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Iconographic Changes of Images of Salome in East and West

Kimie Imura Lawlor

Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentleman,

It is a great honour, as the final event of Japan 2001 festival, to have a
chance to explain how one image has been changed in various centuries to
the Modern Period in Europe and in Japan. Through listening to my short
lecture, seeing the exhibition and appreciating two performances: one is a
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drama in a traditional Japanese theatrical format ‘Kyogen Salome’ and the
other is a contemporary Oriental style dance ‘Salome’, being performed on
this stage tonight, you might recognize a Japanese traits of importing the
foreign subjects and reforming them according to our own tastes and by our
own ways. Subsequently, you might observe a comparison between the
Orient and the Occident.

Especially this time, I am attempting to treat this subject within a
character Salome. And I will trace historically how the Japanese people have
described Salome in plays on the stage, in dances, and in paintings for 90
years since 1913 until today. As a heroine, Salome seems to have become a
kind of favorite with the Japanese after Oscar Wilde’s one-act play Salomé
(published in 1893) was first performed in Japan in 1913, after 23 years it
was published. The image of Salome depicted by the Japanese people i8 very
much different from that of the other countries. Because the Japanese are
mostly Buddhist, so in general, they do not know that Salome is a biblical
figure in Christianity.

Well, before talking about these phenomena in Japan, [ would like to try
now a brief historical survey of the changes of images of Salome in Europe,
from the Medieval, the Renaissance, the Baroque through Fin-de-siécle to
the Modern Times. I'll point out only one or two particular interesting facts
arising from this brief historical survey. Then I'll mention the Japanese
interpretations and expressions of Salome, under the European influences, by
picking up rather peculiar and special ones. As I have displayed in this foyer
of RADA, these main special figures are represented in the photographs
instead of showing by slides. These photographs I have collected from 12
countries; Italy, France, Germany, Austria, Switzreland, England, Holland
and America, etc. for about 20 years; and now over 200 pieces 1 have. But
this time, I only exhibit 50 selected ones, as a part of my Salome collection.
Please appreciate them with other recent paintings, such as a watercolour
painting by Amano Yoshitaka being sent from New York last week, the first
edition of Salomé, 30 books of translation, the Medieval Nottingham Alabas-
ter relief and the stage costumes, programmes and posters of stages in Japan;
s0 please form an image of Salome in your mind.
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In this leaflet 1 aiready mentioned, Salome appeared in the Gospels,
Matthew, Mark and Luke, mentioned as ‘a daughter of Herodias’ not by the
name of Salome. In the Gospels, she is described only as ‘a daughter of
Herodias’ and this incident occurs only in a brief account. Before the time of
Christ, in Israel, at the banquet of Herod’s palace a daughter of Herodias
danced and demanded the head of St. John the Baptist, but we note that it
was not of her own volition but that of her mother, Herodias, angered at St.
John’s reproaches on her marriage to brother-in-law, her former husband’s
brother, and the luxurious decadance of Herod’s palace. Before this descrip-
tion in the Gospels, we can find only one mention of Salome. It is in the
Jewish History entitled The Jewish Antiquities written by Flavius Josephus in
the first century. But in this book, we cannot find any record concerning the
relationship between Salome and St. John the Baptist. The sole historical
recorded fact is that Salome spent a happy life until about 26 years of her age
with 3 sons and was twice married.

It is, however, a role of Salome within the life of St. John the Baptist
that is important in Christian iconography. In the cathedrals and churches of
European countries, we find in the last scene of the St John’s life, diverse
representations of Salome, watching the beheading, dancing at the banquet,
and carrying a charger on the head or holding by the hands and dedicating
the head to Herodias, all depicted in wall-paintings, stone-relieves, mosaic on
archdecorative doorway and in stained-glass. These representations remain
since the 6th century, for about 2000 years, and this first recorded manu-
script is Codex Synopensis, an illustration of the Gospel. Then, in the
Medieval and the Renaissance periods, many famous artists depicted their
own Salome, for instance, Giotto, Cranach, Titiano, even Botticelli &
Leonardo da Vinci. In observing these pictures historically, we notice that
many Salomes at each of the periods are wearing very fashionable dresses
according to the tastes of the painter’s country, for instance, in Italian
fashioned dress, in Spanish vogue and in French Robe des Corte.

