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      Context

      
      Oscar Wilde was born in 1854 in Dublin, Ireland to two accomplished parents—his mother was a respected poet and translator
         and his father was a knighted surgeon. Wilde won prizes in classics throughout his youth and received prestigious scholarships
         to Trinity and then Magdalen College, Oxford, where he won even more prizes for his poetry. While at Oxford, he came under
         the influence of aestheticists Walter Pater and John Ruskin and joined them later to become a key figure in the founding of
         the aesthetic movement. After university, Wilde moved to London, where he insinuated himself into London's most glamorous
         drawing rooms as a wit, dandy, and high aesthete. In 1881 he published a volume of poetry and left for an American lecture
         tour on the arts the following year, during which he met Henry Longfellow, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and Walt Whitman. Upon returning
         to London, he married, fathered two sons, and published several collections of children's stories and Irish folktales. In
         1887 he also took a post as editor of Woman's World magazine.
      

      
      The period from 1890 to 1895 brought Wilde to the height of his writing career. The Picture of Dorian Grey appeared in 1891, shocking the public with its homoeroticism. A string of hugely successful plays followed: Lady Windemere's Fan (1892), A Woman of No Importance (1893), An Ideal Husband (1895), and The Importance of Being Earnest (1895). Scandalous in their assault on Victorian mores, Wilde's new comedy of manners conquered the London stage. Wilde also
         spent part of this period in France, befriending members of the symbolist and decadent movements and writing his French short
         drama, Salomé (1891). This period also marked the beginning of Wilde's ill-fated love affair with Lord Alfred Douglas, which would soon
         prove to be his downfall. In 1895 Douglas's irate father, the Marquess of Queensbury, left a card at Wilde's club addressed:
         "To Oscar Wilde, posing as a somdomite (sic)". Getting the point, Wilde sued for libel but dropped the charges when the sensational
         trial turned in his disfavor. He was then arrested and convicted of homosexual practices and sentenced to two years hard labor.
         Wilde would later write of his time in prison in his last major work, The Ballad of Reading Gaol" (1898). Broken by his public disgrace, Wilde spent the last years of his life sick and poor, wandering Europe and sinking
         into drug addiction. Ultimately he died of cerebral meningitis in a Paris hotel in 1900.
      

      
      As noted above, Wilde wrote Salomé while frequenting the symbolist circles of late nineteenth-century Paris. Among the symbolists, the legend of the Oriental
         princess who dances for the head of John the Baptist had experienced a massive revival in both the visual and literary arts.
         According to his biographers, Wilde drafted the bulk of the play in a single sitting after an evening spent discussing the
         legend with a number of fellow writers. Taking a break, Wilde stopped by a nearby café that same night and requested that
         the orchestra help him in his endeavor by playing something that might conjure a "woman dancing in her bare feet in the blood
         of a man she has craved for and slain." Wilde completed his play soon thereafter. Significantly, he wrote Salomé entirely in French, and, because of a law forbidding the theatrical depiction of biblical figures, the play never saw production
         in either English or England during Wilde's lifetime. As a result, Wilde published the work in the original, and actress Sarah
         Bernhardt later staged it in a production. An English translation of the play by Lord Alfred Douglas appeared in 1894, though
         Wilde reportedly regretted what he saw as its "schoolboy fault." Hedwig Lachmann produced Salomé's more respectable German translation, which served as the libretto to Richard Strauss's opera of the same name. A number of
         Salomé's critics have suggested that Wilde's weakness in French explains the play's at times simple and repetitive dialogue; others
         have argued for its intentionally mechanical and estranged effects, comparing the piece especially to the work of symbolist
         Maurice Maeterlinck. It is also possible that Wilde's turn from his native tongue corresponds from a turn from the "native"
         subjects of his domestic comedies, French figuring here as the language of choice for his Orientalist reverie.
      

      
   
      
      Plot Overview

      
      The play unfolds on the terrace of Herod's palace above the banquet hall. A gigantic staircase stands to the left; a cistern
         surrounded by a wall of green bronze appears at the back. The Young Syrian exclaims how Salomé is beautiful tonight. It is
         as if she was dancing. "Look at the moon!" cries Herodias' Page, comparing it to a woman rising from her tomb, a woman "looking
         for dead things." He warns the Syrian that he looks at the princess too much. A noise is heard in the hall, and the Soldiers
         complain that the Jews are howling again about their religion. The First Soldier observes that the Tetrarch (King Herod) has
         a "somber look," and the soldiers wonder at whom he is looking.
      

      
      Suddenly the voice of Jokanaan is heard from the cistern, proclaiming the coming of the Messiah: "The eyes of the blind shall
         see the day, and the ears of the deaf shall be opened." The First Soldier explains to the Cappadocian that Jokanaan is a prophet
         from the desert. It is impossible to understand what the prophet says, and the Tetrarch has forbidden the prophet being seen.
         The Cappadocian remarks that the cistern must make an unhealthy prison. The Second Soldier protests: Herod's elder brother,
         Herodias' first husband, lived there for twelve years without dying. Ultimately he had to be strangled by Naaman, the Negro
         executioner, bearing Herod's death-ring.
      

      
      The Syrian exclaims that Salomé approaches. She enters, insisting that she cannot stay with Herod looking at her all the while
         "with his mole's eyes under his shaking eyelids." To the Page's horror, the Syrian invites her to sit. Salomé welcomes the
         moon, cold and chaste, with a virgin's beauty. Jokanaan again announces the coming of the Lord. Salomé asks if he is the prophet
         Herod fears, the prophet who maligns her mother. As Jokanaan preaches on, Salomé insists that she speak to him. All attempt
         to dissuade her. She plies the Syrian to bring the prophet forth.
      

      
      The prophet emerges, and Salomé looks at him. Salomé exclaims that the prophet's eyes are terrible above all, like "black
         lakes troubled by fantastic moons." He is a wasted "ivory statue," chaste like the moon. "Who is this woman who is looking
         at me?" protests Jokenaan, bidding Salomé begone. Salomé implores the prophet to speak on: his voice is like wine. She is
         "amorous of his body." Jokanaan curses her anew. Begging Salomé to stop, the Syrian kills himself and falls between the prophet
         and princess. Salomé continues to ask Jokanaan to let her kiss him. He orders her to seek the Lord, refuses to look upon her,
         and descends into the cistern.
      

      
      The First Soldier insists that they transport the body lest Herod see it. Suddenly the court enters, and Herod calls for Salomé
         while Herodias reproaching him for always staring at her. Herod muses on the "strange look" of the moon, comparing her to
         a drunken madwoman looking for lovers. Herodias replies that the "moon is like the moon, that is all" and bids him inside.
         Herod refuses, calling the servants to bring the festivities outside. Herod slips on the blood of the Syrian and gasps at
         the ill omen. The Soldiers feign that they do not know why he killed himself.
      

      
      Jokanaan announces that what he has foretold has come to pass. Herodias asks Herod to silence the prophet, since he is forever
         "vomiting insults" against her. Herod most certainly fears him, and that is the main reason that he does not deliver him to
         the Jews. Herod replies that the prophet is a holy man who has seen God. A Jew rejoins that God has hidden himself, and thus
         evil has come upon the land. Jokanaan announces the coming of the "Savior of the world." A Nazarene declares that Jokanaan
         speaks of the Messiahs who works miracles. Herodias scoffs. Jokanaan curses the daughter of Babylon with "golden eyes" and
         "gilded eyelids," annoucing her death by stoning, by the piercing of her body with swords, its mashing under shields. Herodias
         is enraged that Herod would let Jokanaan slander her: she is his wife. Herod changes the subject, proposing that all toast
         Caesar.
      

      
      Increasingly distractedly by Salomé, Herod asks his daughter to dance for him. She refuses. He beseeches her, swearing to
         give her whatever she wishes. Salomé dances. Herod invites Salomé to ask for her reward, and she asks for the head of Jokanaan
         in a silver charger. Herodias applauds her. Aghast, Herod begs her to be reasonable. He offers her an emerald from Caesar
         that, if looked through, has telescopic properties. Salomé continues to demand Jokanaan's head. Herod rejoins that Salomé
         only asks to punish him for looking at her. He will look no more, at neither things nor people. "Only in mirrors should one
         look, for mirrors do but show us masks." He offers the implacable Salomé his flock of white peacocks with feet of gilded gold.
         Salomé is unmoved. Herod protests that Jokanaan might be a holy man and has foretold disaster on the day of his death. He
         offers all his hidden jewels; he would even give her the veil of the sanctuary to be released from his word. Salomé refuses.
      

      
      Herod falls back and the Soldier bears his death ring to the frightened Executioner. Moments later, a huge black arm emerges
         from the cistern, bearing Jokanaan's head on a silver shield. Salomé seizes it and tells the head that she will kiss its mouth
         now. But she wonders why Jokanaan refuses to look at her. He saw his God but never saw her. She hungers for his body, and
         nothing will quench her. She was a virgin, and she took his virginity. If he had looked at her, he would have loved her, and
         love's mystery is greater than death's.
      

      
      Herod declares Salomé monstrous. Herod refuses to stay and calls for the servants to put out the torches. He will not look
         at things nor suffer them to look at him. "Put out the torches! Hide the moon! Hide the stars!" he exclaims. Herod begins
         to climb the staircase to the palace, and the stage goes dark. The voice of Salomé announces that she has kissed the prophet's
         mouth. It tastes bitter, perhaps of blood or love. A moonbeam falls on Salomé, covering her with light. Herod turns and, upon
         seeing Salomé, orders the soldiers to kill her. They rush forward and crush her beneath their shields.
      

      
   
      
      Character List

      
      
         Salomé - 
            A number of critics have read Wilde's Salomé as an allegory for the work of art as such. Born of painting, literature, and drama, she would incarnate the beauty of artifice,
            ornament, and luxury. Importantly, however, this seductive spectacle is also a harbinger of death. Salomé first appears disgusted
            by the court, mortified by its crude, painted guests and the incestuous gaze of her stepfather, Herod. Soon thereafter she
            is seduced by the imprisoned prophet Jokanaan's voice and has him drawn from his tomb, transgressing the order of the Tetrarch.
            
         

      

      
      
         Herod Antipas - 
            The Tetrarch of Judea, Herod is Herodias's second husband and Salomé's stepfather. Herod deposed, imprisoned, and executed
            Salomé's father—his own elder brother the former king—and wedded Herodias in what Jokanaan calls an incestuous union. Herod
            is in fear of Jokanaan, whom he has imprisoned, as he cannot know if Jokanaan speaks the word of God and if his many prophecies
            of his ruin will come to pass. He is also tormented by a host of omens—the blood in which he slips, the beating wings of the
            angel of death, his burning and bloody garland—that foretell the death about to strike the palace.
            
         

      

      
      
         Jokanaan  - 
            Jokanaan—Wilde's Saint John the Baptist—is the prophet imprisoned in a tomb-like cistern at the orders of the Tetrarch. "Terrible
            to look at", he spends much of the play in his subterranean prison, figuring as a mad, booming voice that prophecies the ruin
            of the kingdom, curses the royal family, and proclaims the coming of Christ. He appears on-stage and takes corporeal form,
            against his wishes, at Salomé's lustful call. As a mystic, Jokanaan is a tabooed body: Herod bans others from seeing him,
            and he himself—as Salomé learns—refuses to suffer the gaze of the cursed. He is also "blind" in a sense, failing to see those
            around him in his inspiration by the divine word.
            
         

      

      
      
         Herodias - 
            The proud, hard queen of Judaea, Herodias abhors Jokanaan, who has slandered her as an incestuous harlot and remains alive
            against her wishes. She also suffers the indignity of Herod's incestuous lust for Salomé, hopelessly reproaching him for his
            gaze. Unlike most of the cast, characterized by its propensity for finding symbolism and the omen in particular in the world,
            Herodias appears to scorn the symbol. Thus, for example, when Herod sees a madwoman in the moon, she can only scoff: "the
            moon is like the moon, that is all". According to Jokanaan, Herodias is also guilty of a crime of sight, having "seen the
            images of Chaldeans limned in colors" and given herself up "unto the lust of her eyes".
            
