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Constantly Risking Absurdity
By Lawrence Ferlinghetti

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
where Beauty stands and waits
with gravity
to start her death-defying leap

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

The Poet

Lawrence Ferlinghetti, a prominent figure of the American Beat movement, first published
"Constantly Risking Absurdity" in his 1958 collection A Coney Island of the Mind. In the poem,
the poet is likened to an acrobat, performing daring and precarious feats high above an
audience. These artistic risks, though potentially humiliating if they fail, are portrayed as
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essential. According to the poem, it is only through embracing the possibility of failure that the
poet can hope to capture something truly beautiful, honest, and enduring.

Meaning
The meaning of the poem ‘Constantly Risking Absurdity?‘ is that poetry is related to a specific,

realistic view of life, and that one can reach it through their writing. Like an acrobat, he’s a high
flyer seeking beauty.

Summary

Ferlinghetti uses an extended metaphor to liken the poet to an acrobat performing daring feats
on a tightrope. Each poetic act is a high-risk performance, requiring balance, precision, and
vulnerability. Like a tightrope walker, the poet constantly risks failure, absurdity, and even
metaphorical death each time he steps into the public eye. He climbs toward this high wire using
rhyme, a structure of his own making, and balances precariously on the “eyebeams” of his
audience, their gaze becoming both support and pressure.

As he crosses this metaphorical wire above a “sea of faces,” he executes intricate moves,
verbal “entrechats” and sleight-of-foot tricks, that symbolise the imaginative and technical
demands of writing. Poetry, in this framing, is not just self-expression but a form of
entertainment and high-stakes art. The poet’s success depends on the audience’s perception,
making each attempt an act of courage.

Yet, despite the theatricality, the poet remains grounded in truth. He must carefully perceive
reality before taking each creative step, avoiding the danger of mistaking illusion for truth. His
journey is a climb toward a higher, more elusive ideal, Beauty, who stands poised like a trapeze
artist, waiting to make her own breathtaking leap.

In the end, the poet is depicted as a humble, Chaplin-like figure, small, comic, and uncertain,
who may or may not catch Beauty’s eternal form as it spreads itself across the empty air of
existence. Through this extended metaphor, Ferlinghetti captures both the risk and wonder
inherent in the poetic pursuit.

Clever use of figurative language:
e The poet uses an extended metaphor to compare himself to an acrobat.
Poet as Acrobat:
e The poet performs high-flying, risky acts—like an acrobat on a tightrope.
e These acts symbolise the vulnerability and daring required in writing poetry.
Precarious Balance:
e The poet is balanced on “eye beams” or the attention of the audience.
e Suggests that a poet's success depends on how readers perceive and receive the work.
Performance and Entertainment:
e The poet entertains the crowd (readers) with creative feats.
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e Poetry is framed as both art and performance, requiring skill, risk, and showmanship.
Risk of Failure:

e Like the acrobat, the poet risks “absurdity” or failure with each attempt.

e Highlights the courage it takes to share one's inner world through poetry.

Themes
Writing and Literature:
e The central theme is the process and challenge of writing poetry.
e The poet uses circus imagery (e.g., an acrobat on a high wire) to describe the poet's
role.
The Poet as a Performer:
e The poet is likened to an acrobat risking failure for the sake of art.
e Emphasises the courage and vulnerability involved in writing.
Pursuit of Truth and Beauty:
e Poets strive to reach a high “perch” where abstract ideals like Truth and Beauty reside.
e These ideals are portrayed as distant, perhaps unattainable, yet still worth pursuing.
Artistic Risk and Failure:
e Writing is portrayed as a dangerous, uncertain act.
e There is always the risk of “falling” (failing) in the pursuit of the perfect poem.
The Elusiveness of Perfection:
e Truth, Beauty, and poetic perfection are depicted as just out of reach.
e The journey itself is meaningful, even if the ultimate goal remains unattained.

Structure and Form
Single-Stanza Poem:
e The poem consists of 33 lines with no stanza divisions.
e Creates a continuous flow, much like the unbroken performance of an acrobat.
Free Verse:
e No fixed rhyme scheme or regular metrical pattern.
e Gives the poet creative freedom, reflecting the unpredictability and risk of poetic
expression.
Line Movement and Layout:
e Lines shift back and forth across the page, mimicking the acrobat’s balancing act.
e Visually reinforces the theme of precariousness and movement.
Use of Enjambment:
e Enjambment is heavily used, allowing thoughts to spill over from one line to the next.
e Mirrors the fluid and continuous motion of tightrope walking.
Organic Form:
e The structure mirrors the subject matter — the risky, creative act of poetry.
e Form and content are closely intertwined, enhancing the poem’s central metaphor.

Literary Devices
Enjambment:
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One of the poem’s most prominent techniques.
Lines flow into one another without end punctuation.
Creates a sense of movement, instability, and urgency—mirroring the acrobat’s balance.
Often breaks lines at unexpected or uncomfortable points, disrupting the reader’s
rhythm.
Alliteration:
e Repetition of initial consonant sounds for emphasis and musicality.
e Examples include:
o “perforce perceive”
o ‘“stance or step”
e Adds a lyrical quality and draws attention to key phrases.
Imagery:
e Vivid, sensory language paints the poet as an acrobat performing mid-air.
e Strong visual elements evoke tension, movement, and grace.
e Example:
o “her fair eternal form / spreadeagled in the empty air / of existence”
e Beauty is personified and suspended, highlighting both its allure and intangibility.
Extended Metaphor:
e The central metaphor compares the poet to an acrobat, threading through the entire
poem.
e Emphasises the courage, risk, and artistry involved in writing poetry.
Personification:
e Abstract concepts like Beauty are given human qualities (e.g., “her fair eternal form”).
e Adds depth and emotional resonance.
Symbolism:
e The high wire symbolises the delicate balance and risk in the creative process.
e The audience represents society’s judgment or approval.
e Beauty represents poetic truth or perfection, always just out of reach.

