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B eard and fringe of white hair neatly trimmed 
for the occasion, bald dome shining in the Sun-
day afternoon light of his office windows above 

Columbus Avenue, Lawrence Ferlinghetti sat patiently 
at an empty desk, a mildly disconcerted look on his face, 
greeting a stream of well-wishers come to congratulate 
him on the sixtieth birthday of City Lights Books. Just 
outside the door in the poetry room, and downstairs on 
the ground floor, and spilling out onto the sidewalk and 
into Kerouac Alley in front of Vesuvio’s, where a Latin jazz 
band was playing, swarms of visitors were browsing and 
milling in and around the store. The crowd was a mix of 
locals, longtime friends and patrons, and the usual sum-
mer tourists—it was June 23, and City Lights was throwing 
itself a party. Typical for this San Francisco institution and 
international landmark, it was a masterpiece of public and 
community relations. Ever since its founding in 1953 by 
Ferlinghetti and his business partner at the time, Peter 
Martin, City Lights has distinguished itself as one of the 
most remarkable cultural and commercial enterprises of 
our time. Quite apart from his important work as a poet, 
publisher, and painter, Ferlinghetti would be an extraor-
dinary figure in American culture for the influence of his 
bookshop alone.

As a reader and writer residing in the greater Bay Area 
for some forty-five years, I have gotten to know the store, 
and its poet-founder, through a good part of its evolution 
from a tiny storefront with racks of paperbacks—it start-
ed out specializing in this new format for mass-market 
books—to its current three-story (including the basement), 
much-expanded emporium for all the best of what’s in 
print, especially anything literary or political. Ferling-
hetti’s sensibility and signature are everywhere, from the 
layout of the bookcases to the historic photographs and 
posters on the walls to the hand-lettered signs the poet-
painter posts from time to time to make his patrons feel at 
home and safe from the madness and distractions of the 
world outside—like, for example: have a seat, read a 
book; books are trees made immortal; and, perhaps 
my favorite, stash your sell phone and be here now. 
Above in the windows or on the wall visible from the street 
are various signs or banners calling, in one form or another, 
for peace and justice. Seen from the outside, the building 
is a beacon of political dissidence; within, it is a haven of 
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Ferlinghetti has created 
a body of work that can 
hold its own against 
that of virtually any 
American poet of the 
last half century.

alleged smut peddler to his current exalted status as elder 
statesman proves, among other things, that if you work 
diligently enough and live long enough, even the most 
disreputable character can rise to heights of distinction 
never approached by your prosecutors. Without ever com-
promising his politics or his commitment to free speech, 
City Lights’ poet-publisher simultaneously maintains a 
reputation of high distinction among the respectable (as 
indicated by his many lifetime achievement awards from 
the American Academy of Arts and Letters, National Book 
Foundation, Poetry Society of America, National Book 
Critics Circle, and others) and of authentic rebelliousness 
among the marginal, the countercultural, the ostracized, 
the neglected. How he has managed to do this is some-
thing of a mystery, but it’s also a measure of his artistic and 
entrepreneurial genius.

Writing in such superlative terms feels odd to me, as 
skeptical a critic as you will find, especially when it comes 
to hero worship. Yet while I have at times disagreed with 
his anarcho-romantic politics and had arguments with his 
populist poetics, Ferlinghetti’s integrity as a writer, pub-
lisher, and person is something I’ve grown to admire more 
and more. He has never sold out, nor been corrupted by his 
prominence, nor given an inch to the academics or reac-
tionaries or warmakers or tastemakers he has opposed from 
the beginning, creating—under the early influence of his 
mentor, Kenneth Rexroth, whose poetic and political vi-
sion was instrumental in the San Francisco Renaissance 
of the nineteen forties and fifties—a dynamic alternative 
to the conformist ideas of his time. Through his poetry, 
his publishing, his bookselling, his agitating and his sheer 
endurance as a good-natured, lighthearted avatar of the 
arts, he has shown by example that it is possible both to 
oppose the status quo and to survive, to contest the system 
and yet thrive within it, to be both a lover and a fighter, all 
without losing your humanity. It’s hard to think of many 
other examples of this kind of stamina in so many spheres, 
and it’s impossible not to acknowledge it as exceptional.

