	Traditional Poetic Form: Sestina (from The Academy of American Poets) 

	  

	

	

	The sestina is a complex form that achieves its often spectacular effects through intricate repetition. The thirty-nine-line form is attributed to Arnaut Daniel, the Provencal troubadour of the twelfth century. The name "troubadour" likely comes from trobar, which means "to invent or compose verse." The troubadours sang their verses accompanied by music and were quite competitive, each trying to top the next in wit, as well as complexity and difficulty of style. 

Courtly love often was the theme of the troubadours, and this emphasis continued as the sestina migrated to Italy, where Dante and Petrarch practiced the form with great reverence for Daniel, who, as Petrarch said, was "the first among all others, great master of love."

The sestina follows a strict pattern of the repetition of the initial six end-words of the first stanza through the remaining five six-line stanzas, culminating in a three-line envoi. The lines may be of any length, though in its initial incarnation, the sestina followed a syllabic restriction. The form is as follows, where each numeral indicates the stanza position and the letters represent end-words:

1. ABCDEF
2. FAEBDC
3. CFDABE
4. ECBFAD
5. DEACFB
6. BDFECA
7. (envoi) ECA or ACE

The envoi, sometimes known as the tornada, must also include the remaining three end-words, BDF, in the course of the three lines so that all six recurring words appear in the final three lines. In place of a rhyme scheme, the sestina relies on end-word repetition to effect a sort of rhyme. 

There have been several variations of the sestina form, which usually expand or contract the length. Algernon Charles Swinburne’s "The Complaint of Lisa" is a double sestina, in which twelve end-words recur across twelve twelve-line stanzas, culminating in a six-line envoi. To top things off, Swinburne took the unusual step of rhyming the end-words. 

Marie Ponsot invented the "tritina," a good example of the contraction of the sestina form. Here, three end-words repeat over three three-line stanzas that marvelously compress into a single line envoi, as in her poem "Living Room," where the end-words, "frame," "break," and "cold," bed down in the final line: "Framed, it’s a wind-break. It averts the worst cold."
	


Paysage Moralisé








       —W.H. Auden

Hearing of harvests rotting in the valleys,
Seeing at end of street the barren mountains,
Round corners coming suddenly on water,
Knowing them shipwrecked who were launched for islands,
We honour founders of these starving cities
Whose honour is the image of our sorrow,

Which cannot see its likeness in their sorrow
That brought them desperate to the brink of valleys;
Dreaming of evening walks through learned cities
They reined their violent horses on the mountains,
Those fields like ships to castaways on islands,
Visions of green to them who craved for water.

They built by rivers and at night the water
Running past windows comforted their sorrow;
Each in his little bed conceived of islands
Where every day was dancing in the valleys
And all the green trees blossomed on the mountains
Where love was innocent, being far from cities.

But dawn came back and they were still in cities;
No marvellous creature rose up from the water;
There was still gold and silver in the mountains
But hunger was a more immediate sorrow,
Although to moping villagers in valleys
Some waving pilgrims were describing islands ...

"The gods," they promised, "visit us from islands,
Are stalking, head-up, lovely, through our cities;
Now is the time to leave your wretched valleys
And sail with them across the lime-green water,
Sitting at their white sides, forget your sorrow,
The shadow cast across your lives by mountains."

So many, doubtful, perished in the mountains,
Climbing up crags to get a view of islands,
So many, fearful, took with them their sorrow
Which stayed them when they reached unhappy cities,
So many, careless, dived and drowned in water,
So many, wretched, would not leave their valleys.

It is our sorrow. Shall it melt? Ah, water
Would gush, flush, green these mountains and these valleys,
And we rebuild our cities, not dream of islands.
Analysis of W.H. Auden’s “Paysage Moralisé” 

1. Consider the expectations of the sestina form. Map the repetition pattern in Auden’s poem. Are there any deviations? 
2. The poem’s challenges reside primarily in complexity of circumstance and message; close reading is the tool for this, which transforms the challenges into rewards. Describe the circumstance of the first two sestets. 
3. Stanza four begins with a volta. Explain the implications of this; what shifts? 
4. Who is quoted in stanza five, and what is the argument presented there? 
5. Consider the title. Is there morality in the poem? 
6. What is the poem about? Support your statement of subject with two direct quotes. 
7. Explain the circumstance in the final nine lines. What has become of these people? 
8. Reflect our recent motif of human relations to nature, and write a statement of theme relevant to both that motif and this poem. 
9. Write a five-item multiple choice question about this poem’s themes. Include a best response and a strong and weak distracter. 
10. Optional extra credit: Write a sestina; follow the strict requirements of the form, and be sure that there is semantic clarity; i.e., don’t fill in the lines with nonsense between the required words; make sure there is narrative cohesion. Consider these examples from The Poetry Foundation: http://www.poetryfoundation.org/search/?q=sestina 
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� A phrase coined by the art historian Erwin Panofsky to describe the kind of renaissance painting in which aspects of landscape have moral significance; it means “moralized landscape.” 





