The Tunnel

by Friedrich Durrenmatt

The young man who boarded his usual train that Sunday afternoon was twenty-four years old and fat.
He was fat in order to protect himself, for anything he perceived out of the ordinary terrified him.
Indeed, this clarity of vision was probably the only real ability he possessed, and even this was a burden
to him. Although his fat gave a general protection to his body, he found it necessary to stuff every sort
of hole in his body through which the terrifying influences might reach him. He smoked cigars (Ormond
Brazil 10). He wore a pair of sunglasses over his ordinary glasses. He even stuffed his ears with wads
of cotton wool. At twenty-four he was still dependent on his parents, a consequence of rather
nebulous studies at the University. And the University was two hours away from home by train.

Departure time five-fifty. Arrival, at seven twenty-seven. And so this student, fat and twenty-four
years old, boarded his usual Sunday train to attend a seminar the following day. The fact that he had
already decided to skip class was irrelevant. As he left his home town the afternoon sun shone from a
cloudless summer sky. It was pleasant weather for a trip he knew almost by heart. The train's route
lay between the Alps and the Juras, past rich villages and towns, over a river and, after some twenty
minutes further travel, into a little tunnel just beyond Burgdorf. The train was overcrowded and he
had entered at one of the front cars. With considerable difficulty he worked his way toward the rear.
Perspiring, and with two pairs of glasses, he offered an oafish appearance. All the travellers were
sitting closely packed, some even on suitcases. All the second-class compartments were occupied, and
only the first-class compartments were relatively empty.

The young man fought through the melee of families and recruits, students and lovers, falling against
this one or that one as the train swayed, stumbling against stomachs and breasts until he came to a
seat in the last car. At last he had found space enough to have a bench to himself, a pleasant surprise,
since third-class coaches are seldom divided into compartments with benches. Opposite him, playing
a solitary game of chess, he noted a man even fatter than himself, and on the same bench, near the
corridor, sat a red-haired girl reading a novel. The young man gratefully chose the window seat on the
empty bench. He had just lit an Ormond Brazil 10 when the train entered the little tunnel. Of course
he had travelled this stretch many times before, almost every Saturday and Sunday throughout the
past year, but he had never found the opportunity to examine the tunnel closely. He had, in fact, been
only vaguely aware of it. Several times he had intended to give it his full attention, but each time he
had been thinking of other matters, and each time the brief plunge into darkness had passed
unnoticed, so fast was the train and so brief its plunge into the darkness of the little tunnel.

And even this time he had not been thinking of the tunnel and so had forgotten to take off his
sunglasses. Outside the tunnel the sun had been shining with all its force, flooding the hills and woods
and the distant chain of the Juras with golden evening light. Even the little houses of the town through
which they had just passed had seemed built of gold. This abrupt passage from light to darkness must
then be the reason why the tunnel seemed so much longer than usual. He waited patiently in the dark
compartment for the return to daylight. At any moment the first pale shimmer of daylight would gleam
on his windowpane, widen as quickly as a flash of lightning, then close in powerfully with its full yellow
brightness. Nevertheless, the darkness lasted. He took off his sunglasses. At about the same time the
girl lit a cigarette. As her match flared orange he thought he detected a grim annoyance in her face.
No doubt she resented the interruption in her perusal of her novel. He looked at his wrist watch. The
luminous dial said six-ten.



He leaned back, settling himself in the corner between window and compartment wall, and directed
his thoughts to the complications of his studies. No one really believed he was studying at all. He
thought of the seminar he had to attend the next day, and which he would not attend. Each of his
activities seemed a pretext designed to achieve order behind the facade of routine pursuits. Perhaps
what he sought was not order itself, but only a semblance of order. The art of an actor who used his
fat, his cigars and his cotton wool as make-up for a genteel comedy, while all the while he knew himself
to be a part of some monstrous farce. When he next looked at his watch, the time was six-fifteen. The
train was still in the tunnel. He felt confused. At last the light bulbs flickered and the compartment
brightened. The red-haired girl returned to her novel and the fat gentleman resumed his solitary chess
game. The whole compartment now appeared reflected in the window. But outside, on the other side
of the window, the tunnel was still there.