         

      

      
      
         The Young Syrian  - 
            A former prince and captain of Herod's guard, the Syrian is a handsome, languorous youth utterly entranced by Salomé. Thus
            he raises Jokanaan from his cistern at her request and kills himself when she professes her love for the prophet.
            
         

      

      
      
         The Soldiers  - 
            Along with the Syrian and the Page, the Soldiers compose the cluster of voyeurs that open the play looking into the banquet
            off-stage. They introduce Jokanaan to the visitors.
            
         

      

      
      
         The Page  - 
            Mesmerized by the deadly moon, the Page senses the death of his friend the Young Syrian and eulogizes him upon his suicide.
            
         

      

      
      
         Jews and Nazarenes  - 
            Two opposed groups in Herod's court who dispute various religious issues. The Jews are imagined as tiresome at best and as
            wild, howling beasts at worst; the Nazarenes bring news of Messia' miracles.
            
         

      

      
      
         Tigellinus - 
            Tigellinus is a Roman official who provides Herod with news of Rome and Caesar.
            
         

      

      
      
         A Cappadocian - 
            The Cappadocian is a guest of Herod's court who in the first scenes of the play converses with the First Soldier on the identity
            of Jokanaan. He hardly believes in the prophet's power.
            
         

      

      
      
         A Nubian - 
            The Nubian is guest of Herod's court who remarks upon the taste his gods have for blood sacrifice.
            
         

      

      
      
         Naaman  - 
            A "huge Negro", Naaman stands silently in the background until delivering Jokanaan's execution. He also executed Herod's deposed
            elder brother.
            
         

      

      
      
         The Slaves of Salomé  - 
            These slaves attend to Salomé intermittently, calling her, for example, back to the banquet and preparing her for the dance
            of the seven veils.
            
         

      

      
   
      
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         
         Salomé %

         
         A number of critics believe Wilde's Salomé to be an allegory for the work of art itself. As Wilde told a friend with regards
            to her essential representation—the dance of the seven veils—Salomé should appear "totally naked, but draped with heavy and
            ringing necklaces made of jewels of every color, warm with the fervor of her amber flesh. " Salomé is left not naked, but
            bejeweled, transformed into a luxurious work of art: even her flesh becomes "amber." Importantly, however, this seductive
            spectacle is also a harbinger of death.
         

         
         In the play, Salomé first appears disgusted by the court, mortified by its crude, painted guests and the incestuous gaze of
            her stepfather, Herod. Soon thereafter she is seduced by the imprisoned prophet Jokanaan's voice and has him drawn from his
            tomb, transgressing the order of the Tetrarch. His appearance ends her cold virginity, a chastity that she celebrates in the
            moon and appears, albeit in much more hysterical fashion, in her Mallarméan counterpart "Hérodiade." Though all men have been
            hateful to her, Salomé loves Jokanaan desperately. Staring at him lustily, she violently demands his look and his lips, which
            the prophet of course refuses her.
         

         
         Salomé then withdraws somewhat for the following scenes as Herod brings his banquet outdoors and attempts to seduce her. She
            returns the center of the stage to perform the famous dance of the seven veils and enjoy the desire she can apparently only
            have in death. Thus she becomes deadly as spectacle. In this respect, she is twinned with the moon anew, which also appears
            here as both the image and gaze of death. As established at the outset, the moon and Salomé are the play's most consuming
            objects of the look, imagined in a seductive metaphoric network of concealment and exhibition, of veils, clouds, wings, fans,
            etc. and moving slowly in a dance of death. We have the first demonstration of her deadliness in the suicide of the Syrian,
            who is precisely seduced by Salomé's command that he look at her and promise that she will look at him tomorrow through the
            muslin veils of her litter. Ultimately Salomé herself will become object of the moon's deadly stare. Her monstrous, necrophilic
            crossing of the taboo between living and dead at the end of the play brings down the judgment the moon, causing the Tetrarch
            to order her execution—a smothering under the soldiers's shields that erases her from view.
         

         
      

      
      
         
         Herod

         
         The Tetrarch of Judea, Herod is Herodias's second husband and Salomé's stepfather. He has deposed, imprisoned, and executed
            Salomé's father—his own elder brother and the former king—and wedded Herodias in what Jokanaan calls an incestuous union.
            Loyal to Caesar and assured of the favor of the Roman Empire, he has every cause to celebrate but finds that his desire distracts
            him. As the Soldiers note, he wears a "somber look," fascinated by Salomé's beauty. He attempts to seduce her lecherously,
            but to little avail. Herod is in fear of Jokanaan, whom he has imprisoned, as he cannot know if Jokanaan actually speaks the
            word of God and if his many prophecies of ruin will come to pass. He is also tormented by a host of omens—the blood in which
            he slips, the beating wings of the angel of death, his burning and bloody garland—that foretell the death about to strike
            the palace. He turns to Salomé desperately to lift his spirits, his lust leading him into his fatal pact. Herod then Guiltily
            cringes from what he imagines to be his punishment for looking at Salomé too much. He will call for the smothering of the
            torches in disgust and withdraw into darkness. As he bitterly swears: "I will not look at things, I will not suffer things
            to look at me."
         

         
      

      
      
         
         Jokanaan

         
         Jokanaan—Wilde's Saint John the Baptist—is the prophet imprisoned in a tomb-like cistern at the orders of the Tetrarch. "Terrible
            to look at," he spends much of the play in his subterranean prison, figuring as a mad, booming voice that prophecies the ruin
            of the kingdom, curses the royal family, and proclaims the coming of Christ. He appears on-stage and takes corporeal form,
            against his wishes, at Salomé's lustful call. As a mystic, Jokanaan is a tabooed body: Herod bans others from seeing him,
            and he himself—as Salomé learns—refuses to suffer the gaze of the cursed. He is also "blind" in a sense, failing to see those
            around him in his inspiration by the divine word. Thus the beauty of his body appears only through Salomé's amorous praises:
            never has Salomé seen a whiter body, blacker hair, or a redder mouth, and so on. Of particular note is the unearthly whiteness
            of his body, a whiteness that twins him with Salomé and the moon.
         

         
      

      
      
         
         Herodias

         
         Herodias, usually a major player in the Salomé legend, is less of a key figure in Wilde's play. She has lost her erotic attachment
            to Jokanaan, but she has gained a certain stolid practicality. She is the antithesis of symbolic mysticism, placed in direct
            opposition to Herod, Salomé, and most of the cast, which is characterized by its propensity for finding symbolism and the
            omen in particular in the world. Herodias scorns the symbol. Thus, for example, when Herod sees a madwoman in the moon, she
            can only scoff: "the moon is like the moon, that is all". A proud, hard, and unsympathetic queen, Herodias abhors the prophet,
            who has slandered her as a wanton, incestuous harlot and remains alive against her wishes. Though not the instigator of his
            death, Herodias will cheer the prophet's death in face of her husband's horror. According to Jokanaan, she is also guilty
            of a crime of sight, having "seen the images of Chaldeans limned in colors" and given herself up "unto the lust of her eyes."
         

         
      

      
   
      
      Themes, Motifs, and Symbols

      
      
      Themes

      
      
      The Look and the Spectacle of the Body

      
      That Salomé concerns itself with looking is about as self-evident as its concern with sex. The Salomé legend, featuring what has been
         for the West one of the primal scenes of woman-as-spectacle and male spectator, is organized in all its forms around the seductive
         play of voyeurism and exhibitionism, exhibition and concealment, and the transgression of visual taboos on the body. Invariably,
         the transgression of these taboos involves illicit sexual desire. Looking in Salomé is dangerous, bringing death on the stage.
         Thus the image of the prophet that captures Salomé's illicit gaze awakens her lethal desire and the fascination of Herod's
         incestuous gaze by the image of the dancing Salomé, and her seductive veils binds him to the prophet's execution.
      

      
      At the center of the play is of course Salomé. Her image fatally captures the male gaze: for looking on her too much, the
         Syrian will die. Equally significant is Salomé's own "strange look," a look she will cast specifically on Jokanaan, which
         will demand the prophet's recognition to the point of his death. We elaborate the qualities of this Salomé as spectacle and
         look further under Motifs. The other forbidden gaze in the play is Herod's. Herod's look upon Salomé is incestuous, lascivious,
         and grotesque—that of a "mole's eyes" under "shaking eyelids." When Herod's lust for looking leads him to Jokanaan's execution,
         he will guiltily exclaim that Salomé is punishing him for his look. Thus he will resolve to withdraw from looking altogether,
         turning from both people and things. This withdrawal prefigures his disgusted retirement from the scene of the visible, where
         he puts out the palace torches and reduces the stage to darkness: "I will not look at things, I will not suffer things to
         look at me."
      

      
      Along with the dancing Salomé, the play's other primary body-as-spectacle is Jokanaan's. As a mystic, Jokanaan would remove
         himself from worldly desire—again, here organized fundamentally by structures of voyeurism and exhibitionism, look and spectacle—in
         his apparent "blindness" and invisibility. Reduced to God's mouthpiece, Jokanaan sees nothing. Only gradually does he emerge
         from his haze to see Salomé—the girl everyone else is looking at—and then immediately refuses to grant her his gaze. As Salomé
         exclaims, the prophet's blank eyes are above all terrible, like black holes burned in tapestries, dragon caverns, and—in a
         reference to her attempt to seduce him—lakes troubled by "fantastic moons." The blackness of his eyes marks Jokanaan's refusal
         to return the enamored princess' gaze by looking at her. Secreted in the cistern and barred from view by royal decree, Jokanaan
         is also an invisible, tabooed body. Salomé's transgression is her look on him, a look that gives him an eroticized body.
      

      
      
      
      
         Vanitas
         
      

      
      Throughout the play, Jokanaan conjures the image of Herod's ruin, evoking a king on his throne "clothed in scarlet and purple"
         and bearing a "golden cup full of his blasphemies", a fallen king wearing a silver robe and holding a cup of abominations,
         and onward. Jokanaan proclaims that an angel will smite this monarch and that "he shall be eaten of worms." Such images of
         kings bedecked in the earthly splendor that condemns them to their future ruin are of course familiar to readers of the Bible.
         They take on especially potent visual form in the late-Renaissance tradition in painting of vanitas, in which those trappings of earthly splendor and beauty conceal the death and decay that have already come and indeed are
         already visible upon closer scrutiny. Salomé thematizes similar conjunctions of beauty, splendor, and decay throughout, twinning, for example, the dancing Salomé and
         her veils with the image of a corpse and its shroud. Such conjunctions are crucial to Wilde's work, Dorian Gray of course being the foremost example.
      

      
      
      
      The Orient

      
      Though Salomé is not directly "about" the Orient, the reader would do well, in an era where many still believe that the "clash of civilizations"
         is upon us, to take a cue from Edward Said and consider the play's imbrications in the longstanding Western discourse of Orientalism.
         In this sense, Salomé would figure less a "portrait" of some supposed Orient than as staging of Victorian fantasies of it. Take, for example, the
         parenthesis on the Tetrarch's wine toward the beginning of the play. Here the Second Soldier lists Herod's three wines in
         a series of parallel structures, describing their color and land of origin: purple from Samothrace, yellow from Cyprus, and
         red from Sicily. Color is evoked in simile: purple like Caesar's cloak, yellow like gold, and red like blood. The listings
         of the wines is reminiscent of a fairy tale device, the wines mapping the fantastic and exotic world of the play and evoking
         its trappings of power. Here the language belongs to a fantasy of the exotic Orient, an Orient composed of ornaments, luxurious
         commodities, wondrous artifacts, fiery passions, and high adventure.
      

