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Constantly risking absurdity
and death
whenever he performs
above the heads
of his audience
the poet like an acrobat
climbs on rime
to a high wire of his own making
and balancing on eyebeams
above a sea of faces
paces his way ‘
to the other side of day
performing entrechats
and sleight-of-foot tricks
and other high theatrics
and all without mistaking
any thing
for what it may not be

For he’s the super realist
who must perforce perceive
taut truth
before the taking of each stance or step
in his supposed advance
toward that still higher perch

1Lawrence Ferlinghetti, 4 Coney Island of the Mind. Copyright © 1958 by Lawrence Ferlin-
ghetti. Reprinted by permission of New Directions Publishing Corporation.
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where Beauty stands and waits
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with gravity

And he

to start her death-defying leap

a little charleychaplin man
who may or may not catch
her fair eternal form
spreadeagled in the empty air

of existence

RCHIBALD MacLeish in his “Ars
Poetica” defined the nature of a poem
when he said, “a poem should not mean/
but be.” In poem No. 15 of A Coney
Island of the Mind, Lawrence Ferling-
hetti presents his definition of the poet.
Within life’s circus-like atmosphere,
Ferlinghetti compares the poet to an ae-
rial artist about to perform before a crit-
ical “sea of faces.” The reference to the
poet as “acrobat” implies, of course, the
necessity for talent and practice since he
is “constantly risking absurdity/and death
/whenever he performs.” If the poet fails
to “perceive taut truth” he falls to his
death before his audience, as does the
careless acrobat.

It is interesting to learn that Ferling-
hetti insists on the importance of “taut”
(unshakeable) “truth” (rope) in order to
approach “Beauty.” He also implies that
the poet is in a position of even greater
danger than the acrobat. The poet must
care not only for his own survival, but
also for the many who fly with him,
trusting in his deﬂynition of “taut truth.”

Ferlinghetti says the poet is an “acro-
bat” whose verse elevates the spectator or
reader to a new level of shared expe-
rience. The poet attempts to bring
“Beauty” to other people even when it is
not visible in the “empty air” of their
everyday existence. Wanting the audi-
ence (readers) to focus their “eyebeams”
on him, the poet/artist performs verbal
gymnastics and “other high theatrics” in
an attempt to dazzle “the sea of faces.”
Just as the acrobat performs feats of phys-
ical agility, so too the poet performs
feats of mental agility in his manipulation

of words and other poetic devices. The
artistic skills of the poet can weigh
“Beauty” with the “gravity” of words,
thus bringing her loftiness within the
grasp of man.

Ferlinghetti’s own use of free verse
and other “sleight-of-foot tricks” sym-
bolically portray the poet’s freedom in
order to “perceive taut truth.” For ex-
ample the poet/acrobat’s continuum of
effect is maintained by the typographical
stream of thoughts, uncluttered by pe-
riods and commas. Like the performer
who rigs his own equipment, the poet
“climbs on rime/to a wire of his own
making.” If the intricate gear of rhythm,
rhyme, typography prove faulty, no one
is to blame but the poet himself.

Thus, the nature of the poet and the
image of the acrobat are suitably blend-
ed; the poem is the image and the image
is the meaning. Moreover the poet is, as
the author writes, “a little charleychaplin
man”—an anti-hero with a task so terrify-
ing that even the bravest of the high wire
might shudder.

Maintaining a shaky footing, the poet
cautiously advances from “truth” to that
“higher perch” where Beauty waits,
“grave” “about to start her death-defy-
ing leap”—a cliché, but one rich in fabu-
lous three ring connotations. Waiting
somewhat timorously, not at all confi-
dent, the poet/acrobat poises to catch
Beauty’s “fair eternal form.” The cap-
italization of “Beauty” as contrasted with
the poet as “a little charleychaplin man”
(no capitals) emphasizes the unworthi-
ness of the poet. Thus a contrast is estab-

(Continued on page 1251)



SPEECH IN THE OX-BOW INCIDENT

Drew that “you did all you could” and
Croft’s statement that “You tried to stop
it, hard enough and often enough,”
Davies knows that this is not so. While
Davies may have said all that could have
been said, he knows in his own mind
that he did not do all that might have
been done. At the crucial moment when
a cowpuncher told Davies “It’s past
talk,” Davies replied, “Yes, I guess you're
right.” Joyce had reported to Croft that
Davies didn’t think they’d go. Not if
anybody stood up against them.” Yet
Davies could not or would not take it
upon himself to be that man. Davies
understands the potential for evil in men
who can not or will not respond to the
language of reason, but he also recog-
nizes the culpability of those who think
and speak intelligently but are afraid to

1251

act. He accuses himself of being guilty
of the sin of omission.

In the saloon after his big speech on
the law, the despondent Davies blames
his failure on the length and abstract-
ness of his speech, “I got talking my
ideas. It’s my greatest failing.” But Davies
knows too well that his failure as a
speaker is inseparable from his weakness
as a man. His own analysis of himself as
a speaker applies to his judgment of him-
self as a man when he says that he was
“righteous and heroic and calm and rea-
sonable” but it was “all pose; empty,
gutless pretense.” Through Osgood, Ty-
ler, and Davies, Clark dramatizes the
truth that speakers who would urge men
to think before acting need at least as
much courage as those who would act
first and think later.

Daredevil Poetics: Ferlinghetti’s
Definition of a Poet

(Continued from page 1244)

lished between the poet as humble crafts-
man and his sublime goal—the “spread-
eagled” form of Beauty.

Ferlinghetti says a poet is a comical
figure, because “Beauty” surrounds him
and yet the poet can never really see the
essence of what he is seeking. He is a
“charleychaplin” character, a nonpreten-
tious man, who is set apart from the rest
of humanity through his sensitivity.

Finally the use of the circus imagery
with its high wire acts, “high theatrics,”
and “death-defying leaps” is excellent.
Like most of Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s
poems, the theme transcends death and
speaks about the excitement of life. Fer-
linghetti defines the poet (himself) as a
serious clown, a Barnum and Bailey dare-
devil in pursuit of beauty.
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