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A Note About The Pictures

In the late 1940s my father, Aylwin Sampson, enrolled at what was then the Central College of Art in Nottingham, and is now the Nottingham School of Art & Design. It was a time of poverty and euphoria. The war was over. By the time he’d finished his studies a new young queen, born in the same year as him, would be on the throne: I think of my dad as the consummate New Elizabethan. I also think of him as someone who by 1949 had survived service in the RAF, and was more than ready to live. On his last birthday he asked me to look after his archives when he died. And it’s since his death that I’ve had the chance to see his early work for the first time, and in doing so to glimpse the young man who made it. The notebooks dated between 1949 and 1952 are particularly full of playfulness and delight, as he gets to study his surroundings at college and at home (however dimmed by post-war austerity), to travel in continental Europe with student friends, and to draw and draw and draw. All the pictures in this book come from that period at the very midpoint of the last century: from that turn towards optimism and engagement.
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Introduction

The Extollagers


. . . I sought for ghosts, and sped

Through many a listening chamber, cave, and ruin,

And starlight wood, with fearful steps pursuing

Hopes of high talk with the departed dead.

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY, ‘Hymn to Intellectual Beauty’



Every story starts somewhere. From the backseat of the family car, stuck behind tractors and caravans on meandering B roads, I glimpsed a countryside I didn’t know. Did I want to? I’m not sure. I was a kid daydreaming out the window, and the trees and hedges appearing and disappearing beyond its smudged glass seemed no more than process shots I might have dreamt up.

If my dad did pull in, it was only to let us scuffle behind a hedge to pee, or for my mum to find the thermos. Passing lorries shook the car, and the cold tea in our plastic cups. Yet those lost laybys had a note of their own. Dust on elder leaves, cigarette butts and clover in drain covers, the smell of petrol. Occasionally a five-bar layby gate swung open not onto nettles and rutted ground but into a wide view that took your breath away. Then my father would pull a joking face and exclaim, ‘Nature’s annual miracle!’ or, ‘A winter wonderland!’ Even as a small child, though, I understood that such jokes masked a warning. To be moved by beauty must be to admit a kind of fallibility. So I screwed my eyes tight, and tried not to see the soft groupings of trees all the way to the horizon, or the small roofs set among them like stories.

Every story starts somewhere. At the centre of the visionary landscapes Samuel Palmer painted and sketched at Shoreham in Kent in the decade from 1824, a wicket gate stands ajar, a stile punctuates a fence, a path leads under the trees and through standing corn. Blossom overwhelms the painted orchards and fills the sky; inky outlines strain at the conventions of picture surface, as if mere looking will no longer do. ‘Start here . . . ’ these images say, pressing the viewer to follow their visual logic. They draw the eye on, into a transformational experience where the usual, hard-worked farmland becomes an unfamiliar paradise garden, and flowers are like stars, and stars like lamps.

Romanticism isn’t a cultural artefact: it’s a way for thought to move. Palmer’s gates open not only into Kentish orchards but onto the wider Romantic landscape. Charged with emotional energy, his oils and watercolours challenge us to see things anew. In following their glowing paths we seem to bypass cliché and witness the freshness of the actual encounter between a Romantic sensibility and its rural surroundings: it looks like transcendent, personal revelation. In fact it’s a record of shared vision and carefully elaborated ideals. In 1826–27 Edward Calvert and George Richmond, themselves also emerging artists and disciples like Palmer of William Blake, paid regular visits to their friend in Shoreham. The trio took to calling themselves ‘the Ancients’, and ‘walked much in the deep twilight and into the night’, earning themselves the suspicion of neighbours who – shrugging off the luminous symbolism they accrue in the young men’s pictures – nicknamed them ‘the Astrologers’. I like the way this sceptical countrymen’s humour must have passed around the village, from field gate to cottage porch. And it turns out to be one of those sweetly accidental truths language stumbles upon, since it came out in local dialect as ‘the Extollagers’ – a coinage brilliantly apt for the Romantic tendency to leave no insight un-propounded, or choice un-advocated.

