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The Tunnel
for Wittgenstein
Matthew Weiss

In the middle of the stage, stands a screen. A lamp, off, faces the screen from across the room. A MAN walks onto the stage. He places two chairs in front of him, facing away from the audience, and a chair for himself, facing forward, stage left. He pulls out a cellphone and considers it, typing as if sending a text, then gives up. He calls over two other guys, MALE COMPANION #1 and MALE COMPANION #2, who sit in the chairs. He makes a phone call and begins to speak. While he speaks, a WOMAN drags a chair stage right, and sits. Two other women, FEMALE COMPANION #1 and FEMALE COMPANION #2, drag chairs over before her, and sit as well. Sometimes as he talks, the MAN makes facial expressions and body gestures to his companions.

MAN

Hey, what's wrong with you? … You feeling okay? … Everything sucks? (laughs) Don't you just want everything to suck itself out of existence... You want me to come over? … You wanna talk? … Of course, I called you... You want a massage? … … Because I'm terrified by you! When I'm with you, you just bring me down, cut me to... Because I respect you, and so when you say those things... I guess I'm sensitive! Maybe I can take it, but when you say it, it puts me in that place... You just don't respect what I do, just because I observe, because I'm an observer... So what if I'm not an economist?! I see things! … … I just feel like you don't accept me as who I am... And I'm the best guy. I got a lot to add to the world... … And I know you got things to do too, but when I have things to do... It's like it doesn't matter, like I'm doing nothing... I feel like I'm ruining myself with you... And I love you! And if you were just a little supportive, I'd be ready to... ya know …  I'm just scared of you, I'm just scared... … Is that what matters to you? A warm body? … It just makes me feel like that's all I am to you... If you'd do it with... He doesn't even speak English! … And you don't speak German! … You just want to be with me because I care about you, not because of... me! Yeah, me! …  And you don't love me, you can't love me, because you don't love me for who I am ... I'm nothing to you!

WOMAN (to her companions)

Do you see what's going on here? I have observed many things. There is something beautiful and futile in wisdom; with what pride we pass on what we know to children. From day to day, it feels as if we know nothing at all; all of us are empty. But when asked to explain what we do, when a child listens, we are happy to oblige as experts; our knowledge of things is truly inexhaustible. We could indeed be of use; our place is fitted out and what follows is ordained. In retrospect, you are frightened: it is far too soon to begin passing things on, as if we were already finished at what seems the beginning...

(she turns to her companions)

Do you see what's going on here? No matter how much a man thinks, his insides are the same. Why does he talk to her? He has made a mistake. Do you see how he's trapped himself? He wants her to love him. But in order to do that, she has to admit a mistake, that she's treated him poorly. And in order to admit that, she must accept his characterization of her. Perhaps she dismisses him because she's frightened of him, because he characterizes her. Perhaps she doesn't feel entirely herself with him. So there are other reasons, entirely hers. And perhaps she understands that if she were to agree and to apologize, there is no sense in which everything would be changed; since what they're arguing about is how things are, and what could be more disturbing than, in the course of how things are, one were to say: “I am supportive of you.” Since then things would not be how things are; they would be part of the conversation. And so, the conversation must be forgotten. But in the course of the conversation, one cannot forget. And so, she cannot agree; and so in not agreeing, she must disagree. That is the option he has given her. Fine, she says, convinced, I guess I don't love you. You're right. But that is not what he wants. He wants thing to be different from how they are. But if that were true, he wouldn't be having this conversation. He continues to talk because he does not feel good. He does not feel entirely himself. And so this is not a real conversation, one wants to say; it is merely a reproduction of how things are, that is, a trap.
The MAN has lowered his phone.
FEMALE COMPANION #1

That was pretty clear already.
MALE COMPANION #1

I thought I was the only one who was trapped!
WOMAN

In this vein, I am going to write a handbook dedicated to all women on the subject of men. It begins like this: Men just want to feel like they're worth something. That is, men want many things, but what they really want is to feel worth something. Or rather, they merely want to be worth something. In the end. It's not a great thing to ask.
MAN (to companions)

I should text her: “Goodnight and goodbye.”