      
      
      
      
      Motifs

      
      
      The Princess, the Prophet, and the Moon

      
      As almost all its critics have noted, Salomé weaves an extensive network of metaphors around the color white, which all link to the moon, Salomé, and the prophet. Key
         terms in this network include: an unearthly paleness, flowers, silver and doves (in the case of Salomé), sepulchers, ivory,
         and statues (in the case of Jokanaan). Significantly it elaborates this network in the cast's various acts of looking at the
         feminized trio, its members appearing as the play's consummate—and most consuming—objects of the look. Thus the play begins
         with two voyeurs: the Syrian, who marvels at the beautiful princess, and the Page, mesmerized by the moon. The Page's first
         line is an injunction to look: "Look at the moon!" Though both these voyeurs first appear lost in their own reveries, their
         respective monologues soon interweave around the pronoun "she." The moon becomes a metaphor for the princess: she is a dead
         woman rising from a tomb, slowly moving, dancing a dance of death. The link to the prophet, who will himself soon rise from
         the tomb-like cistern at the back of the stage, is also clear. Thus the image of the moon/princess/prophet heralds the viewers'
         death. As the Page repeatedly warns the Syrian, if he looks at "her" too much, undoubtedly something terrible will happen.
      

      
      Importantly, however, not only does the male look at the female: the female looks back and also with fatal results. The play
         unfolds under the gaze of the moon, a gaze that, as the page notes, searches for the dead. As the Syrian muses, the princess
         herself has a "strange look" (the play is consistently unable to resist the double entendre); the Page senses the significance
         of this female look more clearly: "You would fancy she was looking for dead things." This phrase of course parallels the Syrian's
         own fancy: "You would fancy she was dancing." Again, Salomé's dance is the dance of death. And, in dancing, she looks for
         dead things. Thus the feminine will bring death here as both look and spectacle.
      

      
      
      
      The Eye and the Veil

      
      In establishing its structures of looking, the play also develops an extensive metaphoric network around the eye and the spectacle
         and specifically, the spectacle of the legend's "primal scene": the dance of the seven veils. Rather than attempt to chart
         its many variations, we can take two of the gifts Herod offers to Salomé in hopes of escaping her demand as points of reference.
         The lavish array of treasures Herod offers Salomé explicitly concern themselves with sight. Herod would surrender almost everything
         to prevent Jokanaan's execution. He offers Salomé the privilege of royal sight, tempting her with an emerald that magnifies
         the powers of the eye. When Salomé refuses, the privilege of an augmented look failing to interest her, he offers her his
         flock of white peacocks. These fifty peacocks join the chain of metaphors linked to the "clouds" that swathe the moon/Salomé
         and participate in the seductive interplay between veiling/unveiling, exhibition/concealment. This chain, once again determined
         by the color white, includes Salomé's veils, the fan that conceals her face, and the doves and butterflies that are her fingers.
         The choice of peacocks here is hardly innocent, evoking the mythological origins of the peacock's fan in the blind eyes of
         Argus. In a sense then, Herod offers the princess a seeing eye (the emerald) and then an array of blind ones. In both cases
         the eye figures as ornament, but, while the former functions as a tool of sight, the later is decorative, ornamenting Salomé's
         forms of concealment (veils, clouds, etc.). One can detect differential repetitions of these key tropes throughout the array
         of fantastic treasures: the fifty moon-like pearls, the many eye-like gems, the moonstones, and the parrot-feather fans.
      

      
      
      
      The Jews and the Nazarenes

      
      It is almost stupid to note that Salomé is intensely Christian in its trajectory, told as if Christianity has already "surpassed" Judaism. Salomé situates itself at the advent of the Messiah. Thus another group at the banquet catches the voyeur's attention at the outset
         of the play are the beast-like Jews who are engaged in irrelevant debate. Their next major appearance sets them off against
         the Nazarenes. The Jews debate the status of Jokanaan before Herod, and then the Nazarenes go on to the report on the miracles
         of Messiahs. This sequence would indicate the "progress" from the religion of the Jews to Christianity that Jokanaan's prophecies
         already herald. Indeed some of the arguments Wilde has written for the Jews seem to favor the movements into Christianity
         (i.e. because God has hidden himself, evil has fallen on the land, etc.). Certainly the debate of the Jews lends itself to
         comic interpretation, their dialogue seeming apiece with the comic court dialogue.
      

      
      Often identified as a Symbolist play, Salomé offers those looking for symbols far too many to enumerate here. Almost all of the play's poetic images, gestures, and objects
         arguably take on symbolic value. We have identified the more obvious ones here. Herodias presents a decided exception in this
         cast so heavily inclined toward symbolism in their speech, scoffing at whatever mysteries the characters might conjure.
      

      
      
      
      
      Symbols

      
      
      The Moon as Woman

      
      As noted above, the moon appears here as a double of Salomé's and a symbol of woman. For the Page, the moon is the woman bearing
         death. Salomé triumphantly imagines the moon as virgin, as the goddess who never defiled herself as her sisters did. Tellingly,
         Herod sees no virgin in the moon but its opposite: a naked, drunken madwoman who seeks everywhere for lovers and will not
         let the clouds cover her nakedness. As Salomé notes earlier, the wish in Herod's gaze is all too clear. Again, Herodias resists
         the cast's propensity for symbolism. When Herod sees a madwoman in the moon, she can but scoff: "the moon is like the moon,
         that is all."
      

      
      
      
      Omens

      
      Salomé features a host of omens symbolizing the death about to befall the palace, the majority of which are perceived by an increasingly
         desperate, paranoiac Herod and prophesied by Jokanaan. Examples include: the beating wings of the angel of death, the blood
         in which Herod slips, and the blood-red moon. Some have somatic effects: his garland is like fire and burns his forehead.
         He tosses it on the table and its petals become bloodstains on the cloth. Certainly one hears the echo of the crown of thorns
         here. Terrified Herod reflects that one "must not find symbols in everything" as it "makes life impossible." Unlike Herodias,
         however, Herod would not seek life in an ultimately hopeless denial of metaphor but in metaphor itself—specifically, the reversibility
         between metaphor's terms. Thus "it [is] better to say that stains of blood are as lovely as rose petals." Of course, the omen
         is perhaps characterized by the inflexibility of its metaphoric structures, the stop in the whirligig between a metaphor's
         terms. Though usually vague in its meaning and thus producing uncontrollable anxiety in its audience, it remains "motivated"
         nevertheless as a demonstration of some ill fate. Thus the petals are blood because the garland must portent dark times in
         the palace.
      

      
      
      
   
      

      
      Wilde and the Legend of Salomé in the Nineteenth Century

      
      The legend of Salomé has its beginnings in the Gospels of Matthew and Mark (Matthew 14: 3–11, Mark 6: 17–28). Herod, the Tetrach
         of Judaea, beheads John the Baptist at the instigation of Herodias, wife of Herod, who was angered by John's charge that her
         marriage was incestuous. In both accounts, Herodias uses her daughter (unnamed in scripture but known to tradition, through
         Josephus, as Salomé) to exact the prophet's execution. According to the Gospel of Mark: [W]hen a convenient day was come Herod
         on his birthday made a supper to his lords, high captains and chief estates of Galilee. And when the daughter of the said
         Herodias came in, and danced, and pleased Herod and them that sat with him, the king said unto the damsel, "Ask of me whatsoever
         thou wilt, and I will give it thee." And he sware unto her, "Whatsoever thou shalt ask of me, I will give it thee, unto half
         of my kingdom." And she went forth and said unto her mother, "What shall I ask?" And she said, "The head of John the Baptist."
         And she came in straightway with haste unto the king, and asked, saying, "I will that thou give me by and by in a charger
         the head of John the Baptist" And the king was exceeding sorry; yet for his oath's sake and for their sakes that sat with
         him, he would not reject her. And immediately the king sent an executioner, and commanded his head to be brought, and he went
         and beheaded him in prison. And brought his head in a charger, and gave it to the damsel; and the damsel gave to her mother.
         (6: 21–28, King James Bible)
      

      
      Here, the guilt for John's execution rests with Herodias, and such was the prevailing belief until the Baptist became a more
         widely venerated saint. John's veneration brought with it the increasing denigration of Salomé. The Salomé legend was a prominent
         one in both literature and the visual arts until the end of the Renaissance and then again with revival in the nineteenth
         century, the era of Europe's colonial expansion into the Orient. In particular Heinrich Heine's Atta Troll (1843) served to inspire an entire series of Orientalist explorations by such divergent authors as Flaubert, Mallarmé, Huysmans,
         and Maeterlinck. In his epic, Heine invents a fantastic setting for the story: during the vision of a witch's wild chase,
         the narrator describes how Herodias, laughing madly with desire, kisses the head of John. She had loved him, Heine continues,
         and had demanded his head in the heat of passion—for, he asks, "why would a woman want the head of any man she did not love?"
         The epic thus becomes one of the first adaptations of the legend to attribute explicitly John's decapitation to feminine desire:
         the necrophilic kiss figures as Herodias' punishment.
      

      
      Wilde's literary background ensures that he was aware of, if not intimately acquainted with, the large majority of Salomé
         treatments, and he made obvious reference to some of them in his 1892 drama. He was certainly familiar with the novels of
         Gustave Flaubert, most particularly with the short story "Hérodias," which had appeared in Trois Contes (1877). As Robert Schweik has noted, however, Flaubert's setting of the Salomé legend, however, bears only a superficial
         resemblance to Wilde's own, depending largely on the carefully researched and minutely realistic social detail typical of
         Flaubert's fiction. Many critics have argued that far more influential for Salomé's genesis of Wilde's were the paintings of Gustave Moreau, whose strange and mystical themes laid the groundwork for later
         expressionist painting as well as for the poetry and art of the Decadents. In particular, Moreau's Salomé Dancing Before Herod (1876) played a vital role for Salomé's interpreters. Moreau's setting of Salomé's dance does not merely recreate the biblical
         legend but abstracts her—in high Orientalist fashion—from biblical tradition and sets her in the theogonies of the Orient,
         placing in her hand a lotus blossom, the scepter of Isis, and the sacred flower of Egypt and India, a phallic emblem or the
         token of a sacrifice of virginity. Denied any precise indications of race, faith, nation, or epoch, Salomé comes to rest in
         the French museum as a symbol of the Orient served up for the Western viewer's consumption.
      

      
      The most famous literary encounter with Moreau's Salomé is undoutedly that of Joris Karl Huysmans. A Dutchman writing in French,
         Huysmans gives a prominent description of the Salomé painting, as well as its effect on the viewer, in his decadent and influential
         novel A Rebours (1884). The novel's protagonist, des Esseintes, has acquired Moreau's painting, considering it to incarnate the very spirit
         of decadence: it is one of the few works of art which send him into raptures of delight. Huysmans's anthropological musings
         were well-known to Wilde, although they are relegated to near insignificance in his play. Wilde's love for Huysmans's novel
         was surpassed perhaps only by his admiration for the reigning French Symbolist poet, Stephane Mallarmé. Although his writings
         are few in number, Mallarmé was a driving force for the Symbolist movement throughout the 1890s, providing both a model for
         other poets and a springboard for new ideas, many of them formulated at one of the salons or café meetings that he organized
         in Paris. Mallarmé's theories of poetics and literature were to shape Wilde's outlook, as well, and it is thus no surprise
         to find that his Hérodiade (1869), a lyrical drama telling the tale of Herodias' marriage to Herod, echoes strongly with Wilde's drama.
      

      
      It is important to note, however, that whereas Mallarmé's Hérodiade is a frigid princess who aims to "triumph over all her
         longings," Wilde's Salomé lusts fiercely. Moreover, in Wilde's play the figures of Salomé and Herodias are distinct; in many
         legends, by contrast, there was confusion as to the role of each woman. In most cases, Salomé had played a rather minor part
         usually as a young girl, subservient to the wishes of her mother, who became a pawn in the machinations between Herodias and
         Herod. Under Wilde's pen, however, Salomé stands forth. Herodias, on the other hand, long the heroine of legend, loses her
         erotic attachment to John and gains in jealousy, anger, and stolid practicality: she is the antithesis of symbolic mysticism,
         placed in direct opposition to Herod and Salomé.
      

