Constantly Risking Absurdity

Lawrence Ferlinghetti
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The Stakes of the Performance
The Trapeze Artist's Mind

Rlsk

, Falhng, physical death Iooklng
‘absurd (r_ld_lf'_:uIausllncangruaus)

. (Goal:_
Flawless execution and
catching the partner.
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(Personality:
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Daring, meticulous :
balanced & ;
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) iLaaing the audience'’s faith

The Modern Poet’s Task
failing to capture truth.

17
(Goal> 10

Defining and capturing
elusive ‘Beauty’. s

g\ .IAEEL\ mlﬂkeﬂ'
Philosophy: e \ /ﬂ“" %tp
John Keats claimed 'Beauty is truth,
truth beauty.” Does modern poetry
require risking everything to find this
Intersection?
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The Ringmaster: Lawrence Ferlinghetti (1919-2021)

e

I | - .
. * Background: Born in New York, earned a doctorate in

poetry at the Sorbonne University in Paris.

e The Beat Generation: A core member of the 1950s
San Francisco Beat Poets. They challenged societal
conventions and traditional definitions of “good
literature” by playing with form and questioning
consciousness.

—  The Philosophy of Access: Ferlinghetti argued that “art
| should beaccessible to all people, not just a handful of
highly educated intellectuals.” He believed everyone is
qualified to enjoy or critique art.

— o The Ultimate Purpose: He viewed the poet’s role as vital
to survival.
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Form as Function: The Pendulum of the Page

The Visual Swing: Y

The phrases on the left
visually balance with the
phrases on the right.
This layout physically

The complete

lack of punctuation
forces the reader to
hold their breath,

mimics the to-and-fro _x o balancing carefully on
motion of the acrobat " | the words to find the
swinging through the A g rhythm—just as the
air. | o oe poet balances on the
b v 2 tightrope.
A
;A Ty

Breath and Balance: The
irregular line breaks
highlight the precariousness
of the performance.
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The Metaphor Translation Matrix

]
'! The Acrobat’s Act The Poet’s Craft
| High wire & Trapeze The@m ST )
| = truth-seéeking through writing.
I |
—— —
r/ Performing ‘above Taking creative risks with complex words
{.'_, : and ideas to impress, entertain, and
¢ ¥ the heads challenge the reader.
Sleight-of-foot Poetic techniques and illusion; making the
ara ™ L immense effort of writing look magical and
ﬁ tricks effortless.
\ 7
> Catching the Successfully capturing the elusive,]eternal; I
partner eternal form of Beauty. < — .
The fatal fall Failing.to convey truth, losing the reader's

faith, and being reduced to a ridiculous figure.
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The Performance (Part 1): The Stakes

Director’s Notes

In danger of looking ridiculous. The double

Gonstantly risking absurdity meaning only becomes clear in line 6.
and death

Hyperbolic? Perhaps. But if a poet fails to

be truthful about Beauty, they lose all
whenever he performs credibility. For an artist, this loss of faith is
above the heads as devastating as physical death.
of his audience A literal description of an acrobat in a tent,

but also a metaphor for a poet taking high-
level creative risks with complex ideas that
might go “over the heads"” of the readers.
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The Performance (Part 2);: The Climb

the poet like an acrobat Director’s Notes

#A brilliant double meaning. An
=5 _\ unfamiliar spelling of ‘rhyme’ (the
— poet's tool), but also meaning frost or

to lgh wire of ;liS OWN qmai;in h ice, emphasizing the slippery, dangerous

nature of the high wire.
and balancing on(eyebeams
above a sea of faces

clims on(rime

.

;

" The poet creates their own risks
through the structural and thematic
__choices they make in their art.

#Represents the harsh spotlights of the
circus tent, but also the intense, heavy
gaze of the audience watching the

to the other side of day |_performance unfold.

paces his way

5
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The Performance (Part 3): The lllusion

[performmg@hat)

and@leight-of-foot tricks>
and other high theatrlcs:l
and all without mistaking

@thing)

for what it may not be

Director's Notes

Rapid, complex ballet leaps. The poet
Is showing off their technical linguistic

agility.

