FERLINGHETTL'S
A CONEY ISLAND OF THE MIND:
IMAGES AND FERSPECTIVES

GIUSEPPE DI SCIFICQ

Lawrence Ferlinglellt, 2 poct ol e Beat Guoeralion, is & very
contrnversial figure, While one mav find comments siech as: ““Ferlin-
ghetti, however, wrote some of the most sensitive lvrics ol the last
pwenty vears™:! or: YFedinghetti is as skilled in controlling the tlie-
torical moveinenl af Lhe poemn as he s in Lhe wse of the colloguial
word and phrase,”? one, on the arther hand . reads comments which
deny him the qualification of paet: “Ferlinghetti i one of thosa
spivittal panhandlers bred by our age who lhas been infected by
poeiry, having the hazy notion that, when respectable, poetry 15 sy-
uunimeus with reverie, exempt [rom construclion by the poel bui
sufliciently fascinating, if within a series of paraliel phrases that
solnd sort of musical . . 1 shall resist the most coarse association
available and merely aote in concleston that Ferlinghe s st coar-
spicuus physical gualification as a poct is his wide open mouth.™?

Wharever critical reception Ferlinphetti has had. | beleve that
A Coney Yslana af the Mind, lirst published jn 1958, deserves close
scrutiny and a critical appuaisal.

There seems to he a general division in this collection, under
cerrain themes, The title which, as Perlinghett] states, is taken from
Hemry Miller™s fnto the Might Life, is 2 unilying faclor. The aulher
savs Lhal Lhese poemes are “taken together, a kind of Coney Island of
the mind, a kind of circus af the soul”™ The circus implies fantasy
and reality, dreams and concrete perceplions, Coney Island and il
cireus atrmosphere is by exdension hoth New York and the whole
Linited Stares scrutinized hy an fronic, saticic and surrealistic eve,
that has rendered them naked and revealed thed true identily and
natuee, The themalic spproaches are, therelore, varied and they pro-
ceed hack and (orth from images of reality to phantasies and dreams.
Poams | throuph 4 deal with existence, society, politics, corruption;
5 and O with religion; 7, 8, and 9 with love, sex, grewing aparl and
poetry. Poems 10 through 21 can be called *dream poems™ of love,
beauly, poetry, dreams and existence, Paems 22 and 273 describe par-
ticnlar characters: 24 through 28 take up again the theme of love’
Poemy 29 returns to the beginning and it 1s o stinmary ol every thing.
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This, then, s the adeal circus of lile: people, characters, clowns, acro
hats. phantasies, emotions of lowve, beauty, arl, misery, imomenlary
happiness, poetry and behind the mask, sadness.® For Ferlinghetti
believes that we are squatters (poem 24):

We squat upon the beach of love

We squat upon the brink of love
and gre secure gy only sguallers are

And slil] we laugh
and still we run
ond still we thurow ourselves
upon love's boats
but it is deeper
and much later
than we think
and all gnes down
and all our lovebuoys (a1l us
And we dnnk and drown
ILowould seemn that this last line i nel the end of the poem, thus
resuming with the refrain: “We squat upon the buach of lewve™
Similarby the last poem {29 s the beginning and the end:
.. .and koved
and Inst and found upon a riverbunk slong a
riverrun right where il all began and so begins apain.

The ?9th poem represenls a 1eview of literature of all time, or
the cycle of ife and literature under the purspeclive of the phiase:
“And that's the way jt always is and that’s the wav | it alwavs cods .
. The poemn is directly conngcted to the first one:

In Grova's gpreatest scenes we seem to see
the people of the world
exactly at the moment when
they first attsined the tille of
‘sulfering humanity,'
It is the completion of that cycle and its beginning, Suffering huma-
nity is the theme that afflicts and concerns him the most. The work
of art, Gova’s paintings, are a medium to congider and ponder the
proesent imisery:
they are 5o blondy real
it is a8 if they really exasted
And they do
Only the landscape i3 changed,
The “imaginatinn of disaster,” ax he denominates Lhe arlistic por-