      
      Another important Symbolist author to Salomé's genesis was Maurice Maeterlinck, one of the first Symbolists to produce and theorize drama as well as poetry. Maeterlinck's
         dramas, known more for their style than for their plots, emphasized a universal "mystery" and a sense of impending doom, as
         well as an awareness of the transitory nature of reality and existence. In accordance with this deliberate mysticism, the
         language of his plays almost forms its own idiom. His characters speak with the mechanical precision of marionettes: childish,
         simplistic, absurd. A number of critics, defending what some have read as the play's childish prattle, have emphasized the
         possible similarities between Wilde and Maeterlinck's use of language.
      

      
      Perhaps the most direct and at the same time least famous setting of the Salomé legend comes from an American author, a contemporary
         of Wilde named J.C. Heywood. A young Harvard graduate, his dramatic poem Salomé was published in Massachusetts in 1862 and
         reprinted in London throughout the 1880s. Wilde reviewed the piece in 1888 and seems to have drawn on it for some inspiration:
         Heywood's setting is full of erotic nuances and has a climactic scene of Herodias kissing John's head following his execution.
         Nonetheless, as Ellmann stresses, Heywood's setting of the legend pales in comparison to Wilde: "to read Heywood is to come
         to a greater admiration for Wilde's ingenuity."
      

      
      Critical reaction to Wilde's effort has been mixed. Mallarmé, in a letter full of praise, commended Wilde for his portrayal
         of the princess as did Maurice Maeterlinck. Other critics were less favorably impressed. William Butler Yeats, though often
         an admirer of Wilde's works, considered Salomé's dialogue "empty, sluggish, and pretentious." Many have viewed Wilde's Salomé
         as a mere composite of earlier treatments of the theme overlaid with Belgian playwright Maurice Maeterlinck's characteristic
         diction. Typical of this appraisal is an anonymous review appearing in the (New York) Critic of May 12 1894 accusing Wilde
         of literary theft, declaring that "a large part of his material he gets from the Bible; a little has once belonged to Flaubert.
         He borrows his trick of repeating stupid phrases "until a glimpse of meaning seems almost a flash of genius" from Maeterlinck.
         To many, Wilde's willingness to appropriate themes and treatments of the Salomé legend from other authors of the period is
         a shortcoming; Wilde's play is labeled as "derivative." For others, it is precisely this fusion of different sources that
         gives strength to the drama, and Wilde is hailed as creative, innovative, and modern. Wilde of course never made a secret
         of his literary borrowing; to Max Beerbohm he once said, "Of course, I plagiarize. It is the privilege of the appreciative"
         (Ellmann, Oscar Wilde 375–76).
      

      
   
      
      Part 1

      
      
      Summary

      
      The play unfolds on the terrace of Herod's palace, set above the banquet hall. A gigantic staircase stands to the left; a
         cistern surrounded by a wall of green bronze appears at the back. Soldiers lean over the balcony. The Young Syrian exclaims
         how Salomé is beautiful tonight. "Look at the moon!" cries Herodias's Page, comparing it to a woman rising from her tomb,
         a woman "looking for dead things." The Syrian remarks on the princess's feet of silver; she has "white doves" for feet. It
         is as if she were dancing. The Page repeats that "she" is like a dead woman.
      

      
      A noise is heard in the hall, and the soldiers complain that the Jews are always howling like "wild beasts," disputing about
         their religion. The Syrian exclaims yet again that Salomé is beautiful tonight. The Page warns that he looks at her too much:
         "something terrible may happen." The First Soldier observes that the Tetrarch (King Herod) has a "somber look," and the soldiers
         wonder at whom he is looking. The Syrian marvels at Salomé's paleness. She is "like the shadow of a white rose in a mirror
         of silver." The Page warns him again.
      

      
      Seeing that Herodias has filled the Tetrarch's cup, the Second Soldier notes Herod's fondness for wine, wines that are purple
         like Caesar's cloak, yellow like gold, and red like blood (those from Samothrace, Cyprus, and Sicily respectively). The Nubian
         remarks that his gods are fond of blood, demanding more sacrifices than they can provide. The Cappadocian laments that in
         his country there are no gods left: the Romans have driven them out and left them for dead. The First Soldier adds that the
         Jews worship a God they cannot see. The Cappadocian scoffs.
      

      
      Suddenly the voice of Jokanaan is heard from the cistern, proclaiming the coming of the Messiah: "The eyes of the blind shall
         see the day, and the ears of the deaf shall be opened." The Second Soldier demands that the First Soldier silence Jokanaan's
         babble; the First Soldier refuses. He explains to the Cappadocian that Jokanaan is a prophet from the desert, "terrible to
         look upon," who lead a great multitude in tow. It is impossible to understand what he says, and the Tetrarch has forbidden
         the prophet from being seen by anyone. The Syrian exclaims that Salomé has hidden her face behind her fan, her white hands
         fluttering like doves and butterflies. The Page warns him yet again.
      

      
      The Cappadocian remarks that the cistern must make an unhealthy prison. The Second Soldier protests: Herod's elder brother,
         Herodias' first husband, lived there for twelve years without dying. Ultimately he had to be strangled by Naaman, the Negro
         executioner, bearing Herod's death-ring, in other words, under orders from Herod. The Syrian exclaims that Salomé approaches.
         She enters, refusing to stay at the banquet with Herod looking at her all the while "with his mole's eyes under his shaking
         eyelids." To the Page's horror, the Syrian invites her to sit. Salomé welcomes the moon, comparing her to a piece of money
         and a silver flower. She is sure she is cold and chaste, with a virgin's beauty.
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      Salomé begins with a prelude of sorts, and its opening scenes familiarly prepare for the entrance of its heroine. This prelude is
         a crucial scene depicting voyeurism, as the cast gathers on the terrace looking onto the banquet afoot and the moon above.
         That Salomé concerns itself with the idea of looking and voyeurism is about as self-evident as the fact that it deals with sex. The question
         of how one looks—in both senses of the word—is of course always crucial in Wilde's body of work. Here, in this adaptation
         of biblical legend, "looking" more specifically falls within the time-honored and often vulgarized opposition between the
         image and the divine Word.
      

      
      The play begins with two voyeurs: the Syrian, who marvels at the beautiful princess, and the Page, mesmerized by the moon.
         Note the Page's first line, an injunction to look: "Look at the moon!" As we will see, Salomé weaves an extensive network of metaphors around whiteness that links the moon, the princess, and the prophet. Key terms in
         this network include: an unearthly paleness, flowers, silver, and doves (in the case of Salomé), sepulchers, ivory, and statues
         (in the case of Jokanaan), and death. At this point, it suffices to note that Salomé and the moon appear here as consummate—and
         consuming—objects of the look. The former fascinates "like the shadow of a white rose in a mirror of silver." Indeed, Salomé,
         cast against the "painted" Greeks, "subtle" Egyptians, and coarse Romans, already appears in the spectacle that immortalizes
         her: she wears a yellow veil, and one would "fancy" she was already dancing. Though both the Syrian and Page first appear
         lost in their own reveries, their respective monologues soon interweave, specifically around the pronoun "she." This interweaving
         of dialogues, often marked by parallel structures, occurs through the play and has grounded some critics' emphasis on the
         influence of biblical rhetoric on the play. The moon becomes a metaphor for the princess: she is a dead woman rising from
         a tomb, slowly moving and dancing. The link to the prophet, who will himself soon rise from the tomb-like cistern at the back
         of the stage, is clear.
      

      
      Importantly, not only does the male look at the female here, but the female looks back. As the Syrian muses, the princess
         has a "strange look" (the play is consistently unable to resist the double entendre). And, the Page senses the significance
         of this female look more clearly: "You would fancy she was looking for dead things." This phrase of course parallels the Syrian's
         own fancy: "You would fancy she was dancing." Salomé's dance is of course the dance of death; in dancing, she looks for dead
         things. Thus Salomé is death both as look and spectacle. As we will see, however, the looks of Salomé and the moon are not
         exactly synonymous: ultimately the moon will turn its death stare on the princess. Salomé primarily bears death in her being
         spectacle. Thus the Page repeatedly warns the Syrian against looking at the princess too much. Looking, and specifically sexual
         looking, is forbidden: if the Syrian looks, undoubtedly something terrible will happen.
      

      
      Another group of the voyeurs appears on-stage: the soldiers leaning over the balcony. Notably they look upon another voyeur—Herod—who
         himself wears a rather "somber look" and catches him looking at Salomé too. Even more than the Syrian, Herod's look upon Salomé
         is forbidden, incestuous, lascivious, and grotesque. This look—that of a "mole's eyes" under "shaking eyelids"—drives Salomé
         from the hall. She knows all too well what it means. Herod has of course already bound himself to an "incestuous" union with
         the former wife of his brother, a brother he condemned to a fate much like Jokanaan's. As Alan Bird has noted, Wilde has combined
         a number of Herods here, drawing from biblical legend rather liberally.
      

      
      The other prohibited and fascinating object of the look is the prophet Jokanaan. As the soldier reports, the prophet was "terrible"
         to look upon, and the Tetrarch has barred all from seeing him. Notably Jokanaan is invisible, as he does for much of the play,
         figuring as a disruptive, mystical voice from the depths of the palace. His role as voice marks him bearer of the divine word.
         If Jokanaan's voice is wine, as Salomé will proclaim while remarking on the intoxicating power of his voice, that wine is,
         as Herod notes, the wine of God. It is almost stupid to note that Salomé is intensely Christian in its trajectory, told as if Christianity has already "surpassed" Judaism. Salomé situates itself at the advent of the Messiah. Thus another group at the banquet—the beast-like Jews engaged in irrelevant
         debate— catches the voyeurs' attention here. As the Cappadocian reports and Jokanaan proclaims, the Messiah has driven the
         pagan gods away. It is thus ironic that Jokanaan foretells the granting of sight to the blind and hearing to the deaf among
         those who fail to see him as prophet and consistently fail to hear his speech as anything more than "ridiculous" or incomprehensible.
         Other ironic exchanges on religion—such as the Cappadocians dismissal of the Jews' unseen God—recur throughout the play.
      

      
      We should also linger on the parenthesis on the Tetrarch's wine. The Second Soldier lists Herod's three wines in a series
         of parallel structures, describing their color and land of origin: purple from Samothrace, yellow from Cyprus, and red from
         Sicily. Color is evoked in simile: purple like Caesar's cloak, yellow like gold, and red like blood. The listings of the wines
         is reminiscent of a fairy tale device, the wines mapping the fantastic and exotic world of the play and evoking its trappings
         of power. Here the language belongs to a fantasy of the exotic Orient, an Orient composed of ornaments, luxurious commodities,
         wondrous artifacts, fiery passions, and high adventure. Salomé's vivid and vituperatively descriptive enumeration of the peoples
         at the banquet also reads in this vein.
      

      
      
   
      
      Part 2

      
      
      Summary

      
      Jokanaan announces the coming of the Lord; the creatures of pagan myth are no more. Salomé asks if Jokanaan is the prophet
         whom Herod fears, the prophet who maligns her mother. A Slave enters and informs Salomé that Herod wants her to return to
         the feast. She continues to ask about the prophet. As Jokanaan preaches on, Salomé insists that she speak to him. All attempt
         to dissuade her, since it is forbidden to see the imprisoned prophet. Looking into the cistern, Salomé marvels at its blackness
         and its tomb-like quality. She plies the Syrian to bring the prophet forth. If he obeys, she will drop him a flower and smile
         at him from her litter tomorrow. The Syrian orders the Soldiers to bring Jokanaan forth. The Page compares the moon to the
         "hand of a dead woman seeking to cover herself with a shroud."
      