He stepped into the corridor in which a tall man was walking up and down restlessly. He observed the
light raincoat and the black scarf around the gentleman's neck. Surely there was no need for a scarf in
this weather? A black scarf? He peered into the other compartments in the rear coach. The passengers
were reading their newspapers or chatting. Normal. He returned to his corner and sat down. The
tunnel must come to an end any minute now. At any second? His wristwatch read six-twenty. He felt
an obscure annoyance with himself for not having paid more attention to the tunnel on previous trips.
They had been in the tunnel for a quarter of an hour now. And surely, allowing for the speed of the
train, it must be one of the longest tunnels in Switzerland.

Or perhaps he had taken the wrong train. But he could recall no other tunnel of such length and
importance within twenty minutes of his home. On impulse he asked the fat chess player if the train
were indeed bound for Zurich. The man confirmed this. The student ventured again that he hadn't
known that there was such a long tunnel on this part of the journey. The chess player was more than
a little annoyed to have his difficult considerations interrupted a second time. He replied testily that
in Switzerland there were a great many tunnels, in fact, an extraordinary number of tunnels, that he
was actually traveling in Switzerland for the first time, but that an affluence of tunnels was the first
thing one noticed about Switzerland, and indeed, his statistical almanac confirmed the fact that no
country possessed such a positive abundance of tunnels as Switzerland! And he added that now he
must excuse himself; he was very sorry, really, but a most difficult chess problem in regard to the
Nimzowitsch Defense occupied his mind and he could afford no further diversions. The last remark
was polite, but firm. It was evident that no further conversation could be expected from the chess
player and, in any event, he could be of little use, since the route was new to him.

At that moment the conductor appeared, and the student had high hopes that his ticket would be
refused. The official was pale and scrawny. He gave an impression of nervousness as he remarked to
the girl near the door that she would have to change trains at Olten. Although Olten was also a regular
stop on the Zurich run, the young man did not give up hope of being on the wrong train, so complete
was his conviction that he had mistaken trains in boarding. He didn't doubt that he would have to pay
extra fare, but he accepted the expense with equanimity. The return to daylight would be cheap at
the price. He therefore handed his ticket to the conductor and said that his destination was Zurich. He
accomplished the speech without once removing the Ormond Brazil 10 from his mouth.

"But the gentleman is on the right train" replied the conductor as he inspected the ticket.
"But we're going through a tunnel!"

The young man had spoken with considerable anger. He was determined to put an end to the
confusion. The official replied that they had just passed Herzogenbuchsee and would soon approach



Langenthal where the train was due at six-twenty. The young man looked at his watch. Six-twenty.
But they had been traveling through the tunnel for the past twenty minutes, he persisted. The
conductor raised his brows.

"This is the Zurich train," he said, now looking for the first time toward the window. "Six-twenty," he
said again, uneasily. "We'll be in Olten soon. Arrival time six thirty-seven. We must have gone into
some bad weather suddenly. A storm. Yes. That's why it's dark."

The gentleman with the Nimzowitsch Defense problem entered the conversation now. He had been
holding out his ticket (and holding up his game) for some time, but the conductor had not yet noticed
him.

"Nonsense," he interjected. "Nonsense! We're traveling through a tunnel. | can see the rock clearly.
Looks like granite. Switzerland has more tunnels than all the rest of the world put together. Read it in
a statistical almanac."

The conductor relieved him of his ticket, and repeated pleadingly that this was truly the Zurich train.
Unmollified, the young man demanded to speak to the Chief Conductor. The ticket collector now felt
his dignity to have been abused. He directed the student to the front of the train, but reiterated huffily
that the train was going to Zurich, that the time was now six twenty-five, that in twelve minutes time
(according to the summer schedule) the train would arrive in Olten, and that the young man should
have no further doubts on that point. He travelled this train at least twelve times a month.
Nevertheless the young scholar set off to find the Chief Conductor. Movement through the crowded
train now seemed even more difficult than before. The train must be traveling exceedingly fast. In any
event, it was making a frightful racket.