We could recognize that the painters, Piombo, Rubence, Caravaggio
and Klimt each depicted Salome freely by following their tastes, so they had
their own Salome without any considering iconographical rules: namely, she
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is an Oriental princess, in the time before Christ; there is no tambourine, no
violin, no lute in Israel, but on their canvas; Salome dances in playing these
musical instruments wearing very fashionable dresses. And another inter-
esting fact is, at the Medieval time, the scene of the beheading of St. John the
Baptist was the main theme, so Salome is usually watching the scene with a
charger beside an executioner. But in the Renaissance, the favorite scenes to
the painters were the banquet at which Salome danced elegantly. Or like a
portrait, Salome was depicted as a single figure holding a charger of St.
John’s head. For these purposes, an important position between two persons,
St. John and Salome, has gradually been exchanged. And consequently, St.
John’s head became merely a symbol or sign indicating that, this lady is
Salome.

When the church dedicated to St.John the Baptist was built in Alex-
andria at the end of the 4th century, as the worship of this Saint strengthened,
on the contrary, the ill-fame of Salome grew as the agent of St. John’s death.
This mother’s original and causative evil was transferred to Salome, and the
Salome-Herodias Legend was formed. In literature, especially in the 19th
century and the period of the fin-de-si¢cle, the Salome-Herodias theme
attracted many continental European writers, among them, Gustave Flaubert,
Stephan Mallarmé and Heine, etc. But it was an Anglo-Irish writer, Oscar
Wilde, who wrote a one-act-play Salomé in French in 1892 in Paris, trans-
lated into English in 1894, and made Salome world-famous. Moreover, the
opera Salome, composed by Richard Strauss in 1903, spread the story of
Salome throughout Europe. Through these literary works and operatic
performance Salome was known as a princess of Israel who has her own will
to wish to kiss the mouth of the Saint, but rejected by him, she demanded his
head as a reward of dancing in order to realize her desire. At this moment,
Salome was no longer a marionette moving to serve another’purpose, but a
woman who had a will of her own and imperiously fulfilled her desire.

For English version of Oscar Wilde’s Salome, as you know, Aubrey
Beardsley made a morbid rather grotesque, satirical monochrome illustration.
On the contrary, Wilde wished to have an illustration to Salomé in Byzantine
style like Gustave Moreau wrapped in jewels and in sorrows. Moreau painted
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various kinds of Salome: ‘L’Apparision,” ‘Salomé dansant devant Herod,’
‘Salomé au jardin,” and so on. Other painters, Gustave Klimt, Munck, Pascin,
Max Klinger to Picasso, they depicted their own Salome with their own
interpretations. But there is not much time to explain these backgrounds

tonight. I hope you could read my recent book entitled Iconology of Salome

in Europe, but unfortunately, it is written in Japanese.

Now in 1907, 13 years after the publishing of Wilde’s Salomé, Mori
Ogai, the Japanese representative writer, translated Salome into Japanese
based on the German version by Hedwich Lachman for Richard Strauss’s
Opera. It was interesting that Salomé was introduced to Japan firstly in
drama terms through German version though it was written in French,
translated into English. But being prohibited to play on the stage by Lord
Chamberlain in England, Salomé was played firstly by French actors in
1896. Concerning this intricate process and situations, the Japanese readers
and audiences did not know them at all.

The first actress to perform Salomé on the stage of the Imperial Theatre
in Japan in 1913 was Matsui Sumako under the direction of Shimamura
Hougetsu, a Professor of Waseda University. This play was unexpectedly
well received by the Japanese audience and it had, in all, 125 performances
mostly in Tokyo, but it even acrossed the ocean to Manchuria. After this
rendition, many actresses played their own Salome by their own interpri-
tations, between 1913 and 1936 for about 23 years and it was the first
Salome boom. Among young ladies, an Oriental hair-style called Sarome-
maki came into fashion, Japanese interpretation of Salome did not have the
deep Christian implication of her fateful deed, so it was inevitable it was the
actions of Salome that made the strongest impression. Most notably, ber
dance of seven veils was received as an erotic Oriental belly dance stripping
her seven gossamer veils, one by one, emerging as a fearful demon-lover.
And her demand that the Saint be beheaded was understood as merely
sadistically and kissing the dead-mouth was seen as exquisitely grotesque.
These elements, that is, erotic, sadistic, grotesque, were inevitably and
progressively stressed in performances in Japan.

Another interesting point is that, in the feudal Samurai age in Japan,
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cutting the head of the captain of enemy means a sort of a victory of the
warrior, so a certain actress who acts Salome, raising St. John’s head high, is
taken as a symbol of her victory of love. And also on the stage of the
down-town area, at the Pink Theatre, Salome chased after the head of St.
John, moving in the air across the table, and rolling over the floor automat-
ically by some mechanical device. These interpretations could only and
inevitably come from a background having no knowledge of the central
Christian truths deeply implicit in this dreadful affair.

