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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.
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