
Reading poems from other cultures: 7. Two Scavengers in a Truck, Two 
Beautiful People in a Mercedes 
 
This audio bite is about Two Scavengers in a Truck, Two Beautiful People in a 
Mercedes by Lawrence Ferlinghetti. 
 
ALIX: Two Scavengers in a Truck, Two Beautiful People in a 

Mercedes is an unusual poem, but that doesn’t make it a 
difficult one. It’s about two pairs of people meeting for a 
moment in a busy city at nine o’clock in the morning. They are 
strangers and never speak to each other. In fact they are only 
near each other because they are waiting for the traffic lights to 
change.  

 
ELIOT: The first pair are dustmen. They are finishing their working day 

and going back to the depot. They are hanging off the back of 
the dustbin lorry and looking down at a couple in a Mercedes 
sports car.  

 
ALIX: These people in the Mercedes seem the very opposite of the 

dustbin men. They are starting their day and seem rich, 
successful and fashionable. And the poem seems to be about 
two things. It makes lots of contrasts between the two pairs. 
And it seems to criticise the society which makes the 
differences between people so large.   

 
ELIOT: When the poet’s describing the dustbin men, it is often 

negative, dirty and cheap. For instance, their jackets are plastic, 
they are grungy (or mucky and grimy), and he calls them 
‘scavengers’. We usually think of scavengers as animals that 
live off whatever others leave behind, like vultures. And in a 
way that’s what they are – they are paid to take away what 
others don’t want. But they do an important job and we 
couldn’t live without them. 

 
ALIX: The poet describes the couple in the Mercedes in a very 

positive way. He wears a suit and her hair is nicely done, or as 
he says it’s ‘casually coifed’. They look cool, and their car 
shows just how rich they must be.  

 
ELIOT: But at the same time the poet also seems to criticise this couple. 

He says it’s like watching an ‘odorless TV’ advert, so they 
don’t look like real people and they sound too good to be true. 

 
ALIX: The poet then shows us how two of the men are similar. They 

are the same age, wear sunglasses and have long hair. And of 
course they live in the same city – they should be equal. 

 
ELIOT: This idea is made very clear at the end. The four people are 

next to each other, but there is a ‘gulf’ between them - they are 
living in different worlds.   
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ALIX: One of the unusual things about the poem is that it doesn’t have 

clear sentences, full stops or commas. Even the lines don’t all 
start in the same place – some lines start on the left, some on 
the right and some in the middle. 

 
ELIOT: This is done on purpose. The four people are together for a few 

seconds and the poet quickly notes down some differences. It 
also means that when you read it, you stop at different places, 
and this might make you think about different ideas in the 
poem, and what you think of modern life.  

 
ALIX: Two Scavengers in a Truck is about the differences between 

people. It is set in America, but it could be about almost any 
modern city. The poet shows how differently people are treated 
– some people do horrible jobs with difficult hours and earn 
very little; others seem to work far less but have lots of money. 
The poem uses language in an interesting way, so it would be a 
good choice if you wanted to write about how language might 
be used in different ways. You could also use Two Scavengers 
if you wanted to write about different cultures, or politics, or 
change, or about a particular place.    

 
 


