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      Context

      
      Jean Genet did not have to look far for the poverty, debauchery, and criminality that make up the subject matter of most of
         his novels and plays. His semi- autobiographical novel, The Thief's Journal (1949), provides many of the details of his early life as a homosexual, a prostitute, a thief, and a convict. He eventually
         cut out the last three identities from his repertoire, retaining the homosexuality. Genet explored these darker areas with
         unprecedented poeticism and frankness, while helping develop the French theatrical movement Theatre of the Absurd and becoming
         an intriguing subject for modern-day Queer Theory, or literary criticism on homosexuality.
      

      
      Genet was on December 10, 1910, in Paris, France, to twenty-two-year-old prostitute Camille Gabrielle Genet. She gave him
         away to an orphanage the following summer, and Jean never again saw her. He was soon put in a foster home, but ran into trouble.
         At age ten, he was accused of stealing. Though he was innocent, he later claimed that since society had repudiated him, he
         chose to repudiate society and devote himself, ironically, to a life of a crime. At age thirteen he was removed from his foster
         home and school, and later endured psychiatric treatments after he embezzled money from his new guardian. After a series of
         failed escapes from the authorities, he was sentenced in 1926 to the penitentiary colony at Mettray for two years. His time
         in prison solidified Genet's criminal instincts, his antagonism to French bourgeois society and, more importantly, allowed him to explore his budding homosexuality.
      

      
      In 1929, he joined the French army to get out of prison. When he was sent to Syria in 1930, he developed sympathy for the
         Palestinians and the Algerians, two colonized groups who he felt—like homosexuals, orphans, and the poor—were victimized by
         the French bourgeois. After he was released from the military in 1933, Genet spent the next decade making his living across
         Europe as a prostitute and thief, with occasional stints in prison. In prison in the early 40s, he wrote his first novel,
         Our Lady of the Flowers. The manuscript was discovered and destroyed, but Genet rewrote it from memory and smuggled it out, where it fell into the
         hands of prominent French writers Jean Cocteau and Jean-Paul Sartre. Cocteau was instrumental in getting the book published in 1943. After Genet was caught stealing again and given a life sentence,
         Cocteau, Sartre, and other writers lobbied on Genet's behalf. The sentence was cut to three months, and after Genet was released,
         he wisely gave up crime, though he never abandoned the subject in his work. His 1946 novel Miracle of the Rose was partially inspired by his time in Mettray, but he soon switched genres and searched for experiences entirely outside
         of his own. He wrote a number of successful plays in the 1950s, and The Maids, in 1948, was his first. Alongside Sartre's tireless promotion of Genet, who wrote a biographical and critical study of him
         in 1952, titled Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr, his reputation branched out into the mainstream. The Balcony (1955), The Blacks (1955), and The Screens (1961) concern themselves with sex, race, and revolutionary politics while sticking with Genet's lifelong literary interests
         of illusion and oppression. His creative output dwindled after the 60s, but he expanded his politics, supporting the Black Panthers in the U.S. and Palestinian soldiers abroad. His final work, translated into English as Prisoner of Love, recounted these exploits and was published shortly before his death in 1986.
      

      
      Most literary criticism of Genet focuses on his "Otherness" as an outcast from French society, and especially on his homosexuality.
         A substantial amount also gives deserving attention the lyrical, dream-like quality of his prose. There is little written
         about The Maids; Sartre's introductory essay in an edition of The Maids and another Genet play, Deathwatch, is the best available essay. Sartre centers on The Maids in his discussion, which ties Genet's "Otherness" to the illusory world he has created.
      

      
   
      
      Plot Outline

      
      In the bedroom of their wealthy Madame, Claire, a maid, chastises in an exaggerated tone her older sister. Claire makes herself
         up at the dressing table and calls in Solange to prepare her dress and accessories. She accuses Solange of letting the milkman
         (Mario) seduce her, and insults her appearance and manners. Claire defends herself for having "denounced" Monsieur to the
         police in a letter that sent him to prison.
      