He stuffed the wads of cotton a little more firmly into his ears, for he had loosened them in order to
speak to the ticket collector. The passengers were behaving calmly. This train was no different from
any other Sunday afternoon train, and no one appeared worried. In the second-class compartments
he came upon an Englishman standing by the corridor window.

"Simplon," he was saying, as he tapped the pane with his pipe and beamed inanely.

Things were very much as usual in the dining car too. No seats were vacant, and neither waiters nor
diners, occupied with Wiener schnitzel and rice, made any comment on the tunnel.

But there, near the exit of the dining car, he recognized the red bag of the Chief Conductor.

"What can | do for you, sir?" The Chief Conductor was a tall man, quiet behind a carefully groomed
black moustache and neat rimless glasses.

"We have been in a tunnel for twenty-five minutes." The Conductor did not look toward the windows,
as the young man might have expected, but turned to a nearby waiter. "Give me a packet of Ormond
10," he said. "I smoke the same brand as the gentleman here."

The waiter, however, indicated that the brand was not in stock, and the young man, glad of an
opportunity for further conversation, proffered a Brazil.

"Thank you," returned the Conductor. "In Olten | shall hardly have time to buy any. You are doing me
a great favour. Smoking is a most important business. Will you come this way, please?"

Mystified, the young man followed him into the freight car ahead of the diner.

"The next car is the locomotive," offered the official. "This is the front of the train."



A sickly yellow light burned amid the baggage. Most of the car lay in total darkness. The side doors
were barred, as was the small window beside them, and through its irons the greater blackness of the
tunnel seeped in. The trunks, many decorated with hotel stickers, the bicycles and the baby carriage
that composed the cargo of the coach seemed haphazardly arranged. The Chief Conductor, an
obviously precise man, hung his red bag on a nearby hook.

"What can | do for you?" he asked again, without, however, looking at the student. Instead, he began
to enter neat columns in a book he had taken from his pocket.

"We have been in a tunnel since Burgdorf,” answered the young man with determination. "There is
no such enormous tunnel on this line. | know. | travel back and forth every week on this train."

The Chief Conductor continued to write.

"Sir," he said, stepping dose to his inquisitor, so dose that their bodies almost touched, "sir, | have
little to tell you. | have no idea how we got into this tunnel. | have no explanation for it. But | ask you
to consider this. We are moving along on tracks: therefore this tunnel leads somewhere. We have no
reason whatever to believe that anything is wrong with this tunnel except, of course, that there seems
to be noend toit."

The Chief Conductor still held the unlit Ormond Brazil 10 between his lips. He had spoken extremely
quietly, yet with such dignity and clarity, and with such assurance that his words were audible despite
the increased noise of the baggage car.

"Then | must ask you to stop the train," said the young man impatiently. “I really don't understand
you. If there's something wrong with this tunnel- and it seems you can't explain even its existence
then your duty is to stop this train at once."

"Stop the train?" returned the older man slowly.

It seemed he had already thought of that, but, as he informed his companion, it was a serious matter
to stop a train. With this, he shut the book and laid it in the red bag which was swaying to and fro on
its hook. Then he carefully lit the Ormond 10. The young man offered to pull the emergency brake
overhead, and was on the point of releasing the lever, when suddenly he staggered forward and was
sent crashing against the wall.

At the same moment, the baby carriage rolled toward him and several trunks slid by. The Chief
Conductor swayed strangely and began to move, hands outstretched, through the freight car.

"We are going downhilll" he announced as he joined the young man now leaning against the wall.

But the expected crash of hurtling train against granite tunnel did not occur. There was no shattering
of telescoped coaches. Once again the train seemed to be running on a level. The door opened at the
other end of the car. In the bright light of the diner, until the door swung to again, they could see the
passengers merrily toasting one another's health.

