, mudstones and limestones of the Devonian, Carboniferous and Permian Periods.  
The source of the Exe lies within a heather covered upland plateau, flowing through deeply incised 
valleys on its route southwards, before following a deep wooded valley past the small town of 
Bampton, and through richly wooded and fertile valleys to the ancient town of Tiverton, where its 
flows are swelled by the waters of the river Loman.  

Six kilometres south of Tiverton it reaches Bickleigh Bridge, beyond which the Exe is enlarged by 
the flows from the river Culm, the largest of all its tributaries.  At Cowley Bridge 3 kilometres to the 
north of Exeter, the river is joined by the river Creedy, which flows from the north-west.  From this 
point the relatively clear waters of the river are tinged with the reddish colour from the Devon soil 
through which the river flows along this section.   
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The Exe then passes through the city of Exeter, which has enjoyed a long history as a flourishing 
port, and, where, over time, the route of the river has been significantly altered and channelled as 
a result of historical trading disputes; this included the cutting of a canal to Topsham as early as 
1564.  The historical obstruction of the natural waterway near Topsham by the Countess of Devon 
prevented any shipping traffic proceeding beyond Countess Weir at Topsham, 7 kilometres below 
Exeter.  

Near Topsham the Exe is joined by the river Clyst, and just below the confluence the Exe expands 
until it is more than 1.5 kilometres in width.  Close to the mouth of the estuary the important 
seaside town of Exmouth is located.  Tides on the river are limited at Exeter, 2 kilometres upstream 
of Countess Weir.  At low tide, extensive mudflats are exposed in the estuary and these are an 
important habitat for wading birds.   

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

On account of the importance of the river Exe flowing through historic upland and valley-located 
villages and towns, as well as through the capital, Exeter, this scenic river with its many historic 
bridges and dramatic fast-flowing tributaries, has provided material for topographical artists since 
the 1800s.  Many of these artworks appeared in topographical books written about the County, 
including Picturesque Views of the River Exe (Havell,18191).  A detailed illustrated account of the 
river is also included in Devonshire and Cornwall Illustrated by Thomas Allom and William Bartlett 
in 1832 (Allom & Bartlett, 18322).   

Later, more topographical books on Devon, published in the early twentieth century, include colour 
plate illustrations reproduced from original watercolours, and these provide a chronology of river 
change through into the twentieth century, which can be readily compared with present-day views 
(Northcote & Widgery, 19233).  The extent of change, or lack of it, is illustrated in the examples on 
the following pages.   

 

Figure 2.1: View on the River Exe near the Quay, Exeter by T. Allom. Steel engraving. 1831. 
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Figure 2.2: The River Exe 
winds its way 

southwards towards 
Tiverton in this aquatint 
engraving by Havell and 
Lewis (1819) from their 

Picturesque Views of the 
River Exe.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3 (middle): A 
further aquatint by 

Havell and Lewis (1819) 
showing the Exe at 

Bickleigh Bridge within 
its pastoral landscape.  
The volume of water 
running off the high 

ground to the north can 
result in flooding here, 
for example, in October 

2021 – see Figure 2.4 
(below). 

Courtesy: Geograph 
Images. 
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Figures 2.5 and 2.6 show the River Exe at Tiverton in 1819 and in 1831 respectively.  In the view above by Havell 
(above), the river follows its natural course through the vale adjacent to the church; the location has started to become 

more developed below, with properties on both sides of the river and the provision of a footbridge.  
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Figures 2.7 and 2.8 show the same location at Tiverton in 1923 painted by Frederick J. Widgery and the present-day 
view. Walls now border the river on the right, with undefended parkland on the left. In the present-day view, the far 

bank now has concrete flood defences and a road bridge has been installed. Flooding on the Exe, particularly upstream, 
continues to pose a threat to some of the villages abutting the river.  

Photograph: © Lewis Clarke, Creative Commons Licence 
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Figure 2.9 (above): Exeter from Exwick showing the river with the city beyond by Frederick Widgery (1923).   

