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music as symbolist based on a characteristic “sound,” I argue that symbolist aesthetics 

demonstrably influenced musical construction and reception.  My scholarship reveals that 

symbolist musical works across genres share an approach to composition rooted in the symbolist 

concept of musicality of language, a concept that shapes this music on sonic, structural, and 

conceptual levels.  I investigate the musical responses of four different composers to a single 

symbolist text, Oscar Wilde’s one-act play Salomé, written in French in 1891, as case studies in 

order to elucidate how a symbolist musicality of language informed their creation, performance, 

and critical reception.  The musical works evaluated as case studies are Antoine Mariotte’s 

Salomé, Richard Strauss’s Salomé, Aleksandr Glazunov’s Introduction et La Danse de Salomée, 

and Florent Schmitt’s La Tragédie de Salomé.  Recognition of symbolist influence on 

composition, and, in the case of works for the stage, on production and performance expands the 

repertory of music we can view critically through the lens of symbolism, developing not only our 

understanding of music’s role in this difficult and often contradictory aesthetic philosophy but 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
Will you accept a copy of Salomé, my first venture to use for art that subtle 

instrument of music, the French tongue. 

Oscar Wilde 

 

 

The fin-de-siècle Symbolist poet Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-1898) placed music and 

literature, Janus-like, on opposite sides of the same coin, inextricably linked yet also separated.  

He described the relationship between the two arts as follows: “Music and Literature are here 

opposing sides that extend into darkness; yet twinkling there, with certainty, as one phenomenon, 

the only one, that I called the Idea.”
1
  Mallarmé sought to reconcile this dark separation with its 

twinkling reunification by bringing music and language face to face in his poetry.  Scholars have 

followed his lead in their explorations of the musical prosody of the Symbolists, a group of 

loosely-associated poets and writers active in France in the 1880s and 1890s.  As Mallarmé and 

his circle were men of letters first and foremost, researchers in literary studies have delved the 

most deeply into the musicalized poetics of Symbolism; their disciplinary focus, however, 

precludes them from addressing specific questions regarding the relationship between musical 

composition and Symbolism.   

In his review of scholarship on Symbolism and music, music scholar Peter Palmer 

concludes, “There has been little investigation of whether musical construction ever appropriated 

features of Symbolist poetry and aesthetics.”
2
  In musicology, investigations that have sought to 

explicate the relationship between musical process and Symbolist aesthetics have often been 

limited in scope.  In the canon of music history, Claude Debussy’s symphonic poem, Prélude à 

                                                           
1
 “La Musique et les Lettres sont la face alternative ici élargie vers l’obscur; scintillante là, avec certitude, d’un 

phénomène, le seul, je l’appelai l’Idée.”  Stéphane Mallarmé, “La Musique et les Lettres,” in Igitur; Divigations; Un 

coup de Dés (Paris: Gallimard, 1976), 359.  All translations are my own unless otherwise noted. 
2
 Peter Palmer, “Lost Paradises: Music and the Aesthetics of Symbolism,” The Musical Times 148, no. 1,899 

(Summer 2007): 37. 
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l’après-midi d’un faune (1894), and drame lyrique, Pelléas et Mélisande (1902), have seemed to 

represent exclusively the response to literary Symbolism in fin-de-siècle French music.  To give 

but one example, the very brief entry on Symbolism by musicologist Richard Langham Smith in 

Oxford Music Online cites these works alone as representatives of Symbolist music.
3
  These two 

masterpieces, though key to our comprehension of Symbolist music, dominate most 

musicological writing on the subject and, in so doing, limit our understanding of this movement 

in fin-de-siècle French musical circles.
4
  This has effectively resulted in the marginalization of 

other composers’ musical responses to literary Symbolism.  

Contrary to previous categorizations of music as Symbolist based on a characteristic 

“sound” (sometimes confusingly referred to as “impressionist” and often associated with the 

style of Debussy), I argue that Symbolist aesthetics demonstrably influenced musical 

construction in France at the fin-de-siècle.  My scholarship reveals that the common and 

fundamental feature shared by Symbolist musical works is an approach to composition rooted in 

the Symbolist concept of musicality of language, a concept that shapes this music on sonic, 

structural, and conceptual levels.  Recognition of this influence on composition, and, in the case 

of works for the stage, on production and performance, is significant as it expands the repertory 

of music we can view critically through the lens of Symbolism, magnifying not only our 

understanding of music’s role in this difficult and often contradictory aesthetic philosophy but 

potentially our perception of fin-de-siècle musical culture in general.  

                                                           
3
 Richard Langham Smith, “Symbolism,” The Oxford Companion to Music, Oxford Music Online (Oxford 

University Press, accessed October 9, 2014), http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t114/e6586.  

Notably, Langham Smith’s entry as a whole refers to symbolism of a general nature in music, and the discussion of 

literary Symbolism and its musical counterpart occupies only the final paragraph.  No corresponding article exists 

for the term “Symbolism” in Grove Music Online; the reader is directed to the entry “Numbers and Music” in which 

neither literary Symbolism nor its musical complement are discussed.   
4
 In this dissertation I will follow Langham Smith’s example by capitalizing “Symbolism” when referencing the 

1880s-1890s literary movement and its early twentieth-century parallels in the other artistic disciplines in order to 

distinguish it from the term “symbolism” as generally understood.    

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t114/e6586
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Composing Symbolism’s Musicality of Language 

In his essay on Symbolist opera, musicologist Philip Weller calls attention to the 

strikingly different sound worlds created by Debussy in Pelléas et Mélisande and Paul Dukas in 

Ariane et Barbe-bleue (1907), both operas based on the plays of Symbolist Maurice Maeterlinck, 

writing, “It is clear that the hyper-refined sound world of [Debussy] never was the only possible 

sound world for Maeterlinck.”
5
  Instead Weller posits Debussy’s and Dukas’s musical responses 

to the plays’ texts as linked by an interest in French prosody: 

Perhaps most importantly, [Debussy and Dukas] share a fundamental approach that is 

grounded in a prosodical conception of opera, and which, giving primacy to the pacing of 

the text as much as to that of the action, seeks above all a method of word setting that is 

true to the accentual and declamatory qualities of the French language, while also 

maximizing and intensifying whatever incipiently musical values these speech patterns 

may possess.
6
 

 

Like Weller, I find a compositional approach to text that is influenced by the musicality of 

language in Symbolist poetics to be the common thread that links not only Symbolist operas but 

Symbolist compositions in other genres in France at the fin-de-siècle.
7
  In this dissertation I 

investigate the musical responses of four different composers to a single Symbolist text, Oscar 

Wilde’s one-act play Salomé.  I analyze four musical works, written in different genres but all 

completed within a period of three years (1905-1908), as case studies in order to elucidate how a 

                                                           
5
 Philip Weller, “Symbolist Opera: Trials, Triumphs, Tributaries,” in The Cambridge Companion to Twentieth-

Century Opera, ed. Mervyn Cooke (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 65.  Claude Abravanel writes 

in agreement, “A symbolist system that is valid for every work could not possibly exist.”  See Claude Abravanel, 

“Symbolism and Performance,” in Debussy and Performance, ed. and trans. James R. Briscoe (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1999), 33.  I take their admonishments to heart and acknowledge that the lens I propose for use in 

viewing music inspired by Symbolist texts, the lens of a musicality of language, is only one tool for understanding 

musical composition and its relationship to Symbolism. 
6
 Weller, 65.  Weller (72) notes that Béla Bartók followed similar precepts in his setting of Béla Balázs’s Symbolist 

play, Bluebeard’s Castle.  Weller also admits that a “natural,” idiomatic style of text-setting was a trait valued by 

many different composers at the fin-de-siècle but states, “Nevertheless, for all the common developments across 

Europe, a passionate concern with prosody was one of the major compositional preoccupations to which the 

symbolist aesthetic gave rise.”  
7
 I recognize that the term “text” has been the focus of extensive critical scrutiny and can have a multiplicity of 

meanings.  In this dissertation, “text” refers to the written words of a piece of literature.  
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Symbolist musicality of language informed their creation, performance, and critical reception.  

These four works are:  

1. Antoine Mariotte’s tragédie lyrique, Salomé 

2. Richard Strauss’s drame musical, Salomé  

3. Aleksandr Glazunov’s incidental music, Introduction et La Danse de Salomée 

4. Florent Schmitt’s ballet-pantomime, La Tragédie de Salomé.   

These four case studies reveal a wide range of  possible musical responses to the same Symbolist 

text. 

In this dissertation I use the phrase “musicality of language” to signify three different but 

intricately connected ideas.  Firstly, musicality of language refers to the Symbolist privileging of 

the sonic over the semantic qualities of words.  In literature, this privileging was manifested in a 

rhythmic and melodic prosody created through assonance, alliteration, unusual word 

combinations, and manipulation of the stress patterns idiomatic to the French language.
8
  In 

opera and art song composition, these sonic aspects were respected and extended by composers 

like Debussy who developed a monotonous, recitational style of text-setting featuring rhythmic 

motives set to melodies crafted from small intervals and repeated pitches.  This privileging of 

sound also extended to a valuation of particular vocal timbres and styles of delivery deemed 

“poetic” rather than “theatrical” or “operatic.”   

Secondly, “musicality of language” refers to Symbolist writers’ adoption of devices used 

by composers to structure music, specifically repetition and leitmotivic development.
9
  In 

                                                           
8
 See Katherine Bergeron, Voice Lessons: French Mélodie in the Belle Epoque (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2010), for a cultural history of the musicality of French prosody at the fin-de-siècle. 

 
9
 Suzanne Bernard characterizes this last type of repetition as the most “musical”: “Beaucoup plus intéressantes, 

plus musicales aussi, me paraissent les ‘reprises variées’ d’expressions, par lesquelles, comme en musique, une 

même idée se trouve transformée, devenue autre tout en restant elle-même: en poésie cette association du ‘même’ et 

de l’ ‘autre’ se trouve réalisée par la métaphore, l’image représentant à la fois elle-même et autre chose, et le concret 
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literature, Mallarmé and others structured their writing through various types of repetition, as 

described by Suzanne Bernard: “Repetitions of sonorities, producing ‘musical’ effects through 

assonances and alliterations; ‘obsessive’ repetitions of words destined to produce the effect of 

incantation; ‘thematic’ repetitions of expressions or of ideas, giving the poem its structure.”
10

  In 

opera and art song, composers not only incorporated these repetitions into their libretti or song 

texts but also imitated them through purely musical means.  In Symbolist music without text, 

such as incidental music and ballet scores, this structural repetition was demonstrated in episodic 

forms in which large sections of music were repeated exactly or with slight variation for either 

affective or narrative purposes.  In both operatic and orchestral music, composers incorporated 

textual leitmotifs found in Symbolist writing into their scores as either musical leitmotifs or, 

more generally, as musical symbols, a term that I define as musical evocations of textual images 

that act as multivalent symbols but may or may not be treated with leitmotivic techniques.  These 

musical symbols function within a Symbolist literary aesthetic: while never completely 

transparent, they nevertheless present meanings that are hinted at through relationships with 

other symbols.
11

  The development of leitmotifs in Symbolist music varies very little from that in 

other contemporary compositions, reflecting the dominance of RichardWagner’s influence at the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
appelant l’abstrait; grâce à la reprise variée, il y a non seulement métaphore mais véritablement métamorphose.”  

See Suzanne Bernard, Mallarmé et la Musique (Paris: Librairie Nizet, 1959), 101.  David Grayson writes, “The 

recurring poetic images and symbols that fill the text inspired a corresponding system of associated leitmotifs – a 

kind of musical symbolism.”  See David Grayson, “Debussy on Stage,” in The Cambridge Companion to Debussy, 

ed. Simon Trezise (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 78. 
10

 Bernard, 100-101.  Susan Youens posits that in the case of Pelléas the “numerous redundancies sugges[t] that 

Maeterlinck was attempting to fill a void only music could fill.”  See Susan Youens, “An Unseen Player: Destiny in 

Pelléas et Mélisande,” in Reading Opera, ed. Arthur Groos and Roger Parker (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1988), 61. 
11

 These are the key characteristics of a symbol in the Symbolist sense – its ultimate inscrutability (what Stefan 

Jarocinski terms its role as an “indirect vehicle of content not completely realized”) and relationship to other 

symbols (what Louis Forestier describes as its “constellations” of possible meaning).  See Stefan Jarocinski, 

Debussy: Impressionism and Symbolism, trans. Rollo Myers (London: Eulenberg Books, 1976), 2.  See as well 

Louis Forestier, “Symbolist Imagery,” in The Symbolist Movement in the Literature of European Languages, ed. 