trayal which he has recreated poetically tluough alliteralive images,
sounds evoked by the clashing of words, abjects, consonants and
vowels:
They wrilhe upon the page
in 4 veritable rage
of adversity
Heaped up
propning with babies and bayonels
nnder ceanent skies
in an abstract landscape of blasted treeg
bent statues bats wings and beaks
slippery gibhats
cadavers and carnivarous cocks
and all the final hollering monsters
ol Lhe
‘mnagmetion of disaster’
Fuor Ferlinghetld these people in Goya's painiings are Lhe same ax the
peuple in the Bowery or the boardwalk of Coney Island, the crowds
nf Lne Anpeles. They are the same bot with a difference:
They are the same people
anly further from home,
Their epvironment has made them wnnagural; it has estianged them
[rom Lheir natural state, subjected themn and blinded Lherr eves with
“imhecile illusians of happiness,” while America is heing devoured
By pollution. Perlinphetti intends to portray a miirror of our time,
Perhaps his stienger imuge is;
The scens shows fewer Tiumhrils
hut more maimed citizens
in painted cars
dnd they have strange hoence plates
and engines
that devour Ameriva.
The tumbrils, carts wsed to carry Fronch citieens oo the muillotine,
have been replaced by cancerous agents whose devastating power of
death is much superjor,
This is the swme America that e satirically envizions in poem
2 deseribed through the eves of a new phantom-like Odysseus and
his companion in their quest of treedom:
Sailing through the straits of [emos
we saw symbolic birds
shrieking over us, . .
and while we lashed ourselves to masts
and stopt owr ears with chewing gumn
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dwving donkcys on high halls
sing low songs , .
and heliveopters from Helios
flew over us
dropping free railway tickets
[rom Lost Angeles to Heaven
and promising Free Eleclions
The illusion of the times, the preat expectations, e greut ideals and
dreams of democratic fieedom, once having reached the shores, ure
nullitied. “Last Angeles to Heaven™ is another irongc, bitter refer-
ence Lo Lthat illusory, crumbling world as he saw 1l
The surrealistic picluce of poem 3 and 4 are an outgrewth of
poem 2 jn which through ©The poel’s eye obscenely seeing,” we are
given 4 chaotic representation of this America:
with its ghost towns and empty Ellis Islands
and itz surrvalisl landscape of

mindless prairies

supermarket subnrks

steamheated ceameteries

cinerama haly days

and protesting calhedrals
“The surface of e round world,” as he calls it, is a duepressing sight
of objects. nf materialistic values which have dehumanired ir, and
created a plastic decaying counterparl, relentlessly and mindlessly
piling up litter and rubbish. The scene is cnlarged und compressed
in poem 4 with the addition, however, of the atomic bumb. Wit his
usual precision of allileralive power, the poet recreatas helore our
gves the surrealist picture of the atwnic explesion and the madness
of o humanity which does not realize that Lhere will be spring no
mare. The resull of all this is expressed by Ferlingherti in nine werds
powerful in their sinplicily:

And lost taacups

full oof our ashes
flnat by,

Paems 5 amd & deal wilh religion and, in particular, with twa
figures: lesus and St. Francis. He tells the sloay of Jesus in a casual,
colloguial but direct and meaningful way:

You're hot
thew tcll him
And they cool him
They streleh him on the Tree to cool.

Ferlinghetti called himself a “Catholique manqué” Contrary $o
wlat one may believe, this particular peeio i nol aguinst religion, It
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is, rather, a social satire, & staterment of skepticisut, os @5 clearly
shown in attributiog the notion that God & dead Lo e “usual anre-
ligble sources™ of the “lale world news.™ It s signilicant that lerlin-
gherti attributes this to the media, thus implving that he does not
believe it. At the same time it does nol mean al be 15 2 beliover,
The stery Wold fo poem: & can be hetier underseood if one con-
sidurs the characters (5t. Francis, the hirds. the sun, the naked voung
lady) in light of St. Vrancis” lite 2nd the “Canticle of Brother Sun.”
Imagine St, Francis, who wsed Lo speak we birds while Brother Sun
shone o its elarily, vet they ate not there:
They were putting up the statue
of §t. Francis
in front of the church
of 5t. Francis

in the city of San Francisco

in & fiitle side street

Just off the Avenue

whure no birds sang

and the sun was coming up on lime

in its wsual fashion

and just hepinning to shine
om the statue of &t, Francis

While old ltalians and reporters are listening to the voung priest
lecturing on the life and miacles of 5L Franews, o young virgin ap-
pears, as Francis appeared at one pojnt in front of the Bishop ul As
sisi “purely nuked,” and the virgin “singing to herselt™ as lrancis
sang. The reader feels that the absance of the birds and the pailisl
presence of the sun may give a negative connetation 1o 8L Francis in
contrast to the young lady:
.. .wearing only a very small
hird’s nest
in g very existential place.

