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Introduction


Walking down the Grandagarður boulevard into the Grandi harbor area of Reykjavik, Iceland, one encounters a strange sight. Overlooking the industrial sheet metal buildings, the coffee shops, and moored fishing boats, sit the large, black-and-white No Exit murals (Figure 0.1). Staring out from the concrete walls, the three ashen figures from Jean-Paul Sartre’s famous play haunt the Loftkastalinn building and the western harbor, keeping watch over the city, the fishermen, and the North Atlantic Sea.
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Figure 0.1 Guido van Helten, No Exit Murals, 2013–2014. Source: Karen Gardiner, No Exit Murals, Reykjavik, Iceland, 2015.



What are these murals doing here? The simple answer is that they are based upon Andrés Kolbeinsson’s photographs of a 1961 performance of Sartre’s No Exit by the Gríman Theater Group at the Tjarnarbíó theater in Reykjavik (Figure 0.2).1
 More than fifty years after this performance, the paintings were commissioned by a private owner as part of Iceland’s growing international art scene.2 They were painted in 2013–2014 by the Australian street artist, Guido van Helten, who specializes in large-scale exterior portraits around the world.3 Regarding the specific images that these murals are based upon, van Helten notes that there was just something about them—an emotion in the eyes—a nostalgic look that drew him to them.4 It is this notion of the look or gaze (le regard), however, that serves as the central theme of Sartre’s play about three characters trapped in an existential hell and consigned to watch one another for eternity.5 As Sartre reminds us, we never really look alone in existence; our worldview is performed both with and against the worldviews of Others in an agonistic social scene. 
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Figure 0.2 No Exit Rehearsal, Andrés Kolbeinsson. Source: Photographic stills from the Dress Rehearsal of Sartre’s No Exit by the Gríman Theater Group at the Tjarnarbíó Theater in Reykjavik, Iceland, 1961. Reprinted with permission from the Reykjavik Museum of Photography. Photo taken by Joe Balay, 2022.



In situating these three figures down on the harbor, however, van Helten not only places the characters’ gaze over against one another but also in direct view of the North Atlantic Sea (Figure 0.3). Strangely, in this last gesture, one seems to find a look precisely where no look can be. This is because, beginning with Plato, the Western tradition has argued that to look in the true sense of the term is a distinctly human event, one in which a higher, rational vision penetrates beyond the sensible world to deeper truths found not in nature, but in the spectacle of the intellect.6 As Descartes puts it, “it is the soul which sees, and not the eye.”7 Significantly, a host of thinkers have sought to challenge this theoretical view over the last century. Figures such as Simone de Beauvoir, Judith Butler, and Laura Mulvey have shown how this objective mode of vision privileges patriarchal social arrangements reflected in the male gaze of art.8 Edward Said and bell hooks point out that this same normative visual structure has led to oppressive representations of non-white, non-Western Others.9 And Jacques Lacan, Slavoj Žižek, and Michel Foucault suggest that this theoretical paradigm masks complex psychoanalytic and socio-political constructions of our worldview.10 Despite these critical encounters, however, Jacques Derrida reminds us that after 2,500 years, we still have largely failed to consider how natural life and the environment belong to this gaze.11

One promising challenge to this humanist vision has been found in eco-phenomenology. This is not only because thinkers like Maurice Merleau-Ponty12 and Martin Heidegger have contrasted theoria with an engaged, practical mode of seeing, but also because, in doing so, they have helped highlight the environmental dimensions of this experience in a holistic relationship between humans, nature, and the Earth (e.g., in Heidegger’s thinking of the fourfold and in Merleau-Ponty’s chiasmic understanding of flesh).13 Despite the promise of phenomenology, however, Sartre’s own phenomenological thinking has largely been left out of this conversation. This is because the standard critical perspective holds that, in contrast with these other figures, Sartre’s existential view is defined by its “anthropocentric stance”14 and “anti-naturalism.”15 This is perhaps most clearly signaled by Sartre’s suggestion in No Exit that the event of looking belongs to a special dynamic of social recognition. Indeed, if looking concerns not so much how we see the world around us as how we see ourselves in the eyes of the Other, then such a view appears to be a primarily human experience.16 Taken together, then, these reflections raise a provocative question: In what sense can we say the No Exit murals look at the sea? 
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Figure 0.3 Icelandic Coast. Source: Photograph taken by Joe Balay, 2017.



