Songs of experience
From William Blake to the neo-Romantics of the 1940s, artists took refuge in capturing the idyll of the countryside. Andrew Motion finds little peace but much beauty in their work 
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The vision thing ... William Blake's Songs of Innocence 
 


Romantic artists were by no means the first to explore the links between poetry and painting, but they did so boldly enough to make it seem an almost new connection. Blake's illustrations to his own work; Turner's tendency to attach extracts from his own poems to the titles of his pictures; Keats's fondness for creating landscapes that owed debts to Poussin and others: all these things raised the stakes in a game played since the Renaissance. They created an imaginative world that was at once contained (because it was bordered by similar sorts of aesthetic judgment) and expansive (because of the manifest differences between paint and words). 
Poets in the Landscape, the new exhibition at Pallant House Gallery in Chichester, is properly alert to the history that informs it. John Craxton's ink drawing of almost the same name - Poet in the Landscape - looks back to similar scenes by 16th- and 17th-century artists such as Giorgione and Claude, back again to the Romantics themselves, and sideways and forward to David Jones, Graham Sutherland, John Piper, Michael Ayrton and John Minton. Behind them all stand (or loll, rather) Virgil's shepherd-poet Tityrus and the mythical Endymion, whose story - according to Bulfinch - "suggests aspiring and poetic love, a life spent more in dreams than in reality, and an early and welcome death". 

As this implies, the vision is an idealised version of pastoral - but this isn't to say it's inevitably sentimental. In fact, one of the most provocative questions raised by this generally very enjoyable and stimulating show is: what relationship do such pictures have to the context in which they were made? In almost every case, they were created in times of national trouble - the French wars, the first and second world wars. It means that we see their dark shadowings and enfoldings as images of necessary shelter rather than confident ease. They are not so much escapist as defended; they fall back on time-honoured verities and relish their profusion as a form of opposition to the threats that circle them. 

The Pallant is just the right place to hold the show, too. Not simply because so many of the artists worked in that part of the country and relied on its scenery, but because the house itself has a close connection with one of the Romantics' most effective presiding spirits, William Hayley, who was born there in 1745. Suspiciously popular as a poet in his own day (and duly drubbed by Byron, who wrote in English Bards and Scotch Reviewers that "His style in youth and age is still the same, / For ever feeble and for ever tame"), he was also, and more impressively, a pioneering translator (of the first three Cantos of Dante's Inferno in 1777), an important biographer (of Milton and Cowper), a prison reformer and a patron-cum-literary adviser. Joseph Wright of Derby, George Romney and William Flaxman all benefited from his opinion, encouragement and money. 

So did Blake, who, when he left Lambeth for the Sussex village of Felpham in 1800, was soon commissioned by Hayley to illustrate the ballad "Little Tom the Sailor" and to paint a series of heads for Hayley's library - undertakings that in turn fed his own Milton: A Poem, and encouraged him to include a host of local references in other work produced during his "three years' Slumber on the banks of the Ocean". In one of the show's most touching pictures, we discover Blake walking in his garden at Felpham accompanied by one of his "daughters of inspiration". "Sudden I beheld the Virgin Ololon," he advises us, "& address'd her as a Daughter of Beulah: Virgin of Providence, fear not to enter my cottage." 

Although Hayley did so much for Blake - and defended him when he was arrested for "seditiously" attacking a private in the First Dragoons in 1803 - the friendship eventually ran out of steam. The Felpham influence, however, did not, and can still be seen working powerfully in the illustrations to Thornton's Pastorals of Virgil, which Blake created in 1820-21, almost 15 years after he had returned to London. 

These woodcuts, which combine imaginative impressions with recollections of the Sussex countryside, had an influence on later artists that is out of proportion to their small size. Blake's friend Samuel Palmer gratefully acknowledged this in his early work, and also in his notebooks, where he insisted that their effect depends on the interplay of visual elements with verbal associations. The woodcuts, he wrote, "are visions of little dells, and nooks, and corners of Paradise; models of the exquisitest pitch of intense poetry. I thought of their light and shade, and looking upon them I find no word to describe it. Intense depth, solemnity, and vivid brilliancy only coldly and partially describes them. There is in all such a mystic and dreamy glimmer as penetrates and kindles the innermost soul, and gives a complete and unreserved delight, unlike the gaudy daylight of this world." 