      
      Claire submits to a red dress and says Solange loathes her. Claire kicks Solange in the temple. When Solange's and Claire's
         fingers accidentally touch, Claire says she cannot stand touching her. Solange reprimands her and speaks of the importance
         of boundaries and frontiers between them. Solange asks if Claire is ready, and then declares her hatred for Claire and insults
         her aristocratic appearance and behavior. Solange shows her in the mirror the two maids. She tells her to despise them, then
         says "We're merged in our hatred of you." Claire tells her to get out, and Solange says she will return to her dirty kitchen,
         but first she will "finish the job."
      

      
      Claire urges Solange to help her out of the dress, as Madame will be back. Solange blames Claire for never being ready and
         allowing Solange to finish her off. Solange says Claire started their fighting by bringing up Mario and mingling her insults
         with details from their private lives. Claire says she envies Solange for having seen Madame's crestfallen face when she heard
         of her husband's arrest. She takes credit, however, for having written the anonymous letter that sent him to prison.
      

      
      Solange says nobody loves them, but Claire insists that their kind Madame does. Claire tells her to calm down and says she
         has some information on Solange that she would not want revealed. Claire brings up the fantastical stories she has written
         that Solange used as escapism, such as the one in which she vicariously fled France with her thieving husband. Claire says
         the reason she hates Solange is because in her attempt to kill Madame, she was aiming for Claire.
      

      
      Claire answers the phone and learns from Monsieur that he has been freed from prison on bail. Solange tries to calm down Claire.
         Claire says it is her turn to dominate Solange, and gives her a number of household orders. Solange fantasizes about how they
         will kill Madame. The doorbell rings. Claire and Solange scramble to prepare for Madame's entrance. Solange says they need
         to put ten pills in her tea, and Claire agrees to do it. They both leave the bedroom, and Solange returns with Madame. Madame
         accuses Solange of pampering her like an invalid. She apologizes, then calls herself old, and says she is thinking of going
         into mourning. Solange promises never to abandon her. Madame says she is through with her excessive life.
      

      
      Claire enters with the tea. Madame says the sisters will inherit her lavish lifestyle. She gives Claire the red dress Claire
         previously wore, and gives Solange a fur cape. Madame spots the telephone off the hook. Claire says it was Monsieur. After
         Madame presses, Solange says they wanted to keep it as a surprise—Monsieur is free and waiting for her at a bar. In a flurry,
         Madame orders Solange to get her a taxi and Claire to get her furs ready. Madame is piqued by the mystery of the letters,
         Solange's delay, and the sisters' not telling her Monsieur had called. Claire insists that Madame drink the tea, but Solange
         runs in, pushes Claire aside, and says the taxi is finally ready.
      

      
      Solange tries to stir her sister into a rage, telling her that Madame and Monsieur will probably find out about the letters.
         She loathes Madame and criticizes her gifts, including the fur, which she took back. Claire angrily asks if Solange wants
         to "make a scene." Solange praises Claire's beauty, but Claire tells her to start with the insults. She is unable to do it,
         so Claire takes the reins and tells her how much she despises servants.
      

      
      Solange takes over and, with a riding whip, orders Claire down on her knees. Claire reluctantly does so, and Solange slanders
         her more, strikes her, and commands her to lie down. Solange tells her to go into the kitchen, and Claire screams for help.
         Solange tells Claire that she performed abortions on herself to keep Claire alive. Claire runs around the room, and Solange
         chases her, but when Claire gags and says she feels ill, Solange comforts her and walks her off to the kitchen, where she
         has ways of "putting an end to all suffering."
      

      
      Solange returns from the kitchen, wearing her black dress. In her ensuing monologue, she addresses imaginary characters on
         stage. She celebrates having strangled Madame with the dish-gloves. She imitates Madame's voice and complains about having
         to wear mourning for her maid. In her own voice, Solange says Madame should not pity her, as she's her equal. She addresses
         a police inspector, telling him Monsieur used to obey their orders when they threatened him. She says she has been a good
         servant, but now she has strangled her sister. Solange smokes a cigarette, coughs, and goes out on to the balcony, her back
         to the audience. She imagines the hangman taking her away. She sees herself being led by all the maids in the neighborhood
         for Claire's funeral procession.
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