I see now that my dad, who had been born just five miles from Samuel Palmer’s Shoreham, was moved by the view beyond the layby gate. But the very culture it made him nostalgic for afforded no way to express this. He rarely spoke about the summers of his boyhood in the impoverished east of England, where draft horses continued to bring home the harvest even as, elsewhere, the countryside welcomed motorcars and TV sets. When he did reminisce, his memories had a halo of feeling about them. ‘’Tis Distance lends enchantment to the view,’ he would conclude, turning away and shaking the dregs from his thermos cup.

Not that I or probably he knew, but this was a thoroughly Romantic line. It’s a quotation from Thomas Campbell’s 1799 poem The Pleasures of Hope, a book-length riposte – and homage – to Samuel Roger’s The Pleasures of Memory, a Poem, which had been published seven years earlier. While Rogers faced back to where ‘spirits of the dead [ . . . ] hold sweet converse on the dusky green’, Campbell faces forward to prospects of various kinds:


At summer eve, when Heav’n’s ethereal bow

Spans with bright arch the glittering hills below,

Why to yon mountain turns the musing eye,

Whose sunbright summit mingles with the sky?

Why do those cliffs of shadowy tint appear

More sweet than all the landscape smiling near?—

’Tis Distance lends enchantment to the view,

And robes the mountain in its azure hue.



This opening stanza deftly combines several key elements of the Romantic encounter with the countryside: distance and the movement of time; the picturesque framing device of that ‘bright arch’ of sky; above all, the ‘musing eye’ that isn’t a passive lens but instead knows itself to be engaged in a reflective business of observation. Yet possibly such deftness is a barrier. The muted lyricism and formal iambic pentameter make it hard today to hear the radicalism in this; to remember that Romantics like Campbell were among our first western moderns.

Hard, too, to think of them as working out the attitudes to the countryside that we take for granted. International Romanticism lasted arguably twice as long as the four decades that constituted its British heyday; stretching from 1770, the year Ludwig van Beethoven, G. W. F. Hegel, Friedrich Hölderlin and William Wordsworth were all born, to around 1850 when, within the space of twenty-six months, Honoré de Balzac, Emily Brontë, Frédéric Chopin, Maria Edgeworth, Edgar Allen Poe, Mary Shelley and the long-lived Wordsworth died. Simply to list such profoundly differentiated protagonists is to acknowledge the movement’s remarkable variety and extent. Yet certain beliefs united it, and across decades, disciplines and countries it viewed ‘nature’ as a capacious resource that could teach both awe and atheism, scientific exploration and human meaning. And if there was a tendency to conflate nature with the countryside where it becomes most evident: that oversight remains not unusual among thinkers, and crucially policy makers, even today.

Figures in a landscape. The individual who in that era enjoyed and was moved by the natural world might – if they had the means – engage eagerly with the new practices of experimental science, perhaps attending public scientific lectures and demonstrations or investing in the powerful milled-glass lenses of the new microscopes and telescopes. But his or her own embodiment remained somewhat exempt from examination; a relative terra incognita in a time when – for example – medicine still relied on mediaeval ‘cupping’ for the release of ‘humours’. It was as if the human occupied a central, yet detached, position within the natural world; almost as if self-hood were a panopticon, that social and architectural surveillance structure Jeremy Bentham first fully articulated in 1791. Yet how material we in fact are; how continuous with the natural world in matters of microbes and minerals, in wateriness and entropy. Today, sitting at an open door onto an Oxfordshire village garden, I let the zebra lines of apple tree twigs – each fiercely delineated with shine and dark – form a moiré dazzle in – it must be – my aqueous humour. The new spring air seems to be both a draught and an odour, cool with the smells of new-cut grass and thawed earth, and I am so clearly here, it tells me, in both mind and body.

Whenever I visit the Romantics’ countryside, I find myself circling this distinction between self and context, the human and the rural environment: their remarkable cosmogony. There are other ways in, of course. The country also held an immediate, practical appeal for late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century radicals. Apart from anything, it was cheap. In July 1797 Samuel Taylor Coleridge could boast – with exclamatory underlinings – about Alfoxton Park, a grave Queen Anne mansion near his own village home in the Quantocks:


a gentleman’s seat, with a park & woods, elegantly & completely furnished – with 9 lodging rooms, three parlours and a Hall – in a most beautiful & romantic situation by the sea side – 4 miles from Stowey – this we have got for Wordsworth at the rent of £23 a year, taxes included!!