Despite the common interpretation of Sartre as an anthropocentric thinker, however, he was a chameleon figure whose work spanned more than five decades. During that time, Sartre’s biographers observe that the thinker demonstrated a more complex relationship with nature. While he is typically known as a philosopher of the city, in his youth he was also at home in the gardens of these cities, especially Luxembourg.17 From childhood on, it is reported that he suffered from a persistent sense that the natural world was somehow watching him, a feeling exacerbated in the 1930s by an experimentation with hallucinogens.18 It is also clear that Sartre was deeply affected by the mass destruction of the natural and built environment by the bombings of the Second World War.19 These biographical reflections are paralleled by a more recent scholarly interest in the environmental implications of Sartre’s philosophical work. This was perhaps first signaled by William McBride’s article, “Sartre and Problems in the Philosophy of Ecology,”20 but has become more prominent with Matthew Ally’s study, Ecology and Existence: Bringing Sartre to the Water’s Edge,21 and the recent anthology, Earthly Engagements: Reading Sartre after the Holocene.22 Examining topics ranging from Sartre’s dialectical materialism (e.g., Simon Gusman and Arjen Kleinherenbrink),23 to bad faith and consumer culture (e.g., Elizabeth Butterfield24 and Michael Butler),25 to Eastern perspectives on Sartrean metaphysics (e.g., Dane Sawyer), these studies seek to reinterrogate Sartre’s various methodological frameworks to highlight new ecological possibilities in his thought.26

While these readings consider a number of interesting facets in Sartre’s work, the present study follows the question raised by van Helten’s murals above to argue that there is an important environmental dimension in Sartre’s phenomenology of vision itself, a finding that not only challenges the traditional interpretation of his thinking but also helps call into question what Martin Jay has highlighted as the persistent anthropocentric ocularcentrism of the Western tradition.27 This argument begins with the fact that, for Sartre, the possibility of a point-of-view is never an abstract pensée survol, or god’s-eye view, but is always situated in existence.28 In the watchful eyes of the Other, however, we discover that we ourselves have a bodily nature, and the nature of this embodiment is necessary for opening up a perspective in the world (Figure 0.4). Going further, Sartre observes that the nature of this body is never separate from its natural and cultural surroundings in the synthetic experience of the environment. Accordingly, for Sartre, the very possibility of a point-of-view follows from a deep entanglement between the human and the surrounding world in what we call here the environmental gaze. 
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Figure 0.4 Guido van Helten, No Exit Murals, 2013–2014. Source: Guido van Helten, No Exit Murals, Reykjavik, Iceland, 2014.



According to Sartre, however, this discovery tends to be a fraught experience. Caught in
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Notes


	1. Sartre’s play, Huis Clos, typically translated as No Exit, was written in 1943, first performed in 1944 at the Théâtre du Vieux-Colombier in Paris, and first published by Gallimard in 1945. The murals featured here are based on the play’s 1961 performance in Reykjavik by the Gríman Theater Group at the Tjarnarbíó theater. Andrés Kolbeinsson was commissioned for the photos by the director, Lárus Pálsson. The Icelandic actors featured in these images are Helga Löwe (Estelle), Kristbjörg Kjeld (Inez), and Erlingur Gislason (Garcin). These photographs are housed at the Reykjavik Museum of Photography. While Sartre and Beauvoir traveled to Iceland in the 1940s and 1950s they do not appear to have had any direct affiliation with this production of the play.

	2. Guido van Helten came to Iceland on an Artist’s Residency Grant. He painted several murals around the country, including on the Westman Islands and on the ferry from Akureryi. The owner of the Loftkastalinn building commissioned van Helten for the No Exit murals after viewing another mural by the artist on a private residence on Vesturgata street in Reykjavik.

	3. Van Helten has painted over fifty large-scale mural installations across Europe, Scandinavia, Australia, and the United States. During the period of his work surrounding the No Exit murals, his method was to draw on archived photos from a local site. Since then, however, he has transitioned to drawing from his own original photographs. An overview of his work can be found at his homepage: https://www.guidovanhelten.com/.

