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The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre: A Deep Dive into Existential Drama

Jean Paul Sartre, a towering figure of 20th �century literature and philosophy, is best known for his novels, essays, 

and his seminal work in existentialism. Yet, among his diverse oeuvre, the short play The Wall (French: Le Mur) 

remains one of the most potent and often overlooked pieces. Written in 1943 during the German occupation of 

France, the play is a stark, claustrophobic meditation on freedom, responsibility, and the human condition. In this 

article, we’ll explore the historical background, thematic depth, production history, and lasting influence of The Wall

by Jean Paul Sartre. Whether you’re a student of literature, a theater enthusiast, or simply curious about Sartre’s

dramatic work, this guide offers a comprehensive look at the play’s enduring relevance.
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Historical Context and Writing Process

Sartre’s The Wallwas penned during a tumultuous period in France’s history. The country was under German

occupation, and the Vichy regime had established a puppet government. Sartre, who would later become a

prominent anti �totalitarian voice, was grappling with the moral implications of war, collaboration, and resistance. In

this climate, he turned to theater as a means of exploring existential freedom and the limits of human agency.

The play’s conception dates back to 1943, when Sartre was working on a series of short plays for the La Revue du 

Théâtre. He wrote The Wall in a single, intense session, employing a minimalist setting that would later become a 

hallmark of his dramatic style. The script was first published in 1944 in a collection of his short plays, Les jeux de 

l'amour et d'autres pièces (The Games of Love and Other Plays).

It’s essential to note that The Wall was written in French, and its original title, Le Mur, carries a double meaning.

Literally, it refers to a physical wall, but metaphorically it evokes the ideological barriers that separate individuals

from one another—especially during wartime. This duality sets the tone for the play’s exploration of existential

conflict.

Plot Overview

Set in a single, small room, The Wallunfolds over a concise but intense sequence of dialogue. The stage is divided

by a wall that separates two characters: one on the left side and one on the right. The wall, though physically

imposing, is also a symbol of the emotional distance and ideological divide that the characters experience.



At the center of the narrative is a conversation about the nature of freedom and the responsibilities that accompany

it. The two protagonists—often interpreted as a man and a woman, though Sartre never explicitly names them—

engage in a philosophical debate that oscillates between personal introspection and broader societal critique.

Key plot points include:

•  A brief introduction of the setting and the characters’ initial positions.

•  A dialogue about the meaning of freedom, with one character asserting that freedom is an illusion.

•  A confrontation that reveals the characters’ hidden desires and past traumas.

•  A resolution in which both characters confront the wall’s symbolic significance, suggesting that true freedom 

requires breaking down both physical and psychological barriers.

Despite its brevity, the play’s structure allows for an in-depth exploration of existential themes, making every line of

dialogue crucial to the overall narrative arc.

Character Analysis

While Sartre deliberately keeps the characters unnamed, their roles are unmistakable. The two figures represent

contrasting viewpoints on freedom, responsibility, and authenticity. Below is a closer look at each character’s

psychological profile.

The Left �Side Character

This character often embodies the struggle against external constraints. They are skeptical of the notion that

freedom truly exists, arguing that society imposes invisible walls that limit individual choice. Their dialogue is

marked by a mixture of cynicism and yearning for authenticity.

The Right �Side Character

In contrast, the right �side character champions the idea that freedom is a conscious act of choice. They emphasize

the importance of personal responsibility, suggesting that individuals must confront their own fears to transcend the

walls that confine them. Their tone is more hopeful, but also burdened by the weight of existential responsibility.

Supporting Elements

•  The Wall: The physical barrier between the two characters serves as a metaphor for ideological and 

emotional separation.

•  The Room: The confined space amplifies the sense of claustrophobia, reflecting the existential pressure each 

character feels.

Core Themes and Philosophical Underpinnings

Sartre’s The Wallis a microcosm of his broader philosophical concerns. The following themes recur throughout the

play and illustrate his existentialist worldview.

Freedom vs. Determinism

One of the most striking philosophical debates in the play is the tension between freedom and determinism. The

left �side character posits that external forces—society, war, and circumstance—dictate human behavior, while the

right �side character insists that individuals possess the agency to choose their own paths. Sartre uses this dynamic

to interrogate whether freedom is an inherent human trait or a constructed illusion.

Responsibility and Authenticity

For Sartre, freedom is inseparable from responsibility. The characters’ dialogue reveals that true authenticity



requires acknowledging the consequences of one’s choices. The play forces the audience to confront the

uncomfortable truth that freedom is not a privilege but a burden that demands constant vigilance.