And what about the poetry? His second book, A Coney 
Island of the Mind (its title taken from a chapter in Henry 
Miller’s Black Spring), first published in 1958 and continu-
ously in print since then, has sold more than a million 
copies in at least a dozen languages and ranks as one of the 
all-time verse bestsellers. Those poems are still fresh, even 

to a reader long familiar with them, but in the half-century 
since their appearance the author has continued at regular 
intervals to bring out volume after volume of new work, 
right up to last year’s Book ii of his ongoing long poem-
in-progress, Americus, where with his usual mixture of 
Whitmanic expansiveness and Groucho Marxian irony, of 
William Carlos Williamsesque plainspokenness and Ezra 
Poundian authority, of high literary allusion and streetwise 
pop reference, of romantic earnestness and satiric irrev-
erence, he has carried on his public chronicle of life in 
these States. Despite his prodigious output and sustained 
accomplishment as a poet, Ferlinghetti has seldom been 
accorded the critical attention and respect that many lesser 
contemporaries have received, perhaps because his poems 
are so readily comprehensible that they speak for them-
selves without interpretive interference. They are written 
not for specialists but for anyone with an open mind and 
heart, and their ingenuousness disarms whoever would 
attempt to explain or analyze them.

Maybe that’s why he never takes questions after read-
ings—believing that poetry is best left to resonate in the 
minds of its listeners—and why he once remarked to me 
that “whole books [of poetry] disappear without a sound, 
as if dropped into a void.” (If such a renowned poet can be 
so widely ignored by the critical establishment, imagine 
the fate of more obscure authors.) Unaffected by trends 
and perpetually outside the mainstream when not actively 
going against the current of both mass culture and elitist 
taste, Ferlinghetti has created a body of work that can hold 

intellectual curiosity and contemplation. Although by now 
it has a staff of dozens, and the founder, at ninety-four, is 
scarcely involved in day-to-day operations, his mark on the 
place remains indelible.

But for someone with the publicity instincts of a P. T. 
Barnum and the performing instincts of a Charlie Chap-
lin, Ferlinghetti the person is, except perhaps to his clos-
est friends, an enigma, a rather shy man with a detached 
or distracted air, as if being too friendly meant a lapse of 
dignity, especially with strangers, often star-struck by his 
fame. Like any famous person with any sense, he keeps his 
guard up to protect himself from celebrity stalkers, and yet 
at the same time he can be seen in public all over North 
Beach and beyond. Besides the occasional encounter in 
the bookstore, over the years I’ve run into him reading a 
newspaper in the back of an out-of-the-way neighborhood 
cafe, or strolling up Columbus on the way home from 
work, or riding his bicycle along the Embarcadero, just 
another citizen going about his business. If you didn’t rec-
ognize him, you would never know he is one of the most 
popular poets on the planet, a pioneer of independent pub-
lishing, and a widely exhibited painter in addition to his 
accomplishment as a business owner.

Still, the glimpse I got of him that Sunday afternoon 
in June suggested he’d just as soon be anywhere else than 
politely receiving visitors in his office—this clearly was not 
his preferred social role. He is more at home on a stage 
reading his poems, or working behind the scenes publish-
ing books by other writers, or in his studio painting than 
he is meeting his admirers face to face. But such is the 
price of high-profile achievement over several generations. 

“Icon” is a terrible label to pin on anyone, and Ferlinghetti 
has always been and continues to be an iconoclast, but 
hardly anyone alive looms larger in the cultural landscape 
of California, or America.

Up close he is totally down to earth. In practically 
every situation where I’ve been with him, he is the least 
obtrusive person in the room, with no interest in being 
the center of attention. In 1983, when Nicaraguan poet 
and Sandinista Minister of Culture Ernesto Cardenal 
came to San Francisco to read his work and represent his 
revolutionary government, Ferlinghetti threw a generous 
lunch for at least thirty poets and journalists at the New 
Pisa restaurant, a suitably historic venue with its checkered 

tablecloths and old-time baseball photo gallery. After the 
meal, as a group of us gathered for an interview, the host 
was low key, speaking only when directly addressed, yield-
ing the floor to his distinguished guest. In other settings, 
at benefits and festivals and receptions, at readings and 
parties and demonstrations, despite the immense respect 
and deference shown him by everyone, I’ve never seen 
him with an entourage or any of the trappings of celebrity. 
Unlike many cultural superstars, he’s always just hanging 
out with everyone else, true to his philosophical principle 
of anarchism with its horizontal rather than hierarchical 
power relations.