Anna Balakian, trans. Édouard Roditi (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1982), 117. 
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fin-de-siècle in France, especially in music for the stage.
12

  Many of the composers of Symbolist 

music, however, came under Wagner’s influence through his Musikdramen as well as through 

the idiosyncratic interpretation (which some might call a misinterpretation) of Wagner’s 

aesthetics by the Symbolists.
13

  Compositional techniques involving motivic repetition therefore 

can also be interpreted as responses to a Symbolist musicality of language.   

Thirdly, “musicality of language” refers to a conceptual understanding of music 

developed by Symbolist writers as a medium and a means for evoking the world of the Idée, as 

Mallarmé termed it, or the au-delà, as Charles Baudelaire did, by extending principles of music 

into other artistic media to facilitate the creation of a multisensory theatrical experience.
14

  This 

aspect of musicality is revealed in the foreboding atmosphere generated in both Symbolist texts 

and music, but it was most thoroughly cultivated by dancers, actors, directors, and stage 

designers who extended ideas of musicality out of the realm of the aural and into the visual. 

 

Music as Message, Medium, and Method in Symbolist Literature 

Although the Symbolists are frequently discussed as a single, unified group, the historical 

realities reveal only loose associations within an experimental literary community.  Some of 

these writers, like Paul Verlaine, rejected outright the label “Symbolist,” and indeed it seems 

antithetical to attempt to label an artistic movement based on a profound apprehension about 

                                                           
12

 For more information on Wagner’s influence on French composers at the fin-de-siècle, see Steven Huebner, 

French Opera at the Fin de Siècle: Wagnerism, Nationalism, and Style (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 
13

 Glenn Watkins writes, “Just as Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk held a vague appeal for the followers of Baudelaire’s 

correspondances in search of a new and mysterious alliance between poetry and the art of music, numerous French 

composers openly and directly adopted elements of Wagner’s harmonic vocabulary and system of leitmotifs.”  See 

Glenn Watkins, Soundings: Music in the Twentieth Century (New York: Schirmer Books, 1988), 67. 
14

 Lydia Goehr notes that it is in this third sense that, for the Symbolists, “‘musicality’ stood for so much: mystery, 

myth, hermeticism, purity, and silence; interiority, abstraction, vagueness, and exactitude; unity, rhythm, movement, 

and arabesque; shadow, syncretism, synesthesia, somnambulism, and syntheticism.”  See Lydia Goehr, “Radical 

Modernism and the Failure of Style: Philosophical Reflections on Maeterlinck-Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande,” 

Representations 74 (Spring 2001): 64.  
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language’s semantic abilities.  Additionally, many writers associated with Symbolism took on its 

mantle for only a brief moment in their careers.  The permeable nature of the Symbolist 

movement meant that different writers accepted some of its tenets and rejected others at different 

times as well as sometimes concurrently espousing conflicting beliefs.  Even the person 

responsible in 1886 for designating the movement as “Symbolist,” Jean Moréas, shortly 

thereafter rejected its philosophy and aesthetic.
15

   

With this caveat in mind, some basic tenets united the Symbolists.  Among the most 

important of these was Baudelaire’s Doctrine of Correspondences through which the Symbolists 

came to their peculiar interpretation of Wagner’s artistic philosophies.
16

  The Doctrine stemmed 

from the transcendence that Baudelaire (1821-1867), the French poet and critic, said he 

experienced while attending a concert of Wagner’s music in 1861.
17

  In his essay Richard 

Wagner et Tannhäuser à Paris, Baudelaire related the experience, writing: 

From the first measures…I found myself delivered from the bonds of weights…Soon I 

felt the sensation…of an intensity of light increasing so rapidly that none of the nuances 

provided by the dictionary would suffice to express this always renascent increase of 

ardor and whiteness.  Then I fully conceived the idea of a soul moving… far away from 

the natural world.
18

 

   

Through his experience of Wagner’s music, Baudelaire felt he had briefly entered what he 

termed the au-delà, the “world beyond,” to which our own “natural” world paled in 

                                                           
15

 See Jean Moréas, “Un Manifeste littéraire: Le Symbolisme,” Le Figaro: Supplément littéraire du dimanche 12, 

no. 38 (18 September 1886): 150-151.  
16

 Watkins (66) writes, “Baudelaire’s theory of correspondence was to be responsible for a protracted 

misunderstanding of Wagner among the French…His ardor [for Wagner’s music] was as genuine as it was 

misguided in attempting to explain Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk as a transference of ideas ‘by reciprocal analogy’ 

between sound, color, and word rather than a simultaneous alliance of the arts.” 
17

 This article is based on Baudelaire’s experience in January 1861 at a concert at the Salle des Italiens of orchestral 

excerpts from Wagner’s Musikdramen.  
18

 “Dès les premières mesures…je me sentis délivré des liens de la pesanteur…Bientôt j’éprouvai la 

sensation…d’une intensité de lumière croissant avec une telle rapidité, que les nuances fournies par le dictionnaire 

ne suffiraient pas à exprimer ce surcroît toujours renaissant d’ardeur et de blancheur.  Alors je conçus pleinement 

l’idée d’une âme se mouvant…loin du monde naturel.”  Charles Baudelaire, Richard Wagner et Tannhäuser à Paris 

(Paris: Librairie de la Société des Gens de Lettres, 1861), 14.  Italics in original. 
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comparison.
19

  How had Wagner’s music helped him to access the au-delà, this world immune to 

cognitive perception and beyond verbal description?  Is it possible, he posited, for music to 

communicate abstract ideas?  Baudelaire himself concluded unequivocally that it was possible, 

writing: 

What would be truly surprising is that sound could not suggest color, that colors could 

not give the idea of a melody, and that sound and color were unfit to translate ideas; 

things have always expressed themselves through reciprocal analogy, since the day when 

God spoke the world as one complex and indivisible totality.
20

  

  

From these thoughts, Baudelaire formulated his Doctrine of Correspondences, the theory of the 

reciprocity of sense perceptions and artistic media.  Baudelaire theorized that the arts exist as 

analogous systems because of the reciprocal relationship of the five senses demonstrated by 

synesthesia and that these reciprocal systems were themselves based in the mysterious 

relationship between the world we can consciously perceive and the au-delà.
21

  As drama scholar 

Frantisek Deak explains:  

If all the systems are analogous, the arts can also be seen as analogous; and the 

components of one art can be seen as analogous to the components of another art…This 

reciprocity between the arts, the viewing of one genre through the other, using one genre 

as the paradigm for others…becomes one of the most important concepts that the 

[Symbolists] elaborate into a full theory of Symbolism.
22

  

 

The French Symbolists applied Baudelaire’s Doctrine of Correspondence to their artistic creation 

in an effort to evoke the au-delà.  Though they, like Baudelaire, viewed the different artistic 

genres as reciprocal, they did not see them as equal in terms of their ability do this.  If the au-

                                                           
19

 Richard Taruskin, “Another World: Why The Queen of Spades is the Great Symbolist Opera,” Opera News 60, 

no. 7 (23 December 1995):10.  Taruskin translates au-delà as “world beyond.” 
20

 “Car ce qui serait vraiment surprenant, c’est que le son ne pût pas suggérer la couleur, que les couleurs ne pussent 

pas donner l’idée d’une mélodie, et que le son et la couleur fussent impropres à traduire des idées; les chose s’étant 

toujours exprimées par une analogie réciproque, depuis le jour où Dieu a proféré le monde comme une complexe et 

indivisible totalité.”  Baudelaire, 14.  This paragraph is immediately followed in the article by Baudelaire’s self-

quotation of the first two strophes of his poem “Correspondances.”  Italics in original. 
21

 Frantisek Deak, Symbolist Theater: The Formation of an Avant-Garde (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 1993), 99. 
22

 Deak, 99. 
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delà can only be accessed through our sense perceptions, music, then, was superior to other art 

forms because it did not need to be filtered through a physical mediator like words on a page or 

paint on a canvas.  French Symbolists therefore revered music as the only art capable of directly 

connecting the listener with the au-delà: “Music before all things,” wrote Verlaine.
23

  They 

proclaimed then that music should act as a paradigm for all other types of artistic expression.
24

  

All of the art forms – the visual arts, literature, dance, and especially theater—should, as Walter 

Pater wrote, “aspire to the condition of music.”
25

  

Mallarmé strove to the “condition of music” in his writing through suggestion: “To paint, 

not the thing itself, but the effect that it produces.”
26

  Since traditional uses of language could 

only obscure the au-delà, he instructed writers of poetry and prose to obfuscate their meaning 

behind an ornamented screen of figurative language including vague descriptions, metaphors, 

and similes, with similes being perhaps the most useful because they could suggest through 

comparison what something was “like” while avoiding the statement of what it “is.”
27

  

                                                           
23

 “De la Musique avant tout chose.”  Paul Verlaine, “Art poétique,” in La Bonne Chanson; Jadis et naguère; 

Parallèlement, ed. Louis Forestier (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1979), 56.   
24

 It must be made clear that though the Symbolists professed adherence to Wagner’s theory of Gesamtkunstwerk 

(translated into French as fusion, alliance, amalgamation, or totalité des arts), their idea of correspondences between 

art forms was fundamentally incongruous with it.  As Deak (101-102) writes, “The idea of the total expressivity of 

the work of art is foreign to the symbolists, and there is a fundamental contradiction between the concept of the 

Gesamtkunstwerk and that of the correspondences…To resolve the contradiction between the correspondences 

(which served them as the fundamental epistemological concept) and Gesamtkunstwerk…[they] began arguing for 

the priority of music over the other arts, and suggesting that any synthesis of the arts should acknowledge the 

priority of music.” 
25

 Walter Pater, “The School of Giorgione,” in The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry, The 1893 Text, ed. 

Donald L. Hill (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 106.  Youens (64) is correct in her assertion that 

Symbolist theater is inherently paradoxical as it strives to “represent the unrepresentable and make known the 

unknowable.” 
26

 “Peindre, non la chose, mais l’effet qu’elle produit.”  Mallarmé, “À Henri Cazalis (Tournon, 30 octobre 1864),” 

in Correspondance complète, 1862-1871, ed. Bertrand Marcel (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1995), 206.  Italics in 

original.  This statement comes from Mallarmé’s discussion of his work on his own adaptation of the Salome story, 

Hérodiade. 
27

 In discussion of Oscar Wilde’s Salomé, Chad Bennett notes how “each instance of figurative language conceals as 

much as it embodies.”  See Chad Bennett, “Oscar Wilde’s Salome: Décor, des Corps, Desire,” English Literary 

History 77 (2010): 304.  
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Symbolists aspired with their language to the ineffability of music, as described by philosopher 

Vladimir Jankélévitch: 

Music…at once ambiguous and ambivalent, and even capable of meaning more than one 

thing at one time – a language which is, in fact, the opposite of a language – music never 

has to make a choice between one meaning rather than another…[T]he apparent 

indeterminacy of music is in reality the proof of the innumerable meanings and 

interpretations which it honors within itself.
28

 

 

 Wilde would seem to have agreed.  “Music is the perfect type of art,” he wrote, “Music can 

never reveal its ultimate secret.”
29

 

In addition to its ineffability, music inspired writers to privilege the auditory qualities of 

language over its semantic qualities.  Careful attention was paid to the rhythm of French syllabic 

stress, assonance, and alliteration in the hope of creating what Moréas described as a “poèsie 

incantatoire” whose sounds would reveal hints of the au-delà to its listeners.
30

  As the co-founder 

of the Revue wagnérienne, Teodor de Wyzewa, wrote, “[The poets] no longer use the word for 

their values to convey ideas, but as sonorous syllables, evoking in sound emotions, through the 

means of harmonic alliances.”
31

 

Most importantly of all, music provided Symbolist writers with an alternative to a poetic 

structure based on rhyme or syllabic number as in the traditional alexandrine.  Drawing from 

compositional techniques used in writing music, Symbolist writers began to structure their works 

musically, employing, for example, frequent repetition of individual phrases which were then 

altered in various ways throughout the course of a poetic work, much as a theme or motive is 

                                                           
28

 Vladimir Jankélévitch, Preface to Debussy: Impressionism and Symbolism, by Stefan Jarocinski, trans. Rollo 

Myers (London: Eulenberg Books, 1976), ix. 
29

 Oscar Wilde, “The Critic as Artist,” in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde (London: HarperCollins Publishers, 

2003). 
30

 Moréas, quoted in Jarocinski, 65.  Jann Pasler notes that Baudelaire and Mallarmé “looked to music as a model 

that would help [them to] reclaim poetry’s oral origins in incantations.”  See Jann Pasler, Composing the Citizen: 

Music as Public Utility in Third Republic France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), 525. 
31

 Teodor de Wyzewa, quoted in and translated by Deak, 107.  The quote originally appeared in “Notes sur La 

Peinture Wagnérienne et le Salon de 1886,” La Revue wagnérienne (8 May 1886). 
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repeated and developed over the course of a piece of music.
32

  They also chose particular words 

and images that they carefully positioned throughout a poetic work so that the meaning of the 

selected word or image changed in accordance with its circumstances, much as composers did 

with leitmotifs in a musical score; such textual leitmotifs are famously demonstrated by 

Maeterlinck in Pelléas et Mélisande (1893).  Creating leitmotifs with words allowed the 

Symbolists to evoke or suggest an idea without stating it directly.  Through varied repetition and 

textual leitmotifs, Symbolists cultivated a musicality of language. 

