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	For Sandie

	                                         ‘Is there not 

	An art, a music, and a stream of words

	That shall be life, the acknowledged voice 

	Of life?’

	               (William Wordsworth, Home at Grasmere)

	

Preface

	I have enjoyed Vital Stream immensely: initially reading about ten sonnets a day, and going back to Dorothy’s Grasmere Journal as well as Lucy Newlyn’s own William and Dorothy Wordsworth: All in Each Other. I think producing 135 convincingly modern sonnets, each fluent and alive, and with all their rich variations of form, is itself an astonishing technical achievement. 

		      
	      What’s more, the sequence works brilliantly well as a biographical narrative of that momentous year 1802. Newlyn gives us not only a vivid celebration of those joyful ‘spots of time’, but also a subtle exploration of all those hidden anxieties, suppressed tensions and secret longings in that remarkable household. It is especially strong on the imagined rivalries (both domestic and literary) between Wordsworth and Coleridge; and on the eternally mysterious sibling love between William and Dorothy (as in the marvellous group of poems about the wedding ring). All provoking and intriguing speculations…

		      
	      The unexpected appearances of Annette and Caroline Vallon, and of Charles Lamb and Sarah Coleridge, are wonderfully effective. Newlyn has given the story line its own natural ebb and flow, between plain daily events and intense visionary moments, which hold the reader in a steady rapt suspense.  The lives and the landscapes flash up before us like vivid slides in a continuous poetic magic-lantern show.  

		      
	      I thought several individual sonnets were completely outstanding on their own. Among a dozen or so I would pick out ‘William, seeking a perfect form’; ‘Coleridge, on memories of 1798’; ‘Dorothy, on Milton’s influence’; ‘Calais in August’; ‘William, at Bartholomew Fair’; and ‘Coleridge on the return of friends’. But there are many others.

		      
	      Finally I read the whole sequence through in one go, and think that it would be greatly enhanced by being read out loud on radio. I do hope a producer can be found.

		        
	      All in all, Vital Stream is a captivating act of dramatic and poetic re-invention.

	Richard Holmes

	
    Introduction

	Vital Stream is a sequence of 135 sonnets which unfold in chronological order. It focuses on six extraordinary months in 1802, a threshold year for William and Dorothy Wordsworth. Parted when they were very young, the siblings had eventually set up home together in their native Lake District, where they were to remain for the rest of their lives. They had been settled in Grasmere for two years when William became engaged to a family friend, Mary Hutchinson. There followed an intense period of re-adjustment for all members of their circle. The Peace of Amiens was declared in March 1802: this enabled the Wordsworths to cross over the Channel to Calais in the summer. Here William would end his former liaison with Annette Vallon (which had been interrupted by the declaration of war ten years earlier) and meet for the first time his illegitimate daughter Caroline. His marriage to Mary in Yorkshire took place in October, immediately after which he returned home to Grasmere with his sister and his wife. 

		             During the spring and summer of 1802, the Wordsworth siblings wrote some of their most beautiful poetry and prose; these were their last months of living alone, and much of their writing had an elegiac quality. In addition to anxieties in their own household, there were tensions with Coleridge, whose marriage was rapidly deteriorating at this time. Drawing on detailed knowledge of letters, poems, notebooks, and journals, Vital Stream explores thoughts and feelings about love, family bonds, friendship and creativity within the Wordsworth circle. The title of the sequence refers not just to the bodies of moving water which the siblings saw on their travels, but to the fluid quality of their relationships, conversations and creative processes. 

		             Why sonnets? William Wordsworth discovered the power of Milton’s sonnets during 1802, and this year saw him writing some of his greatest sonnets on political and personal themes. (He later developed the sonnet sequence as a medium for peri patetic writing in a collection celebrating the River Duddon.) Dorothy Wordsworth never wrote sonnets, though she did write a number of poems, and the Grasmere Journal has poetic qualities; indeed she described herself on one occasion as ‘more than half a poet’. Vital Stream attends to the flow of creativity between brother and sister, finding the sonnet an appropriate medium for soliloquies and dramatic lyrics organised as narrative episodes. Using a variety of sonnet rhyme-schemes – Petrarchan, Spenserian, Shakespearian, terza rima, Meredithian, Harrisonian, and curtal – the sequence is both a tribute and a tributary to the Wordsworths’ shared body of writings. 