Iy propuse, thus, an image of reality against usion as in the
previcus poem, where Jesus has not come down Num e Treo
I'hese two poems, which deal with lwo religious Geures, convey the
perceptivng of a skeptic whoe. thangh nnt insulting or actacking celi-
pion, feels that it s an illusory idea. Yet in the actions and images of
both Jesus and Lrancis, Fedinghelti can (eel quite at home as two
characters nol foreign Lo the culture nf the Beat Generation and that
of the sixlics. He ridicules what people have made of Un. This am.
higuity toward religion is reflected in anuther poem “Christ Climbed
Dovwn,” in the section entitled *Oral Messages.™
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Poems 7, 8 und 9 deal with love, sex., poetry and death of pas-
gion. The latter is the case in poem &:
In Golden Gate Park thal day
a man and his wife were coming slong
... he took his shirt and undershirt off |, | |
and without sayving anything
[ell aslecp vnder it
And his wife just sat there lnoking
at the birds which [lew aboul
calling to each other
in the slilly air
as if they were gquestioning existence
of trying to recall something forgotten,
Whereas poem 7 is a recollection of a seduction scens, poem 9
deseribes a chance encounter in a low-hle lecale with sumeone who
can say: “You and me could really exist.” The question is: what
dues existence mean? The answer is provided on the following day,
for existence js poetry:
Omnly the next day
she has bad teecth
and really hates
poetry.
Pocig 10 through 21 are what 1 consider “Dream Poems of
Love and Béauty.“ The author shows a cyvnical attitude toward the
official authorities on beauty, art and ils cememercialism, His rela-
tivnship with beauly is 1 woman he hag slept with, and has had an-
gry words with:
And so spilled oul anuvther poem or Lwo
upan the Bogch-like world,
It is the world depicted in the howible figures that Foachim Busch
painted, creatures of reality, imaginglion and lear. Tmaginations, the
“thousamd threaded images | of flight” (poem 11), and the haunting
cxperience, the niphtmare that cannot be “hounded . . . intv ubli
vion” {poem 121}, culminaie in poen 13, an ode Lo finagination, sup-
posedly, in wlich the poct is altracted by the idea of depicting a -
radiso;
Mot like Dante
discovering a cormmedis
upon the slapes of heaven
I would paint a different kind
ol Paradizo
in which the people would be naked
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as they alwavs are
i seenes like thar
because it is supposed Lo be
4 painting of their souls . .

There would be nothing but “fountaing of imegination,” savs Ferlin.
gheili. That iz what Dante did on the poetic level, though, far his
Faradiso is a unique and mnsginalive creation which breaks away
trom tradition. Nevertheless Feelinghetti's intent is clear fon lis
“lountaing of imagination” express the ideq of unbridled, free imagi
narinn. It i interesting to note that in his “Paradisn® he would not
paint

« - - anxjous angels telling them

how heaven is
the perfect picture of
a monarchy
v . 1 fires buming
in the hellish holes below
in which I miglt have slepped
nor any altars in the sky | . .

These are thueee clements to which he seems fo object, in so deing he
brings in Hell and adds a personal experience — “in which T might
have stepped ™ - that clarifies what hie weans by

Mot like Danle

4 discovering a commedio

npom the slopes ol heaven.

This may suppest that the happy ending Dante discrvers in the Sarg-
Afye s useless to hin, thus climinating el and Purgatory 2nd crea.
ting only a Poradive,

The idea of imagination and frecdom of creatinn ds present in
poem 14 where Chagall™s imolher might represent traditional and url-
istic restriclivos, whereas the artist wants absolute freedom:

[don’t 1et that horse
eat that vivlin
crivd Chagall’s mather
But he
kepl right on
painting
And became famousy
And kept on painting
The Horse Wilth Violin In Mouth”

This artistic freedom is reinferced in poem 15 where the poet
is likened to an acrobal:

Cuonslantly risking absurdity
and death
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whencver he perlorims
above the heads
of his andience
the poet like an acrobal
climhbs on rime
T a high wire of his vwn

It has been pointed cut that Ferlingheild “confuses a high-wire
performer wilh a Lrapeae performer,”™® as the post is on a high-wire
and wants to catch Beaaty whict “stands and waits / with pravity |
o start her death-defying leap.” It is possible, however, that the
poel wanted Lo express this paradox exactly hecause this “death-
defying leap ™ is suicidal, thus justifying “constantly risking absurd.
ity and death . . in the empry air ol existeoee.”