      
      The prophet emerges, and Salomé looks at him. Jokenaan bids the abominable one, who shall die in his "robe of silver" before
         the people, to come forth. He calls for the woman who gives herself to the "lust of her eyes" and has given herself to Chaldeans,
         Assyrians, and Egyptians. Salomé exclaims that the prophet's eyes are terrible above all, comparing them to burnt holes in
         a Tyrian tapestry, dragon caverns, and "black lakes troubled by fantastic moons." He is a wasted "ivory statue," chaste like
         the moon. In vain, the Syrian attempts to pull the fascinated princess away.
      

      
      "Who is this woman who is looking at me?" protests Jokenaan, bidding Salomé begone and cursing her mother. Salomé implores
         the prophet to speak on: his voice is like wine. He tells the "Daughter of Sodom" to seek out the Lord in the desert, to get
         behind her as he hears the beating wings of the angel of death in the palace. Salomé declares that she is "amorous of his
         body." It is white like lilies and mountain snows and is whiter than the roses of the Arabian Queen's garden, the feet of
         the dawn on the leaves, and the breast of the moon on the breast of the sea. Jokanaan curses her anew. Salomé declares his
         body hideous, leprous, like a "plastered wall" where vipers have crawled and scorpions nested, a whitened sepulcher. Instead,
         his hair enamors her, as if clusters of grapes from Edom, the cedars of Lebanon, and blacker than the night and the forest's
         silence. He refuses her. Salomé then declares his hair horrible, like a crown of thorns or knot of serpents. She desires his
         mouth, a "band of scarlet on a tower of ivory," a "pomegranate cut with a knife of ivory," redder than truper blasts, the
         feet of wine makers, temple doves, and lion hunters. It is like coral, the vermillon of Moab, and the Persian king's bow.
         She must kiss it. Begging Salomé to stop, the Syrian kills himself and falls between the prophet and princess. The Page laments
         his friend's death, the death he had foretold. He laments that he should have hid him from the moon. Salomé continues to ask
         Jokanaan to let her kiss him. He orders her to seek the Lord, refuses to look upon her, and descends into the cistern.
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      Seduced by the prophet's "strange voice," Salomé has the amorous Syrian bring Jokanaan forth from his "tomb." Not surprisingly,
         she bends him to her will by enjoining him to look at her and then promising him a look. The same key tropes recur, prefiguring
         the dance of the seven veils: Salomé will look and smile at him through the "muslin veils," and the Syrian remarks on her
         "strange look", already smiling through "clouds of muslin." Again, the Page marvels at how the moon has become the "hand of
         a dead woman covering herself with a shroud." Again, the Syrian's seduction is his death. In vain will he attempt to keep
         Salomé from speaking and looking at Jokanaan, an attempt that culminates in the interposition of his corpse between the princess
         and the prophet.
      

      
      The central encounter of this scene occurs between Salomé and Jokanaan, the prophet capturing the princess's look and the
         princess attempting, unsuccessfully, to solicit the prophet's gaze. As Salomé exclaims, the prophet's eyes are above all terrible,
         like black holes burned in tapestries, dragon caverns, and—in undoubtedly a reference to her attempt to seduce him—lakes troubled
         by "fantastic moons." The blackness of his eyes marks Jokanaan's refusal to return the enamored princess' gaze and to look
         at her. As he is lost in his preaching, the prophet is oblivious to everything around him. As Salomé attempts to "look closer,"
         Jokanaan refuses to have the damned princess look at him with her "golden eyes" and her "gilded eyelids" and will neither
         look at nor listen to her himself. In some sense, the distant Jokanaan appears blind or at least indifferent to sight. The
         only sensory experience he invokes is that of hearing, and he hears only the voice of God. Jokanaan's "blindness" is part
         of what excludes him from the visual economy of desire that dominates the play. Apart from his denunciation of Salomé once
         again conjuring the dangers of the female look, it is hard not to hear a biblical echo of the scales that God causes to fall
         from the eyes of Saul. In any case, Jokanaan will refuse Salomé the look ("I will not look at thee, thou are accursed") that
         she will demand even after his death.
      

      
      Salomé then goes on to litanize the prophet's body. It would be impossible to work through the decadent surfeit of poetic
         imagery here. The prophet and princess's encounter—one of the most beautiful scenes of the play—is organized in counterpoint
         between Salomé's litany of Jokanaan's body and Jokanaan's curses. Against the prophet's wishes, Salomé would confer on him,
         through her look and voice, an erotic body. Her praises proceed according to a violent logic of idealization and denigration,
         fixing on and extolling a part of Jokanaan, then cursing it upon his repudiation. Thus she moves from his body to his hair
         and then to his mouth. Her metaphors focus on color: the whiteness of Jokanaan's body that surpasses all whiteness, the blackness
         of his hair that surpasses all blackness, and the redness of his mouth that surpasses all redness. Again these metaphors of
         color evoke images of far, exotic, and vaguely ancient spaces: Arabia, Edom, Moab, Lebanon, Tyre. As in the works of Wilde's
         Symbolist contemporaries, they often involve synesthesia or the mixing of senses: thus Jokanaan's mouth is redder than the
         "red blasts of trumpets" that herald kings. Synesthesia would overthrow the hierarchy of the senses and, in some cases, aim
         at integrating them in the hopes of achieving a total work of art. Salomé's praises invoke cosmic personifications (the moon,
         the night), biblical imagery (the crown of thorns, the knot of serpents, the leprous body), images of nature (snow, roses,
         cedars, grapes), and the confusion of body parts (mouths and feet). The careful reader will draw much from these declarations
         of love. Ultimately, the princess ends with a demand that goes alongside her demand for Jokanaan's look, a demand that prefigures
         her fatal request of Herod in its rhythmic insistance: she will kiss him, even if he must die to satisfy her desire.
      

      
      In comparison, Jokanaan's curses mime various forms of "biblical" speech. A consideration of these individual modes of speech
         (prophecy, condemnation, etc,) would undoubtedly yield much. We should at the very least pause on his oblique condemnations
         of Herod and Herodias. Throughout Jokanaan's rantings, Herod will appear as the monarch whose "cup of abominations" is full
         and who will die in the face of the people in his kingly robes. Salomé's images of the fallen monarch are of considerable interest for Wilde's audience, particularly when they later come to invoke
         notions of the king's vanitas. As for Herodias, it is not lost on us that the queen too appears guilty of the crimes of sight: she has "seen the images
         of Chaldeans limned in colors" and given herself up "unto the lust of her eyes."
      

      
      
   
      
      Part 3

      
      
      Summary

      
      The First Soldier insists that they transport the Syrian's body or risk Herod's discovery of it. The Page moans that the Syrian
         was his brother and closer to him than one: he gave him perfume, earrings, a ring, and in the evening they would walk by the
         river. The Syrian would tell him of his country and gaze at himself in the river. Suddenly the court enters, Herod calling
         for Salomé, and Herodias reproaching him for always staring at her daughter. Herod muses on the "strange look" of the moon,
         comparing her to a drunken madwoman looking for lovers. Herodias replies that the "moon is like the moon, that is all" and
         bids him inside. Herod refuses, calling the servants to bring the festivities outside. Herodias knows all too well why he
         remains.
      

      
      Herod slips on the blood of the Syrian and gasps at the ill omen; he also refuses to look on the corpse. The Soldiers feign
         not knowing why the Syrian killed himself. Herod remarks he thought Romans only did so. Tigellinus replies that some do—the
         Stoics—but that they are "perfectly ridiculous." Herod regrets the Syrian's death: he was fair to look at though he looked
         too much at Salomé. Upon the removal of the body, Herod feels a wind blowing and hears a beating of wings in the air. Herodias
         hears nothing and again bids him inside. Herod invites Salomé to drink from his cup so he might drain it or bite into his
         fruit so that he might eat it. She refuses. Herod reproaches the bitter Herodias for the daughter she has raised. He offers
         Salomé her mother's seat.
      

      
      Jokanaan announces that what he has foretold has come to pass. Herodias asks Herod to silence him: he is forever "vomiting
         insults" against her. She remarks that Herod most certainly fears him, for why else does he not deliver him to the Jews? Herod
         replies that he spares Jokanaan from delivery to the Jews since he is a holy man who has seen God. A Jew rejoins that no man
         has seen God since Elias. God has hidden himself, and thus evil has come upon the land. Another Jew notes that Elias saw but
         the shadow of God. Yet another insists that God shows himself in everything. Another attributes that belief to a dangerous
         Greek doctrine. A fifth insists that man cannot know how God works. A weary Herodias asks Herod to silent the group. Herod
         notes that some say Jokenaan is Elias.
      

      
      Jokanaan announces the coming of the "Savior of the world." When Herod asks what he means, Tigellinus answers that Caesar
         takes the title. Herod protests that Caesar is not coming into Judea. As lord, he can do as he wishes but he is too gouty.
         A Nazarene declares that Jokanaan speaks of the Messiahs who work miracles. Herodias scoffs. The group reviews the miracles:
         the changing of water into wine, the healing of the lepers, his walk with the angels, the raising of the dead daughter of
         Jairus. Though he approves of the other works, Herod forbids Him from performing the last. Jokanaan curses the daughter of
         Babylon with "golden eyes" and "gilded eyelids," announcing her stoning, the piercing of her body with swords, its mashing
         under shields.
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      The primary action of the ensuing scene begins with the appearance of Herod and his court. First, however, the Page delivers
         a short eulogy by the Page the Syrian. His death is irrelevant to the drama of the figures that captured his gaze and "make"
         the play's spectacle, mourned only by the friend who warned him. The reader should linger on this parenthesis. The homoeroticism
         in their friendship is thinly veiled: the Syrian was the Page's "brother" and "nearer to [him] than a brother". In his memories,
         the Page's "seduction" in by the Syrian revolve around his voice—a "flute" that told him stories of his exotic land—and his
         gaze. Specifically this gaze was a narcissistic one: the Syrian loved to gaze at himself in the river, much to his friend's
         reproach. The Syrian's self-love seduces the Page, and thus the Page sets himself to adorning the Syrian with agate, earrings,
         and perfume. Soon thereafter, Herod will also underline how the Syrian is caught up in a system of looks, recalling how he
         was "fair to look upon"—we are surely in a universe of aesthetes here—and had "languorous eyes", eyes that perhaps looked
         too much at Salomé. Note again that it is not only the characters that are objects of the look here but their looks, as in
         they look, themselves. Finally, recall that the Syrian's death emerges not only from looking at Salomé, but from being looked
         at by the princess and moon. As the Page laments, he should have hidden him from the moon's deathly stare and removed him
         to a cavern out of sight.
      

      
      Whatever his place under these gazes in life, in death the Syrian falls out of this system of looks altogether, becoming a
         tabooed object that must be removed from the royal stage. "I will not look on it" insists Herod. Though quickly removed, the
         Syrian leaves his trace on the palace grounds, the blood on which Herod slips. For Herod, his slip portents death, serving
         perhaps as the counterpart and another prefiguring of Salomé's dance of death. Visually, the Syrian's blood, the trace of
         his corpse, remains as a stain, a mark of death on the palace and its system of looks that the king cannot efface. With the
         removal of the Syrian's corpse, death only makes itself felt by other means. Herod complains of a wind and the sound of beating
         wings, sensing the invisible "angel of death" lurking behind them that Jokanaan heralds earlier. It is also of course in these
         scenes that Jokanaan foretells and demands Salomé's death under the shields, a prophecy Herodias mistakes as her own.
      