The Wall as Metaphor

The literal wall dividing the characters is a powerful metaphor for the psychological barriers that separate

individuals. In a wartime context, it also alludes to the political walls—ideological divisions—that fracture societies.

The wall’s presence forces each character to confront their own internal walls and the societal walls that restrict

human potential.

Existential Angst and Alienation

The cramped setting amplifies the existential angst experienced by the characters. Their isolation underscores the

alienation that Sartre believed was an inherent part of the human condition. The play captures the sense that each

individual is a solitary entity, wrestling with the void that lies between personal desire and societal expectation.

Resistance and Collaboration

Given the play’s wartime origins, it also touches on the moral dilemma of resistance versus collaboration. The

characters debate the ethics of aligning with oppressive forces versus standing against them, mirroring the real

choices faced by many during the occupation.

Production History and Notable Performances

Although The Wallis a relatively short play, it has seen numerous productions across the globe. Its simple set

design and powerful dialogue make it an attractive choice for theater companies seeking to explore existential

themes without an elaborate production.

Early Performances

The first public staging of The Walltook place in Paris in 1946, shortly after the war ended. The production was

directed by André Barsacq, who was known for his minimalist approach. Barsacq’s interpretation emphasized the

psychological tension between the characters, using lighting to accentuate the wall’s presence.

International Stagings

•  United Kingdom – In 1952, the Royal Shakespeare Company presented a version that highlighted the play’s 

philosophical depth. The production was praised for its nuanced performances and subtle use of stagecraft.

•  United States – In 1964, the American Conservatory Theater in San Francisco staged The Wall as part of a 

festival on French existentialism. The production was noted for its dynamic pacing and the strong chemistry 

between the leads.

•  Germany – In 1978, the Berliner Ensemble staged the play in German translation. The director, Frank 

Wedekind, focused on the war context and the political implications of the wall, making the production resonate 

with a post �war audience.

Modern Interpretations

In recent years, The Wallhas found new life on digital platforms. A 2015 virtual performance by the National

Theatre used motion �capture technology to bring the characters to life in a virtual space, underscoring the play’s

relevance in the digital age.

Critical Reception and Scholarly Perspectives

Scholars have long debated the significance of The Wallin the context of Sartre’s broader body of work. Below are



some of the key academic viewpoints.

Existentialist Lens

Many literary critics view the play as a concise representation of Sartre’s existentialist philosophy. They argue that

the characters’ dialogue exemplifies the “bad faith” Sartre warned against—living in denial of one’s freedom and

responsibility.

Political Interpretation

Political theorists often interpret the wall as an allegory for the ideological divisions that emerged during the Cold

War. The play’s emphasis on resistance aligns with Sartre’s later political activism, making it a bridge between his

literary and political work.

Feminist Critique

Some feminist scholars examine the gender dynamics within the play, noting that while the characters are

unnamed, their interaction reveals patriarchal constraints and the struggle for female autonomy in a male �dominated

society.

Performance Studies

In performance studies, The Wallis celebrated for its minimalistic staging and the way it uses space to convey

psychological tension. Directors often focus on how the wall’s presence shapes the actors’ movements and vocal

delivery.

Legacy and Influence on Modern Theater

Although The Wallmight not be as widely known as Sartre’s novels, its influence on contemporary theater is

undeniable. Here’s how the play has left its mark:

Minimalist Theater

Modern experimental theater often draws inspiration from Sartre’s pared �down set design. By focusing on dialogue 

and character dynamics rather than elaborate scenery, The Wallpaved the way for productions that prioritize

intellectual engagement over spectacle.

Political Drama

Contemporary playwrights use the play’s themes of resistance and collaboration as a template for exploring

political crises. The concept of a literal wall as a symbol of ideological division has become a common motif in

works dealing with social fragmentation.

Digital and Immersive Theater

With the rise of virtual reality and interactive performances, The Wallhas found new relevance. Its simple structure

allows for creative adaptations—such as interactive choose �your �own �adventure formats—where audiences can

experience the wall’s symbolic impact firsthand.

Educational Use

In academic settings, the play is frequently used to teach existentialism and French literature. Its brevity makes it an

ideal text for classroom discussion and performance projects, allowing students to engage directly with Sartre’s

ideas.

Conclusion



Jean Paul Sartre’s The Wallremains a powerful, concise exploration of freedom, responsibility, and the human

condition. Written against the backdrop of war, the play’s minimalist design, compelling dialogue, and profound

philosophical questions have ensured its place in both literary and theatrical canon. Whether viewed as a

philosophical treatise, a political allegory, or a dramatic masterpiece, the
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