	4. See Appendix: “Interview with Guido van Helten.”

	5. The French term is regarder or le regard. Sartre uses this term both precisely and imprecisely in Being and Nothingness and elsewhere to refer to the act of looking in general and to its various philosophical modalities. The most important of these is found in his famous section on “the look” or “the gaze” in Part Three of Being and Nothingness. In the present study, the term will be translated variously by the terms look or gaze and their various derivations to keep with this fluidity in his own usage. For a helpful reflection on the term and the question of its translation, see Sarah Richmond’s “Notes on the Translation,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay in Phenomenological Ontology, trans. Sarah Richmond (New York: Washington Square Press, 2018), lxv. All subsequent references to Being and Nothingness are to Hazel Barnes’ translation: Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: A Phenomenological Essay on Ontology, trans. Hazel Barnes (New York: Washington Square Press, 1992).

	6. See, for example: Book VI and VII of Plato’s Republic, trans. C.D.C. Reeve (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 2004).

	7. René Descartes, “The Optics,” in The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, Vol. 1, eds. and trans. John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch (Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 172.


	8. See, for example: Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York: Vintage, 2011); Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (New York: Routledge, 2004); and Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” in Media and Cultural Studies: Keyworks, eds. Gig Durnham and Douglas Kellner (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2012), 267–74.

	9. See, for example: Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1979); and bell hooks, Black Looks: Race and Representation (New York: Routledge, 2014).

	10. See, for example: Jacques Lacan, The Seminars of Jacques Lacan: The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, Book XI, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller and trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: W.W. Norton, 1998); Slavoj Žižek, Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques Lacan through Popular Culture (Boston, MA: MIT Press, 1992); and Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, 1995).

	11. See, for example: Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am, trans. David Wills (New York: Fordham University Press, 1998); The Beast and the Sovereign, Vol. 1, The Seminars of Jacques Derrida, trans. Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2011); and The Beast and the Sovereign, Vol. 2, The Seminars of Jacques Derrida, trans. Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2017).

	12. For Merleau-Ponty, this theoretical vision is first challenged in The Phenomenology of Perception by his understanding of the pre-reflective primacy of kinesthetic perception underlying the reflective cogito. In his later work, however, he increasingly draws a distinction between profane or ordinary vision, which sees the world of objects according to the natural attitude, and sacred vision, which, like the artwork, visualizes the interconnected dynamics that help make such appearance possible. This development culminates in his provocative thinking of the chiasmic intertwining of flesh (la chair), an elemental structure of being that gives rise to both the structures of the visible and the invisible. See, for example: Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Cezanne’s Doubt,” in The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader: Philosophy and Painting, eds. and trans. Galen Johnson and Michael Smith (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1993), 59–75; “Eye and Mind,” in The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader, 121–50; Nature: Course Notes from the Collège de France, trans. Robert Vallier (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2003); The Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Donald Landes (New York: Routledge, 2013); and The Visible and the Invisible, trans. Alfonso Lingus (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1968). For an overview of some of these environmental visual themes in Merleau-Ponty, see: Joe Balay, “Seeing with a Mountain: Merleau-Ponty and the Landscape Aesthetics of Mont. Saint-Victoire,” Environment, Space, Place, Vol. 11, Number 1 (May 2019): 38–56.

	13. For Heidegger, this visual challenge is expressed in Being and Time by his contrast between the theoretical vorsicht of fixed objects (vorhandenheit) with the practical umsicht of ready-to-hand beings (zuhandenheit) and the existential self-insight of the Augenblick. In his later work on art and the history of Being, this visual mode is increasingly reconfigured in a thinking of the playful dynamic of unconcealment (Alētheia) and the Einblicken of Ereignis, or the flash of Being within the all-encompassing worldview of techno-science today. See, for example: Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. Joan Stambaugh and Revised by Dennis Schmidt (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2010); Bremen and Freiburg Lectures: Insight into That Which Is and Basic Principles of Thinking, trans. Andrew J. Mitchell (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2012); “Building, Dwelling, Thinking,” in Poetry, Language, Thought, ed. and trans. Albert Hofstadter (New York: Harper Collins, 2001), 141–160; “The Origin of the Work of Art,” in Off the Beaten Track, eds. and trans. Julian Young and Kenneth Haynes (Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 1–56; and “The Thing,” in Poetry, Language, Thought, 161–184. For an overview of these visual themes in Heidegger, see: Joe Balay, “Heideggers Konzept Blick/blicken,” in Heidegger Lexikon, eds. Günter Figal and David Espinet (Germany: De Gruyter, Forthcoming).