In addition to aspiring to the sonic and structural elements of music in their writing, the 

Symbolists developed a concept of musicality that spread far beyond the aural.  Philosopher 

Lydia Goehr notes that through their Doctrine of Correspondences, the Symbolists could extend 

ideas of musicality to all art forms, which they did most notably in their dramaturgical 

experiments in the 1890s at the Parisian Théâtre d’Art and Théâtre de l’Œuvre, Aurélien Lugné-

Poe’s troupe that would eventually premiere Maeterlinck’s Pelléas and Wilde’s Salomé.
33

  

Lugné-Poe, Paul Fort, and others developed a Symbolist acting style characterized by 

monotonous vocal timbres, slow, evocative gestures, and a dimly lit or obscured stage 

(sometimes hiding the actors behind an opaque scrim).
34

  To reveal a glimpse of the au-delà, as 

many of the audience members’ sensory perceptions would be stimulated as possible.  The 

staging of the biblical Cantique des Cantiques (Song of Songs) arranged by Paul Roinard and 

                                                           
32

 Huebner describes similar processes in the literature and music of Édouard Dujardin, Mallarmé disciple and editor 

and co-founder of the Revue wagnérienne.  See Huebner, “Édouard Dujardin, Wagner, and the Origins of Stream of 

Consciousness Writing,” 19
th

-Century Music 37, no. 1 (2013): 36-88. 
33

 Goehr, 64.  Grayson (79) states that through Maurice Maeterlinck, Debussy attempted in 1895 to get his opera 

Pelléas staged by the Théâtre de l’Œuvre.  He had seen the original play staged there in 1893. 
34

 Deak, 173.  The poet and critic Charles Morice described the declamatory style he heard practiced in the 

Symbolist theaters as rooted in the carefully-crafted prose of the poet: “In the Théâtre d’Art…they had the audacity 

to make pure language the dramatic element…Thus the syllabic music achieved through natural accentuation of 

long syllables and short syllables based on the premise that the poet did not choose short or long syllables without 

an intention, and that in order to give a poetic line its meaning we need only stress where the syllable is deep with 

sound, to glide over the mute and the ‘weak’ syllables, without arbitrary effects.”  See Charles Morice, quoted in and 

translated by Deak, 172.  The quote originally appeared in an article for Le Figaro (2 August 1893).  Italics in 

original. 
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premiered at the Théâtre d’Art on 11 December 1891 exemplified the new Symbolist 

dramaturgy.
35

  Roinard attempted to transpose the essence of the Cantique des Cantiques’s text 

into other artistic media – colored lights, specific tonalities, and evocative scents.  In one section 

of the play, for example, the text’s speaker emphasized the vowel sounds “i” and “o,” music 

played in C major, pale purple light shown on the stage, and the smell of frankincense wafted 

from censers.  Eight different sections of text were recited to the accompaniment of eight 

analogous sensory experiences.
36

  Symbolists referred to this multi-sensory mise-en-scène as 

décor synthétique.
37

 

Why Salomé?: Musicality of Language in Oscar Wilde’s Play 

While in Paris in the autumn of 1891, Oscar Wilde (1854-1900) began composing 

Salomé, a one-act drama written in the French language and the style of Symbolism.  By late 

December he had retired to the beachside town of Tourquay in England to complete the work.  

The following summer rehearsals began for Salomé’s premiere in London starring the great 

French actress Sarah Bernhardt.  “To hear my own words spoken by the most beautiful voice in 

the world has been the greatest artistic joy that is possible to experience,” Wilde said, identifying 

Bernhardt’s distinctive vocal timbre and melodious declamatory style as key to her portrayal of 

the role.
38

  The Lord Chamberlain’s Examiner of Plays, Edward Smyth Pigott, interdicted the 

play during its rehearsal period by invoking an old law forbidding the representation of biblical 

                                                           
35

 Though it is unknown whether or not Wilde attended this production, he was in Paris at the time, and it is hard to 

believe he would have missed such an event, especially given Salomé’s similarities with the Song of Songs and the 

fact that Wilde was currently writing the play.  His ideas for a future staging of Salomé, described later, also suggest 

the influence of this production. 
36

 Deak, 154. 
37

 Deak (196) notes that “synthetic” was a Symbolist term for Gesamtkunstwerk.  
38

 Wilde, quoted in E.K. Mikhail, ed., Oscar Wilde: Interviews and Recollections (New York: Barnes and Noble 

Books, 1979), 187.  The original quote appeared in an article by Robert Ross printed in the Pall Mall Gazette 40 (30 

June 1892).  Bergeron (211) notes that recordings of Bernhardt reading poetry demonstrate the similarity between 

Bernhardt’s speaking style and the melodic lines of fin-de-siècle mélodie: “Treated with the natural music of her 

voix parlée, this reading begins to sound like those not so very melodic mélodies that French composers were 

conceiving in the years around 1900.” 
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characters on stage.  Intriguingly, Wilde protested against the ruling by comparing Salomé to 

several French musical works inspired by biblical events that had appeared without incident on 

the London stage, Camille Saint-Saëns’s Samson et Dalila, Jules Massenet’s Hérodiade, and 

Charles Gounod’s La Reine de Saba, but to no avail.
39

  Though Salomé appeared in print in 

February 1893 and in English translation the following year, it was not performed until 11 

February 1896 when Lugné-Poe, director of the Symbolist Théâtre de l’Œuvre, staged the work 

in order to demonstrate support for Wilde who had been convicted of “gross indecency” in May 

1895 and sentenced to two years of hard labor. 

Wilde described Salomé in his “De Profundis” as a “beautiful coloured, musical thing” 

characterized by “recurring motifs [that] make Salomé so like a piece of music and bind it 

together as a ballad.”
40

  He was not alone in his assessment of Salomé as “musical.”  An early 

reviewer, Richard Le Gallienne, wrote, “It seems built to music.  Its gradual growth is exactly 

like the development of a theme in music.”
41

  Lord Alfred Douglas surmised that reading Salomé 

was akin to hearing “the song of various instruments.”
42

  In 1909, James Joyce referred to the 

play Salomé as “an opera—a polyphonic variation on the rapport of art and nature.”
43

  Strauss 

famously remarked that Wilde’s play “was simply calling for music.”
44

  In describing the 

                                                           
39

 Wilde, quoted in Mikhail, 187.   
40

 Wilde, “De Profundis,” in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde (London: HarperCollins, 2003), 1042 and 1026.  

Italics in original.  
41

 Logroller [Richard Le Gallienne], “Mr. Oscar Wilde’s ‘Salome,’” The Star no. 1,571 (22 February 1893): 2.   
42

 Lord Alfred Douglas, quoted by Dorian Astor, Liner Notes, Antoine Mariotte – Salomé, Friedemann Layer 

(conductor) and the Orchestre National de Montpellier LR, Euterp 442 8553, compact disc, 2006, 33. 
43

 James Joyce, “Oscar Wilde: The Poet of ‘Salome,’” in The Critical Writings of James Joyce, ed. Ellsworth Mason 

and Richard Ellmann (New York: Viking Press, 1966), 205.  Joyce’s article was originally published in Italian in the 

Trieste newspaper, Il Piccolo della sera (24 March 1909) and was translated by Ellsworth Mason and Richard 

Ellmann. 
44

 Richard Strauss, Recollections and Reflections, ed. Willi Schuh, trans. L.J. Lawrence (London: Boosey and 

Hawkes, Limited, 1953), 150. 
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original French text of the play Salomé, Lucien Solvay, a reviewer of Strauss’s opera, noted, 

“[The poem] has at least one great merit, that of being very dramatic and very ‘musicable.’”
45

   

Modern researchers have also recognized Salomé as musical, particularly scholars of French and 

English literature:  Emily Eells describes Wilde’s text as “a musical score.”
46

  David Wayne 

Thomas speaks of Wilde’s “verbal musicality” in Salomé, going so far as to suggest that the play 

is “actually proposing to be music.”
47

  Rhonda K. Garelick characterizes Salomé as a “carefully 

designed, melodic text” with a “recitative quality.”
48

  And Polina Dimova concludes, “Salomé is 

a text that does not want to be one.  It transcends itself by wishing to be music.”
49

 

What makes Salomé a “musical” text?  Careful analysis of the play reveals its saturation 

in Symbolist musical ideas and processes.  The musicality of Wilde’s Salomé, as in Symbolist 

thought, occurs on three levels – the sonic, the structural, and the conceptual.  As in the plays of 

Maeterlinck, Wilde often privileged sound over meaning in Salomé through the use of 

alliteration and assonance as well as its long, incantatory lists.  The timbre of the human voice 

itself is imbued with magical powers – it is the sound of Iokanaan proclaiming his mysterious 

prophecies, not the meaning of those prophecies, that first intoxicates Salomé.
50

   

                                                           
45

 “[Le poème] a du moins un grand mérite, celui d’être très dramatique et très ‘musicable.’”  Lucien Solvay, 

“Correspondance de Belgique,” Le Ménestrel 73, no. 13 (30 March 1907): 99.   
46

 Emily Eells, “Wilde’s French Salomé,” Cahiers Victoriens et Édouardiens 72 (October 2010): 115. 
47

 David Wayne Thomas, “The ‘Strange Music’ of Salome: Oscar Wilde’s Rhetoric of Verbal Musicality,” Mosaic 

33, no. 1 (March 2000): 23. 
48

 Rhonda K. Garelick, Rising Star: Dandyism, Gender, and Performance in the Fin de Siècle (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1998), 129 and 143. 
49

 Polina Dimova, “Decadent Senses: The Dissemination of Oscar Wilde’s Salomé,” in Performing Salome, 

Revealing Stories, ed. Clair Rowden (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2013), 34. 
50
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The musicality of language in Salomé is intimately bound to Wilde’s decision to write the 

play in French, a language he compared to an instrument of music during an interview with the 

Pall Mall Gazette prompted by the interdiction of Salomé:  

I have one instrument that I know I can command, and that is the English language.  