	*

	The sonnets in this sequence are best read aloud, and ideally they would be performed as a radio play. As dramatic monologues they offer parallel internal meditations (and sometimes conversations), alternating between ten characters. In their handling of iambic pentameter, they emphasise the expressiveness of spoken language, following a long sonnet-tradition that stretches back through Tony Harrison, Hopkins, Wordsworth, Milton, Donne and Wyatt.  

		             The poems offer an interpretation of events and relationships, not a strict biographical record; poetic licence has sometimes been allowed. Most of them are narrated in the first person, with the voices alternating between the following characters: William, Dorothy and John Wordsworth; Samuel Taylor Coleridge and his wife Sara; Mary Hutchinson and her sister Sara; Annette Vallon and her daughter Caroline; Charles Lamb. The titles indicate who is speaking. (A small number of sonnets are narrated in the third person. Where this is the case, no name appears in the title to identify its speaker.) 

		             Where a date appears in the title of a sonnet, this indicates that an entry in Dorothy Wordsworth’s Grasmere Journal has prompted it; I have sometimes followed the phraseology of D.W.’s journal entries closely, but more often loosely. (She habitually used the abbreviation ‘Wm’ for William, and I have preserved this convention in several cases.) 

		             There are six un-rhyming sonnets in the sequence which were composed as ‘cut-ups’ or ‘centos’, using phrases from notebooks and letters; I have identified cases of this method in the notes at the end of the book. Caroline Vallon (aged 9) also speaks in sonnet form but following none of the recognised sonnet rhyme-schemes. There are places where I have taken liberties with traditional sonnet forms to create particular effects.

		             Epigraphs have been used to anchor the sonnets in literary and biographical contexts. In order to keep academic references to a minimum, the sources for epigraphs are provided in the end-notes, where essential biographical information is also given. There are numerous other allusions within the sonnets; I have occasionally provided end-notes to identify the most essential of these. 


PART ONE 

A nest we build together 

	
DOROTHY OBSERVES, 15 APRIL 1802

	It was a threatening cold misty day 

	As we set off from Eusemere, the lake rough 

	And the wind furious, seizing our breath.

	We saw a plough working, a boat at play 

	And a thick belt of daffodils stirring 

	Like a busy highway along the shore – 

	Then more and more of them, and yet more. 

	Some reeled and danced in the wind’s whirring, 

	Some rested their heads for weariness. 

	Across the lake and within each stormy bay 

	The tossing waves sounded like the sea.

	All was alive in the wind’s restlessness

	As we continued our homeward journey, 

	And throughout this day of celebration 

	There was universal animation. 

	I the one thing anxious, stunned, solitary.

	

WILLIAM FRETS

    Have I not reason for trepidation

	On this stormy wind-thrashed ominous day, 

	Of all things the most vexed and lonely 

	’Mid Nature’s general agitation?

	My birthday passed (and with it half my life), 

	I am already ‘husband’, father, brother – 

	Soon to see my daughter and my lover, 

	For ever bonded to my future wife.

	All is fixed: our wedding date decided.

	Relieved of course by England’s peace with France 

	I am in turmoil, with a troubled sense 

	Of loyalties unequally divided. 

	Firm and forthright, my sister strides ahead,

	Her eyes turned from the dark and louring hills 

	To rest her gaze on the dancing daffodils, 

	The golden dancing daffodils, instead.


    THE LAST LEG OF THE JOURNEY, 16 APRIL

	The becks among the rocks were all alive.

	Wm showed me a mossy streamlet,

	Remembering how when we first arrived 

	He liked its green track in the snow. We sat 

	For a while looking at the restful vale 

	Where crows flew in the sun white as silver, 

	Like thin shapes of water passing over 

	The smooth fields. By the time we climbed the wall 

	Rydal was in its own evening brightness, 

	We on the last leg of our journey home. 

	Bit by bit, shimmering at dusk under the moon, 

	Its small round isle a mound of darkness,

	Grasmere came in view. We found our garden

	Almost other-worldly in the twilight, 

	Our cottage waiting quietly for night,

	Our own dear parlour hidden safe within. 


    WILLIAM, ON DOMESTIC ANXIETIES

	If I could find, if I could only find 

	A tranquil spot in which to settle here

	So I might think without my sister near

	To sense the swaying of my restless mind… 

	I must be loyal and I would be kind 

	To all three women, but begin to fear

	My work and way of life will cost them dear. 

	How selfish I have been, how blind.

	The home I offer cannot be the home

	My father would have wanted me to make.

	We dwell in our aloneness and we roam

	These hills and valleys for each other’s sake, 

	Our spirits scattering like flecks of foam 

	Tossed to and fro on an unruly lake.
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