	14. Joseph Catalano, “The Body and the Book: Reading Being and Nothingness,” in Sartre on the Body, ed. Katherine Morris (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2010), 38. While Catalano echoes the standard anthropocentric reading of Sartre here, he also qualifies this claim in an important way. He observes that Sartre’s thinking is certainly not anthropocentric in the sense of a crass idealism. For Sartre, there is an external reality. It is just that this mode of being lacks configuration and appearance without consciousness. More properly, then, Catalano suggests that there is a fundamental “interdependence” between consciousness and the brute plenum of the in-itself that together make up the world in Sartre’s philosophy. It is this “interdependence,” however, that the present study seeks to explore in more detail through what we call the environmental gaze.

	15. Bernard Levy, Sartre: The Philosopher of the Twentieth Century, trans. Andrew Brown (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2003), 249. This is a label that Sartre himself seems to embrace when, in a late interview, he declares, “I am an anti-Nature philosopher” (“Interview with Jean-Paul Sartre,” in The Philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre, The Library of Living Philosophers, Vol. XVI, ed. Paul Schilpp [La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1981], 29). However, the full context of this statement is very important. Sartre observes: “I am an anti-Nature philosopher, but only in certain respects. I know that in the beginning there was Nature, which directly influenced man. It is certain that primitive men had real relations with Nature, like orang-utans [sic] or ants. This relation still exists, even today; but it is surmounted by other relations that are no longer material ones; or at least by relations in which Nature no longer plays the same role.” In this fuller passage, Sartre seems to concede a fundamental Human-Nature interrelation that has been affected today by a state of (post)modern alienation, a dynamic that we will call environmental bad faith.

	16. This anthropocentrism is also reported biographically by Beauvoir and others who suggest that in his daily life Sartre had a strong antipathy toward nature, loath to go on outdoor hikes outside of the city and refusing to eat raw vegetables or drink unpasteurized milk because they were too slimy and otherworldly. See, for example: Ronald Hayman, Sartre: A Life (New York: Simon and Shuster, 1987), 110; and John Gerassi, Talking with Sartre: Conversations and Debates (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009), 48.

	17. Hayman, Sartre, 36.


	18. Ibid., 113–16. See also: Annie Cohen-Solal, Sartre: A Life, trans. Anna Cancogni (New York: Pantheon Books, 1987), 102.

	19. Significantly, Sartre served in the Meteorological Corps and French Army during the war, and was taken prisoner by the Germans in 1940 before safely escaping. See: Hayman, Sartre; and Cohen-Solal, Sartre.

	20. William McBride, “Sartre and Problems in the Philosophy of Ecology – With a Thirty-Year Update,” in Earthly Engagements: Reading Sartre after the Holocene, eds. Matthew Ally and Damon Boria (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2023), 13–26. McBride also draws this observation more elliptically in his study, Sartre’s Political Theory (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1991), 131–32. I am grateful to Matthew Ally’s and Damon Boria’s anthology, Earthly Engagements, for introducing me to William McBride’s important article.

	21. Matthew Ally, Ecology and Existence: Bringing Sartre to the Water’s Edge (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2017). Ally’s excellent book offers a wide-sweeping treatment of Sartre’s philosophy in relationship to ecology with an emphasis on Sartre’s later dialectical materialism. Ally’s investigation does not devote much attention, however, to Sartre’s philosophy of art or his theory of the gaze.

	22. Matthew Ally and Damon Boria, eds., Earthly Engagements: Reading Sartre after the Holocene (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2023). This collection offers an array of interdisciplinary readings on Sartre’s relationship to ecology. However, only three of these chapters deal with Sartre’s philosophy of art in any detail, and only my own chapter considers Sartre’s theory of the gaze.