There was another instrument I had listened to all my life, and I wanted to touch this new 

instrument to see whether I could make any beautiful thing out of it.
51

 

 

Scholar of French literature Eells has investigated the unique properties of French that Wilde 

utilized to create what she refers to as “an aesthetic language comparable to music” in which the 

sound of French, a foreign language for Wilde, was privileged over meaning.
52

  For example, 

Wilde utilized the idiosyncratic stress patterns of French to imbue his characters’ speech with a 

musical quality.  Repeated words such as “enfin” and “on dirait” became symbols that changed 

meaning according to their context.
53

  The web of fate that connects the play’s characters was 

underscored by the repetition of the same words in different voices, diluting the words’ semantic 

meaning; this affect was furthered by the vague nature of expressions like “on dirait,” a phrase in 

the conditional tense and with an imperfect pronoun, “on,” that does not signify the gender of its 

speaker nor whether he or she is speaking in the first, second, or third person.
54

  In his first 

written draft of Salomé, it is interesting to note, Wilde did not assign any specific characters to 

the individual lines of dialogue.
55

  Wilde’s French prose also contained several “anglicisims,” 

noted by the friends, Stuart Merrill, Adolph Retté, Marcel Schwob, and Pierre Louÿs, whom he 
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 Wilde, quoted in Mikhail, 188.  “Français de symphathie, je suis Irelandais de race,” Wilde once wrote.  See 
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asked to review the correctness of his French grammar.
56

  Most of their emendations were 

ignored because Wilde wanted to maintain the strange, highly stylized manner of Salomé’s 

dialogue.
57

  The suggestions of future editors to include more specific stage directions were also 

ignored by Wilde, who wished to add a sort of authorial silence to the carefully placed ellipses in 

Salomé, in which the number of dots (three, four, or five) signified the length of pauses in the 

dialogue.
58

 

As hinted by Wilde in his description of Salomé as bound together through “recurring 

motifs,” the most musical aspect of the play is its structure.
59

  Wilde built Salomé upon the 

repetition of key phrases and words, either verbatim or with slight alteration.  An example of this 

is a line uttered by the Page d’Hérodias when he admonishes the jeune Syrien for staring at 

Salomé.  At the beginning of Wilde’s play, the Page states, “Vous la regardez toujours.  Vous la 

regardez trop.”
60

  Within the first nine pages of the play, the Page d’Hérodias repeats this 

warning four more times with only slight variation, as demonstrated in Table 1.1.  The most 
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translations of Wilde’s Salomé are taken from the original 1894 English publication with a translation created by 

Wilde but attributed to Lord Alfred Douglas.  



17 
 

repeated word in the table, regarder, appears in both its infinitive and conjugated forms and is 

underlined.   

Table 1.1. Example of structural repetition in Wilde’s Salomé. 

Character Page number Text 

Page 11 Vous la regardez toujours.  Vous la regardez trop. 

  You are always looking at her.  You look at her too much. 

 12 Il ne faut pas la regarder.  Vous la regardez trop! 

 16 Pourquoi la regarder?  Il ne faut pas la regarder. 

 18 Ne la regardez pas.  Je vous prie de ne pas la regarder.   

 19 Pourquoi la regarder? 

Hérodias 38 Il ne faut pas la regarder.  Vous la regardez toujours! 

            You must not look at her!  You are always looking at her! 

Hérode 41 En effet, j’ai trouvé qu’il l’avait un peu trop regardée. 

Hérodias 42 Il y en a d’autres qui la regardent trop. 

 43 Je vous ai dit de ne pas la regarder. 

 44 Pourquoi la regardez-vous toujours? 

 57 Il ne faut pas la regarder. 

 58 Vous regardez encore ma fille.  Il ne faut pas la regarder. 

 69 Vous regardez comme cela. 

 

When Hérodias herself enters much later in the play, she takes up the refrain, this time scolding 

Hérode, “Il ne faut pas la regarder.  Vous la regardez toujours!”
61

  With this repetition, the 

entrance of Hérodias and Hérode is anchored into the fabric of the play through a slightly altered 

version of one of the play’s opening sentences.  Eventually Hérode takes up the refrain and 

Hérodias echoes it several more times.  As demonstrated in Table 1.1, the repetition of phrases, 

passed from one character to the next in a slightly altered state, works throughout the play to 

provide structural unity. 

Wilde also used particular images, carefully positioned throughout the play, to evoke 

rather than explicitly describe the characters or action.  For example, instead of explicitly stating 

that Salomé is pale and petite, Wilde used an evocative image as a textual leitmotif that he 

repeated and colored by different circumstances.  The Syrien, for example, rhapsodizes as he 
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 Wilde, Salomé, 38.  “You must not look at her!  You are always looking at her!”  Beardsley and Wilde, 27.   
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describes Salomé, “Ses petites mains blanches s’agitent comme des colombes, qui s’envolent 

vers leurs colombiers.”
62

  Later Hérode uses the same image when trying to persuade Salomé to 

dance, saying, “Vos petits pieds seront comme des colombes blanches.”
63

  In its first iteration, a 

young man infatuated with the princess evokes the dove image to describe Salomé.  By the time 

of its second iteration, this same man has killed himself for love of Salomé.  When used by 

Hérode, the dove image no longer symbolizes the Syrien’s pure love for the innocent princess.  

Knowledge of Hérode’s lust and Salomé’s corruption, as well as the tragic circumstances of the 

Syrien’s death, alters the meaning of the words.   

The structural repetition and textual leitmotifs in Salomé contribute to its foreboding 

atmosphere, a common conceit of Symbolist drama that stems from the unknowable nature 

attributed to the au-delà.  In spite of the plot’s dramatic elements (a seductive dance, an on-stage 

suicide, a transgressive kiss, and two violent executions), the play’s action is mostly static.  The 

characters move in a dream-like state, and the textual repetition contributes to the suspicion that 

their actions are linked in an inexorable web of fate.
64

  The supposedly historical events drawn 

from the New Testament take on a fantastic and even magical aura.  Wilde furthered the creation 

of this mysterious environment through synesthetic references.  In addition to the textual 

leitmotifs of looking and hearing, the whiteness of a body is said to smell like a perfumed 

garden, the blackness of hair to sound like the silence of forest, and the redness of lips to blare 

like the trumpets of kings.
65

  Wilde intended the synesthesia of the text to move to the stage 
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 Wilde, Salomé, 16.  “Her little white hands are fluttering like doves that fly to their dove-cots.”  Beardsley and 

Wilde, 7. 
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 Wilde, Salomé, 68.  “Thy little feet will be like white doves.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 53. 
64

 Youens (74) writes, “Maeterlinck creates his heavily fatalistic atmosphere in part by means of textual leitmotifs.  

When a character repeats the same gesture enacted earlier by others, when the same images recur, when a significant 

word is repeated several times in close proximity, chance and accident become improbable, insufficient to explain so 

many coincidences.”  
65

 “Embodied in the play’s leitmotivic structure,” writes Dimova (47), “musical language reduced voices to timbre 

and words to sheer sound while the visual persists in desirous gazes and vividly descriptive similes.”  Dimova 



19 
 

through an evocative mise-en-scène that stirred the visual and olfactory senses of the audience 

members as his musical text did for the aural.  Charles Ricketts, the designer for Bernhardt’s ill-

fated London production of Salomé, described a stage that was to be saturated with color and 

light and in which different groups of actors would, at Wilde’s suggestion, wear symbolic colors 

– green for Salomé, white for Iokanaan, yellow for the Jews, and purple for the Romans.
66

  

“Certainly a violet sky and then, in place of an orchestra, braziers of perfume.  Think – the 

scented clouds rising and partly veiling the stage from time to time – a new perfume for each 

emotion,” Wilde instructed Ricketts.
67

   

Lastly, in addition to Salomé’s recognized musicality of language, practical 

considerations also make Wilde’s play and its musical adaptations eminently suitable as case 

studies.  Salomé is first of all much longer and more complicated than most Symbolist literature 

set by fin-de-siècle composers.  Additionally, Salomé inspired multiple musical adaptations in a 

variety of theatrical genres within a relatively short time period and therefore provides several 

different, contemporary musical compositions all based on the same text (see Appendix A for a 

chronology of Salomé and Salomé-related performances at the fin-de-siècle). 

Organization of Text and Chapter Summaries 

I have organized the next four chapters in this dissertation into case studies, each 

exploring in detail a single adaptation of Salomé and its critical reception.  I have ordered these 

chapters according to the extent to which each work interacts with Wilde’s original French text.  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
believes these synesthetic devices contribute to the intermedial nature of Salomé and make the play ripe for 

adaptation into other artistic mediums. 
66

 C. [Charles] Ricketts, “Stage Decoration,” Fortnightly Review (December 1912): 1088. 
67

 Wilde, quoted in Richard Ellmann, Oscar Wilde (New York: Vintage Books, 1987), 372.  Richard Allen Cave 

describes a performance of Salomé designed by Ricketts in 1906 with Wilde’s ideas in mind.  Contemporary 

reviewers noted the slow movements of the actors and the musical timbre of their voices.  “The whole play is full of 

harmony and ‘leitmotifs,’ of evocations and all this brought out by gesture and timbre of voice.”  See Michael Field, 

quoted in Richard Allen Cave, Charles Ricketts’s Stage Designs (Cambridge: Chadwyck-Healey, 1987), 27.  The 

quote originally appeared in a review of the June 1906 production by the Literary Theatre Society at Covent Garden. 
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The first two chapters address musical works whose composers adapted Wilde’s text to the genre 

of opera.  Chapter 2 investigates Mariotte’s tragédie lyrique for which the composer created his 

libretto directly from Wilde’s French-language play.  Chapter 3 addresses Strauss’s drame 

musical in which Strauss altered the melodic lines of his German-language Salome to fit the 

French text of Wilde’s play.  The final two chapters consider music written for instruments alone 

that was inspired by the play Salomé.  Chapter 4 examines the two movements of incidental 

music written by Glazunov to be performed with a specific production of Wilde’s play.  Chapter 

5 explores Schmitt’s ballet-pantomime which was composed to a scenario influenced by Wilde’s 

work. 

In the 1890s a French naval officer, Mariotte, began to adapt Wilde’s Salomé into an 

opera libretto.  His studies at Vincent d’Indy’s Schola Cantorum gave him the compositional 

skills necessary to complete the opera in 1906.  In Chapter 2 I explore the perpetually dark music 

of Mariotte’s opera that creates a foreboding atmosphere through an obsessive insistence on its F 

minor tonality, a dense polyphonic texture, the predominance of deep timbres, and continual 

leitmotivic development.  Though the ominous and gloomy sound world of Mariotte’s Salomé 

could not be more removed from the sound world of Pelléas, the influence of Debussy is heard 

in Mariotte’s careful attention to text-setting.  I analyze how the characters of Salomé sing with a 

parlé-chanté declamation on asymmetrical melodic fragments distinguished by a methodical 

adherence to the stress patterns and idiosyncratic phonetics of spoken French.  I conclude that 

this attention to the “music” of the French language, rather than a particular sound world, 

demonstrates the influence of literary Symbolism on both Debussy’s and Mariotte’s operas.  I 

then turn to an investigation into how the politicization of music criticism at the fin-de-siècle, 

spurred by cultural wars ignited by the Dreyfus Affair, affected Salomé’s critical reception 
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regardless of Mariotte’s purely aesthetic intentions.  Critics interpreted the Symbolist 

characteristics of Mariotte’s music according to nationalist style codes and in a polemical 

environment that only intensified when both la Salomé française and la Salomé allemande were 

performed concurrently in Paris in 1910. 

In Chapter 3 I address the extensive re-writing done by Strauss to the melodies of his 

Musikdrama Salome in the summer and fall of 1905.  Before the premiere of the German-

language Salome, Strauss began re-crafting his melodies to suit the syllabic stress, word order, 

and mute syllables of spoken French.  The homme de lettres Romain Rolland assisted him in the 

painstaking task of creating a “real French opera” as Strauss described it.  I posit in this chapter 

that Strauss recognized that his Salome was lacking something inherent to Wilde’s French play – 

its musicality of language, a particular sonic quality that stemmed from both Wilde’s personal 

writing style and the inherent qualities of French, understood at the time by the French 

themselves to be “musical.”
68

  Through a review of the correspondence between Rolland and 

Strauss and an analysis of changes made by Strauss to Salome’s vocal lines, I investigate the 

success of Strauss’s adaptation.  I then address the critical reception of the drame musical 

Salomé, performed briefly in Brussels and Paris, in which reviewers responded to Strauss’s 

attempt at French text-setting with nationalist scorn.  I conclude with thoughts on why Strauss 

suppressed Salomé following its limited run. 

Chapter 4 moves from Paris to St. Petersburg as I explore the differences between French 

Symbolism and its Russian counterpart, in particular the branch influenced by Russian 

Orthodoxy and Friedrich Nietzsche’s thoughts on Wagner as outlined in Die Geburt der 
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 The “musical” nature of French as it was perceived at the fin-de-siècle is discussed by Bergeron in Voice Lessons.  