Tone
The tone is cautious. The speaker feels that as he’s writing, he’s risking a lot. He’s putting a lot
on the line when putting poetic words on paper.

Detailed Analysis
Lines1-8

“Constantly risking absurdity

and death

(...)

to a high wire of his own making ...”
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Introduction of a Mysterious “He”:
e The poem opens with a figure performing above the “heads / of his audience.”
e Immediately evokes imagery of a circus or acrobatic act.
Revealed ldentity of the Performer:
e By line six, Ferlinghetti clarifies the metaphor: “the poet like an acrobat.”
e The comparison is direct and deliberately unambiguous.
Similes and Metaphors:
e Ferlinghetti uses these devices throughout to strengthen the poet—-acrobat parallel.
e Emphasises the creativity, daring, and vulnerability involved in writing.
Risk of Absurdity and Failure:
e The poet risks “absurdity” or appearing ridiculous in front of an audience.
e Reflects the emotional and intellectual risks taken in artistic expression.
Creative Professions and Vulnerability:
e While the metaphor could apply to many creative roles, Ferlinghetti roots it specifically in
poetry—his art form.
e Highlights the deeply personal nature of the comparison.
The High Wire of “His Own Making”:
e The poet chooses this risky path voluntarily.
e Suggests that artistic pursuit is a self-imposed challenge; both noble and dangerous.
e Reinforces the theme of self-accountability in the creative process.

Lines 9-15
“and balancing on eyebeams

above a sea of faces

(-..)
and other high theatrics “

Balancing Above the Audience:
e The poet stands high in the air, literally balancing on the “eyebeams” — the focused
gaze of the audience.
e His survival depends on holding their attention; losing it could mean a metaphorical or
literal “fall.”
“Sea of Faces” Below:
e The crowd below supports and watches the poet, representing readers or society.
e They help him reach the “other side of day,” symbolising the completion of his artistic
journey or creative goal.
Performing “Entrechats” and “Sleight-of-Foot Tricks”:
e The poet/acrobat must do more than just cross the wire; he must dazzle and entertain.
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e The complex footwork symbolises the skill and flair needed in poetry to captivate and
maintain interest.
Increasing Peril:
e The more elaborate the act, the greater the risk; mirroring the risks poets take when
pushing creative boundaries.
Distraction as Strategy:
e The poet may use dazzling tricks to distract the audience from the difficult, technical
“nuts and bolts” of writing.
e Figurative language serves as entertainment and enchantment, helping to hold attention.
Symbolism of Audience and Attention:
e The poet’s success is tied to how well he commands the audience’s gaze, emphasising
the relational nature of art.
e Suggests poetry is both a craft and a performance dependent on reception.

Lines 16-25

“and all without mistaking

(...)
where Beauty stands and waits”

Caution Against Mistakes:
e Atline 16, the speaker warns the poet/acrobat not to “mistake” one thing for another.
e Likely refers to careful consideration of words and meaning, reflecting the poet’s
precision with language.
Multiple Perspectives:
e The poet is urged to consider all sides of a “thing” or word before moving forward.
e Highlights the complexity and nuance involved in poetry and creative expression.
The Poet as “Super Realist”:
e The poet must be grounded and practical while pursuing lofty ideals.
e This realism balances the artistic quest with careful attention to the truth.
Pursuit of Beauty as Ultimate Goal:
e Beauty is personified and depicted as standing and waiting on a “still higher perch.”
e Represents the ultimate, but elusive, destination in the poet’s journey.
Risk of Falling:
e The poet must avoid falling off the “taut wire of truth” to reach Beauty.
e Symbolises the delicate balance between truth and artistic aspiration.
“Supposed Advance” Suggests Ambiguity:
e The phrase implies that progress toward Beauty may feel like advancement but could be
illusory.
e Emphasises the difficulty and uncertainty of the creative journey.
The Uphill Battle:
e The wire is an uphill path, underscoring the struggle to reach poetic perfection and truth.
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LTI

e Beauty’s “still higher perch” is a metaphor for an ideal that remains just out of reach.
Lines 26-33
“with gravity
to start her death-defying leap

(...)
of existence”

Beauty and “Gravity”:
e Beauty waits with “gravity,” a word with a double meaning:
o Literal: the physical force that threatens to pull the poet off the wire.
o Figurative: the seriousness or weight of the poet’s task.
e She prepares for a “death-defying leap,” reinforcing her elusiveness and the high stakes
of poetic pursuit.
e The poet must be ready to “catch her,” symbolising the moment of poetic inspiration or
artistic success.
Allusion to Charlie Chaplin:
e The “little charleychaplin man” is a reference to the silent film comedian known for his
humour, vulnerability, and physical performance.
e Positions the poet as humble, small, and comical, yet still daring to attempt the
impossible.
Poet’s Uncertainty:
e The poet “may or may not catch” Beauty, acknowledging the unpredictable outcome of
artistic creation.
e Capturing Beauty (truth, perfection, inspiration) is not guaranteed, no matter how skilled
or prepared he is.
Blending of Comedy and Risk:
e The Chaplin reference adds a bittersweet tone: the poet is a brave yet possibly ridiculous
figure.
e Highlights the tension between vulnerability, ambition, and artistic risk.
Closing Message:
e The poem ends on a note of uncertainty and awe: poetry is a daring act, balancing on
the edge of failure, with no promise of success, yet still beautiful and worth the risk.
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