In 1960, 42 years after the first performance in Taisho Period, the
famous writer Mishima Yukio produced Salome using a translation of
Hinatsu Kounosuke, a scholar-poet, my tutor of the University in Tokyo,
with Kishida Kyoko in the title role. Fortunately, T had a chance to talk with
Mishima Yukio concerning his director’s plan for the play. His main intention
was that the one-act-play’s Salome might be presented symbolically in a
distinctively stylistic format as a Noh play, the Japanese traditional theatrical
format like Kyogen (more serious tragic drama): the first part is enacted
slowly and ritualistically, then later half, by contrast, proceeding dynami-
cally. Salome herself in this reading must have an elegance that combines the
Oriental mysticism and the Western beauty.

Salome’s desire, in Mishima’s opinion, is like that of a spoiled child,
with her wish to possess play things, like a doll, toys, or even a living
butterfly that entice the child. But the child secking possession of the
butterfly involuntarily tears it apart to have its beautiful wings — all without
any aim to kill the buttertly. In these terms, Salome is an innocent child,
never having any intention to kill the Saint, and tragically only to kiss his
mouth and to possess him for this purpose.

Mishima Yukio committed suicide in 1970, 32 years ago. Before his
death, he planned already Salome to be performed for his own commemo-
rative stage, to take place one year after his death. Moreover, Salome gave
definitive expression to his aesthetic theory in its final phase. For him it was
to remain as an iconographic expression of his principle: ‘Beauty equals
Eroticism equals Death equals the Absolute’ and the figure of Salome is the
perfect symbol for his theory of Life. 53 years after Oscar Wilde’s Salomé
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was first introduced to Japan, Mishima Yukio’s producﬁon of Salomé offers
the truest reading of the original and yields the most profound insight into the
interwined themes of desire and exalted enlightenment.

But I have another interpritation of Salome as to the modern mind. In
short, Salome is a symbol of the modern mind itself that never be contented
with anything but continue to desire toward the perfect or the Absolute
condition that any one never can reach. In Wilde’s play, Salome took
posession of a part of St. John’s body, the head on the charger, but not his
heart and love. After having the head and kissed it, but Salome still conti-
nued saying to the head of the Saint:

“I am athirst for the beauty; I am hungry for your body and neither
wine nor fruits can appease my desire.

Salome is in a state of eternal thirst. It is a state of the modern mind aspiring
after the Perfect or the Absolute unlimitedly. Therefore, we could assume
that Salome is not only a symbol of fin-de-siecle but one of the modern
mind.

Oscar Wilde said — “Salome is just like a mirror reflecting those who
look into it.” I am sure now, each and everyone of you has an image of your
own Salome in your mind, according to your own interpretations, as if you
are looking into a mirror reflecting yourself on it. This is the fact that Oscar
Wilde wished everybody to do and might to be done, I believe.

Thank you.

62 ARG —-TALNFHFE 45

Iconographic Changes of images of Salome in East and West

. R E

(1) Salomé in Japan
Donald Mead

Intentions, No.19 (April, 2002)
{The News of the Oscar Wilde Society)

Details of the lecture, exhibition and performances “Salome — Icono-
graphic Changes of Images in East and West”, on 28 March at the Jerwood
Vanburgh Theatre, Royal Academy of Dramatic Art, were received too late
for inclusion in the February Intentions, but for those Oscar Wilde Society
members who attend it was a most memorable evening.

It began with a reception in the RADA foyer where there was a
fascinating exhibition of editions of Wilde’s Salomé, including those illus-
trated by Beardsley, Alastair and Andre Derain, and early illustrated publi-
cations in Japanese, together with photographs, costumes, programes and
posters of stage performances of Salomé in Japan from 1913 until the
present.

Kimie Imura Lawlor’s lecture ‘Salome in East and West’ was intro-
duced and given a funning translation into Japanese by her son, who said that
one of his duties as a young man was to assist her Salome researches by
reporting back to her after his visits to galleries and museums. He became
adept at spotting severed heads! Kimie is a member of Oscar Wilde Society
and one of the founders of the Oscar Wilde Society of Japan.