      
      Calling for the torches to be lit, Herod takes the party outside to look at Salomé. Despite Herodias's embarrassed reproaches,
         he cannot tear his eyes away: ultimately her image will transfix him entirely. Along with staring at Salomé, Herod of course
         also gazes at the moon. As noted above, the moon appears here as a double of Salomé's: for the Page specifically, the woman
         bearing death. Earlier, perhaps echoing Mallarmé's Herodias, Salomé triumphantly imagines her as a virgin, a goddess who never
         defiled herself as her sisters did. Tellingly, Herod sees no virgin in the moon but its opposite: a naked, drunken madwoman
         who searches everywhere for lovers and will not let the clouds cover her nakedness. As Salomé notes earlier, the wish in his
         gaze is all too clear. In following Herod's desiring gaze, we should not also forget the recurring eroticism of the mouth.
         Herod invites the princess to drink from his cup and bite into his fruit, leaving the trace of her mouth so that he may consume
         the rest. Eating is of course already sensual: here, under the trace of Salomé's mouth, it is a metaphor for sex.
      

      
      The next major exchange following Herod's attempts at seduction are the debates of the Jews and Nazarenes. Already the Jews
         have been posed as "howling" and "wild beasts," haggling over the controversy introduced by Jokanaan. The reports of the Messiahs'
         miracles by the Nazarenes that follow the debate of the Jews would indicate the "progress" from the religion of the Jews to
         Christianity that Jokanaan's prophecies already herald. Indeed some of the arguments Wilde has written for the Jews seem to
         themselves favor the movements into Christianity (i.e. because God has hidden himself, evil has fallen on the land, etc.).
         Certainly the debate of the Jews lends itself to comic interpretation. Their dialogue seems apiece with the comic court dialogue,
         dialogue rather sparse in this rather heavy play. Wildean humor emerges, for example, in the conjunction of the Tetrarch's
         automatic reverence of Caesar and unwittingly caricaturizing observation that the emperor is too gouty to travel. Similarly
         is it hard not to hear the "perfectly ridiculous" of Wilde's society comedies in Tigellinus's characterization of the Stoics—the
         all-too-certain enemies of Wilde's philosophy of pleasure—as being "perfectly ridiculous" in their tendency to commit suicide.
      

      
      
   
      
      Part 4

      
      
      Summary

      
      Herodias is enraged that Herod would let Jokanaan slander her: she is his wife. Herod remarks that she was also the wife of
         his brother. Herodias rejoins that he tore her from him. Herod changes the subject, proposing that all toast Caesar. He remarks
         on Salomé's paleness, and Herodias reproaches him for looking. Jokenaan announces the day the sun will become black, the moon
         like blood, and the stars like falling figs. Herodias scoffs that she does not believe in omens and that the prophet speaks
         like a drunk. Herod remarks that he may be drunk on God's wine.
      

      
      Looking from then on at Salomé, Herod distractedly asks Tigellinus a question about the missing veil of the Sanctuary that
         he himself has stolen. Abruptly he asks Salomé to dance for him. She refuses. Herod feigns indifference: he is exceedingly
         happy. The Soldiers again note his "somber look." Herod proclaims his happiness because Caesar loves him and has promised
         to crucify his enemy, the King of Cappadocia. Jokanaan envisions a king on his throne bearing a cup of his blasphemies. An
         angel will smite him and worms will devour him. Herodias goads Herod: does he hear what he says of him? Herod insists that
         he speaks of Cappadocia. Jokanaan has only spoke ill of him with regards to his marriage and perhaps truthfully, as Herodias
         is sterile. Herodias scoffs that Jokanaan is the sterile one.
      

      
      Herod beseeches Salomé to dance for him. Herodias protests. Herod laments that he is sad tonight, having slipped in blood
         and heard the fearsome beating of wings. He would give her half his kingdom. Salomé rises and makes him swear to give her
         whatever she wishes. Herod concurs: she would make a wondrous queen. Again he hears the beating of wings coming from a huge
         black bird above the terrace. It is at once cold and hot. He calls for water for his hands and snow to eat. His garland of
         roses burns him like fire. He tears off his wreath, comparing the petals to bloodstains on cloth. Herod remarks that one must
         not find symbols in everything.
      

      
      Salomé prepares herself, her slaves bringing her perfume and veils and removing her sandals. Herod swears he has never broken
         his word: his is the word of kings. He quivers at her naked, dove-like feet. She must not, however, dance on blood. The moon
         too is as red as blood. Herodias mocks him: Herod is sick, and they should go within. Jokanaan speaks of a man from Edom in
         purple garments stained with scarlet. Herod refuses Herodias and commands Salomé to dance. She does so.
      

      
      Cheering Salomé, Herod invites his daughter to ask for her reward. She asks for the head of Jokanaan in a silver charger.
         Herodias applauds her. Aghast, Herod implores Salomé not to heed her mother. Salomé insists that she asks for her own pleasure.
         Herod begs her to be reasonable. The head of a man is terrible to look on and no pleasure for a virgin. He has always loved
         her and perhaps too much, concluding that what she asks is too terrible.
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      Finally we come to the first of two defining scenes in the Salomé legend: the dance of the seven veils. The second is of course
         the presentation of Saint John's head. Rarely does one so forcefully come up against the incommensurability between the play
         as text and play as spectacle. At precisely the most spectacular moment of the play, in which Salomé offers herself up as
         spectacle to exact her pleasure, we see nothing. We skip over the italicized line—"Salomé dances the dance of the seven veils"—and the time of reading and the time of the spectacle completely split apart.
      

      
      As the stage notes indicate, Herod asks for the dance when he finally can resist the image of Salomé no longer, an image that
         maddens him to distraction. Salomé first rejects him. Though initially he feigns a defiant happiness, Herod—who still wears
         his "somber look"—soon crumbles, begging her to dance and relieve his misery. Herod is wracked with unhappiness because the
         portents of his ruin are abound: the slip in the blood and the angel of death that overcomes him with chill and fire. Conjuring
         a scene of Apocalypse (the moon that turns red with blood, etc.), Jokanaan provides the image of Herod's ruin in describing
         a king on his throne "clothed in scarlet and purple" and bearing a "golden cup full of his blasphemies." This image, which
         Herod in vain would pass onto his enemy, the King of Cappadocia, recalls the earlier king he conjures wearing a silver robe
         and holding a cup of abominations. Jokanaan proclaims that an angel will smite him and that "he shall be eaten of worms."
         Such images of kings bedecked in the earthly splendor that condemns them to their future ruin are familiar in the Bible. They
         take on especially potent visual form in the late-Renaissance tradition in painting of vanitas, in which those trappings of earthly splendor and beauty conceal the death and decay that have already come and indeed are
         already visible upon closer scrutiny. Such conjunctions of beauty, splendor, and concealed decay recur throughout Wilde's
         works, Dorian Gray of course being the foremost example.
      

      
      Interestingly, Herodias resists the portents Herod sees everywhere. When Herod sees a madwoman in the moon, she scoffs: "the
         moon is like the moon, that is all." When Herod cries that John is drunk on the wine of God, she asks sarcastically from what
         wine yards and winepress one might gather such wine. Indeed, Herodias would not only scoff at the omen but, it would seem,
         metaphor in itself. In contrast, for Herod, metaphor, as it appears in the omen's demonstrative function, involves undeniable
         metamorphoses. Some have somatic effects: his garland is like fire and burns his forehead. He tosses it on the table, and
         its petals become bloodstains on the cloth. Certainly one hears the echo of the crown of thorns here. Terrified Herod reflects
         that one "must not find symbols in everything" as it "makes life impossible." Unlike Herodias, however, Herod would not seek
         life in an ultimately hopeless denial of metaphor but in metaphor itself—specifically, the reversibility between metaphor's
         terms. Thus "it [is] better to say that stains of blood are as lovely as rose petals." Of course, the omen is perhaps characterized
         by the inflexibility of its metaphoric structures, the stop in the whirligig between a metaphor's terms. Though usually vague
         in its meaning and thus producing uncontrollable anxiety in us, it remains "motivated" nevertheless as a demonstration of
         some ill fate. Thus the petals are blood because the garland must portent dark times in the palace.
      

      
      
   
      
      Part 5

      
      
      Summary

      
      Herod offers Salomé an emerald from Caesar that, if looked through, has telescopic properties. Salomé continues to demand
         Jokanaan's head. Increasingly desperate, Herod rejoins that Salomé only asks to punish him for looking at her. Her beauty
         has troubled him. He will look no more, at neither things nor people. "Only in mirrors should one look, for mirrors do but
         show us masks." He calls for wine. He offers her his flock of white peacocks with feet of gilded gold. When they cry the rain
         comes, and the moon shows herself when they spread their tales. Among them Salomé will be like the moon in the midst of a
         great cloud.
      

      
      Salomé is unmoved. Herod protests that Jokanaan might be a holy man and has foretold disaster on the day of his death. Herod
         offers her the jewels hidden in the palace: pearls like moons caught in a net; black and red-wine amethysts; topazes like
         the eyes of tigers, cats, and pigeons; moonstones; onyxes like the eyes of a dead woman. He has a crystal that woman cannot
         look upon and that men can only see upon being beaten with robs, a golden cup that turns to silver when filled with an enemy's
         poison, turquoises that enable their wearer to imagine what is not real. Herod would even give her the veil of the sanctuary
         to be released from his word. Salomé refuses.
      

      
      Herod falls back, having drained his glass of wine, and the Soldier bears his death ring to the frightened Executioner. The
         executioner climbs into the cistern. Salomé leans over it, wondering why she does not hear sounds of struggle. She hears something
         fall. Convinced it is the sword of the cowardly executioner, she commands the Page and then the Soldiers to finish the job.
         All recoil. A huge black arm emerges from the cistern, bearing Jokanaan's head on a silver shield. Salomé seizes it, as Herod
         hides his face with his cloak. The Nazarenes pray, and Herodias smiles and fans herself.
      

      
      Salomé tells the head that she will kiss its mouth now. But she still asks why Jokanaan refuses to look at her. She commands
         him to look at her. She remarks how ee rejected her with his viper tongue and treated her, the princess of Judaea, as a harlot.
         Now his head is hers to do with as she wishes. Jokanaan was the only man she loved, his body a beautiful "column of ivory
         set on a silver socket", a garden of doves and silver lilies, a silver tower decked with ivory shields. He saw his God but
         never saw her. She hungers for his body, and nothing will quench her. She was a virgin, and she took his virginity. If he
         had looked at her, he would have loved her, and love's mystery is greater than death's.
      

      
      Herod declares Salomé monstrous. Herodias approves. Herod refuses to stay and calls for the servants to put out the torches.
         He will not look at things nor suffer them to look at him. "Put out the torches! Hide the moon! Hide the stars!" he exclaims.
         Herod begins to climb the staircase to the palace, and the stage goes dark. The voice of Salomé annouces that she has kissed
         the prophet's mouth. It tastes bitter, perhaps of blood or love. A moonbeam falls on Salomé, covering her with light. Herod
         turns and, upon seeing Salomé, orders the soldiers to kill her. They rush forward and crush her beneath their shields.
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      Desperately, Herod implores Salomé to release him from his word. Again, note the profusion of the tropes of looking. Herod
         guiltily believes that Salomé is punishing him for his look. Her "beauty has troubled him" and he has looked at her "too much."
         He resolves to withdraw from looking altogether, turning from both people and things. This withdrawal prefigures his disgusted
         retirement from the scene of the visible, where he puts out the palace torches and reduces the stage to darkness: "I will
         not look at things, I will not suffer things to look at me." Herod would have nothing to do with the economy of desire, the
         games of voyeurism and exhibitionism that structure the play. Strangely, he then delivers the play's only "Wildean" epigraph:
         "Only in mirrors should one look, for mirrors do but show us masks." Instead of looking and being looked, Herod would opt,
         hopelessly, for the fascinations of the mirror and masquerade. This escape is hopeless as the self's look in the mirror is
         of course hardly free of the game of looks between self and other.
      