MALE COMPANION #2

(laughs uproariously)

Don't fall into the trap!

MAN

What should I say?

MALE COMPANION #2

Well, don't you see the rain? It's drizzling. There, by the cobblestones, do you see that patch of dirt? Watch how it happens. From the grass the water emerges, like an arm from behind a screen. It stretches forward across the dirt, slowly, from left to right. The water stretches along the dirt until it's all covered; sending forth tendrils, forerunners, propelling itself forward to meet itself, until the little body of water is complete. The movement stops; you look away; and when you look back, the water's gone. The dirt is dry. And then, slowly, it begins again to stretch forward, from left to right, all the water... Do you watch again?
MALE COMPANION #1

What do you call that?

MALE COMPANION #2

Panagua.

MALE COMPANION #1

Panagua?

MALE COMPANION #2

(stretching his hands out, and slowly)

Panagua... We give name to all the forms of water, the molecule, the droplet, the spill, the puddle, the stream, the pond, the lake, the sea, the ocean. The name for the largest body of water: panagua—all the water in the world.

MAN

No... that's doesn't feel right.

MALE COMPANION #2

Well, how about this: look out into the world, and what do you see? Things resting on each other in 3D space. But consider if you were to see things this way: Imagine from your eye a straight line extending outwards into the distance, infinitely. Now, imagine at each point along the line a plane intersects the line perpendicularly; see an infinite number of planes, one behind the other, each showing their flat side to you. Now, do you see that screen over there? What if that were not in fact a 3-D object but a 2-D image projected onto the particular plane at precisely that distance from you. Even though the object appears angled in 3-D, imagine if a painter were to paint that object on a canvas; they would paint it in a particular way. The image of the object which would be painted at that distance is what appears on the plane. But how is the empty space between you and the object to be represented? Empty space cannot appear in itself in the painting (one represents the objects beyond it); and therefore, we can say, reality is discrete. At each moment, we perceive only several planes facing us at different distances; on them are projections of everything standing at that distance. How easy it is to see the world in a different way!

MALE COMPANION #1 is staring out at the world as if he's never seen it before. He gasps exaggeratedly, and is unable to look away. 

MAN

No, not that either...

MALE COMPANION #2

What about this then? Blink! 

The MAN blinks once, nonplussed.

MALE COMPANION #2

Keep blinking!

He blinks a little.

MALE COMPANION #2

Faster! Blink quick! Don't think about it! Blink as fast as you can! And don't stop! Don't get dizzy!

The MAN gives in and blinks faster and faster.

MALE COMPANION #2

 Go! Go! Don't let yourself get tired! Keep blinking!

Everyone on stage, except the WOMAN, starts blinking.

MALE COMPANION #2

(shouting)

Concentrate! What do you see? Is everything starting to disappear? Are you seeing yourself? Blink!

They continue to blink. In order to keep doing so, they have to lift themselves out of their chairs and start hopping in time to their blinks, their fists clenched.

WOMAN

(calmly, as if from above)

Do you remember what it's like to move your head?

All but the WOMAN begin to move their heads back and forth.

WOMAN

Surely, you say, there must be something it's like to move your head, and have everything move. And you move your head and say, That is what it's like. But did you remember the movement, the vision it gave you, or just that you did, in fact, move your head? When you call to mind your memory, does it move? Or are you certain that it must have moved because, if asked, you could move your head in just that way, in just that way that you know will be familiar?

All settle back into their seats, blinking and moving their heads more and more slowly, until eventually they cease as if without their realizing it. By the time the MAN stops speaking the following, everyone is finished.

