Stalling

Alienation is an estrangement between the will of the self and the will of the outside world: it exists when free expression is either denied or unknowable.  It is the inability to affirm one’s innermost wants, sensibilities, and intuitions—the true opposite of freedom.  Those who suffer from alienation as a permanent facet of their being tend to spend their lives searching for meaning and beauty beyond what immediately meets the eye.  Many of them turn to artistic expression to cope: hence the alienated artists.  These brooding individuals tend to be suicidal, severely introspective, and obsessed with their own mortality.  In each of the following poems, the protagonists have found themselves incapable in some way of experiencing life in fulfilling and self-confirming ways.  They are personifications of the alienated artist.  This essay explores the connections between alienation, emptiness, and nothingness.  

The narrator of Robert Phillip’s “Running on Empty” describes himself as a boy driving his father’s Chevrolet cross-county while watching the fuel gauge “dipping, dipping / toward Empty, hitting Empty, then / —thrilling!—‘way below empty” (5-7).  Notice that the word “Empty” is capitalized, as though it’s some ideal state of being.  Also notice that “way” has an apostrophe before it, emphasizing its root in “away”.  He’s gone away below empty, where the thrill of approaching impossibility and death allow him to forget about the emptiness of his soul.  Later, the narrator recalls stranding himself once on “a white / night with no gas station open, ninety miles / from nowhere” (17-19).  Describing the night as “white” suggests loneliness—a full moon perhaps—and also alludes to the archetypical white knight.  According to chivalric ideology, white knights are selfless, charitable heroes that seek nothing in return for their good works—in other words, they run on empty.  All these interpretations strongly imply that the boy is lonely, alienated, and missing something in his life.  By approaching nothingness, he’s asserting the only meaning he can get out of life, and filling up on emptiness.  Inevitably, though, he can’t keep it up forever:  “Panicked for awhile, / at standstill, myself stalled” (20).  

The protagonist in John Ashbery’s “Melodic Trains” is alienated from himself and his identity.  He describes the self as “vague and / Dimensionless” (14-15), and he can’t deduce “the shape of the person / Sitting inside of it—me” (7-8).  Again, as with “Running on Empty”, the theme of stalling manifests itself as part of the protagonist’s alienation: “In short any stop before the final one creates / Clouds of anxiety, of sad, regretful impatience, with ourselves, our lives” (26-27).  In other words, any pause in the flow of life reminds one of one’s own mortality and of life’s inherent meaninglessness.  By “aping / Of postures and attitudes” (36-37), he wants to communicate to the rest humanity that he understands their unhappiness, their “beefing strikes” (39), and “how the last / Stop is the most anxious one of them all” (40-41)—the last stop being death, which is really the focal point of poem.  The “visible chorus” (43) he describes are the experiences of his life that make his understanding of himself possible; but even this is found in negation, in nothingness, for “one need never not know where one is” (50).  Unless, he goes on, “one give up … approaching a small / Western town that is nothing but a windmill” (51-52).  The Western town would be death, and giving up would be suicide.  The windmill is likely an allusion to Don Quixote, suggesting that death itself is an illusory foe.

Unlike the boy in “Running on Empty”, the army veteran in Roo Borson’s “Rain” has no ups and downs.  He is perpetually stalled—“shut off” (20).  Having crossed over “to a country where everything’s different, / a country of men / who don’t know what they’re after” (15-17), he’s already accepted a kind of death, and the “rain” of everyday life no longer has any meaning to him:

But you never expected this.  Never thought 

the whole thing could just go on and on,

no end in sight, not much happening, just the rain,

the grey sidewalk and the shoes, soggy shoes

filled with other people’s lives.

(34-38)

Not only is he alienated from his own humanity, he’s also alienated from other people.  He looks “at people from the bottom up” (28), seeing them “in-between things, never / the place they’ve left or where they’re going” (41-42).  Women play a prominent role in the poem, but they seem almost unattainable.  They’re “hurrying beneath their dresses” (39), hidden “under coats” (27), and always in-between things.  Lastly, he’s detached from the world at large—that “white mist that slowly blows and changes” (49).  Within the context, the color white seems to imply death.  He’s looking out at the world’s suffering—the world he left behind with the military—and, like everything else described in the poem, he feels no connection to it.

The rain in the poem represents trouble: the troubles he faces personally, the troubles other people face in their day-to-day lives, and the troubles of humanity as a whole.  Moreover, it represents change in general and the necessity to make choices.  When he sees women glance at him, he remembers being a kid and wondering how everything would turn out—“always wanting to know what came next” (31).  Like the homeless people “who live out on the street, / who stay there rain or shine” (44-45), he’s also stuck facing no meaningful future, and he’s trying to figure out “what that kind of rest is worth” (8).  This poem identifies the opposite of the epiphanic state—to be stuck in-between.

Running on Empty

Robert Phillips

As a teenager I would drive Father’s

Chevrolet cross-country, given me

reluctantly: “Always keep the tank

half full, boy, half full, ya hear?”

The fuel gauge dipping, dipping

toward empty, hitting Empty, then

—thrilling!—‘way below Empty,

myself driving cross-country

mile after mile, faster and faster,

all night long, this crazy kid driving

the earth’s rolling surface,

against all laws, defying chemistry,

rules, and time, riding on nothing

but fumes, pushing luck harder

than anyone pushed before, the wind

screaming past like the Furies…

I stranded myself only once, a white

night with no gas station open, ninety miles

from nowhere.  Panicked for awhile,

at standstill, myself stalled.