      
      Tellingly, the lavish array of treasures Herod offers Salomé also concern themselves with sight. Herod would surrender all
         of these to prevent Jokanaan's execution. He offers Salomé the privilege of royal sight, tempting her with an emerald that
         magnifies the powers of the eye. When Salomé refuses, the privilege of an augmented look failing to interest her, he offers
         her his flock of white peacocks, the fifty peacocks that join the chain of metaphors linked to the "clouds" that swathe the
         moon/Salomé. This chain, once again determined by the color white, includes Salomé's veils, the fan that conceals her face,
         and the doves and butterflies that are her fingers. The choice of peacocks is hardly innocent, the mythological origins of
         the peacock's fan being the blind eyes of Argus. In a sense then, Herod offers the princess a seeing eye (the emerald) and
         then an array of blind ones. In both cases the eye figures as ornament, but while the former functions as a tool of sight,
         the later is decorative, ornamenting Salomé's forms of concealment (veils, clouds, etc.). One can detect differential repetitions
         of these key tropes throughout the array of fantastic treasures: the fifty moon-like pearls, the many eye-like gems, the moonstones,
         and the parrot-feather fans. The ultimate gift is of course the stolen veil of sanctuary: that is, the veil designated to
         conceal the Ark of the Covenant. Herod's sacrilege, so stunning to the Jews, lies not simply in the veil's misuse but in the
         equation of the sacred veil and Salomé's, the veil as keeper of holy mysteries and the veil as the keeper of sexual ones.
      

      
      Salomé tersely refuses to yield, and the executioner descends into the cistern. Though this "huge Negro" is a marginal figure
         at best, it is his very marginality that merits commentary. The silent and imposing Naaman is a stock figure of nineteenth-century
         Orientalist fantasy. Literally part of the background, he is vaguely animal like, subject to bestial emotions (such as unreasoning
         fear), and perfectly carries out the will of others. As the emergence of his arm from the cistern suggests, he is but an instrument
         of death: as the soldiers remark, the king's insignia is the death sentence that legitimizes and protects him. In particular,
         Naaman's skin figures strongly in the play's treatment of color. Note in particular the violent contrast between his arm and
         the pale head of the prophet. The tableau stages a strange double castration, chopping off both the prophet's head and the
         executioner's arm. Naaman's black arm is literally reduced to a prop supporting the prophet's head and its ornate charger.
         On a stage where all bodies are liable to become art objects, it is not so much Naaman's "aestheticization" that marks his
         subordination but his relegation to the background. His is neither the terrible blackness of Jokanaan's eyes that stand against
         the gleaming whiteness of his body but blackness as prop.
      

      
      After the brief, suspenseful deferral of Jokanaan's death, Salomé hungrily seizes upon the prophet's head and makes her chilling
         declaration of love. As the disgusted Herod observes, here she would appear at her most monstrous, rehearsing the praises
         of Jokanaan that she made earlier regarding the whiteness of his body, the blackness of his hair, and the redness of his lips.
         At times, they chillingly evoke the prophet's decapitation ("Thy body was a column of ivory set on a silver socket"), underlining
         how Salomé had loved Jokanaan to death. Again she issues her demands: Jokenaan must look at her ("Open thing eyes! Lift up
         thine eyelids, Jokanaan! Wherefore dost thou not look at me?"), and she must kiss him.
      

      
      This final, almost gruesome spectacle proves too much for Herod, who, as noted above, moves to retire from the field of vision.
         The stage goes dark, and Salomé consummates her love for the prophet in a necrophilic kiss, committed in the darkness as if
         too obscene to be seen. Salomé has transgressed the boundary between living and dead reinforced by Herod earlier with regard
         to the Messiahs' miracles, the Tetrarch insisting that no one resurrect the dead. Salomé's address to the prophet's head would
         reanimate it through the voice, and their abject kiss crosses the boundaries between them in full. The play thus delivers
         Salomé up to the judgment of two gazes: the moon and the Tetrarch's. The moon's gaze, though once apparently aligned with
         Salomé's, now appears autonomous, bearing death from a decidedly inhuman (though still feminine) realm. The moon "chooses"
         Salomé as its victim, and Herod follows its command. Salomé, the consummate spectacle, is condemned to death by obscurity,
         the princess disappearing under the barrage of shields that smother her. Her demise is ponderous and monumental as befits
         a biblical epic—note the decelerating rhythm of the pronouncement of Salomé's execution: "The soldiers rush forward and crush beneath their shields Salomé, daughter of Herodias, Princess of Judaea."
      

      
      
   
      
      Important Quotations Explained

      
      
         
         
            
            
            THE SYRIAN: How beautiful is the Princess Salomé tonight!

            THE PAGE: Look at the moon! How strange the moon seems! She is like a woman rising from the tomb. She is like a dead woman.
               You would fancy she was looking for dead things.
            

            THE SYRIAN: She has a strange look. She is like a little princess who wears a yellow veil, and whose feet are of silver. You
               would fancy she was dancing.
            

            THE PAGE: She is like a woman who is dead. She moves very slowly.

            
            
         

         
         
         This dialogue opens Salomé. The play begins with two voyeurs, opening with a scene of looking that establishes, in some sense, the perils of the look.
            The Syrian marvels at the beautiful princess and the Page, mesmerized by the moon. Note the Page's first line, an injunction
            to look: "Look at the moon!" Salomé weaves an extensive network of metaphors around whiteness that links the moon, the princess, and the prophet. Here Salomé
            and the moon appear as consummate—and consuming—objects of the look. Indeed, Salomé already appears in the spectacle that
            immortalizes her: she wears a yellow veil, and one would "fancy" that she was already dancing. Though both the Syrian and
            Page first appear lost in their own reveries, their respective monologues soon interweave around the pronoun "she." The moon
            becomes a metaphor for the princess: she is a dead woman rising from a tomb, slowly moving and dancing a dance of death. Thus
            the Page repeatedly warns the Syrian against looking at the princess too much. Looking, and specifically looking for sexual
            purposes, is forbidden. If the Syrian looks, undoubtedly something terrible will happen. Importantly, not only does the male
            look at the female, but the female also looks back. As the Syrian muses, the princess has a "strange look"; the Page senses
            the significance of this female look more clearly: "You would fancy she was looking for dead things." This phrase of course
            parallels the Syrian's own fancy: "You would fancy she was dancing." Again, Salomé's dance is the dance of death, and, in
            dancing, she looks for dead things. Thus Salomé bears death both in her look and her role as the object looked at by the male
            gaze.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            Oh! How strange the moon looks. You would think it was the hand of a dead woman who is seeking to cover herself with a shroud.

            
         

         
         
         The Page marvels at the moon anew immediately before the raising of Jokanaan from the cistern. His vision provides yet another
            of the many elaborations of the metaphoric network—all organized around the color white—that twin the moon and Salomé. Here
            the dancing Salomé is mapped onto the image of a white female corpse. The princess's famous veil becomes a funeral shroud,
            and the veil's seductive, revealing tease appears reversed in the horrifying concealment of a dead body. Thus, in this treatment
            of two images, the body of the desired woman, seductively stripping itself of its coverings and baring itself under the (male)
            gaze, is at once a corpse that would shield itself from the indignity of being exposed and of being in view. The crossing
            of a sexual taboo—the step-father's incestuous gaze on the daughter—is twinned with the crossing of the taboo separating the
            dead and the living, a crossing that involves a fatal contamination of their respective realms. The image of seductive Salomé
            becomes the image of death, and looking at her sexually is analogous to looking upon death itself.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            It is true, I have looked at you all this evening. Your beauty troubled me. Your beauty has grievously troubled me, and I
               have looked at you too much. But I will look at you no more. Neither at things, nor at people should one look. Only in mirrors
               should one look, for mirrors do but show us masks.
            

            
         

         
         
         Herod makes this confession when Salomé demands the head of Jokanaan, desperately begging the princess to release him from
            his word. Guiltily he believes that Salomé is punishing him for his look. Her "beauty has troubled him," and he has looked
            at her "too much". He resolves to withdraw from looking altogether, turning from both people and things. This withdrawal prefigures
            his disgusted retirement from the scene of the visible, where he puts out the palace torches and reduces the stage to darkness:
            "I will not look at things, I will not suffer things to look at me." Herod would have nothing to do with the economy of desire,
            the games of voyeurism and exhibitionism that structure the play. Strangely he then delivers the play's only "Wildean" epigraph:
            "Only in mirrors should one look, for mirrors do but show us masks." Instead of looking at things and being looked at, Herod
            would opt, hopelessly, for the fascinations of the mirror and masquerade. This escape is hopeless as the self's look in the
            mirror is of course hardly free of the game of looks between self and other.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            Salomé, you know my white peacocks, my beautiful white peacocks that walk in the garden between the myrtles and the tall cypress
               trees. Their beaks are gilded with gold, and the grains that they eat are gilded with gold also, and their feet are stained
               with purple. When they cry out the rain comes, and the moon shows herself in the heavens when they spread their tails  I will
               give you fifty of my peacocks. They will follow you whithersoever you go, and in the midst of them you will be like the moon
               in the midst of a great white cloud.
            

            
         

         
         
         Among the gifts Herod offers Salomé in place of Jokanaan's head is his flock of white peacocks. These fifty peacocks join
            the chain of metaphors linked to the "clouds" that swathe the moon/Salomé. Though first the moon shows herself between their
            tales in the garden, the peacocks become, when scattered about Salomé, the clouds in the heavens themselves. This chain, once
            again determined by the color white, includes Salomé's veils, the fan that conceals her face, and the doves and butterflies
            that are her fingers. The choice of peacocks is hardly innocent, evoking the mythological origins of the peacock's fan in
            the blind eyes of Argus. In a sense, Herod offers the princess an array of blind eyes. The eye does not see but is decorative,
            ornamenting Salomé's forms of concealment (veils, clouds, etc.). One can detect differential repetitions of these key tropes
            throughout the array of Herod's fantastic treasures: the fifty moon-like pearls, the many eye-like gems, the moonstones, and
            the parrot-feather fans.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            But thou, thou wert beautiful! Thy body was a column of ivory set on a silver socket. It was a garden full of doves and of
               silver lilies. It was a tower of silver decked with shields of ivory. There was nothing in the world so white as thy body.
               There was nothing in the world so black as thy hair. In the whole world there was nothing so red as thy mouth. Thy voice was
               a censer that scattered strange perfumes, and when I looked on thee I heard a strange music. Ah! Wherefore didst thou not
               look at me, Jokanaan?
            

            
         

         
         
         Salomé makes this declaration of love to Jokanaan's head immediately after his execution, her address grotesquely animating
            him from beyond the grave. It rehearses, in the past tense, the praises she made earlier of the prophet's body—the litany
            that, despite his resistance, makes Jokanaan's body visible and beautiful. As earlier, her litany is organized around Jokanaan's
            peerless colors: nothing is whiter than his body, nothing blacker than his hair, and nothing redder than his mouth. Here,
            we can detect a chilling prefiguration of the prophet's decapitation in Salomé's praises, her metaphors returning—whether
            through color, contiguity, or otherwise—to the image of Jokanaan's head on a silver charger. Thus his body is a "column of
            ivory set on a silver socket," a garden full of "silver lilies" (the death flower) with their heavy bulbs, a "tower of silver
            decked with shields of ivory." Also of note here is Wilde's use of synesthesia or the confusion of senses. Jokanaan's voice
            is a "censer that scattered strange perfumes," and his image inspires a "strange music" in Salomé's ears. Synesthesia is of
            course a familiar trope of Symbolism, attempting to overthrow the hierarchy of the senses and in some cases to integrate them
            in the hopes of achieving a "total" work of art.
         

         
         
      

      
   
      
      Key Facts

      
      
         Full title · 
            Salomé
            
         

      

      
      
         Author · Oscar Wilde
         

      

      
      
         Type of work · Drama
         

      

      
      
         Genre · Tragedy
         

      

      
      
         Language · French; translated into English by Lord Alfred Douglas
         

      

      
      
         Time and place written · Paris, 1891
         

      

      
      
         Date of first publication · French: 1893; first production at the Théatre de l'Oeuvre, Paris, February 11, 1896. English: 1894; first production at the
            Bijou Theater: New Sage Club, London, May 10, 1905
         

      

      
      
         Publisher · Cox and Wyman, Ltd.
         