Still, Ferlinghetti is no pushover. To have accom-
plished what he has in business he must have driven a lot 
of hard bargains and made some shrewd deals and had 
the judgment to hire competent and compatible people 
and coordinate their working together. Certainly during 
its maturity City Lights benefited greatly from the savvy 
management of Nancy Joyce Peters, who was running 
the store and the publishing house for most of the time 
I’ve been going there. (Peters is now retired, and Elaine 
Katzenberger has stepped into the role of chief executive.) 
But Lawrence, as everyone calls him, was hands-on edi-
tor—even in the nineteen nineties when he was less active 
than previously—of his Pocket Poets Series, as I discovered 
when he published my translation of Julio Cortázar’s se-
lected poems. He was a tough-minded negotiator of edito-
rial decisions. In those days before either of us used e-mail, 
we sent that manuscript back and forth numerous times, 
haggling over the selection of this or that poem, or this 
or that word or line, until we were both satisfied that the 
result was the best book possible. This kind of hardheaded 
give-and-take between editor and author (or in this case 
translator) is increasingly rare in this age of ebooks and 
ibooks and instant uploads and all the permutations of new 
media. As someone of an earlier generation of bookmen 
(and yes, they were mostly men), Ferlinghetti the popu-
list and anarchist could also fairly be called a gentleman 
publisher.

It wasn’t always so. When he published Allen Gins-
berg’s Howl in 1956 he was indicted for trafficking in 
obscenity, and the trial and vindication of that landmark 
poem was a victory for free expression that resonates to 
this day. Ferlinghetti’s journey from literary outlaw and 

editorial note editorial note



CATAMARAN  5756  Stephen Kessler

courtesy the artist

Reading these volumes 
over several months is 
to feel a sense of awe 
and admiration that 
anyone can sustain 
such a life’s work 
continuously over so 
long a period of time.
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its own against that of virtually any American poet of the 
last half century. These Are My Rivers: New and Selected 
Poems 1955–1993 (already twenty years old) is probably 
the best available introduction to this writer’s work, but 
his more recent books—How to Paint Sunlight (2001), 
Americus, Book I (2004), and Time of Useful Consciousness 
(Americus, Book II, 2012)— testify that his energy remains 
undiminished. The author notes that the latter title “is an 
aeronautical term denoting the time between when one 
loses oxygen and when one passes out, the brief time in 
which some lifesaving action is possible.” This is a brilliant 
metaphor both for the poet’s acknowledgment of his own 
mortality and his belief in the potential of art to rescue 
a civilization spiraling into catastrophe. The cumulative 
effect of reading these volumes over several months, as I 
have, is to feel a sense of awe and admiration that anyone 
can sustain such a life’s work continuously over so long a 
period of time.

In the little volume of zingers and manifestos, apho-
risms and exhortations, slogans and definitions titled Poet-
ry as Insurgent Art (2007) Ferlinghetti spells out as directly 
as possible his belief in the transformative, revolutionary, 
magical powers of poetry to enlighten and inspire the in-
dividual who writes or reads it, and to thereby change the 
world for the better. It is perhaps a quixotic or even naive 

belief but, lived with his fervor of undiminished convic-
tion, it can feel forcefully persuasive to those who embrace 
it. This sense of courage and encouragement, of resistance 
to despair and to the machinations of marketing and politi-
cal bad faith in all its forms, has endeared the man to his 
fans, even those who have read him only a little.

And so it was no surprise that when filmmaker Chris 
Felver brought his bio-documentary Ferlinghetti to Santa 
Cruz on October 18, 2011, that day was declared by the 
mayor Lawrence Ferlinghetti Day, and five hundred peo-
ple filled the auditorium of the art deco Del Mar Theater 
to have a good look at the legendary figure on film, and 
also at the great man in the flesh. Onstage after the screen-
ing, Felver and Ferlinghetti took a few questions from the 
audience. One older gentleman toward the front of the 
hall asked Lawrence what advice he had for staying upbeat 
and productive in one’s later years, and the poet replied, 
deadpan, “Read Samuel Beckett.” That Ferlinghetti the 
perpetual optimist and overthrower of the powers that be 
should invoke Beckett, the bleak yet paradoxically hope-
ful bard of existential hopelessness, may have left most 
of the audience scratching their heads; but to me it re-
vealed tremendous wit and self-awareness, implying that 
only by facing the darkest reality of what we’re up against—
both individual death and socio-political (not to mention 
ecological) disaster—do we have a chance of using it for 
creative purposes. Beckett’s characters, like Chaplin’s, 
are bumbling victims yet tough survivors of a world that 
couldn’t care less. Ferlinghetti is wise enough to recognize 
this truth. Such spiritual resilience in the face of certain 
doom is a gift deserving of our deepest gratitude.

Stephen Kessler is the editor of The Redwood Coast 

Review. His most recent books are Scratch Pegasus (po-

ems) and Poems of Consummation by Vicente Aleixandre 

(translation).
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