A play on 'sleight of hand’. The poem
works like a magic trick. The poet
makes the agonizing difficulty of
writing seem totally effortless. The
effort is hidden behind the
performance.

The paradox of poetry: it involves
performance and theatrical illusion,
but the poet's core responsibility is to
remain absolutely truthful to reality.
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The Performance (Part 4): The Pursuit

Director's Notes

For he’s the super realist By necessity. The poet is compelled to
! K‘ express truth, regardless of the immense risks.
who must perforce perceive
taut truth Notice the delicate, careful alliteration of
before the taking of each stance or step = the 't sound, mimicking the tense, highly
ERE controlled footsteps on the wire.
in his supposed advance
toward that still higher pEI'Ch Personified as the other acrobat. The

where Beauty stands and waits é/\ elusive ideal the poet seeks to catch.

with gravity k\/ A dual force: The literal physical force that

to start her death-defying leap could pull them to their death, and the
serious, solemn gravity of the task of
defining Beauty.
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The Performance (Part 5): The Empty Air

And he

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

Director’'s Notes

A figure of comedy and absurdity. In British
slang, a ‘charley’ is a foolish person. If the
poet fails to capture Beauty, they are
reduced to a ridiculous clown.

(Also evokes a ‘charley horse' cramp—a
sudden spasm causing a fall).

Suggests extreme vulnerability,
precariousness, and desperation in mid-air.

The deliberate ambiguity. There is no
certainty of success. The entire poem is a
single, breathless sentence ending in the
suspense of empty space.
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The Spectrum of Artistic Success

Failure: The Charley Chaplin Man Success: The Super Realist
Fails to perceive the ‘taut truth'. ~ —p - Successfully executes the ‘sleight-of-foot’.
- Misses the connection with Beauty. - - Catches the fair, eternal form of Beauty.
- Loses credibility with the audience. = - Provides the audience with profound truth.
- Reduced to a foolish, comedic - ——=> - Result: Transcendence and mastery over
figure plummeting into absurdity. ‘L | the ‘empty air of existence'.

The Absurd Fall A w The Eternal Catch

It is only by willingly risking the absurdity of the fall that
the poet earns the chance to capture Truth.
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The Choreographer’s Blueprint: Core Themes

2 e | I 2. The Necessity of Seeking Truth:
1. The Art of Writing Poetry: The artist is a "super realist” bound to pursue

Writing is not merely and communicate the truth of reality.
inspiration; it is a meticulous, .

demanding craft requiring
balance, technigque, and -,
illusion. ' -

4. The Elusiveness of Beauty:
A Beauty is a fleeting, moving
target that requires perfect
timing to catch.

—m === = S === == - \ r;'-I'he Reality of Failure:

Ay o —__ Acknowledging that

L 2 M ST R (S S > i AN sometimes, human endeavor
\l/ -)ies not succeed. The catch

—

IS never guaranteed.

]'—3.—1';& Importance of Taking Risks: True
creative expression requires stepping

onto a high wire without a net, vulnerable
to the audience's judgment.
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[Inventing Your Own Circus

\/ Your Own Blueprin’r

Ferlinghetti uses the acrobat to show that )
creative writing is risky, demanding, and ’ _ i
requires immense skill. But the The Creative Challenge:
metaphor of the acrobat is just one way /)
to view the poet. Tnvent :

g Youy If you were to write your own
For example: A poet could be seen as a MetaphoY blueprint, what metaphor or

gardener. While a gardener plants seeds ~ 1 simile would you invent for
and nurtures them to bloom, a poet

?
plants ideas and shapes thoughts until the modern poet:
they bloom into a poem. \ D

Q Your own Blue

print

“Poetry is the last lighthouse in rising seas.” — Lawrence Ferlinghetti
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