Such relative affordability meant space to share with like minds; and time to work. What J. W. von Goethe in his 1809 novel of that title called ‘elective affinities’, die Wahlverwandtschaften, could become an organising principle of life. Sometimes like-minded communities formed for the duration of a short visit: later in the same letter, Coleridge invited its addressee, Robert Southey, to stay at Nether Stowey. Or, in fantasy at least, they might last a lifetime, like the ‘Pantisocracy’ the two had planned five years earlier.

At that time they’d proposed to locate an ideal community in Susquehanna, Pennsylvania, near the home of a famous Romantic exile – Coleridge’s ‘patriot, and saint, and sage’ – the British research chemist Joseph Priestley. The friends had planned that their Pantisocracy would follow strictly egalitarian principles, with all property held in common. Subsistence could be assured by just two or three hours of manual labour a day, they believed, and the rest of the time spent in reading and writing, intellectual discussion, and home educating children. The idea was to live according to one’s own nature, not tradition – though the resemblance to the monastic day is noticeable. At any rate, this was country life as more than simple economic expedient; it allowed Romantic protagonists to experiment with ways of living – including substituting for social convention a new informality and even sometimes taboo-busting sexual behaviour.

In Britain, this first radical generation was already familiar with ideas about the innate goodness of human ‘nature’ – later oversimplified into the compound figure of the ‘noble savage’ – that Jean-Jacques Rousseau had been propounding since 1762’s Du Contrat Social; ou Principes du droit politique and Émile, ou De l’éducation. Coleridge, and Mary Wollstonecraft, notably adopted a child-centred Rousseauian approach to parenting and teaching. ‘Natural’ interpersonal mores could be discomforting, however. While Coleridge was settling William and Dorothy Wordsworth into their Somerset ‘gentleman’s seat’ in 1797, he got into the habit of taking long walks with the siblings which, to his wife’s distress, included rambling alone after dark with an unchaperoned Dorothy.

These expeditions were chaste: but that would not always be the case in Romantic communities. In 1814, when the dashing advocate of free love Percy Bysshe Shelley carried off a sixteen-year-old Mary Godwin to the Swiss Alps, he also asked along both her stepsister, who took up the invitation to live in a new kind of community, and the wife he’d just abandoned – who did not. Two decades earlier, in the highly influential An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), Mary’s own father, the anarchist philosopher William Godwin, had advocated doing away with marriage as one of the traditional institutions, along with the monarchy and the Church, that kept British society locked in injustice and social inequality. But by painful irony he had rowed back from arguing for this kind of direct action by the time his daughter and former disciple embraced it.

I’m brought up short by Godwin. With his long intelligent nose and thinning hair, he had none of his future son-in-law’s handsome bounder looks. And, while it’s easy to joke at Shelley’s expense about the convenience of making a virtue of freely available sex, Godwin’s earlier promulgation of the idea is a reminder that these protagonists did feel the stakes to be purely, even austerely, political. The ideal Romantic rural community was more even than a secular, creative cloister: in this way it differed from the superficially similar atelier communities of the Arts and Crafts movement, led by William Morris, Eric Gill and others, that would follow a century later. It was a radical political statement about remaking society itself. Until the Terror of 1793–4, most early Romantics supported the French Revolution. (Many continued to do so afterwards – a curious parallel with some twentieth-century French intellectual support of Stalinsim and Maoism in the face of mounting evidence of atrocities.) For them, revolution meant self-determination in the doubled sense of democracy and national self-rule. And support entailed action. It was in this spirit that Lord Byron set out in 1823 to fight in the Greek War of Independence from Ottoman rule and that, later, both Mary Shelley and Elizabeth Barrett Browning actively supported the Italian Risorgimento.