At dawn the car and I both refilled.  But,

Father, I am running on empty still.
Melodic Trains

John Ashbery

A little girl with scarlet enameled fingernails

Asks me what time it is—evidently that’s a toy wristwatch

She’s wearing, for fun.  And it is fun to wear other

Odd things, like this briar pipe and tweed coat

Like date-colored sierras with the lines of seams

Sketched in and plunging now and then into unfathomable

Valleys that can’t be deduced by the shape of the person

Sitting inside it—me, and just as our way is flat across

Dales and gulches, as though our train were a pencil

Guided by a ruler held against a photomural of the alps

We both come to see distance as something unofficial

And impersonal yet not without its curious justification

Like the time of a stopped watch—right twice a day.

Only the wait in stations is vague and

Dimensionless, like oneself. How do they decide how much 

Time to spend in each? One begins to suspect there’s no

Rule or that it’s applied haphazardly.

Sadness of the faces of children on the platform,

concern of the grownups for connections, for the chances

Of getting a taxi, since these have no timetable.

You get one if you can find one though in principle

You can always fine one, but the segment of chance

In the circle of certainty is what gives these leaning

Tower of Pisa figures their aspect of dogged

Impatience, banking forward into the wind.

In short any stop before the final one creates

Clouds of anxiety, of sad, regretful impatience

With ourselves, our lives, the way we have been dealing

With other people up until now. Why couldn’t

We have been more considerate? These figures leaving

The platform or waiting to board the train are my brothers

In a way that really wants to tell me why there is so little

Panic and disorder in the world, and so much unhappiness.

If I were to get down now to stretch, take a few steps

In the wearying and world-weary clouds of steam like great

White apples, might I just through proximity and aping

Of postures and attitudes communicate this concern of mine

To them?  That their jagged attitudes correspond to mine,

That their beefing strikes answering silver bells within

My own chest, and that I know, as they do, how the last

Stop is the most anxious one of all, though it means

Getting home at last, to the pleasures and dissatisfactions of home?

It’s as though a visible chorus called up the different

Stages of the journey, singing about them and being them:

Not the people in the station, not the child opposite me,

With currant fingernails, but the windows, seen through,

Reflecting imperfectly, ruthlessly splitting open the bluish

Vague landscape like a zipper. Each voice has its own

Descending scale to put one in one’s place at every stage,

One need never not know where one is

Unless one give up listening, sleeping, approaching a small

Western town that is nothing but a windmill.  Then

The great fury of the end can drop as the solo

Voices tell about it, wreathing it somehow with an aura

Of good fortune and colossal welcomes from the mayor and

Citizens’ committees tossing their hats into their air.

To hear them singing you’d think it had already happened

And we had focused back on the furniture of the air.
Rain

Roo Borson
The bay the color of steel, of a warship

with scattered sun and cloud on its flanks,

the color of a battlefield

after it’s all over,

of a soldier’s mind when there’s nothing left to kill,

in the immediate vicinity anyway,

and he can rest

but what is that kind of rest worth?

There’s always going to be something left alive.

The water from a tin cup

tastes thin and substanceless,

you can never get enough.

It’s not that the first time wakens

a bloodthirst, it’s that you cross over

to a country where everything’s different,

a country of men

who don’t know what they’re after.

Everything tastes thin.

You take it all in, trying to get satisfied.

Then you just shut off.

Rain zig-zags down between the hills.

It shatters on rooves, and there are people inside

just sitting around listening.

If you’re an ex-soldier you’re out walking in the rain,

you’re used to it.  Hand in pockets,

the sidewalk full of shoes scraping past,

trousers, the bunched hems of dresses under coats.

You look at people form the bottom up.

Sometimes a pair of women’s eyes catches

at your throat, at the way it was when you were a kid,

always wanting to know what came next,

like a movie full of possible surprise endings,

which way would it turn out?

But you never expected this.  Never thought 

the whole thing could just go on and on,

no end in sight, not much happening, just the rain,

the grey sidewalk and the shoes, soggy shoes

filled with other people’s lives.  The warm women

hurrying beneath their dresses.

Out on the street

you see people in-between things, never

the place they’ve left or where they’re going, only

their faces with that look of expectation.

Except of course for the ones who live out on the street,

who stay there rain or shine, slumped in doorways,

sunk in their own eyes.

Further off the hills are blurred with white mist.

It’s coming down hard there too.  But from here

it just looks like a white mist that slowly blows and changes.

Another Confession

A static heat sink,

wrinkled to passively affirm

the heavy breathing forms

of any red-eyed lusting ol’ factories

boring on beneath soot-covered domes.

They’re pressing out the plastic shit

to distribute it everywhere

and nowhere at next to free—

for what good are solid things

if tender intents have any genuinely kind

standard in gold?

This isn’t nature, this comes confessional:

a dare, demanding every nook or cranny,

bare crevice concealed, and slender valley

be captured—then fractured.

Indestructible, ordained,

these plastic white knives

split any effort effortlessly,

while pale men sketched in broad strokes

vaguely squirm

as the syringe dips:

time swells like dough, rising—

then a bump, and it shifts

settles 

sinks

too far into the pan.

The pressure

presses crinkled tin foil

against the insides of their eyeballs;

it pricks at first, then it flattens:

flawless, smooth,

and eternal.