"Come into the locomotive."

At this point the Chief Conductor was peering thoughtfully, almost menacingly at the student. He
opened the door nearby. As he did so a rush of tempestuous heat-laden air struck the pair with such
force that they were driven back against the wall.

At the same moment a frightful clatter resounded through the almost empty freight car.



"We'll have to climb over to the engine," he cried into the younger man's ear.

Despite his shouting, his voice was hardly audible. He then disappeared through the right angle of the
open doorway. The student followed cautiously in the direction of the swaying and brightly lit engine.
He didn't know why he was climbing, but at this point determination had overcome reason. He found
himself on a pitching platform between the two cars, and clung desperately to the iron rails on both
sides. Although the terrific draft moderated but slightly as he inched his way up to the locomotive, he
dreaded the wind less than the immediate nearness of the tunnel walls. They were hidden from him
in the blackness, but were nevertheless frighteningly close. It was necessary to focus all his attention
on the engine ahead, yet the pounding of the wheels and the hissing vibrating push of air against him
gave him the feeling of careening, at the speed of a falling star, into a world of stone.

A board just wide enough to walk on crossed the gap between the cars and ran the length of the
engine. Above and parallel to it, a curving metal rod served as railing. To reach the plank he would
have to make a jump of nearly a yard. He braced himself, leaped, and pushed himself along the board.

His progress was slow, since he had to press close to the outside of the engine to keep his foothold. It
was not until he reached the long side of the engine and was fully exposed to the roaring hurricane of
wind and to the menacing cliff walls now brilliantly illuminated by the engine lights that he began to
realize his fear. But just then he was rescued by the Chief Conductor who pulled him through a small
door into the engine. Exhausted, the young man lay against the wall. He was grateful for the sudden
quiet. With the engine door shut, the steel walls of the giant locomotive deadened the noise almost
completely.

"Well, we've lost the Ormond Brazil too," said the Conductor. “It wasn't a very sensible idea to light
one before starting the climb, but they break so easily in one's pocket. It’s their unusual length."

The young man was delighted to converse normally again. The close and terrifying rock walls had
reminded him uncomfortably of his everyday world, of its ever-similar days and years. The thought
occurred to him that their boring similitude had perhaps been only a preparation for the present
moment: that this was a moment of initiation, of truth, this departure from the surface of the earth
and precipitous descent into the womb of the earth. He took another brown package from his right
coat pocket and offered the Chief Conductor a new cigar. He took one himself and carefully they lit
their Brazils from the Conductor's lighter.

“l am very fond of these Ormonds," said the older man, “but one must pull very hard on them.
Otherwise they go out so easily."

For some reason these words made the student suspicious. Was the Conductor as uncomfortable as
he about the tunnel? For the tunnel still ran on interminably, and his mind persisted in the thought
that surely the tunnel must stop, even as a dream can end, all of a sudden.

"Six-forty," he said, consulting his watch. “We should be in Olten now."

Even as he spoke, he thought of the hills and woods radiant only a short while ago in the late golden
sun. The thought could have been present in both their minds. Nevertheless, the two men stood and
smoked and leaned against their wall.

"Keller is my name," announced the Conductor as he puffed at his Brazil. The student refused to
change the topic of conversation.

"The climb to the engine was very dangerous, didn't you think? At least it was for me. I'm not used to
that sort of thing. Anyway, I'd like to know why you've brought me here."



"I don't know” said Keller. “l wanted time to consider."

“Time to consider?"

"Yes," returned the Chief Conductor. “That's right."

And he went on smoking. Just then the engine reeled over at a still steeper angle.
“We could go into the engineer's cabin," suggested Keller.

He did not, however, leave his position against the wall. Annoyed by his companion's indecisiveness,
the young man stepped briskly along the corridor to the driver's cabin, then abruptly stopped.

“Empty!" he said to the Conductor who had now moved up behind him. “The driver's seat is empty!"