The “Mystery of Lxistence™ and the theme of illusion and
realiry are prepondvrant in Lhese poems, including 16 through 21, in
which Ferlinghetti truly does not distinguish himsslt as a poet, ex-
cept when he engages in clarity and simplicity as in poem 19:

In wonds wheres many Tivers run
ameng the unbent hills
and ficlds in our childhood
where ricles and rainbows mix in momory
although vur “fields™ were streets
t I see again those myriad momings rise
when every living thing
cast ite shadow in elernily
all day lonp in the light
hke varly morming
with its sharp shadows shadowing
2 paracise
that [ hardly dreamed of
nor hardly knew to think
af this unshaven today
with its derisive rooks
the rise above dry trees
and craw and cry
and gueslion every other
spring and thing
Poems 24 through 28, on the other hand, deal with the thume of
love. There is a sense of longing fur love, for lost times, recaptured
only in recollection throuph dreams that only crash with reality:
... Lhe hearl Oeps over
gasping “Love™
a [nolish fish which tries to draw
its hreath [rom Qeshoof air . ..
or as can be seen in poem 26 “That *sensual phosphorescence my
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yourth deliphterd jn'"" where perhaps the illumination and the poetic
image is hest conveyed hy the words “and {ah’y / bright eyes,” rather
than the phantasmagorical recreation of love jtself and the women.
IC i o orileal of birth and death with the overwhelming question:
“Tiove stz amore,” which the poet does not really pose us g guestion,
rather as a statement chat love les in & *“'no sweer painsong”™ and
“lu pussages of night,”

A note of melancholy, of sadness penocates Ferlinghetti's
poems, they reflect disiliuzion with a world devorl of real values and
also with his own private world. 12 is, therefore, forced to express
hiamself, al Limes, with phrases, not o complets sentences (a5 in
pocr 297, His converns in Uese poeins are universal: e environ-
mant, accicty, politics. existence, poetry, arl, luve, religion, Lhe con-
tlict of phantasy and reality, They are all expressed with precision,
imagination and alliteration which is one of the most powarful ale-
ments of hiz poetic fext, In the section ‘Pictures ol the Gone World®
(1923), poem 1], Ferlinghetti expresses in most cogent Leoms his
perception of the realicy of this world:

The world is a beautiful place
to he born into
if you don’ mind happiness
not always heing
' =0 vETY Tuch fun
if vou don't mind a louch of hell
now and then
jusl when everything is fine
because even in heaven
they don't sing
all the time

but than right in the middle of it
comeas the smiling
maortician
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trade D, Hopkins {op. cit,, o 69) states: "A preat deal of Ferlinghet-
ti's poetry deals with that subject in one way or another, and it 2arly invalves
the guestion of reality, the ideal versus the actual.™

EThe image of the drews appears similatly In a2 poem by Ungareto, =1
fumi™: "Mi tenge a quest’albere mutilate [ abbandenate in guesta doling |
che hy il languore | di un ciree | prima o dopo lo spettacolo.

It 15 signalicant thut Ferlinghetti mentiony several puinters: Gova,

Bosch, Chapoll, Preasso, Leomudo (The Lust Supper) aod e arisl Celimi,
They are artists who appeal 1o Tis imagioation and poelic g,

a'R.'I-’.Tfli<‘.k'|=|].r fRewnnee Review, Foll 1974) states: “He confuses o hiph-
wirg performer with a trapeze performer wha would attempt to catch a fellow
performer leaping from a higher place. If the fellow performer attennpted to
leap and be caught by someone on a high wire it would be a “death-defving'"
lzap, it would be suicidal. And so iz the performance of this well-known poem
in its Iailurc ol the imagination proper as well as by its reductive presentation
of lbe poel as o pop enterlainer coticelly dependent upon an jrmmedsate
andiense, 115 tevelalion of the faihere of the morel doeginalion,™