The tension between local self-determination and dangerous ‘ethnic’ nationalism is one Romantic legacy still being played out today, for example in the Balkans. At the turn of the nineteenth century, however, the movement appeared to threaten the British state from within. Napoleonic empire-building made France a volatile and dangerous neighbour, and pro-Revolutionary, ‘Jacobin’ sentiments appeared – and not just to the political establishment – dangerous to the point of treason. For Britain was not entirely the settled society of roast beef and marriage games that Jane Austen’s contemporaneous novels might have us believe. These were years of foment. Politically dissenting writers and editors could be tried and found guilty of sedition, as Thomas Paine was in 1792 for writing and publishing The Rights of Man. Two years later, the first of a series of Acts suspending Habeas Corpus – the right to be present to defend oneself: in effect, to fair trial – was enacted. In 1794, the sequence of Treason Trials which had opened with the conviction of Paine’s publisher culminated in mass arrests; the Prime Minister, William Pitt the Younger, ordered that three radical campaigners, Thomas Hardy, John Horne Tooke, and John Thelwall, be tried for high treason. Though all three were eventually acquitted, if found guilty they would have been executed by the hideous method of hanging, drawing and quartering.

A threatening pattern was being established. In 1804, when it was William Blake’s turn to be tried for sedition, he too was acquitted. But in 1813 Leigh Hunt was felt to have got off relatively lightly with two years’ imprisonment for publishing, as editor of The Examiner, radical material that included an attack on the Prince Regent. A further Habeas Corpus Suspension Act in 1817 precipitated the flight of the Shelley household into European exile the following spring.

In this context the countryside, even in Britain, offered a place to live somewhat under the radar; although it wasn’t only in Shoreham that uncomprehending neighbours could pose difficulties for ‘Extollagers’. In 1797, as the Wordsworths were settling in at Alfoxton, a local decided they must be French spies and alerted the Home Office, which sent an agent of its own, called James Walsh, to report on them.

It must have been hard to ignore such paranoiac white noise. Two decades later, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein – which she completed in the months before her own flight to Europe – features political radicals who are indeed rural ‘cottage-dwellers’, being spied upon by a concealed witness. This spy, though, is Frankenstein’s creature; he inverts radical anxieties by being both beneficent towards, and the beneficiary of, those he observes. He utters an ethical cri de coeur –


For a long time I could not conceive how one man could go forth to murder his fellow, or even why there were laws and governments; but when I heard details of vice and bloodshed, my wonder ceased, and I turned away with disgust and loathing.



Which more than hints that the Romantic countryside might also be a place to wash one’s hands of the contemporary world.

But rural life was and is also simply pleasurable. There’s nothing to beat the piercing focus of the way a field smells in late March. Earth has been loosened by moles all along the upper ground, and there’s a nutty odour of clay. The willows near the river have turned an orange that looks as though it couldn’t possibly be natural; on the hedges are white splashes of thorn blossom and a yellow haze so barely-there, and yet so sharp, it almost sets your teeth on edge. Carrying the last of the haylage up to the sheep, you find yourself embracing an armful of sweetness. The sheep can’t wait: they come at a gallop, tugging mouthfuls from under your elbow. You walk with them to the creep feeder. Then, maybe, you come down to the house and coffee percolating on the stove under the beams in the old kitchen.

Mary Shelley’s third novel, The Last Man, paints a seductive portrait of life at Bishopsgate in Windsor Great Park, where she and Percy Bysshe had spent nine months in 1815–16. As she sets the scene:


Ruins of majestic oaks which had grown, flourished and decayed during the progress of centuries, marked where the limits of the forest once reached. [ . . . ] Behind, the cottage was shadowed by the venerable fathers of the forest, under which the deer came to graze, and which for the most part hollow and decayed, formed fantastic groups that contrasted with the regular beauty of the younger trees. [ . . . ]

A light railing surrounded the garden of the cottage, which, low-roofed, seemed to submit to the majesty of nature [ . . . ]. Flowers [ . . . ] adorned her garden and casements; in the midst of lowliness there was an air of elegance which spoke the graceful taste of the inmate.



Her correspondence reveals how much she longed for this. ‘A house with a lawn a river or lake – noble trees & divine mountains that should be our little mousehole to retire to –,’ she wrote to Percy Bysshe, in the uncertain years after their elopement and before marriage. ‘Shall we neglect taking a house – a dear home? – No my love I would not for worlds give up that –.’

Thought and energy went into perfecting such ideal domestic arrangements: choosing where to live was part of reinventing how to do so. Small wonder if some writers were tempted to identify the countryside with their personal creative strengths: the country view as ars poetica. In Wordsworth’s Preface to the 1802 edition of Lyrical Ballads, country life distils moral clarity:


Low and rustic life was generally chosen, because in that condition, the essential passions of the heart find a better soil in which they can attain their maturity, are less under restraint, and speak a plainer and more emphatic language; because in that condition of life our elementary feelings co-exist in a state of greater simplicity, and, consequently, may be more accurately contemplated, and more forcibly communicated; because the manners of rural life germinate from those elementary feelings; and, from the necessary character of rural occupations, are more easily comprehended, and are more durable; and lastly, because in that condition the passions of men are incorporated with the beautiful and permanent forms of nature.