My dissertation seeks a thorough understanding of how Symbolist conceptions of the musicality of language 
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also extends a Symbolist conception of musicality into realms beyond the aural in theatrical performance. 
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Tragödie – mystic Symbolism.  The concept of musicality as a force capable of effecting what 

was termed “collective spirituality” influenced the avant-garde theater scene in St. Petersburg, 

including the group of collaborators that created the first production of Wilde’s Salomé in 

Russia: dancer and actress Ida Rubinstein, designer Léon Bakst, director Vsevolod Meyerhold, 

and choreographer Michel Fokine.  A mystic Symbolist understanding of music informed all 

aspects of this performance’s creation, including the incidental music by Glazunov 

commissioned by Rubinstein.  I explore how compositional techniques, namely structural 

repetition and the leitmotivic use of musical symbols, can inform the understanding of 

instrumental music influenced by Symbolist literature.  I then elucidate the effect of Glazunov’s 

music in the St. Petersburg Salomé performance of 1908, a performance made extraordinary by 

the interdiction of Wilde’s text by the Holy Synod.  I then return to Paris to address Rubinstein’s 

second Salomé production, that of 1912, and propose that Rubinstein’s addition of an extensive 

pre-performance concert of carefully selected Russian and French orchestral music resulted from 

her attempt to counter the effect created when Wilde’s text was returned to the production. 

Lastly, in Chapter 5 I turn to Schmitt’s ballet-pantomime, La Tragédie de Salomé, a work 

that, with the important exception of scholarship by Clair Rowden, Catherine Lorent, and  

Déborah Bonin, has been the subject of surprisingly little musicological study.
69

  It was created 

according to a scenario by the Symbolist-influenced writer Robert d’Humières and meant to 

accompany the dazzling synesthetic performance of modern dance and lighting pioneer Loïe 

Fuller.  I begin by exploring the seemingly paradoxical role of dance in literary Symbolism that 

evolved out of Mallarmé’s suggestion of dance (and specifically Fuller’s dance) as a metaphor 

for poetic writing.  I posit that a Symbolist understanding of the arts as analogous allowed for 
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 The concert suite that Schmitt created from the ballet’s music, La Tragédie de Salomé, op. 50, has received much 

more attention from musicologists.  See, for example, the work of P.-O. Ferroud, Yves Hucher, Jerry Rife, and 

others. 
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poetic writing to approach what Mallarmé termed “corporeal writing” along an imagined 

continuum from meaning to movement through sound.  I then turn to the musicality of language 

in d’Humières’s scenario and its interpretation in Schmitt’s score.  In conclusion, I examine the 

critical reception of the 1907 performance for evidence that reviewers found the essence of 

Wilde’s text to be transferred, as hypothesized, along a bridge of music into the evocative 

gestures of Fuller’s dancing body. 

Note to the Reader 

 In order to avoid as much confusion as possible, I have observed the names of characters, 

etc. as they appear in each musical work when discussing that work individually.  Thus the 

spellings and even entire names of some characters differ in different chapters; the character of 

St. John the Baptist, for example, is Iokanaan for both Wilde and Mariotte but Jokanaan for 

Strauss and simply Jean for Schmitt.  Likewise, Wilde’s title for “La Danse des sept voiles” is 

kept by Mariotte, translated as “Der Tanz der sieben Schleier” by Strauss, renamed “La Danse de 

Salomée” by Glazunov, and divided into six, evocatively-titled dances by Schmitt.   

 All translations are my own unless otherwise noted. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

CAUGHT BETWEEN AESTHETICS AND POLITICS: MARIOTTE’S SALOMÉ 

 
There is and, moreover, there will be in a few years a Salomé, the first, the 

French Salomé, one that has no access to our Académie Nationale, that of M. 

Antoine Mariotte. 

Auguste Sérieyx 

 

In the spring of 1910, Parisian opera-goers were barraged with advertisements promoting 

the upcoming performances of a scandalous opera based on a play by the notorious Oscar Wilde 

– Salomé.  Or was it Salome?  Potential audience members could purchase tickets for the 

performances at the Théâtre-Lyrique municipal de la Gaîté.  Or were they being sold at the Paris 

Opéra?  At least Parisian opera fans knew the work they were attending would be sung in 

French.  Or was it German?  Confusion among the opera-going public in April and May 1910 

was understandable: two operas, both to libretti adapted by their composers from Wilde’s play, 

were being performed in Paris at the same time.  The first, Salomé, featured music by an 

unknown French composer, Antoine Mariotte.  The second, Salome, was the creation of the 

famous German master, Richard Strauss.  Allegedly, promoters were capitalizing on the 

confusion by selling tickets to an opera based on the biblical story of Salome – no further 

identifying information provided.
1
 

Today opera-goers attend performances of Salome without any uncertainty regarding 

which opera they will see.  But for a brief time, two Salome operas competed, in an admittedly 

unfair fight, for recognition.  In this chapter I will discuss the “other” Salomé, the tragédie 

lyrique by Mariotte first performed in 1908.  Mariotte read Wilde’s play in the original French; 

he claimed later to have been “seduced” by the text and to have recognized immediately its 
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 Clair Rowden, “Salome and Modern Opera: A Parisian Perspective,” in Richard Strauss-Jahrbuch, ed. Günter 

Brosche and Jürgen May (Tutzing: Hans Schneider, 2011), 163.  Adolph Fürstner, Strauss’s publisher, alleged this 

was the case in a letter to Gabriel Astruc dated 21 March 1910. 
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potential for operatic treatment.  The musicality of language in Wilde’s Salomé inspired the 

young composer to set the play.  In so doing, he grappled with how to evoke the Symbolist style 

of the text, a struggle that eventually informed the music of Salomé, a dense, dark, and 

oppressive sound world that evoked the foreboding atmosphere of Wilde’s play through 

extensive leitmotivic development and the creation of multivalent musical symbols.  Mariotte 

also devoted himself to careful text-setting informed by the parlé-chanté declamation originally 

heard in Claude Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande; in composing his opera, Mariotte respected the 

unique sound of the French language, a reverence that has led scholar of French literature Emily 

Eells to characterize Mariotte’s Salomé as “an important example of a French composer’s 

determination to preserve the Gallic flavor of Wilde’s text.”
2
 

In Part 1 of this chapter, I address the libretto and music of Mariotte’s Salomé, paying 

specific attention to how the young composer responded musically to the musicality of language 

in Wilde’s play.  I begin by providing a brief summary of Mariotte’s musical life and the events 

that led him to compose Salomé.  I then focus on his adaptation of Wilde’s play into a libretto 

and how his decisions emphasized aspects of Salomé’s Symbolism while understating others.  

Lastly, I turn to Mariotte’s music itself and evaluate his response to the play’s musicality of 

language through leitmotivic treatment, musical symbols, and parlé-chanté declamation. 

In Part 2, I investigate the decidedly nationalist polemic in the press reception of 

Mariotte’s Salomé, especially how his attention to the musical qualities of Wilde’s French text 

inspired a nationalist response.  I explore the circumstances of the so-called “Cas Strauss-

Mariotte” that provided the impetus for critics to view Mariotte’s opera through a prism of 

nationality and race.  I follow this investigation with a survey of the virulent culture war being 
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 Emily Eells, “Transposing Wilde’s Salomé: The French Operas by Strauss and Mariotte,” in Franco- 

British Cultural Exchanges, 1880-1940: Channel Packets, ed. Andrew D. Radford and Victoria Reid (London: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 70. 
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waged in France at this time between conservative and liberal factions that had become 

politically active as a result of the Dreyfus Affair in the 1890s.  I conclude the chapter with an 

investigation into how this divisive political, cultural, and musical environment influenced 

critics’ responses to Mariotte’s Salomé, both on its own terms and as a foil to Strauss’s 

Musikdrama.  The politicization of Salomé’s reception occurred without encouragement from 

Mariotte, who actively tried to avoid political confrontation.  Mariotte conceived Salomé with 

purely aesthetic ends in mind and a l’art pour l’art attitude of which Wilde would have 

approved.  Mariotte’s personal intentions became irrelevant, however, when critics hijacked 

Salomé as another vehicle for furthering their nationalist agenda. 

Part 1: Musicality of Language in Mariotte’s Salomé 

Antoine Mariotte 

Today Antoine Mariotte (1875-1944), characterized by music historian Marie-Claire 

Mussat as “un compositeur marin,” is a little-known figure, though at the height of his career he 

directed the Conservatoire d’Orléans (1920-1935) and Paris’s Opéra-Comique (1936-1939).  

Mariotte displayed musical and artistic abilities from the time of his childhood in Saint-Étienne; 

he studied piano, violin, flute, oboe, and voice as well as painting.
3
  In 1891, however, he set 

aside his musical ambitions and entered the French naval academy.  His choice to abandon music 

for a naval career continued to preoccupy him; from aboard the Iphigénie in 1893, Mariotte 

wrote, “It seems to me that I am not in my true vocation.  I miss music, the piano.  If I had had a 

fortune, I would have gone to the Conservatoire.”
4
  He continued to study harmony and practice 

                                                           
3
 Marie-Claire Mussat, Les Musiciens de la mer et la musique des équipages de la flotte (Paris: Éditions du Layeur, 

1996), 54. 
4
 “Il me semble que je ne suis point dans ma vocation.  Je regrette la musique, le piano…si j’avais eu de la fortune, 

je serais allé au Conservatoire.”  Antoine Mariotte, quoted in Mussat, 55.  Mariotte felt that he had a calling to study 

music, a belief that may have influenced his decision to study with Vincent d’Indy who notably believed that his 

Schola Cantorum produced “artists” with a “calling,” unlike the Conservatoire which produced “professionals.”  See 
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composition as he served aboard the Forfait in the China Sea during the Sino-Japanese War 

(1894-1895).   

After his return to France in 1896, Mariotte took a six-month leave from his naval post to 

investigate the viability of a career in composition.  His overtures to Jules Massenet, Camille 

Saint-Saëns, and Ernest Reyer resulted in less than enthusiastic responses.  The director of the 

Conservatoire, Théodore Dubois, however, invited him to attend Charles-Marie Widor’s 

composition class.  By October 1897, Mariotte had left the navy completely to study composition 

at Vincent d’Indy’s Schola Cantorum, most likely choosing to receive his education at the 

recently founded school because anyone of any age could enroll.
5
  Upon his graduation from the 

Schola, Mariotte returned briefly to Saint-Étienne as a piano teacher but was soon appointed to 

teach piano, voice, and vocal ensembles at the Conservatoire de Lyon as well as to direct the 

Symphonie Lyonnaise (1902-1914).
6
  Mariotte’s new position as a teacher and conductor did not 

stifle his compositional ambitions.  Mariotte’s œuvre consists mainly of dramatic vocal music on 

mythical or historical topics as demonstrated in Table 2.1.
7
  His works generally received good 

critical reviews but only the opéra-comique Gargantua brought Mariotte popular success. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Jane Fulcher, French Cultural Politics and Music: From the Dreyfus Affair to the First World War (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1999), 33. 
5
 Fulcher, 30.  Fulcher notes that the Schola, which was founded in 1894, therefore “filled a notable gap in musical 

education in France.” 
6
 Déborah Bonin, “Salomé dans la France musicale au début du XXe siècle: Approche comparative de La Tragédie 

de Salomé de Florent Schmitt et de Salomé d’Antoine Mariotte,” PhD diss., Université Paris-Sorbonne, 2011, 22.  

One wonders what d’Indy thought of Mariotte’s promotion to the Conservatoire de Lyon.  D’Indy believed, as he 

noted in a letter to the composer Guy Ropartz of 2 August 1901, that musical circles in Lyon were dominated by 

Jews, Socialists, and Dreyfusards, each of which d’Indy was suspicious, and advised Ropartz to “take precautions” 

during his visit there.  Vincent d’Indy, quoted in Fulcher, 35. 
7
 Mussat, 56.  Bonin, 48.  Maurice Emmanuel, Histoire du théâtre lyrique en France: Depuis les origines jusqu'à 

nos jours, Vol. 3 (Paris: Poste national Radio-Paris, 1935), 239. 
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Table 2.1. Mariotte’s operatic compositions. 