Figure 2.10 (below) shows an extensive view of Exeter from across the Exe, painted by Peter de Wint in 1848. 

Courtesy: Guy Peppiatt Fine Art.  

The present-day view, Figure 2.11, also shows the Exeter Canal, which was constructed in 1566 leading south from the 
city’s historic quayside, down towards Topsham and the mouth of the Exe.   

Image Courtesy: Lewis Clarke, Creative Commons Licence.  
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Figure 2.12 (above) shows the hamlet of Countess Weir to the south of Exeter painted in watercolour by Ernest W. 
Haslehust in c.1920.  The banks are natural and lack any flood defences. 

The present-day view, Figure 2.13 (below), shows the expanding village from the bridge with the banks still in a natural 
state.  

Courtesy: D. Blenkinsop, Creative Commons.  
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Figure 2.14 (above) shows the small port of Topsham, a trading and ship-building centre at the head of the Exe Estuary 
in c.1920.  From Topsham the estuary widens out towards Exmouth and the English Channel. 

Figure 2.15 (middle): A View of the Exe from Exwell Looking Towards Topsham by Francis Towne, 1779.  Watercolour.  

The writer, Richard Walker, in his A Walk Through Some of the Western Counties of England in 1800 said “This estuary, 
sprinkled with shipping, enclosed between hills, which are ornamented with groves and mansions, castles and cities, 

present at full tide, and under a calm sky, the picture of an Italian lake” (Warner, 1800).  

Courtesy: John Spink. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.16 (below) shows the present-day view looking across the Exe Estuary, which has retained much of the natural 
appearance of Francis Towne’s watercolour painted over 220 years earlier.  This environment is managed by the Exe 

Estuary Partnership.  

Courtesy: David Smith, Geograph Images.  
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Figure 2.17: This view of the coast near Exmouth was produced as an aquatint engraving by William Daniell RA in 1823 
and looks north-westwards across the estuary mouth. The developing town can be seen on the right.  

The natural state of the estuary appears to show little change in the present-day photograph, Figure 2.18 (below), and 
points to careful management of the natural environment.  Although the coastline is now defended towards Exmouth, 

the striking sandstone shown in Daniell’s view remain undefended.  

Courtesy: Shutterstock Images.  

Figure 2.19 (overleaf) illustrates the application of art to inform estuary management through the EU Interreg IVA Licco 
(Living with Coastal Change) Project.  The assistance of the Exe Estuary Partnership is gratefully acknowledged 

(www.exe-estuary.org).  

http://www.exe-estuary.org/
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5. What are the key issues that can be learnt from this Study Area?  

Much of the course of the Exe through its upper and middle reaches lie within the Exmoor National 
Park, or other areas designated for the quality of their landscapes and natural environments and, 
therefore, there has been relatively little change over time, except as a result of the impacts of 
development within the riverside villages and towns.  The course of the river has been altered 
significantly through Exeter, with measures put in place there and further upstream to reduce the 
potential impact of flooding.  The increasing protection of river banks is evident in some of the 
illustrations.   

Like the River Dart (Case Study 1), much of the course of this river flows through a relatively hard 
rock geology and, therefore, limited change in the upper and middle reaches can be expected over 
time.  However, like the Dart, the flows are rapid, particularly after rainfall events, and, therefore, 
flood defence measures have been steadily improved over time, although risks still remain in some 
locations.   

6. References 

1. Havell, D.  1819. Picturesque Views of the River Exe. Frederick Lewis. London. 
2. Allom, T. & Bartlett, W.H. 1832. Devonshire and Cornwall Illustrated. London.  
3. Northcote, Lady R. & Widgery, F.J. 1923. Devon – Its Moorlands, streams and Coasts Chatto 

& Windus. Exeter. 

 
 
 

Figure 2.20: William H. Bartlett  The Exe and Exeter from Exwick Hill       1832 

 
 