      

      
      
         Tone · Tragic
         

      

      
      
         Tense · The play occurs in the time of the present
         

      

      
      
         Setting (time) · The play approximately runs the course of one evening
         

      

      
      
         Setting (place) · The terrace of Herod's palace
         

      

      
      
         Protagonists · Salomé
         

      

      
      
         Major conflict · Herod, Tetrarch of Judaea, has imprisoned the prophet Jokanaan and barred all from seeing him. Seduced by the prophet's voice,
            the princess Salomé has the prophet drawn from his prison. After he rebuffs her advances, Salomé makes use of her stepfather's
            lust for her to exact her desire, dancing the dance of the seven veils in exchange for the prophet's head on a silver charger.
         

      

      
      
         Rising action · After her dance, Salomé requests the prophet's head. Herod begs her to release him from his word, offering her the greatest
            treasures of the kingdom. She refuses, and the executioner descends into Jokanaan's prison.
         

      

      
      
         Climax · The executioner presents Jokanaan's head.
         

      

      
      
         Falling Action · Salomé professes her love for the prophet's head, demanding that it look at her. The disgusted Tetrarch calls for the torches
            to be put out and withdraws into darkness. Salomé kisses Jokanaan. The moon captures her in its light, and Herod orders her
            execution. The Soldiers crush Salomé under their shields.
         

      

      
      
         Themes · The Look and the Spectacle of the Body; Vanitas; the Orient;
         

      

      
      
         Motifs · The Princess, the prophet, and the moon; the eye and the veil; the Jews and the Nazarenes
         

      

      
      
         Symbols · The moon; omens
         

      

      
      
         Foreshadowing · Foreshadowing occurs throughout the play: the Syrian prefigures Salomé's dance; Jokanaan prophecies Salomé death; various
            omens herald Herod's ruin.
         

      

      
   
      
      Study Questions and Suggested Essay Topics

      
      
         
         
            
            
               What is the significance of Herod's smothering of the torches at the end of the play? Why does he retire from view?
               
            

            
            
            In calling for the torches to be put out, Herod withdraws into darkness. The play prefigures this retirement a few scenes
               earlier, when he desperately implores Salomé to release him from his word and spare the prophet Jokanaan. Guiltily, Herod
               believes Salomé is punishing him for his incestuous look. Her "beauty has troubled him," and he has looked at her "too much."
               He resolves to withdraw from looking altogether, turning from both people and things. This withdrawal prefigures his disgusted
               retirement from the scene of the visible, where he puts out the palace torches and reduces the stage to darkness: "I will
               not look at things, I will not suffer things to look at me." Herod would have nothing to do with the economy of desire, the
               games of voyeurism and exhibitionism that structure the play. Strangely he then delivers the play's only "Wildean" epigraph:
               "Only in mirrors should one look, for mirrors do but show us masks." Instead of looking at things and being looked at, Herod
               would opt, hopelessly, for the fascinations of the mirror and masquerade. This escape is hopeless as the self's look in the
               mirror is of course hardly free of the game of looks between self and other.
            

            
            
         

         
         
            
            
               What is the significance of Naaman, Herod's executioner? Why function does he serve in the play?
               
            

            
            
            Though this "huge Negro" is a marginal figure at best, it is his very marginality that merits commentary. The silent and imposing
               Naaman is a stock figure of nineteenth-century Orientalist fantasy. Literally part of the background, he is vaguely animal-like,
               subject to bestial emotions (such as unreasoning fear), and perfectly carries out the will of others. As the emergence of
               his arm from the cistern suggests, he is but an instrument of death: as the soldiers remark, the king's insignia is the death
               sentence that legitimates and protects him. In particular, Naaman's skin figures strongly in the play's treatment of colors.
               Note in particular the violent contrast between his arm and the pale head of the prophet. The tableau stages a strange double
               castration, chopping off both the prophet's head and the executioner's arm. Naaman's black arm is literally reduced to a prop
               supporting the prophet's head and its ornate charger. On a stage where all bodies are liable to become art objects, it is
               not so much Naaman's "aestheticization" that marks his subordination but his relegation to the background. His is neither
               the terrible blackness of Jokanaan's eyes that stands against the gleaming whiteness of his body but blackness as prop.
            

            
            
         

         
         
            
            
               Examine the relationship between the Syrian and the Page. What does it have to do with "looking"?
               
            

            
            
            The Syrian and the Page open the play, appearing as two voyeurs. The former looks at the princess, and the latter looks at
               the moon, seeing therein a harbinger of death. As if sensing that the forbidden Salomé, like the moon, threatens death with
               both her look and as that which captures the Syrian's, the Page will continually warn him against looking at her too much.
               The play will then briefly elaborate the relationship of these two secondary voyeurs after the Syrian's suicide when the Page
               delivers a short eulogy. The Syrian's death is irrelevant to the drama of the figures that captured his gaze and "make" the
               play's spectacle, mourned only by the friend who warned him. The homoeroticism in their friendship is thinly veiled: the Syrian
               was the Page's "brother" and "nearer to [him] than a brother". For the Page, the Syrian's death comes not only from looking
               at Salomé, but from being looked at by the princess and moon. As he laments, he should have hidden the Syrian from the moon's
               deathly stare and removed him to a cavern out of sight. In his memories, the Page's "seduction" by the Syrian revolve around
               his voice—a "flute" that told him stories of his exotic land—and his gaze. Specifically this gaze was a narcissistic one:
               the Syrian loved to gaze at himself in the river, much to his friend's reproach. The Syrian's self-love seduces the Page:
               thus he sets himself to adorning him with agate, earrings, and perfume.
            

            
            
         

         
      

      
      
         
         Suggested Essay Topics

         
         
            What is the significance of the mouth in Salomé? Possible considerations include: the relations between the mouth and eroticism, the mouth and the voice, the mouth and the
            dead, etc.
            
         

         
         
            Consider Salomé's color scheme. How do colors function in the play? Possible considerations include: color and symbolism, color and synesthesia
            (the confusion of the senses), color and the body, etc.
            
         

         
         
            Consider the prohibitions on looking in the play. Who is prohibited from looking at what? On what terms, in whose authority,
            and in what language do the prohibitions appear? What transpires when these prohibitions are violated?
            
         

         
         
            Consider the trope of the dance in Salomé. Along with the dance of the seven veils itself, when does "dancing" appear in the play? What is its significance?
            
         

         
         
            What is the function of the Jews in the play? Consider them in particular their relation to their "foils," the Nazarenes?
            
         

         
         
            What is the significance of blood in Salomé? Consider, for example, the bloodstain left by the Syrian in which Herod slips, the blood petals of Herod's garland, etc.
            
         

         
         
            Consider the trope of decapitation in the play. Along with the prophet's execution, where else does decapitation appear? What
            is its significance? You may also want to examine related tropes of defacement, dismemberment, castration, etc.
            
         

         
      

      
   
      
      
         
         Quiz

         
         
            1.	Herod offers Salomé a flock of what birds in place of Jokanaan's head?

            
               A.	White doves
B.	Wood-pigeons
C.	White peacocks
D.	Nightingales
               

            

         

         
         
            2.	Salomé is not only Herod's step-daughter but also his what?

            
               A.	Sister
B.	Niece
C.	Granddaughter
D.	Mistress
               

            

         

         
         
            3.	What authorizes Jokanaan's execution?

            
               A.	Herodias's order
B.	Salomé's demand
C.	Salomé's dance
D.	Herod's death ring
               

            

         

         
         
            4.	Who does not believe in omens, miracles, and "symbolism"?

            
               A.	Herod
B.	The First Soldier
C.	Herodias
D.	Salomé
               

            

         

         
         
            5.	What lights Salomé at the very end of the play?

            
               A.	A torch
B.	Herod's gaze
C.	A star
D.	A moonbeam
               

            

         

         
         
            6.	Who is warned against looking at Salomé?

            
               A.	The First Soldier
B.	Jokanaan
C.	The Page
D.	The Young Syrian
               

            

         

         
         
            7.	What part of Jokanaan does Salomé not praise?

            
               A.	His hair
B.	His hands
C.	His body
D.	His mouth
               

            

         

         
         
            8.	To whom was Herodias first married?

            
               A.	Herod's elder brother
B.	Herod's younger brother
C.	The King of Egypt
D.	The King of Cappadocia
               

            

         

         
         
            9.	Why can Caesar not come to Judaea?

            
               A.	The cults make the trip too dangerous
B.	He has gout
C.	Herod will not welcome him
D.	Herodias wants his blood
               

            

         

         
         
            10.	Which of the following jewels does Herod not offer Salomé in place of Jokanaan's head?
            

            
               A.	An onyx like a dead woman's eyes
B.	A string of pearls like fifty moons
C.	A topaz like a tiger's eye
D.	A diamond like a fallen star
               

            

         

         
         
            11.	What is the name of the young Roman in Herod's court?

            
               A.	Antipas
B.	Tetrarch
C.	Coriolanus
D.	Tigellinus
               

            

         

         
         
            12.	Salomé's feet are continually compared to what?

            
               A.	Doves
B.	Knives
C.	Children
D.	Shoes
               

            

         

         
         
            13.	When do Herod and Herodias come on the scene?

            
               A.	Upon Jokanaan's appearance from the cistern
B.	Immediately before the Syrian commits suicide
C.	Just as Salomé prepares her dance
D.	After Jokanaan's return to the cistern
               

            

         

         
         
            14.	What color is Jokanaan's hair?

            
               A.	Black
B.	Brown
C.	Blond
D.	Red
               

            

         

         
         
            15.	How does Salomé die?

            
               A.	She is stoned to death
B.	She is crushed beneath the soldiers' shields
C.	She is strangled
D.	She is decapitated
               

            

         

         
         
            16.	Which of Messiahs' miracles does Herod forbid?

            
               A.	The transformation of water into wine
B.	The raising of the dead
C.	The healing of lepers
D.	Dialogue with the angels
               

            

         

         
         
            17.	The Page compares the moon to what?

            
               A.	A pearl
B.	A coin
C.	A dead woman
D.	A virgin
               

            

         

         
         
            18.	Herod compares the moon to what?

            
               A.	A madwoman
B.	A dead woman
C.	A coin
D.	A virgin
               

            

         

         
         
            19.	Who hears the angel of death that Jokanaan envisions?

            
               A.	Salomé
B.	The Page
C.	Herodias
D.	Herod
               

            

         

         
         
            20.	According to Tigellinus, who are the "perfectly ridiculous" Romans who commit suicide?

            
               A.	The Epicures
B.	The Sensualists
C.	The Stoics
D.	The Gnostics
               

            

         

         
         
            21.	What is Herod's title?

            
               A.	King of Judaea
B.	Emperor of Judaea
C.	Tetrarch of Judaea
D.	Caliph of Judaea
               

            

         

         
         
            22.	What has Herod stolen from the temple?

            
               A.	The altar of the dead
B.	The tabernacle
C.	The veil of the sanctuary
D.	The chalice
               

            

         

         
         
            23.	What is the Young Syrian's title?

            
               A.	Prince of Syria
B.	Lord of Syria
C.	Army Commander
D.	Captain of the Guard
               

            

         

         
         
            24.	Which of the following nineteenth-century authors did not write an adaptation of Salomé?

            
               A.	Maeterlink
B.	Sand
C.	Mallarmé
D.	Flaubert
               

            

         

         
         
            25.	Where was Salomé written?
            

            
               A.	In London
B.	In Paris
C.	In Rome
D.	In Cairo
               

            

         

         
         
            Answer Key:

            1: C; 2: B; 3: D; 4: C; 5: D; 6: D; 7: B; 8: A; 9: B; 10: D; 11: D; 12: A; 13: D; 14: A; 15: B; 16: B; 17: C; 18: A; 19: D; 20: C; 21: C; 22: C; 23: D; 24: B; 25: B
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