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Paper Knife

❖ Predestined purpose

➢ Essence before Existence rather than Existence before Essence

■ Quote: Pg. 7 (Garcin questioning the knife’s presence)

➢ Similar to the inability of the characters to escape their predicament

■ Quote: Pgs. 45-46 (Estelle attempting to kill Inez with the knife)

■ The knife’s uselessness is demonstrated through Estelle’s inability to hurt Inez which 

ultimately reveals that there is nothing she can do to change her situation

➢ Purpose: Highlights the difference between objection and the ability of man to define his/her 

purpose 

❖ Existential Tenets... 

As a symbol of Futility



Bronze Statue

❖ Inability to escape hell

➢ Quote: Pg. 7 (Garcin asking about the mantelpiece)

❖ Figurative weight of each character’s wrongdoings

➢ Quote: Pg. 45 (Garcin reexamining the mantelpiece)

❖ Purpose: Serves as a reminder that the characters are stuck in hell with each other forever

➢ Garcin, Estelle, and Inez will soon be viewed like the statue as people who exist but cannot 

be moved out of their place by any means

❖ Existential Tenets...

As a symbol of Immobility & Eternity 



Lack of Mirrors

❖ A mirror serves as a visual definition and understanding of oneself 

➢ Absence of mirrors forces each character to rely on each other for a reflection of themselves

■ Ultimately, they are defined by their faults instead of their actions in the present

❖ Each character distorts their realities to deceive their perceptions of themselves

➢ Quote: pg. 19 (Estelle’s reliance on mirrors)

■ Estelle likes to see herself as others see her instead of how she sees herself

■ Further demonstrated by her desperation for Inez’s commentary as she acts as Estelle’s 

looking glass

● Estelle’s extreme self-consciousness

As a symbol of Reflection & Defining Oneself 



Lack of Mirrors cont.
❖ Distortion of reality to deceive one’s perception of themselves

➢ Garcin and Estelle’s struggle

■ Feel shame when others judge them for what they have done because 

● They do not initially identify with their wrongdoings but how they want others to 

see them

● Shame comes from being viewed as a representation of their faults rather than as 

an individual (viewed more as an object)

■ Ties into the existentialist view against objection and to avoid a life lived in bad faith 

following the objections of others

➢ Only Inez seems to understand that reflection is deeper than appearance

■ Quote: pg. 19 (“I’m always conscious of myself…”)

❖ Existential Tenets...



Lack of Eyelids

❖ The Valet has no eyelids which makes Garcin uncomfortable 

➢ He realizes his life in hell will be the same forever

➢ The lights never turn off therefore he can no longer sleep which eliminates any end or 

beginning relative to time 

■ Does not allow him any notification of time which suggests there is no reason to sleep

● No sleep means no rest from his place and torture in hell

■ Quote: pg. 5-7 (Garcin asking the Valet about his lack of eyelids) 

As a symbol of eternity



Doorbell         Door

❖ Garcin tries to ring the doorbell multiple 

times for some assistance but the ring is 

never acknowledged or answered

➢ Quote: page 7

❖ The doorbell’s purpose is to bring 

assistance, but it does not work. This 

suggests that there is no help in hell and 

one must depend on and handle their 

torture themselves. 

❖ Garcin longs for the door to open but once it 

opens, he stays  

➢ The door represents an environment where 

one would have to define themselves on a 

personal level. This is inconvenient for 

Garcin because he does not want to come to 

terms with his true self.

■ Quote: pg 41

❖ Existential Tenets...

As a symbol of 
Loneliness/ Helplessness 

As a symbol of
being trapped/ lack of freedom 



Small Group Work 
● Within your groups, work together to gain 

a deeper understanding of the characters 

as symbols 

● Take 5-10 minutes to write down the key 

meaning of your symbol (if possible, try to 

locate quotes to support your claim)

Group 1: Garcin

Group 2: Estelle

Group 3: Inez

Group 4: Valet



Sartre’s use of symbols
(Literary criticism piece)
❖ Often utilizes characters to reflect a certain type of being and 

existing

➢ Through analysis of the characters, one can see Sartre’s view 

on how the individual should pursue life and stray from Bad 

Faith

➢ “Jean Paul Sartre uses symbols in a unique and varying 

way: he frequently uses his characters as symbols and how 

they behave to represent intellectual ideas”

❖ Sartre also uses, in No Exit, everyday objects as symbols

➢ In order to contradict how one should view themselves

❖ https://elantz.wordpress.com/sartre-symbols/

https://elantz.wordpress.com/sartre-symbols/
https://elantz.wordpress.com/sartre-symbols/