Fourteen years later, in Percy Bysshe Shelley’s ‘Mont Blanc’, it does almost the complete opposite. His Alpine landscape inspires speculative, imaginative thought, and a writing style that’s anything but ‘plainer’:


and when I gaze on thee

I seem as in a trance sublime and strange

To muse on my own separate fantasy,

My own, my human mind, which passively

Now renders and receives fast influencings,

Holding an unremitting interchange

With the clear universe of things around;

One legion of wild thoughts, whose

wandering wings

Now float above thy darkness, and now rest

Where that or thou art no unbidden guest,

In the still cave of the witch Poesy[.]



Romantic visual artists, too, found the countryside newly continuous with creative practice. In the second half of the eighteenth century, the landscape finally developed artistic and social status as a subject, thanks in no small part to that precursor, Thomas Smith of Derby (1715–67). Indeed it would become the key visual genre in a century which had previously held that non-narrative, unpeopled images were – as French critics would later write of John Constable – mere ‘Paintings without subjects [ . . . ] like music.’

In 1855, when Robert Browning put a final full stop to Romantic verse with the modernising in persona storytelling of Men and Women, one of that book’s definitive poems would be ‘Two in the Campagna’. What happens, it asks, when lovers visit beautiful countryside together and yet the anticipated romantic, even ecstatic, experience doesn’t materialise? It’s perfectly possible to read ‘Two in the Campagna’ as part of the perhaps unconscious struggle within Browning’s own marriage to Elizabeth Barrett, that older, more successful female poet. But the poem also wrestles Romanticism itself to the ground, for the Roman countryside, adopted from the itineraries of the old Grand Tour, had become one of the movement’s touchstones, repeatedly painted by British, European and American artists.

It wasn’t necessary to travel, however, to find landscapes which spoke to the era’s sensibility. Those preeminent artists J. M. W. Turner and John Constable, close contemporaries born respectively in 1775 and 1776, developed new, though widely divergent, visual vocabularies for the varieties of natural light peculiar to Britain. Samuel Palmer, who would discover his own way to illuminate Shoreham landscapes in paint and etching, was born three decades later, in 1805. The artists of the influential Norwich School of Painters, including John Crome (1768–1821) and John Sell Cotman (1782–1842), and – country-wide – numerous other artists both gifted and jobbing, searched out and recorded landscapes to satisfy the new Romantic appetite for emotional experience or awe-inspiring drama, and the paintings they produced transformed the visual vocabulary of their clients: in other words, of prosperous society at large.

Of course, there were exceptions. William Blake’s impoverished urban settings or visionary, post-Biblical landscapes represent the by-and-large indoor, highly internal, life of an uneducated London craftsman living and working among books and engraving plates, dissenting pulpits and printers’ workshops. Yet in 1800 even he moved to the village of Felpham in Sussex for four years to work on illustrating a local poet, William Hayley. Another outlier remains John Clare, who between 1820 and 1835 wrote poems of enormous feeling about his native Northamptonshire countryside, but whose great tragedy was that he was native, and had been an agricultural labourer since childhood. His mental collapse by the age of forty-four was hastened by extreme poverty, not just of income but of creative opportunity.

Today, images of the Romantic countryside are pressed into double service by mainstream culture, supplying the collective imaginary both with a gallery of famous Britons (Byronic Lord Byron, tragic John Keats) and with representations of the British landscape as essential and unchanging. Alas this is a piece of doubly bad faith. There’s nothing intrinsically British about Romanticism, that upheaval in Western culture which started on the continent of Europe and reached as far as North America, Scandinavia and the Caucasus. More: it’s at precisely this time that the British countryside was being radically transformed by the rupture of the Agricultural Revolution. And when the twenty-first century embraces the clearly period genres in which Romantic representations of rural life are couched – nineteenth-century poetics, the classical sonata, oil paint – an odour of the disingenuous, sharp as white spirit, rises from canvas and page. Too often, they’re being co-opted to the conservative wish to turn back (a thoroughly anti-Romantic resistance to progress) to a story which swerves the atrocious history of British industrialisation to face instead towards an ‘essential’ national identity of thatched cottages, milkmaids and ploughing teams.