This beautiful passage crystallises the Romantic ambition that lies at the heart of Poets in the Landscape, celebrating the interdependency of words and images. But Palmer wasn't the only one who learned from Blake's example. We can see the same influence in Edward Calvert's works of the 1820s and early 1830s, and in pictures by Palmer's fellow "Ancient" George Richmond, which regularly draw on written sources. Although both these artists pay closer attention to the human figure than Blake does, and are more concerned to create a sensuous than a religious mood, they have a similar concentration on themes of innocence - on ideas of Eden before the Fall. In Richmond's The Shepherd (1827), for instance, we encounter a muscular (yet nearly androgynous) figure clad in a diaphanous body-stocking, propping himself elegantly on a slender staff, while safely grazing sheep cluster around him, their bent necks and sloping backs mirroring the hills of the horizon. It is an image of harmony that, because of its intensity and completeness, cannot help but arouse thoughts of its opposite - the threatening forces of "experience". 

In the second part of the show, which looks at painters and printmakers of the 1920s, and especially at work produced by Sutherland and fellow students at Goldsmith's College of Art, this "experience" is more obviously menacing. Their work has clear parallels with the Georgian poets collected in Edward Marsh's famous anthologies of the 1910s, not just because it shares with those writers a concern to maintain the pastoral tradition, but also because of its modest realism. Sutherland's St Mary's Hatch (1926) is typical. The Blakean (or Palmerish) hatted figure walking down a darkened lane while his white dog bounds ahead of him is an immemorial figure - yet one who exists in time, as we are reminded when our eye turns to the gravestones glimmering in the churchyard behind him. These memento mori, like the more explicit references to cold facts of trench warfare that are strewn through work by David Jones (and echo the concerns of Jones's prose-poem In Parenthesis), are a way of refuting charges of escapism, of establishing a credible relationship between characters and their surroundings, and of combining things seen with things read - read in Milton, for instance, and in Thomas Gray. 

This relationship, and the difficulty of holding the increasingly "gaudy" world at a distance, is even more explicit in the final section of Poets in the Landscape, which looks at the neo-Romantic painters and writers of the 1940s. Magazines such as Horizon, Penguin New Writing and Poetry London, and painters such as Piper, Sutherland, Ayrton, Minton, Paul Drury and Robin Tanner, shared a common interest in preserving ancient loyalties while integrating them with the unignorable developments of modernism. "What Picasso did to the human figure," Keith Vaughan wrote in 1943, "Sutherland is doing to the English landscape. I think he is the first painter to relocate the full discoveries of the 20th century in France to the English Romantic tradition." 

Sutherland's Francis Quarles: The Blazing Taper is a good case in point. The crescent moon, hung in a glowering yellow-and-umber sky, reminds us of Palmer's Shoreham, and so do the gently swelling hills in the foreground - but the scree littering the slopes of those hills, and the broken form that erupts from one of them, and the swirling gloom that encircles the blazing taper, are all signs that Palmer's world has become horribly precarious. 

Traces of the same dangers lurk in Piper's set designs for the ballet Job (1948). In one of them, typically, we find a sheep-sheltering tree hung with ancient musical instruments meant to celebrate peace, a full and clearly visible moon, and a skyline-sun. Yet the mood of the picture is darker than its forebears. Instead of womblike shadows and peaceful security, we are given a sense of battered hopefulness - an optimism that is too determined to be entirely convincing. 

History suggests that Piper was right to be worried. In the years following the war, such tentative hopes for a continuance of the pastoral tradition became increasingly threadbare, and when the neo-Romantics showed their work at the Festival of Britain in 1951, its manner and melancholy were widely reckoned to be at odds with the nation's need for "a tonic". 

But does this mean we see the pictures today with the same sense of disappointment? Absolutely not. All the pictures in this show remind us of the troubles they fought to include or hold at bay, and also of our present anxieties - about cultural change, about conflict, about the environment. Their enduring images of beauty are staging posts in the continuing human search for a "paradise lost" - for the moments in which Piper said we "can see in things something significant beyond ordinary significance: something that for a moment seems to contain the whole world; and when that moment is passed, carries over some comment on life or experience besides the comment on appearances". 

· Poets in the Landscape: The Romantic Spirit in British Art is at Pallant House Gallery, Chichester, until June 10. Details: 01243 774557

