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No Exit Over Time  

Instructions: use what knowledge you have of each time period to analyze each review. 

What aspects of the play did each author focus on? Why might they have done so? 
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''HELL is other people'' is the standard superficial explanation for the meaning of Jean-Paul Sartre's ''No 

Exit,'' now at Long Island Stage in Rockville Centre. 

This powerful one-act play, under the masterful direction of Clinton J. Atkinson, makes clear that Hell is 

not the bother of other people; it is other people who see us as we really are. 

In Sartre's view, the decisions we make in life are recorded and stored behind the closed doors of our 

social veneer. Our character is comprised of myriad choices between good and evil made during our 

lifetime. In the last analysis, who we are is the sum total of all of our actions, as determined by our own 

free will. 

''No Exit'' introduces us to three finished, fully formed souls in the process of facing who they ended up 

being. 

A bellhop in a snappy white jacket with red trim and gold buttons walks on stage, followed by a tense, 

nervous man named Garcin. ''It's like this,'' Garcin says, forming the question as a statement. ''It's like 

this,'' the bellhop answers in a bored tone. 

The ''it'' is Hell, and Garcin is quickly joined by Inez and Estelle, two women who are to be his roommates 

for eternity. 

What makes ''No Exit'' so riveting is the way these three people drop their connections to the living world 

and face themselves. There are no mirrors in this room because these three are reflections of each other's 

darkest secrets. 

And because they see each other so clearly, their self-inflicted pain is constant. By serving as mirrors for 

each other, they also serve as unrelenting torturers. 
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http://www.nytimes.com/1989/10/22/nyregion/theater-review-no-exit-sartre-s-version-of-hell.html 
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Garcin, played by Jonathan Bolt, is a dapper figure dressed in a white linen suit, white shoes, white shirt 

and a black tie. As the metaphorical heat increases, Mr. Bolt, like Garcin's once-crisp suit, begins to 

crumble. 

Like an exotic, poisonous tropical flower, Mr. Bolt's Garcin begins to shed his civilized manner and 

blossom into the coward and wife abuser he was at his ignominious death. 

Pamela Burrell, as Estelle, begins her descent into Hell as a flirtatious manipulator of men. But like 

Garcin, her true character as a child murderer propelled by lust and vanity emerges. 

As quick as a flash of forked lightning, Ms. Burrell can switch Estelle from an undulating figure of 

sensuality and unfulfilled desire into a brittle, harsh caricature of humanity. 

The third in this triumverate of human need and unmitigated hatred is Inez. Phyllis Sommerville's Inez is 

a cold, calculating woman, and the most intelligent of the three. 

Inez is the first to comprehend the punishment they are to receive. She also realizes that their characters 

are so well balanced that there is no possibility any of them will be able to alter the punishment inflicted 

on the two others. 

Ms. Sommerville's Inez is rigid in manner, cruel in her vocal intonation and unrelenting in her sexual 

desire for Estelle. 

Trip Plymale lends a humorous note to the sassy bellhop, who snaps gum and files his fingernails as he 

answers yet again the stock questions of new arrivals about torture chambers, racks and hellfire and 

brimstone. 

As this play ends, Garcin, Inez and Estelle are exposed as the characters they formed while they were 

alive. Now, in Hell, the possibility for choice and change is over. 

For the rest of time, Estelle will not care that Garcin is a coward as long as he kisses her. But Garcin will 

never be able to kiss her because she knows he is a coward. Inez will always despise Garcin and lust after 

Estelle, who will never reciprocate. 

This spellbinding production is aided by Phillip Baldwin's impressive set design. Two walls of this hellish 

chamber jut out from a black space. Nothing exists outside this narrow, uncomfortable room. 

Isolated in space and time, the walls delineate a spiritual emptiness. They are painted with a bland 

landscape in which the trees are neither lush nor bearing. The sun is not shining, but neither is it raining 

or foggy. 



The only furniture in the room consists of three satin-covered striped divans. On the mantle of the sealed 

fireplace is a large bronze panther. If any complaint about the set can be made, it is over this panther. The 

bronze sculpture is an important element in the play, and the use of a stylized animal is arguable. 

John Hickey's stark and dramatic lighting design adds a sense of discomfort and imbalance to the set, and 

Don Newcomb has done an outstanding job designing costumes. 

The basic translation used here is by Paul Bowles. It has been revised by Mr. Atkinson and Prof. Bernard 

Picard of the City University of New York. 

They have remained faithful to Sartre's original French version, while occasionally and appropriately 

updating the English to reflect current American usage. It is an effective and accurate translation. 

''No Exit'' offers a post-Freudian version of Hell. Here, for unending eternity, Garcin, Inez and Estelle will 

reflect to one another the ugly characters they formed during their lives. 

As terrifying as ''No Exit'' may be for them, we the living know that change is always possible. The 

character is not finished, Sartre tells us, until his or her final choice is made. 

''No Exit'' will continue at Long Island Stage at the Hays Theater of Molloy College in Rockville Centre 

through next Sunday. It is a striking example of what regional theaters are capable of producing. 
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As a function of pure entertainment, Sartre's No Exit is brilliant. Ironically, Sartre uses almost-pure 

dialogue to "show not tell" the dilemma faced by Garcin, Inez, and Estelle, three "absentees" (a 

euphemism for "the dead") locked into a room, condemned to be together for eternity. Each has arrived 

here for different reasons, but all three possess qualities that bring out the worst in the others. Rather 

than the traditional hellish tropes of horned demons and hell-fire, this play evokes more special tortures - 

the ability to see into the world of the living only long enough to know what other living beings are saying 

about you since you've been "absent," the pressure of having three personalities who delight in interfering 

with each potential pairing (and the promise of solace that might mean), and the exquisite pains of honest 

self-doubt. 
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 https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/123933.No_Exit 

Community review by user Forres. Does anyone read these?  

 

 

 

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/123933.No_Exit


I had hoped to take this as a "primary source" of Sartre's philosophy, but perhaps I've got it all backwards. 

I am familiar with the tenets of existentialism that Sartre espoused, but the philosophical gloss that is 

given in No Exit seems to be as much a veneer as a core underpinning.  

 

That said, one need not think too hard to realize that this is an excruciatingly uncomfortable examination 

of human nature in all its banality. The characters at once seem likable, or at least their character flaws 

seem excusable, initially. As the play goes on, though, we begin to see each person's flaws magnified, as 

with a glass, until the full impact of their crimes and selfishness are realized. Soon, the audience feels 

shame for having excused or even liked the absentees, with a full realization that any of them (the 

audience, that is) could be seen as Garcin, Inez, or Estelle, or possibly even a conglomeration of any two or 

all three.  

 

Not for those who don't like looking in the mirror. Or even for those who do. Prepare to be discomfited! 

 