Of course, as human animals we share a nostalgia for the natural world of which we’re part. The pastoral, that millennia-old literary tradition, has since the Classical Greek of Hesiod’s Works and Days (written in roughly the seventh century BCE), or Virgil’s first-century BCE Eclogues, associated the countryside with a desire to reach back across time to some lost good life. The impulse is pre-Romantic, in other words, by a couple of millennia. Lit by a sensuous Proustian light, the pastoral arcadia is surely a dream of childhood, ‘Longtemps . . . ’, when we lived more intensely, free from the tedium of adult life. White tassels of grass in a blue sky. The pattern of sycamore leaves interlocked against the light.

Every day of their married life my grandparents, products of urban poverty who had no rural idyll to look back on themselves, laid their table with placemats on which John Constable’s paintings of carts, mills and fords were murkily reproduced – and so freighted these images for me with nostalgia for my own childhood. For my parents’ generation, J. M. W. Turner succeeded Constable as the ubiquitous visual cliché: steam trains replaced horse-drawn carts, and misty meteorology the rippling precision of Constable’s foliage on china mugs and address-book covers. But today we take both artists’ personal visions as read. Like Percy Bysshe Shelley’s ‘Ode to the West Wind’, or the ‘Wee, sleekit, cowrin, tim’rous beastie’ of Robbie Burns’s ‘To a Mouse, on Turning Her Up in Her Nest With the Plough’, they’ve become part of the cultural commons, seemingly so obvious as to be hardly worth noting.

The Romantic idea of a human-centred countryside keeps on re-emerging in the stories Britain tells itself, from the suited and booted mammals of Kenneth Grahame’s Edwardian The Wind in the Willows (1908) to The Archers, that ‘everyday story of country folk’ invented in the mid-twentieth century. Yet even ideas a society has internalised are still ideas. Those open gates and receding paths in Samuel Palmer’s Shoreham paintings ask us always to step out past them into the natural environment itself, which he called the ‘valley of vision’.

In the unfinished, posthumously published Reveries of the Solitary Walker, which he wrote in 1776–8, Jean-Jacques Rousseau goes walking in an attempt to put himself together after a descent into social exile. Occasionally botanising, often reminiscing, he circles his preoccupation with this descent, usually not getting anywhere very much at all. It’s in homage to this kind of divagatory exposition that I’ve taken the Reveries’ ten chapter ‘walks’ as the structure for my book. Although my own are rarely solitary. The countryside I live in is no mysterious realm apart, but an inhabited territory; when I walk, it’s nearly always with P and our dogs. More widely, and perhaps loosely, I often catch myself reflecting that Romantic literary prose resembles less an argument on the march from a to b than a meander with excursions and I wonder how much this was encouraged through payment by the word. Thomas de Quincey’s notoriously non-linear style, for example, might owe as much to publishers’ invoices as to morphine addiction. All the same, this bagginess seems surprisingly apt for writing about place. Country miles are famously winding – something more than full measure, like a baker’s dozen – for the countryside, after all, is itself discursive. It intervenes in the process of getting from here to there, adding contours and thickets, colouring in unfordable rivers and shading unscalable scarps.

To walk is to trace the way that terrain resists intention; how landscape is more than something to look at. Rousseau’s walks, however, had become a way of staying put. His Reveries resist the dialectical progress walking so often makes in Western philosophy. One step leads to another in Plato’s fourth-century BCE Dialogues or, more than two millennia later, in Martin Heidegger’s walking paths. But in its lingering refusal to just move along, Rousseau’s last book most resembles a work of mourning. Which is a process – as Philippe Arìes points out in Man Faced with Death, a work which was a cultural sensation of the 1970s – that modern culture since Romanticism pretty much refuses to countenance. Mourning is inconvenient. Though moving in deep shadows, it too is a kind of reverie, and like reverie it refuses to tidy things away.