Year Created 

 

Title Librettist Genre 

1908 

 

Salomé Mariotte (after Wilde) Tragédie lyrique 

1913 

 

Le Vieux Roi Rémy de Gourmont Tragédie lyrique 

1924 

 

Léontine Sœurs A. Acremant Comédie musicale 

1925 Esther, princesse d’Israël André Dumas and Sébastien-

Charles Leconte 

 

Tragédie lyrique 

1935 

 

Gargantua D’Armory and Mariotte Scènes 

rabelaisiennes 

 

1940 

 

Nele Dooryn (La Corvette) Camille Mauclair Conte lyrique 

Unfinished 

 

Byzance P.-B. Gheusi Drame lyrique 

Unfinished La Cime  Drame lyrique  

 

 

 

In late June 1909, Mariotte wrote a letter to Romain Rolland that was subsequently 

published in the July issue of the Bulletin français de la S.I.M.
8
  Mariotte explained in this letter 

(the circumstances of which will be discussed below) how a fellow naval officer had introduced 

Wilde’s Salomé to him while they were serving together aboard the Forfait in 1895.
9
  Mariotte 

immediately seized upon the play’s potential for operatic treatment.  He quickly recognized, 

however, that he needed further compositional study in order to compose Salomé.  In the letter to 

Rolland, Mariotte emphasized that, though his study under d’Indy and then his professional 

obligations in Lyon had prevented him from completing his Salomé until the fall of 1906, he had 
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 Romain Rolland, “À propos de quelques articles sur Richard Strauss, Suite,” Bulletin français de la S.I.M. 5, no. 7 

(15 July 1909): 625-634. 
9
 David Grayson notes that Debussy’s introduction to Maeterlinck’s Pelléas et Mélisande came through reading the 
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“The Libretto of Pelléas et Mélisande,” Music & Letters 66, no. 1 (January 1995): 37. 
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begun planning and composing his tragédie lyrique over ten years before Strauss’s Musikdrama 

premiered in Dresden in December 1905: 

The idea for my design dates back to 1895; it is therefore earlier [than Strauss’s Salome] 

by eleven years, and I affirm that only circumstances permitted me from finishing my 

Salomé until after the appearance of Strauss’s as mine was entirely conceived and for the 

most part realized before his...I never ceased to think about my Salomé and to prepare for 

the composition.
10

  

 

Mariotte later stated that he considered all of his pre-Salomé compositions to be preparatory 

works for the opera.
11

 

Mariotte’s Libretto 

 
 According to his own statements, Mariotte began adapting Wilde’s Salomé almost 

immediately after discovering it in 1895.
12

  His adaptation of the play into an opera libretto 

reflects the importance he placed on Wilde’s Symbolist musicality of language, particularly on 

the experience of hearing the French text.  Several key differences between the play and libretto 

exist, and these differences vary in how their effect enhances or undermines Wilde’s Symbolist 

vision.  Mariotte hardly altered the individual words of the text that he maintained but he did 

make substantial cuts to the play overall.  These cuts seem to have been made for reasons related 
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 “L’idée de mon plan remonte à 1895, elle est donc antérieure de onze années, et j’affirme que si les circonstances 
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only in the Bibliothèque nationale de France.  It is my hope that further research will lead to the identification of this 

mélodie. 
12

 It is interesting to note that Mariotte’s teacher, d’Indy, also hoped to set a Symbolist play to music around this 

time; in fact, Maurice Maeterlinck refused to give permission to Debussy to set his La princesse Maleine in 1891 

because he claimed d’Indy had expressed an interest in it.  La princesse Maleine was an important influence on 

Wilde when he wrote Salomé.  For more information, see Grayson, “Debussy on Stage,” in The Cambridge 

Companion to Debussy, ed. Simon Trezise (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 74. 
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to genre adaptation (from play to opera) and with an eye for making Salomé practically viable for 

future theatrical productions.  For example, Mariotte reduced the cast to characters directly 

involved in the unfolding of the drama (Salomé, Iokanaan, the jeune Syrien Narraboth, the Page 

d’Hérodias, Hérodias, Hérode, and Naaman, the executioner) and excised those characters 

(Tigellin, the Cappadocien, the Nubian, the Sadducéen, and the Pharisien) whose chief 

contribution to the play is their mysterious origins and repetitive, incantational dialogue.  

Dramatically important dialogue that belonged to the excised characters is given to the Premier 

Soldat and the Second Soldat, both of who appear in Wilde’s drama but play less critical roles 

therein. 

 Mariotte also symbolically divided Wilde’s one-act play into seven scenes with an 

intermission as outlined in Table 2.2.  The entrance and exit (or death) of characters mostly 

determines the scenic divisions.  

Table 2.2. Scene divisions in Mariotte’s Salomé. 

Scene Summary of Events 

 

Prélude Music only.  Curtain is down. 

 

Scène 1 Introduction of the jeune Syrien, the Page, Premier Soldat, Second Soldat, Voix de 

Iokanaan. 

 

Scène 2 Entrance of Salomé.  Intrigued by Iokanaan’s voice, Salomé persuades the Syrien to 

bring him out of the cistern. 

 

Scène 3 Entrance of Iokanaan.  Salomé expresses her passion for Iokanaan but he rebuffs her 

advances.  Salomé vows she will kiss Iokanaan.  The Syrien kills himself.  Iokanaan 

returns to the cistern. 

 

Intermission Curtain is down. 

 

Scène 4 Entrance of Hérode and Hérodias.  Hérode convinces Salomé to dance for him by 

promising her a reward of her choice. 

 

Scène 5 “La Danse des sept voiles.”  Iokanaan’s voice heard briefly over the dance music. 

 

Scène 6 Salomé demands the head of Iokanaan.  Hérode tries to dissuade her but eventually he 
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relents.  Naaman enters the cistern and returns with Iokanaan’s head. 

 

Scène 7 Salomé’s monologue to the head.  Hérode orders his soldiers to kill Salomé.  Salomé is 

crushed under the soldiers’ shields. 

 

The music is continuous between scenes, and the curtain is only lowered for the intermission, 

making the scene divisions unnoticeable to audience members. 

 Mariotte excised some of the repetition in Wilde’s play, either the repetition of small 

sections (such as the discussion in the first scene between the Syrien and the Page about the 

moon’s changing appearance) or individual phrases (such as the repetition of the Syrien’s 

opening line “Comme la princesse Salomé est belle ce soir!” near the end of the first scene).
13

  

Dialogue unrelated to the drama’s unfolding (such as that between the Cappadocien, the Nubien, 

and the soldiers as they discuss the many types of gods worshipped in their respective 

homelands) and long lists (such as the list of the treasures that Hérode offers Salomé to dissuade 

her from her original demand) were also cut.  In the majority of these situations, it is only the 

repetition that is cut, not the text’s first presentation.  

 The greatest differences between Wilde’s play and Mariotte’s libretto stem from the 

composer’s decision to remove two distinguishing characteristics from Wilde’s Salomé, the 

comedic elements provided by the bickering between Hérode and Hérodias, and, more 

consequentially, almost all references to the Jewish faith or Jewish characters.  Mariotte’s 

decision to remove the humorous fighting between the royal couple drastically reduces the 

individuality of the two characters, particularly that of Hérodias who loses most of her lines as a 

result.  For example, Mariotte extracted Hérode’s rather disingenuous claim that Iokanaan’s 

                                                           
13

 Grayson notes that text repetitions are the “most common type of cut” made by Debussy in his adaptation of 

Maeterlinck’s libretto.  Additionally, I observe that Mariotte’s decision to cut Wilde’s incantatory lists is similar to 

Debussy’s decision to “abridge lengthy description” as “Debussy was able to use musical evocations rather than 

verbal imagery to create the proper mood.” “Music in opera,” notes Grayson, “simply takes additional time, no 

matter how scrupulously a composer may attempt to preserve the literary flow of the text.”  Grayson, “The 

Libretto,” 44-45.    
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insults are not intended for his wife, their nonsensical argument about Hérodias’s sterility, and 

the queen’s degradation of her husband as a camel-driver’s descendant.   

In the case of the references to Judaism, Mariotte suppressed the entire argument over 

religion that occurs in Wilde’s play between the excised characters, an ensemble of five juifs, 

and two Nazaréens.
14

  This suppression removed the Nazaréens’ description of the Messiah that 

serves to conflate Christ and Iokanaan, therefore stripping the play of its most overtly Christian 

aspect.  More importantly, Mariotte’s suppression took away the juifs’ position as independent 

actors.  Even references to Judaism in other parts of the play (for example, the discussion 

between the soldiers in the first scene about the noise created by an argument among Hérode’s 

Jewish guests) are removed.
15

  The juifs are only audible twice in the opera, as a tenor/bass 

chorus who respond with enthusiasm (“Oui!”) to Hérodias’s suggestion that Iokanaan be given to 

the Jews and with dismay (“Oh!”) when Hérode offers to give the temple veil to Salomé.
16

  As 

with his other excisions, Mariotte, whose dogged attempts to see his opera performed will be 

discussed below, most likely removed these scenes in order to eliminate unnecessary controversy 

and to give the opera every chance for performance.
17

 

Mariotte did, however, add more than music to his adaptation of Wilde’s play.  Mariotte 

honored Wilde’s description of the play’s scenery (a palace terrace, a cistern, night) but was 

                                                           
14

 An ensemble of Nazaréens and other members of Hérode’s court is retained in Mariotte’s opera for the chorus in 

the seventh scene. 
15

 This scene is one of the most controversial in Strauss’s Musikdrama; Strauss’s music for this scene is highly 

chromatic, emphasizing the dissonance between the arguing Jews, and set in an extremely high vocal range, 

therefore underscoring the anti-Semitism already a part of Wilde’s Salomé.  For further information see Sander L. 

Gilman, “Strauss and the Pervert,” in Reading Opera, ed. Arthur Groos and Roger Parker, 306-327 (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1988), and “Salome, Syphilis, Sarah Bernhardt, and the Modern Jewess,” in The Jew in 

the Text: Modernity and the Construction of Identity, ed. Linda Nochlin and Tamar Garb, 97-120 (London: Thames 

and Hudson, Ltd., 1995).  For a riposte to Gilman, see Anne L. Seshadri, “The Taste of Love – Salomé’s 

Transfiguration,” Women & Music 10 (2006): 24-44. 
16

 Mariotte, Salomé (Paris: Enoch & C
ie
, 1910), 258 and 401. 

17
 It is also possible that Mariotte cut the argument between the juifs for reasons similar to Debussy’s decision to cut 

the scenes featuring the servants from Maeterlinck’s play.  As Grayson states, “[These scenes] are, despite their 

formal, symbolic, and narrative functions, extraneous to the central action of the play, and the cutting of them could 

have been justified for that reason alone.”  Grayson, “The Libretto,” 38.  
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much more specific in his opera, both in his description of the scenery overall and in alterations 

he made to it.  Mariotte was also very explicit in his stage directions, a stark difference from 

Wilde who not only wrote very few stage directions his play but excised any suggestions for 

stage directions made by his friends and editors.  For example, Iokanaan’s entrance at the 

beginning of the third scene of Mariotte’s opera is accompanied by these extensive directions:  

The Page and the Syrien remain immobile, leaning on the balustrade to the staircase as at 

the beginning of the act.  The Page is anxious for his friend who is absorbed by his dream 

of love for Salomé.  However, Salomé, trembling, waits for Iokanaan’s exit and moves 

with impatience around the cistern.  Finally the soldiers reappear, and the head of the 

prophet is seen above the well.  Salomé shivers and looks avidly at him as he finishes his 

exit from the cistern.  Iokanaan finally descends slowly onto the stage, with an inspired 

and prophetic air, without looking at anyone.  The Soldiers move away from his passage.  

Salomé herself retreats to the side of the young Syrien.
18

 

 

By contrast, Wilde’s instructions read simply: “The prophet comes out of the cistern.  Salomé 

looks at him and retreats.”
19

  This example from Mariotte’s libretto also illustrates how 

Mariotte’s stage directions make explicit what the actors should do and, in many cases, how they 

should sing their lines; for example, in the sixth scene Mariotte states that Salomé should sing 

her first request to Hérode “without raising her voice, but very distinctly and decidedly.”
20

 

Wilde, in contrast, never specifies how the actors should speak their lines.  These additions 

provide some of Mariotte’s characters, particularly the Syrien, Salomé, and Iokanaan, with a 

degree of individual personality that they lack in Wilde’s Salomé.  

 Generally speaking, Mariotte’s excisions and additions to Wilde’s play, whether made for 

reasons of practicality, genre adaptation, a desire to avoid controversy, or personal vision, seem 

                                                           
18

 “Le Page et le Syrien se tiennent immobiles, accoudés à la balustrade de l’escalier comme au début de l’acte.  Le 

Page angoissé pour son ami, celui-ci absorbé par son rêve d’amour pour Salomé.  Cependant Salomé, frémissante, 

attend la sortie de Iokanaan et tourne avec impatience autour de la citerne.  Enfin les soldats remontent, et l’on voit 

apparaître au-dessus du puits la tête du prophète.  Salomé tressaille et le regarde avidement tandis qu’il achève de 

sortir de la citerne.  Iokanaan descend enfin lentement sur scène, l’air inspiré et prophétique, sans regarder personne.  

