Sestina: 

 A form that originated in Medieval France (12th century) the sestina is a complex, elaborate fixed poem.  The lines are grouped into six sestets and a concluding tercet.  Thus a sestina has 39 lines.  

1)  Thirty-nine lines; 6 stanzas (sestets) + concluding tercet (3 lines)

2) Lines may be of any length.   

3) Their length is usually consistent in a single poem.  

4) The six words that end each of the lines of the first stanza are repeated in a different order at the end of lines in each of the subsequent five stanzas.  The particular pattern is given below.  

5) The repeated words are unrhymed.  

6) There is, through the structure, a fixed distance between the repetitions.

1
6
3
5
4
2
1,2

2
1
6
3
5
4
3,4

3
5
4
2
1
6
5,6

4
2
1
6
3
5

5
4
2
1
6
3

6
3
5
4
2
1

“The wit and ambition of its inventors [12th century troubadours] have shaped it right up to our own day” (22).

“These patterns of repetition are constructed across a selected number of key words, so that in the end the sestina becomes a game of meaning, played with sounds and sense” (Strand, 22). Emphasis added.

Troubadours “were court poets.  They sang—their poems were always accompanied by music—for French nobles . . . .They competed with one another to produce the wittiest, most elaborate, most difficult styles.  This difficult, complex style was called the trobar clus.  The easier, more open one was called the trobar leu.  The sestina was part of the trobar clus.  It was the form for a master troubadour” (23).  Emphasis added.

Stephanie’s Legendary Party

for Hannah Bebbington

The host set out tortillas spiraled with salmon, 

and white cheese, capers and lemon, tiny cakes, 

blue drinks.  They danced their bones in another room.

The guest of honor raised a glass above music, to taste

champagne brighter than a fruit plate, more delicate

than the silk of her skin, which is soon to disappear.

I saw two men and a woman with white wine disappear

through the bedroom door, Steph with the salmon

scarf that made her skin brown, a laugh indelicate,

that shook picture frames at her departure.  The cakes

shifted their layers, and young men with sweeter taste

sweetened their coffee with the air she left in the room.

I’ve been assured that there will be room

for every one of us at the party to disappear

though I do not believe it suits my taste.

I’ve seen rivers, north, swollen with late salmon

red, disheveled bulk tilting like melting cakes,

Ghost fish lighting the water with delicate

fins slitting the cool. Her hands were not so delicate

but strong, and she put them where there was room,

any place of delight or shock.  She’d choose the cakes

and put them in my mouth—taste it—her fingers disappear,

my lips opening like the feathered gills of salmon

waiting more.  I’m waiting.  Now, this kitchen light tastes

like the ocean.  This party chatter tastes

like leather olives left in the sun, that delicate

aroma, hint of motor oil and dried salmon.

Her voice rises like tidal glass in the middle room, 

lemon and blue that light passes through, disappears

more beautifully, much less like these cakes

of ash they are serving now, beautiful cakes

frosted in white pumice.  She lights up, says she tastes 

the cancer.  She says, see you before I disappear.

We’ll have a drink.  I say, sure.  I don’t know to be delicate

I still don’t know what hour she leaves the room

when I turn toward a stranger with eyes like salmon

eyes, milky, caked over with neglect and a salmon

chill.  I don’t know she disappears into the more delicate

dark, smoky air that tastes like heaven burning another room. 





Joel Long

Dreams

Swimming in an overrated nightmare

Surrounded by biting sharks

A stampede of death and flying carrion

Storming with gold and a tale left untold

Only thing left to save me is faith

This faith undying, stronger than the snapping teeth

Violating my sleep, a tragic nightmare 

Written in gold ink, staining my mind

Like gossip sharks clawing deep

Fire belching through the bleeding wounds

The fear stampeding from my itching lungs

Stomping like an elephant stampede

A sarcastic tango with faith

Dancing with a passionate fire

Twisting the fateful nightmare

Tiptoeing past nipping sharks

Painting yellow lemons gold to share that tale untold

Gold demons leap

And tambourines stampede

A melody of sharks and timed absence

Shouting deep faith from mountain’s peak

No nightmares past heavens gates

Furious fire brims from hell

Shooting stars fire up to the sky

A golden shishkabob of glorious art

Nightmares disappear into a mist of medication

Happy thought stampede into a fake bizarre

Exuding faith tears the cup with overflowing praise

Joy no longer lying in the sharks’ cave

Gambling sharks spending their lives away

Fireflies off to a paradise I know as “Neverland”

All in good faith dear child, she sits and waits

Golden chains hang loosely

A stampede of 15-minute glory hogs

No longer a nightmare just imagination

Nightmares drown me with the sharks

And stampedes of fire never will cease

But I know in my heart the key is golden faith, always will believe




--Ellie Ayers, 2008