MAN

(on the phone, still blinking)

Okay, look, can I just tell you something? … Please? … Why wouldn't you want to hear? … Okay, just lemme try. When you were a kid, when you had to go to bed, at a bedtime, because you had school in the morning, were you tired? Were you tired when you went to bed, or weren't you? … Did you lie awake for a long time, in the dark, because you weren't sleepy? I'm remembering this because I'm blinking a lot. And it's like I'm staring up at the ceiling and blinking and trying to see all those floating things moving around, merging and forming, circling, popping in and out of the dark... Didn't you have a lot of thoughts? Because you were in bed, alone... And now that we choose our bedtime, we just go to bed when we're tired... Do you still lie awake? I don't. And yet when I live in my own head I'm still there, that's where it is to live in my own head... Yeah, and so what do you think? What do we make of societies where there's bedtimes and societies where there aren't? So you didn't… Oh, you had lacrosse in the morning.
WOMAN

What things are is where we first encountered them; in between we forget; and when we see them, the originals in other guises, sometimes we remember how it was. 

(she hands her companions some hand soap)

Rub this on your hands, thoroughly, and give some to the men.

The FEMALE COMPANIONS get up and present the hand soap to the three men. All together they rub it on their hands. Meanwhile, the WOMAN stands and disappears behind the screen. She emerges with a basin of water. She joins the rest, now all standing, and laves their hands in water. Then, she shepherds the MALE COMPANIONS to her side of the stage, and presses the FEMALE COMPANIONS to join the MAN. She returns to her seat.

WOMAN

Now hold your fingers to the soft space above your lips and inhale.

They do so. FEMALE COMPANION #2 scrunches her nose.

MALE COMPANION #1

I like this.

MAN

(on the phone, still blinking at times, deliberately)

Sorry about that, I just had to say hi to a friend... Don't worry about who it was... What do you mean meaningless? … It's about you! … … Whatever, I just wanted to ask you this... So, when you were a kid and discovered you had a talent, you know, like you could rhyme you and true and blue and signed the lyrics “The Beatles” and put it in a little box... And would you take them out and perform them for your brothers or your sisters or your parents or your grandparents, or your aunts and uncles and cousins? Would you show them to your friends? … Of course, I did! I couldn't leave them in the box. I did hide them in a very high up place... … You should have taken them down! …

FEMALE COMPANION #1

(to the MAN, softly)

I wrote songs too.

He nods at her, still on the phone.

FEMALE COMPANION #2

(coldly)

No, you didn't.

FEMALE COMPANION #1

Yes! Yes, I did! I wrote them in my head. And I write them all the time! There's a music that's always dressing and undressing itself, covering itself with leaves and rocks, and then running into ravines... Is it not like that for you? Very weird! It stretches back before the past and on to beyond the future, and one dips into it at any time. When one whistles, not like a tune, but... aimlessly... what else is it that comes out? Isn't that how it is to go through the world?

FEMALE COMPANION #2

That's not the same thing. That's merely what it's like for everyone... Some, however, have greater talent.

FEMALE COMPANION #1

You hear the music too, then?

FEMALE COMPANION #2

Sometimes. Don't make a fool of yourself.

A pause.

FEMALE COMPANION #1

You don't make me feel good.

MALE COMPANION #2 / MAN

(MALE COMPANION #2 speaks to the WOMAN; MAN speaks to his phone the same words, simultaneously)

Let me ask you something, since I think you'd be a good person to ask this. When you were a kid, did you often look up the dates when the people died—the ones you “identified” with—because you wondered if you might be their reincarnation? That something would be revealed, something hidden, when you discovered who you really were, who you already were, and not merely yourself...Or you didn't think of yourself as just yourself, but both, or one?

WOMAN

(settling back in her seat)

Do you see what's going on here? All possible lives are led at different parts of the day. We experience everything in miniature. If you have two brothers, don't wonder what it would have been like to have one. Just recall those times when your one brother was at his violin lesson, and you were playing your gameboy with the other. That's what it's like to have one brother. And to hear a string quartet is merely to hear your gameboy in a string quartet... What men want is just this: to have new brothers and sisters they never had, and feel alone with them as one feels alone with one's brothers and sisters. It can be awful, or not.