They went into the cabin. It was swaying too, for the engine was still tearing through the tunnel at
enormous speed, bearing the train along with it as though the weight of the coaches behind no longer
counted.

“Allow me," said the Chief Conductor.
He pressed some levers and pulled the emergency brake. There was no change.

"We tried to stop the engine earlier. As soon as we noticed the alteration in the tracks. It didn't stop
then either."

"It certainly isn't stopping now," said the other. He pointed to the speed indicator. "A hundred. Has
the engine ever done a hundred before?"

"Good heavens! It has never gone so fast. Sixty-five at the most."

"Exactly. And the speed is increasing. Now the speedometer says a hundred and five. We must be
falling."

He went up to the window, but he couldn't keep his balance. He was pressed with his face against the
glass; so fantastic was their speed.

"The engine driver?" he shouted as he stared at the rock masses streaking towards him in the glare of
the arc lights, disappearing above him and below him on either side of the engineer's cabin.

"He jumped off," Keller yelled back. He was now sitting on the floor, his back against the controls.
"When?" The student pursued the matter obstinately.

Keller hesitated a while. He decided to relight his Ormond, an awkward task, for his legs were then at
the same height as his head while the train continued its roll to one side.

"Five minutes after the switch. No use thinking to save him. Freight carman abandoned the train too."
"And you?" asked the student.

"I am in charge of this train. |, too, have always lived without hope."

"Without hope," repeated the young man.

By then he was lying on the glass pane, face pressed against glass. Glass and engine and human flesh
were pressed together above the abyss.



"Back in the compartment," he thought, "we had entered the tunnel, but we didn't know that even
then everything was already lost. We didn't think that anything had changed, and yet the shaft of the
depths had already received us, and we had entered our abyss."

“I'll have to go to the rear,"" shouted the Chief Conductor. "The coaches will be in a panic. Everyone
will be trying to get ta the rear of the train."

"That's true." The student thought of the chess player and of the red-haired girl with her novel. He
handed Keller his remaining packages of Ormond Brazil. "Take them. You'll lose your cigar again when
you climb over."

"Aren't you coming?"

The Conductor was once more on his feet and with difficulty he had begun to clamber up the funnel
of the corridor. The student gazed at the useless instruments, at the useless ridiculous levers and
switches shining silver-like in the glare of the cabin lights.

"A hundred and thirty," he called. "I don't think you'll be able to get to the coaches above us at this
speed."

"It’s my duty' shouted Keller over his shoulder.

"Certainly," returned the young man. He didn't bother turning his head to watch the other's senseless
efforts.

"At least | have to try," yelled the Conductor.

He was already far over the head of the fat young man. He braced elbows and thighs against slippery
walls and seemed, indeed, to be making some progress. But just then the engine took a further turn
downward. It hurtled toward the interior of the earth, goal of all things, in its terrible plunge. Keller
now was directly over his friend who lay face downward on the silver gleaming window at the bottom
of the driver's cabin. His strength gave. Suddenly he fell, crashed against the control panel and came
to rest on the window beside his companion.

"What are we to do?" he cried, clinging to the young man's shoulders and shouting into his ear.

The very fact that it was now necessary to shout alarmed him. The noise of the onrushing walls had
destroyed even the quiet of the engine.

The younger man lay motionless on the pane of glass which separated him from the depths below. His
fat body and weighty flesh were of no further use to him, no protection now.

"What are we to do?" persisted the Chief Conductor.
"Nothing," came the merciless reply.

Merciless, yet not without a certain ghostly cheerfulness. Now, for the first time, his glasses were gone
and his eyes were wide open. Greedily he sucked in the abyss through those wide-open eyes. Glass
and metal splinters from the shattered control panel now studded his body. And still he refused to
tear his thirsting eyes from the deadly spectacle below. As the first crack widened in the window
beneath them, a current of air whistled into the cabin. It seized his two wads of cotton wool and swept
them upward like arrows into the corridor shaft overhead. He watched them briefly and spoke once
more.

"Nothing. God let us fall. And now we'll come upon him."