Les Soldats s’écartent sur son passage.  Salomé elle-même recule du côté du jeune Syrien.”  Mariotte, 97-103. 
19

 “Le prophète sort de la citerne.  Salomé le regarde et recule.”  Oscar Wilde, Salomé (Paris: Librairie de l’Art 

Indépendant, 1893), 26. 
20

 “Sans élever la voix, mais très net et décidé.”  Mariotte, 364. 
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to lessen some of its Symbolist characteristics.  The musicality of language that characterizes 

Salomé the play – repetition, incantational lists of obscure places and things, mysterious and 

nameless characters, the dream-like atmosphere, the seeming interchangeability of certain 

characters and situations – are all effected by the changes made by Mariotte in his libretto.  Even 

the addition of an intermission during the ninety minute opera results in emphasizing the tragedy 

of the Syrien’s death which occurs immediately before the curtain descends at the end of the 

third scene; in Wilde’s play, only the Page initially notices and reacts to the Syrien’s death.  The 

lowered curtain awakens the audience from the spell so carefully crafted by Wilde’s musicality 

of language.  The mysterious, synesthetic atmosphere considered necessary for Symbolist drama, 

therefore, must be slowly reconstructed at the beginning of the fourth scene (a reconstruction not 

aided by the introduction in that scene of Hérode and Hérodias, the two most mundane characters 

in both the play and opera). 

 Of course, as will be explored below, the addition of Mariotte’s score restores the 

mystery and musicality that had been reduced by textual excisions and the alterations made in 

the process of adapting the play for operatic performance.  Mariotte, however, recognized the 

musicality of Wilde’s play and accommodated it through other decisions he made in creating the 

libretto.  The suppression of the argument amongst the Jewish guests and the excision of 

comedic moments actually remove sections of Wilde’s play that could be seen as subverting its 

Symbolism through the insertion of elements that either contrast with or take away from 

Salomé’s overall atmosphere of inexorable fate.  Though some characters, most notably the 

Syrien, gain in importance and individuality in Mariotte’s opera, others, including Hérodias and 

the Page, lose distinguishing aspects.
21

  Additionally, in Wilde’s play, secondary characters 

                                                           
21

 Mariotte subtracts the Page’s ode to the jeune Syrien following the latter’s death.  This results in a loss of some of 

the Page’s individual characteristics that make him, in Wilde’s play, one of the few sympathetic characters.  It also 
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discuss Iokanaan’s provenance and reputation as a powerful prophet before he is introduced as a 

voice emanating from a cistern.  Mariotte cut this discussion but his decision to have the voice of 

Iokanaan be heard before the audience is aware of his existence ultimately adds to the opera’s 

mysterious atmosphere (it is, after all, Iokanaan’s voice that bewitches Salomé).
22

  Finally, 

Mariotte’s detailed stage directions actually emphasize some Symbolist aspects of Wilde’s 

Salomé through acknowledging and highlighting the synesthetic possibilities of theatrical 

performance.  The most important example of this is Mariotte’s sensitivity to the symbolic role 

played by the moon in the play.  Although Mariotte removed many of the references to the moon 

in the characters’ dialogue, the composer carefully specified the use of stage lighting to 

synesthetically evoke the moon, as seen in Table 2.3. 

Table 2.3. Stage directions regarding  moon or moonlight. 

Wilde’s play Mariotte’s libretto 

(p. 9) …Une ancienne citerne entourée d’un mur 

de bronze vert.  Clair de lune.  

 

…An ancient cistern encircled by a wall of bronze 

green. Moonlight. 

 

(p. 11) …Il fait nuit, la lune éclaire la scène, et 

fait briller les armures blanches des gardes. 

 

…It is night, the moon lights the stage and makes 

the white armor of the guards shine. 

 

(p. 83)  Les esclaves éteignent les flambeaux.  Les 

étoiles disparaissent.  Un grand nuage noir passe 

à travers la lune et la cache complètement.  La 

scène devient tout à fait sombre. 

 

The slaves extinguish the candelabras.  The stars 

disappear.  A large black cloud passes across the 

moon and hides it completely.  The stage becomes 

dark all of a sudden. 

 

(p. 457)  [Les serviteurs] éteint les flambeaux.  Un 

grand nuage noir passe sur la lune.  La scène est 

complètement noire. 

 

 

[The servants] extinguish the candelabras.  A 

large black cloud passes over the moon.  The 

stage is completely black. 

 

(p. 84) Un rayon de lune tombe sur Salomé et (p. 464) Un rayon de lune vient éclairer Salomé, 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
obscures the sexual relationship implied between the Page and the Syrien in the text of Wilde’s Salomé.  As will be 

discussed below, however, Mariotte’s score itself hints at the nature of their relationship. 
22

 Jann Pasler notes that disembodied voices occupy an important place in French, exoticist opera of the late 

nineteenth century.  “Many Orientalist operas treat voices as the source of other kinds of power or the medium for 

other voices,” she writes.  “In each case these voices are presented as if omniscient and infallible.  Those who hear 

them, whether they are imaginary or invisible, are to heed what they say.”  She cites, for example, Samson’s voice in 

Saint-Saëns’s Samson et Dalila; in this opera God speaks through Samson just as he speaks through Iokanaan in 

Salomé.  See Jann Pasler, “Mélisande’s Charm and the Truth of Her Music,” in Rethinking Debussy, ed. Elliott 

Antokoletz and Marianne Wheeldon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 61. 
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l’éclaire. 

 

A ray of moonlight falls on Salomé and 

illuminates her. 

 

 

penchée sur la tête d’Iokanaan! 

 

A ray of moonlight illuminates Salomé, leaned 

over the head of Iokanaan! 

 

(p. 465)  La lune est cachée de nouveau – La 

scène est sombre – On voit seulement luire des 

armures et des épées et le rideau tombe sur 

l’obscurité totale. 

 

The moon is hidden anew – The stage is dark – 

One sees only the shining of the armor and the 

swords, and the curtain falls on total darkness. 

 

 

Synesthesia also factors in Mariotte’s very specific directions for the stage setting and dance 

movements of “La Danse des sept voiles,” especially when contrasted against Wilde’s 

infamously laconic instructions, “Salomé danse la danse des sept voiles”:
23

 

During the dance, perfumes are burned in the censers; the candelabras and the torches 

cast their red reflections.  All of the lights, combined with the intermittent light of the 

moon which large clouds veil for moments, spread across the stage a changing and 

fantastic radiance.  The dance begins, calm and hieratic, enlivens slowly, and becomes 

more voluptuous – especially after the prophetic cries of Iokanaan.
24

 

 

Mariotte’s attention to Wilde’s Symbolism in Salomé is therefore revealed in part by the 

excisions, alterations, and additions he made during the adaptation of the play into a libretto. 

Mariotte’s Score 

 In his score, Mariotte responded to the musicality of language in Wilde’s Salomé through 

the development of multivalent leitmotifs, the creation of musical symbols, and the careful 

craftsmanship of parlé-chanté declamation responsive to the natural inflections of spoken 

French. 

Leitmotifs 

                                                           
23

 Wilde, 70. 
24

 “Pendant la danse, des parfums sont brûlés dans les brûle-parfums; les flambeaux et les torches jettent des reflets 

rouges.  Toutes ces lueurs, combinées avec l’intermittente lumière de la lune qui voilent par instants de gros nuages, 

répandent sur la scène un éclat changeant et fantastique.  La danse commence, calme et hiératique, pour s’animer 

peu à peu et devenir de plus en plus voluptueuse, – surtout après les cris prophétiques de Iokanaan.”  Mariotte, 303-

304.  As noted in the Introduction, Wilde also intended to use perfumes in the first production of Salomé. 
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Mariotte utilized conventional leitmotivic development in his score in highly skilled 

ways.  A few leitmotifs work as Debussy’s much derided “prospectus” or “calling cards,” such 

as the leitmotif that represents Hérode.
25

  Even this leitmotif, though, first heard when Hérode 

enters at the beginning of the fourth scene, suggests more than the king alone.  Its nervous 

character, created through a wide leap followed by a rapid, chromatically descending run 

accompanied by chords played pizzicato in the low strings, also suggests agitation, fear, and 

insecurity (see Example 2.1).
26

   

Example 2.1. Hérode’s leitmotif, p. 217-218, [66] + 22-23. 

 

Mariotte’s more sophisticated handling of leitmotifs involves those associated with 

multiple characters and emotions.  These leitmotifs act as symbols in the Symbolist sense, 

multivalent and, while never completely discernable, embodying meanings that are hinted at 

                                                           
25

 “Certes, mon procédé, qui consiste surtout à me passer de tous les procédés, ne doit rien à Wagner.  Chez lui 

chaque personnage a pour ainsi dire son ‘prospectus,’ sa photographie, son ‘leitmotiv’ dont il se fait toujours 

précéder.  J’avoue estimer cette méthode un peu grossière.”  Claude Debussy, “‘Critiques des critiques: Pelléas et 

Mélisande’ (Le Figaro, 16 mai 1902) [interview with Robert de Flers],” in Monsieur Croche et autres écrits, ed. 

François Lesure (Paris: Gallimard, 1987), 277.   
26

 Musicologist and critic Louis Laloy defended Debussy’s use of similar “calling card” leitmotifs in Pelléas et 

Mélisande, noting how Golaud’s leitmotif, for example, represents not just the character but a host of emotions for 

which the character is a symbol.  “These motifs do not designate, as happens in Wagner, a definite object, a helmet 

or a ring, still less a definite situation, a curse or a spell, not even one character to the exclusion of all others.  They 

are not those tag-motifs with headings, placed at intervals by a provident composer in the midst of an abstruse score, 

like signposts along the paths in a Germanic forest pointing to Schöne Aussicht or Restauration…The theme does 

not denote Golaud particularly: it expressed disquiet.  In the same way, the sea’s agitation will also, later, be 

Golaud’s anxiety.”  See Louis Laloy, “Pelléas et Mélisande,” in Louis Laloy (1894-1944) on Debussy, Ravel, and 

Stravinsky, trans. Deborah Priest (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 1999), 174-175.  This quote 

originally appeared in an article in Le Mercure musical published on 1 August 1905.  Huebner (474) responds to 

Laloy’s claim with the caveat that the separation between leitmotifs related to emotions and those related to 

characters or objects “is never clear in leitmotivic opera.”  A more Symbolist view, he posits, is to think of the 

character Golaud as form and anxiety as content. 
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through relationships with other symbols.
27

  Music theorist Marie Rolf describes Debussy’s use 

of leitmotifs in Pelléas in such a way that Mariotte’s name could be substituted for Debussy’s 

and her description would apply to Mariotte’s leitmotivic practice equally: 

Throughout his opera, [Mariotte] linked certain motivic formulae with corresponding 

dramatic elements, lending structural unity to the work…In each case, the purpose of 

[Mariotte’s] leitmotifs is to suggest rather than describe, to reveal the unconscious rather 

than announce the obvious.  In fact, the leitmotif’s potential for expressing ambiguity in 

the Symbolist sense is a principal feature of [Mariotte’s] opera.
28

 

 

These “Symbolist” leitmotifs include the two that generate most of Salomé’s musical material, 

that of Love, also often associated with the Syrien, the opera’s most traditionally romantic 

character, and Fate, also associated with Iokanaan and death.
29

  Salomé herself is represented in 

Mariotte’s score through a collection of interrelated aural symbols that weave themselves into 

the music of other characters and things just as desire for Salomé insinuates itself in the minds of 

the characters in Wilde’s play. 

 No discussion of the leitmotifs used in Salomé can be exhaustive; Mariotte saturated his 

score with them, all of which can be hinted at by a single interval or rhythm, and therefore makes 

their cataloguing nearly impossible.  In an article regarding Salomé’s performances at the Opéra 
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 Mariotte’s leitmotifs act in a way similar to those composed by Debussy in Pelléas; the leitmotifs function in a 

Symbolist sense, making them quite different from those composed by Wagner.  Glenn Watkins explains, “To 

equate Wagner’s leitmotifs with Maeterlinck’s symbols is not only to simplify but to run the risk of falsification.  