She traced the history of performances of Salome in Japan. It was first
acted in Tokyo by Matsui Sumako in 1913 and became very popular. The
dance of seven veils was rteceived as an erotic performance; Salome’s
demand that Jokanaan be beheaded was merely sadistic, and her kissing the
dead mouth was seen as exquisitely grotesque. Japanese people, being
mostly Buddhists, did not see her as a Biblical figure. Salome, like an erotic
Oriental belly-dancer, stripped her gossamer veils one by one to emerge as a
fearful demon lover, realizing her gratuitous and brutal desire to possess the
decapitated organ of oral passion.
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The first true presentation of Wilde’s play in Japan was the production
by Mishima Yukio in 1960 in a new translation by a scholar-poet, Hinatsu
Kohnosuke. This had an elegance combining Oriental mysticism and West-
ern beauty. As Mishima wrote: ‘Salome is like a spoiled child, but the child
seeking possession of the butterfly involuntarily tears it apart;’ and ‘Beauty
equals eroticism equals death equals the Absolute.’

The performance which followed was of Salome as a Kyogen drama.
Normally this is a comic form for short folk plays about the everyday
experiences of simple personalities, but here it interpreted a tragic subject.
Highly stylisted in both action and speech in the unbroken tradition of over
560 years of the Izumi family school of Kyogen, Motoya Izumi (Herod)
Junko Izumi (Herodias) and Shoko Izumi (Salome) impressively conveyed
the drama of the play with a powerful economy of gesture.

Then Kou Reika, in an hour-long solo dance, presented the story of
Wilde’s Salomé in seven scenes. The opening ‘Prayer to the Moon Goddess’
was followed by the ‘Joy of Salome’ — an exotic and erotic dance of the
seven veils in Egyptain belly-dancing mode. The succeeding dances ex-
pressed stronger passions, suffering and madness, and finally, with quite
breath-taking dramatic effect, ‘Death and Revival’ with Salome and the head
of Jokanaan in mythic union. It was an extraordinary and moving achieve-
ment, both in concept and performance.

The whole evening showed us unfamiliar aspects of Salome, and
reminded us of Wilde’s remark that his play was like a mirror reflecting
those who look into it.

(2) The Oscholars (Oscar Wilde Society)
Dr. Joan Navarre

On 28 March at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art, Professor Kimie
Imura Lawlor staged ““‘Salome: Iconographic Changes of Images in East and
West: Exhibition, Lecture & Performances”, a multi-faceted event cele-
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brating the pull and power of Salomé.

The exhibition presented a kaleidoscope of images: paintings, reliefs
and stained glass from various cathedrals; photographs of Salomé paintings
(Moreau, Klimt, Beardsley, etc.); original oil paintings (including one
created for the event by Amano Yoshitaka); first editions and rare prints of
Salomé; photographs of Japanese productions, including Mishima’s Salomé;
costumes, programmes and posters from 1913 to the present.

The lecture, presented by Professor Lowlar in English and translated
into Japanese by her son, addressed how one symbol (Salomé) has changed
throughout the last six centuries in Europe and Japan. The lecture complem-
ented the exhibit, placing special emphasis on Oscar Wilde’s play. Wilde
viewed Salomé as a mirror, reflecting those who look.

The performances consisted of two dramatic productions: comic theatre
and sacred dance. The theatrical performance was Kyogen Salomé. Kyogen
is an ancient comic form. It uses stylized gesture and speech. Kyogen Salomé
was produced and directed by Izumi Motoya (20" Master of Izumi Soke),
Izumi Junko, and Izumi Shoko. Kyogen Salomé, offered a fresh interpretation
of Wilde’s Salomé. Wilde’s play is defined as “A Tragedy in One Act.”
However, there is comedy in this tragedy. Alla Nazimova recognized this,
calling her silent film of Salomé “a pantomime.” Suggestive of Nazimova’s
rendition, Kyogen Salomé offered highly stylized movements and dialogue
full of comic inversion.

Kyogen Salomé was followed by Reika Kou. Hailed as an ambassador
of Egyptian dance, Reika Kou danced a sacred Salomé solo. Using a rose,
veils, and gestures she named the three colours central to Wilde’s play:
white, red, and black. The dance began with an invocation to the Moon
Goddess. Salomé danced with a white rose. Then, the rose disappeared. Near
the end, after Salomé received the head of John the Baptist, the white rose
re-appeared. The audience experienced poetic alchemy. A single dancer with
seven veils suggested a mystical union.

Salomé placed red veils on a bare stage floor, around the head of
St.John the Baptist. The veils formed a large circle, and blossomed into a
full red moon. At the same time, a black orb (the head of John the Baptist,
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with black hair facing the audience) appeared to float in a pool of blood.
Salomé sprinkled white petals while she danced on and under and around the
full red moon. And then there was silence. The stage faded to black.

The entire evening — a celebration dedicated to Salomé, indebted to
Wilde, and adorned by a full moon — was unforgettable.
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