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Sestina for Brion at Crown Tourney

Gather all ye gentles, quick and idle

here the story of victory and glory, blades fast

and honor defended, of knights and armour

poles and shields. Brion took the Tourney field, sword

held high, to win for his bride, an Eastern Throne.

Stalwart, steady, he marched ever forward, without pause.

Warriors came, one by one, no pause

between them, no time for Brion to be idle

in his quest. He was focused on a throne

for Anna. Brion stood strong, shield defending and standing fast

against the axes, poles, the serpent strikes of thirsty swords.

A pillar on the field, Brion stood in his regal armour.

The Tourney was down to Three, no armour

for those defeated. For Brion, Thorvald, and Lucan, no pause

to rest or recover strength. Honor called to lift a sword

and Brion answered. Thorvald was a bear, no idle

shield would defeat him. Brion struck accurately and fast

and took another right step toward the throne.

Victory was quick, but Brion didn't yet have the throne.

Lucan stood, replendant in Byzantine armour.

The crowded gentles cheered, the cry went fast

throught the spectators. Then a hush, a pause

fell over the ladies and the lords. Cheers went idle

as Lucan, radiant, drew his sword.

Anna watched, Honor in an arm and a sword,

her love, one fight from a throne.

Brion and Lucan, blow for blow, never idle

with shield or strike and gleaming armour.

There was no relenting in their martial dance, no pause.

Matched as they were, it would be cast by whom could be fast.

Lucan struck high, but Brion's skill was too fast.

First to the leg, then body, Brion danced with his sword

and found the spot as Lucan's shield did pause

and not block the blow that was royally thrown.

Victory secure, Brion etched the sunlight with his armour

and stood proud. Tourney won, Honor's idol.

He earned a throne with shield and armour.

Never idle, his was the fastest blow.

Without pause, he must reign in honor what was won with sword.
Sestina for Brion at Crown Tourney

The sestina is a difficult poetic form of the 11th through the 15th Centuries. It began in France and spread to Italy and other continental nations. Twelfth century troubadour Arnaut Daniel is attributed with inventing the form. Troubadours often wrote and composed sestina, and I attempted to follow their example. The sestina consists of thirty-nine lines; six six-line stanzas ending with a triplet. From period examples, line length seems to be negotiable. In English, however, the sestina is most commonly written in iambic pentameter or in decasyllabic meters.

In the five stanzas following the first one which sets it up; the same six words must end the six lines, in a strictly prescribed variation of order. The variation is this: if one numbers the six words that end the first stanza's lines as 123456, these same words will switch places in the following sequences-- 615243, 364125, 532614, 451362, and 246531. The six words are then included within the lines of the concluding triplet (also called the envoy or tornada), again in a prescribed order: the first line containing 2 & 5, the second line containing 4 & 3, and the final line containing 1 & 6.

The subject of a sestina should be, considering the sestina’s repeating words, something that can be repeated, considered, or explored. I chose Crown Tourney after seeing a photograph of Brion and Lucan engaged in battle. I tried to find end words ( for my lines) that would supplement or be able to be used in different ways to describe the Tourney events. “Sestina for Brion” is my attempt to use a sestina in it’s classical form to describe a tournament. While the subject matter is Society-based, the format of the sestina and it’s internal construction are in period. I could have chosen hexameter for my lines, as a few period examples by Daniel showed, or I could write in an unmetered form. I chose unmetered, as some period examples show, and allowed alliteration, assonance, and the repetition of end words form the structure of the work.

Sources:

occawlonline.pearsoned.com/bookbind/pubbooks/long_kennedy_poetry_10/chapter9/custom2/deluxe-content.html  an online instruction manual to

the construction of a sestina. While the site is sparse, it provides a general overview.

Bugeja, Michael. The Art and Craft of Poetry: New York, 1994 p. 299 is an excellent history of the sestina and some practical (albeit mundane) advice on the composition of one.