	23. Simon Gusman and Arjen Kleinherenbrink, “Hyperobjects and the Practico-Inert: Ecology and the Critique of Dialectical Reason,” in Earthly Engagements, eds. Ally and Boria, 189–210. On a similar theme, see also: Austin Hayden Smidt, “Heralding Kairos: The Depths of Seriality and Creating Earth as a Work of Art,” in Earthly Engagements, eds. Ally and Boria, 143–70; and Paul Gyllenhammer, “Counter-Finality and the Living World,” in Earthly Engagements, eds. Ally and Boria, 171–88.

	24. Elizabeth Butterfield, “I am What I Buy: Bad Faith and Consumer Culture,” in Earthly Engagements, eds. Ally and Boria, 93–122. While most chapters in this anthology focus on Sartre’s later dialectical materialism, Butterfield draws heavily on Sartre’s concept of bad faith developed in his early existential phenomenology. As will be seen, our own study borrows on this concept as well.

	25. Michael Butler, “Buying Green: A Trap for Fools, or, Sartre on Ethical Consumerism,” in Earthly Engagements, eds. Ally and Boria, 123–40.

	26. Dane Sawyer, “Nothingness, Emptiness, and Ecology: A Reframing of Sartre’s Early Ontology through Buddhist Metaphysics,” in Earthly Engagements, eds. Ally and Boria, 233–54. Several other thinkers beyond those involved in the projects already cited here have also highlighted ecological themes in Sartre’s work. For example, Nik Farrell Fox has raised this possibility in his postmodern reading of Sartre (Nik Farrell Fox, The New Sartre: Explorations in Postmodernism [London: Continuum, 2003], 154). Thomas Flynn has also gestured at Sartre’s relevance for tackling these questions today in his reflections, “Sartre at One Hundred: A Man of the Nineteenth Century addressing the Twenty-First?” Sartre Studies International, Vol. 11, Number 1 (2005): 1–14.


	27. Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley, CA: University of California, 1993). For an interesting contrast of the aural mode with this visual tendency, see: Craig Matarrese, “Soundscape Phenomenology and a Sartrean Phenomenology of Listening,” in Earthly Engagements, eds. Ally and Boria, 29–46.

	28. The phrase, pensée survol, is one that both Sartre and Merleau-Ponty use to criticize the theoretical tradition’s privileging of a disembodied, un-situated mode of thought. Merleau-Ponty accuses Sartre of being guilty of this perspective in his own thinking. See, for example: Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, 69.

	29. Jean-Paul Sartre, Nausea, trans. Lloyd Alexander (New York: New Directions, 1964).

	30. Jean-Paul Sartre, The Age of Reason, trans. Eric Sutton (New York: Vintage, 1992).

	31. This is signaled at the conclusion of Nausea when Roquentin decides to quit his previous affairs (e.g., the historical biography on the Marquis de Rollebon and his relationship with Anny) and devote himself to writing a novel as the means of offering an existential justification for his being. Roquentin reflects: “Can you justify your existence then? Just a little? [. . .] Couldn’t I try . . . Naturally, it wouldn’t be a question of a tune . . . but couldn’t I, in another medium? . . . It would have to be a book: I don’t know how to do anything else. But not a history book: history talks about what has existed—an existant can never justify the existence of another existant. My error, I wanted to resuscitate the Marquis de Rollebon. Another type of book. I don’t quite know which kind—but you would have to guess, behind the printed words, behind the pages, at something which would not exist, which would be above existence. A story, for example, something that could never happen, an adventure. It would have to be beautiful and hard as steel and make people ashamed of their existence” (Sartre, Nausea, 177–78).

	32. Jean-Paul Sartre, What is Literature? And Other Essays, trans. Steven Ungar (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988).

	33. Jean-Paul Sartre, “Black Orpheus,” in What is Literature? And Other Essays, 289–332.

	34. Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism is a Humanism, trans. Carol Macomber (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007).

	35. Schilpp, “Interview with Jean-Paul Sartre,” 24.

	36. In following the playful gaze of these murals, one cannot help but think of Michel Foucault’s famous reading of Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas in The Order of Things, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, 1970). Whereas Foucault’s reading of the play of vision in that portrait helps expose the complex socioeconomic and epistemic order of society, the present analysis of the gaze in van Helten’s Sartrean portraits attempts to reveal something of the environmental dimension of these dynamics.
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