A long pause.

MAN

(on the phone)

I mean, you know... I think we're essentially... essentially, we're the same type of person... I mean, we're different, but I think we really understand each other. We have the same kind of fears. And I don't think we need to keep talking, I think we know everything we need to know already. I mean, I'm sorry...  We just keep repeating the same things to each other. You don't trust me, I don't trust you. So we're even, you know? Is that okay? What's the use in repeating? … … … You're just an awful person, but so am I, so we're cool... Yeah? I just want you to come with me... … … … I just want to experience things together with you! Down the same path... Yeah, or different paths. There's still a path... I think we're just locked in this struggle, it's like two Titans of equal strength, and because of who we are, we'll be battling each other until the end of time. No matter who we were in past lives, we would have found each other in just this situation... What else could it be, to say there's an eternal struggle, but that we're just those kinds of people, who, wherever they are, cannot escape each other... Yeah, that's it in essence.

FEMALE COMPANION #2

She must hate it when he talks like that—as if he knew what it really was.

FEMALE COMPANTION #1

(across to MALE COMPANION #1)

I just remembered I wanted to ask you...

MAN

(on the phone)

Yeah, that's how I think it is...  That's just how we are! … … Well, I'm glad you agree! Geez!

(laughs)

I haven't laughed since... I don't know. Oh, this is just great! … Yeah I am! … Exactly! … So what? What you wanna do? I feel like everything is opening up… … I think we got a plan...I'll come over, smack you over the head, and you can smack me... … Yeah, that does sound good... No, thank you.
WOMAN

What men want is to feel like they're worth something, that they are who they are, and that's good. You send him for something, and find him pacing. And he wants you to pace with him, around the room.

MALE COMPANION #2

Can I read your handbook sometime? I have some interesting observations myself. 

WOMAN

Yes?

MALE COMPANION #2

Would you like to hear one?

Pause.

WOMAN

Why not.

MALE COMPANION #2

It's called the tunnel. Trust me, it's worth a try. Do you know about the vignette effect?

The lights go off; the lamp facing the screen is turned on simultaneously.

MALE COMPANION #2

Yes, that's what it's like.

He walks to center stage. Unbeknownst to the audience, in the dark, MALE COMPANION #1 and FEMALE COMPANION #1 hide behind the screen.

MALE COMPANION #2

The tunnel is how it is to be in the world and we can see it here. Remember what it's like to crawl through a plastic tube at a McDonald's playground, to drive in the backseat through the Holland Tunnel. That's what it's like to see. Your vision is like a tunnel, framed obscurely by a gentle, in-fading blankness on all sides. What if rather than moving through the world from thing to thing, in any direction, we saw ourselves as only moving forward, always moving forward, in one single direction, through time. Everything we do is only a turn in the tunnel, but the tunnel is laid out already, it is everything, anyway. We pass by objects, sometimes uniformly, mile markers, doorways behind bars, other cars, thoughts... We see new things, and often old things as well; rushing through the tunnel, our arms waving behind us—this is the feeling of the song that accompanies all free and happy states, during the sad hope of fall, the coldness, the smell, the water stretching over the dirt as it hurtles towards us. As the seasons turn, and the tiling on the tunnel changes again, each face we know comes back to us, not hidden nor altered, but as they first were: lovely. This is the underground river of music, whose familiar fragments are the turns in the way, violent, careening, settling out; the motor of the car is the beat, and the car is filled with companions.

WOMAN

Oh, I see it.

The WOMAN pulls the screen away. Behind it is a tunnel, light shining through from behind, directly into the audience. It's so bright, it's hard to see. As one's eyes grow used to the darkness, we can see MALE COMPANION #1 and FEMALE COMPANION #1 embracing behind the tunnel. Everyone, however, stares into the light.

FEMALE COMPANION #1

Forget about them. It wasn't about us, anyway.

MALE COMPANION #1

Just keep blinking, and it'll be okay.

They blink, and the lights go off.

FIN.