Reverie circles around and returns to whatever it comes across. In this it resembles the labyrinth. That familiar Bronze Age roundel is surely the early apotheosis of the Western metaphor, from Dante’s Divine Comedy to John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, of life as a walk of gathering complexity. Strolling across a Suffolk common looking for a place to picnic one hot June day, my companion P and I stumbled on the Saffron Walden labyrinth. There was a sweetly municipal smell of baking grass. Families and young couples dotted the shade beneath an avenue of horse chestnuts; the labyrinth, on the other hand, was deserted.

We strode up onto the structure’s embanked rim, with its four corner loops or ‘bellows’, and saw a close-packed brick path folded in parallels: a hallucinatorily redoubled form which is called a Super-Chartres after the one in the marble floor of that northern French cathedral. Every time I blinked, the pale lines appeared dizzyingly to jump, like the slats of an old-fashioned blind in sunlight. But it felt ok to sit on the bank to eat; and so we did. We tore apart the sourdough, unwrapped a cheese that was emptying itself out of itself, and helped ourselves from the paper-bag of tomatoes with their dusty geranium smell. As we ate, I squinted and tried to follow the labyrinth path with my eye. But it is, astonishingly, nearly a mile long; the eye trips, jumps and loses its place.

Saffron Walden’s turf labyrinth was already old in 1699, when its first recorded restoration took place: it must have been cut with the same swung string and stick technology as 1980s crop circles. But unlike those fake-alien performances, a labyrinth isn’t a trick: unlike a maze, it has no dead ends to trap the unwary. Instead – like mourning, like reverie – it circles as if to nudge things towards pattern. A walk, too, is a kind of fitting things together; a wandering line through a landscape. When I set out to walk it’s with a sense of entering into, rather than just passing through, something. The doorway I step out of, the field gate I open, are at the threshold of possibility. Now I see the trees and far fields just the opposite way from how they were when I was that kid in the car, watching the back of my dad’s neck.

As Sigmund Freud famously pointed out in Mourning and Melancholia (1918), mourning is a work of reparation. Rousseau wanted nothing more than to mend his own reputation. My own walks have become a work of mourning for my father, who died as I was writing this book. It may – just – be premature to grieve the biosphere. But in mourning what’s already been lost – in circling and ruminating – perhaps we do repair. After all, mourning doesn’t have to be melancholic. It can also mean unpacking the tea-chests and lifting treasured, half-forgotten things up to the light to admire them. I open the first of the boxes containing my dad’s pictures and I’m straight back in the lanes and laybys of his prime. Long-gone elms lean towards each other across a gate, and I’m with him under the bushy canopies that thresh lightly in a summer breeze – though elms had disappeared by the time I was a kid. The round-backed old cars park beside a churchyard wall, and I smell the oil and hot metal of their bonnets, although these are models I’ve seen only in films. Someone I could never have met hoes his vegetable garden, while beyond him rises the slope where I know the late summer light is laying down its streaks of gold. Inside the labyrinth, the journey surrounds you.

As it flows around difficulty and towards things it doesn’t yet know, reverie – daydream – replaces resistance with pleasure. Its process of unforced discovery is, I think, not unlike the kind of attentive land management that starts from the ground up, instead of forcing a landscape in ways that are, literally, against its nature. Limiting intensive agriculture; ploughing along a gradient to preserve the topsoil; clearing ditches so streams don’t suffocate: if this makes the countryside, as it starts to regenerate, look more like the lost landscape of past childhoods, so much the better.

The Romantics are imperfect guides to the British countryside: but guides – and extollagers – they are all the same. Whether well-known or obscure, as they walked, observed, settled, travelled and retreated, engineered and ate, colonised and mapped and tried to define the rural environment, these protagonists encountered it not as a well-thumbed gazetteer of the places they might make famous, but with revelatory freshness. And so with these ten walks I want to retrieve Shelley’s lovely, lilting phrase, ‘Hopes of high talk with the departed dead,’ from its sceptical context in ‘Hymn to Intellectual Beauty’.

I’m walking as if to catch up with the Romantics: if not for ‘high talk’, at least for some of the gossip of witness. Way-finders, they go ahead of me through my familiar landscapes – railway embankments, woodland walks, parks at dusk – like stars glimpsed through the branches of a wood.

Manor House Farm, Duns Tew,

Oxfordshire OS Grid ref SP455283.
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