The meaning of Wagner’s musical figures was meant to be directly perceived, that of the Symbolists only vaguely 

inferred…The recurring and related symbols, present in every scene of Debussy’s libretto, surface and disappear in a 

fluctuating mosaic that suggests more than it insists…These multiple associations suggest more of the inexorable 

destiny of the several principals than with any particular person.  Similar observations can be drawn with respect to 

those labeled with a single name.”  See Glenn Watkins, Soundings: Music in the Twentieth Century (New York: 

Schirmer Books, 1988), 76-77. 
28

 Marie Rolf, “Symbolism as Compositional Agent in Act IV, Scene 4 of Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande,” in 

Berlioz and Debussy: Sources, Contexts, and Legacies, Essays in Honor of François Lesure, ed. Barbara Kelly and 

Kerry Murphy (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2007), 132-133.  
29

 The Fate leitmotif contributes to the Symbolist atmosphere in Salomé that is also reflected, as Susan Youens has 

intriguingly stated, in Maeterlinck’s Pelléas et Mélisande: “The tyranny of fate in Pelléas et Mélisande is given 

expression in music that closely reflects Fate’s peculiar nature: she can be heard, if not seen.”  See Susan Youens, 

“An Unseen Player: Destiny in Pelléas et Mélisande,” in Reading Opera, ed. Arthur Groos and Roger Parker 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 62. 
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de Marseille in the fall of 1910, an anonymous reviewer offered this advice to audience 

members:  

The audience should prepare to follow closely the symphonic developments, the 

continuation and constant overlapping of the ‘generator’ themes…the successive 

transformations, the incessant alterations.
30

 

 

As such, only a few examples have been selected here from the score to demonstrate how 

Mariotte utilized leitmotivic manipulation to create musical symbols, to replicate the repetition in 

Wilde’s text, and to cultivate an atmosphere of constant dread.  The connection of the characters 

through the careful manipulation of leitmotivic fragments represents the overall feeling of 

inexorable, unescapable fate that permeates Wilde’s Salomé and is a hallmark of Symbolist 

dramaturgy.   

 The Fate leitmotif is first heard in the “Prélude,” the dark, foreboding character of which 

is created by its F minor tonality, dense polyphonic texture, and predominant use of the lower 

string, woodwind, and brass instruments and the higher instruments only at the very bottom of 

their range.  Though hinted at from the very beginning of the “Prélude,” the first full statement of 

the Fate leitmotif occurs in the first violins on the second page of the score (see Example 2.2). 

Example 2.2. Fate leitmotif, p. 2-3, m. 6-8.  
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 “Ils doivent se préparer à suivre avec attention les développements symphoniques, la poursuite et le 

chevauchement constant des thèmes générateurs dont les successives transformations, les incessantes altérations…” 

P.H., “La Répétition Générale, Salomé, Tragédie lyrique en 1 acte, d’Oscar Wilde, musique de M. Mariotte,” Le 

Théâtre (29 November 1910), Dossier d’Œuvre: Salomé, poème d’Oscar Wilde, musique de Mariotte, Re 10.897, 

Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris.  Another reviewer, this time reporting for La 

Dépêche de Lyon on the premiere of Mariotte’s Salomé in Lyon, made a similar observance: “Il est difficile de noter 

dans la partition des lignes, des contours et des formes que l’oreille puisse aisément saisir.”  See A.F., “Grand-

Théâtre de Lyon; La Première de Salomé,” La Dépêche de Lyon (31 October 1908): 1. 
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The Fate leitmotif generates its foreboding character in part from the repeated Ab on an eighth, 

dotted eighth, and sixteenth note followed by movement up a major third to a sustained C.  This 

fragment, Motive B (marked by an oval in Example 2.2), is emphasized by its très soutenu and 

tenuto articulation and the crescendo throughout the phrase to forte.  Additionally, the bassoon, 

horns, second violins, and violas join the first violins on Motive B and thicken the texture.  

Motives A (marked by a rectangle in Example 2.2) and B appear in various guises throughout 

Salomé, eventually becoming associated with the character of Iokanaan and with death.  The 

leitmotif as a whole appears again at [1] on p. 6 of the orchestral score, played by the trumpets in 

their first appearance and underscored by the orchestra.  The brass instruments often play the 

Fate leitmotif in Salomé, reinforcing the leitmotif’s association with Iokanaan through the use of 

the brass timbre that often accompanies his prophecies.   

 Iokanaan becomes explicitly associated with Motive B of the Fate leitmotif in the first 

scene.  On p. 23, the following exchange occurs between the Premier and the Second Soldat, 

characters whose main purpose in Salomé is to provide information relevant to the back stories 

of the other characters.  The Second Soldat inquires as to who is imprisoned in the large cistern 

that dominates the middle of the stage.  The Premier Soldat answers with the prophet’s name 

sung to a variation of Motive B (see Example 2.3). 

Example 2.3. Iokanaan associated with Motive B, p. 23, [4] + 5-8.
31  

 

                                                           
31

 “Who is he?”  “A prophet.”  “What is his name?”  “Iokanaan.”  Aubrey Beardsley and Oscar Wilde, Salome 

(Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, Inc., 1967), 6.   
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Here Mariotte has altered Motive B’s rhythm to triplet eighth notes yet the similarity between 

Motive B and its variation is unmistakable.  The alteration reflects Iokanaan’s character – 

inextricably bound to a terrible fate but also solid and unwavering in his role as the Precursor; 

the straightforward rhythm and the major third imply both meanings.  Iokanaan’s association 

with Motive B is further strengthened in the second scene when the Premier Soldat again 

responds to a query about the cistern’s occupant, this time from Salomé herself.  Again, the first 

three-quarters of Iokanaan’s name is sung to the triplet eighth notes (“Io-ka-na-”), this time on 

Eb, that move up a major third to G on the last syllable (“-an”).
32

  Only a few measures later the 

Premier Soldat informs Salomé that the prophet is a young man, again using a variant of Motive 

B, three repeated quarter notes on G for the three syllables of “C’est un jeune” followed by an 

upward leap to Bb for the first syllable (“hom-”) of “homme.”
33

    

  The Fate leitmotif, now tightly bound to the character of Iokanaan and foreshadowing 

his death, continues to connect other characters and events of the drama in a fatal web.  Salomé, 

for example, sings a rhythmic variant of Motive A and Motive B from the Fate leitmotif when 

imploring Iokanaan to let her kiss his mouth in the third scene (see Example 2.4).  Her rising 

frustration with his refusal is demonstrated by the final leap of a major sixth instead of the usual 

major third.   

Example 2.4. Motives A and B from Fate leitmotif sung by Salomé, p. 180-181, [54] + 4-6 – [55] + 1.
34 

 

                                                           
32

 Mariotte, p. 56, [15] + 6 – [16] + 1. 
33

 Mariotte, p. 59, [16] + 12-13.  
34

 “Suffer me to kiss thy mouth, Iokanaan.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 25. 
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Here the Fate leitmotif links Salomé to Iokanaan’s death as well as to her own.  Her eventual 

(and much repeated) vow to kiss Iokanaan’s mouth often includes Motive B of the Fate leitmotif, 

the fragment of the leitmotif most associated with Iokanaan himself.  On p. 204 ([62] + 4-5), 

Salomé follows her oath, “Je baiserai ta bouche,” with Iokanaan’s name again, her anger 

signified by her leap on the final syllable of his name from D up an interval of a diminished fifth 

to Ab.
35

  Assured of her victory in the sixth scene, Salomé can sing the full Fate leitmotif without 

any alteration when she demands her reward from Hérode: “Je demande la tête d’Iokanaan!”
36

     

 The other leitmotif of primary importance is the Love leitmotif, though, depending upon 

its placement in the score, the definition of the “love” signified by the appearance of this 

leitmotif is variable and often disturbing.  Though hinted at during the opening of the first scene 

in the solo violin part, the timbre of which is associated with Salomé herself, the first full hearing 

of the Love leitmotif is sung by the Syrien.  In comparison to the other leitmotifs in Salomé, the 

Love leitmotif most resembles the arched phrase of the romantic melody often found in late 

nineteenth-century opera.
37

  The Syrien sings the Love leitmotif when comparing the moon, 

Salomé’s analogue, to a princess (see Example 2.5). 

Example 2.5. Love leitmotif, p. 33-34, [7] + 4-8.
38

 

 
                                                           
35

 “I will kiss thy mouth.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 24. 
36

 Mariotte, p. 367, [119] + 5-6.  
37

 For artistically conservative critics, the Love leitmotif, particularly when sung by the Syrien, was the only 

acceptable melody in an otherwise melodically-fragmented score that eschewed their traditional expectations.   
38

 “She is like a little princess who wears a yellow veil, and whose feet are of silver…One might fancy she was 

dancing.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 1.   
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The association between Salomé, love, the moon, and the Syrien is further strengthened by the 

“Coulisse” music, a collection of musical symbols that will soon be discussed, that accompanies 

this presentation of the leitmotif; as musicologist Déborah Bonin writes, “For Mariotte…Salomé 

and the moon are one.”
39

  The Syrien’s description of the moon as a princess with a yellow veil 

also hints at the role “La Danse des sept voiles” will play at the opera’s denouement, further 

connecting this leitmotif in a network of meanings.
40

 

 When fragmented, the Love leitmotif serves the character who adapts it to his or her 

purposes.  In the second scene, Salomé, for example, hints at the sad destiny of the Syrien as well 

as her role in his suicide when she combines a fragment of the Love leitmotif with the Fate 

leitmotif’s Motive A, which she sings presciently to the Syrien’s name.  She usurps the Love 

leitmotif when she uses the Syrien’s love for her to her advantage in convincing him to disobey  

Hérode and bring Iokanaan out of the cistern (see Example 2.6).  

Example 2.6. Fragment of Love leitmotif combined with Motive A of Fate leitmotif, p. 74, [22] + 2-4.
41 

 

Enraptured by the sound of Iokanaan’s voice, Salomé later integrates the Love leitmotif into her 

attempted seduction of him in the third scene.  Significantly, Salomé sings Motive A of the Fate 
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 Bonin, “Le Personnage de Salomé dans l’opéra symbolique,” in Héros et héroïnes de l’opéra symboliste, ed. 

Danièle Pistone (Paris: Université de Paris-Sorbonne, 2006), 51. 
40

 A conductor who worked with Debussy, Désiré-Émile Inghelbrecht, was careful to instruct performers of Pelléas 

that symbols mentioned by characters in the text, such as the moon in Salomé, should not be emphasized by the 

performer.  “The most frequent error of Mélisande’s interpreter…consist[s] of making much of these symbols and 

this philosophy, underscoring them, whereas in fact [the symbols] should emerge from an interpretation devoid of 

hidden motives.”  After all, the characters in Symbolist drama are usually themselves blind to the significance of 

symbols.  See Désiré-Émile Inghelbrecht, “How Not to Perform Pelléas et Mélisande,” in Debussy in Performance, 

ed. and trans. James R. Briscoe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 172. 
41

 “Thou wilt do this thing for me, Narraboth.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 16. 
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leitmotif in the measures preceding her use of the Love leitmotif in a reversal of the music heard 

in Example 2.6 (see Example 2.7). 

Example 2.7. Fragment of Motive A, p. 132, [37] + 9-10.
42

 

 

Though in Example 2.6 it was Narraboth’s name sung on Motive A, in this reiteration his name 

has been replaced by that of Iokanaan.   

Throughout the third scene, Salomé returns often to fragments of the Love leitmotif 

during her attempted seduction of Iokanaan as, for example, on p. 149 (“Laisse-moi toucher ton 

corps”), p. 155 (“C’est de tes cheveux que je suis amoureuse”), and p. 170 (“C’est de ta bouche 

que je suis amoureuse”).
43

  In addition, her lack of reaction to the suicide of the Syrien is 

underscored by her use of a fragment of the Love leitmotif in her next address to Iokanaan.  On 

p. 190 ([58] + 1), the Syrien throws himself on his sword after witnessing Salomé’s attempted 

seduction of Iokanaan.  Only four measures later and “without looking at the body,” Salomé 

again requests a kiss from Iokanaan (see Example 2.8).
44

  Her request is followed by a 

continuation of the Love leitmotif in the clarinets, violas, and cellos but now in the minor mode. 

Example 2.8.  Love leitmotif sung by Salomé after Syrien’s death, p. 191-192, [58] + 5-7. 
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 “Speak again, Iokanaan.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 20. 
43

 “Suffer me to touch thy body.”  “It is of thy hair that I am enamoured.”   “It is thy mouth that I desire.”  Beardsley 

and Wilde, 22 and 23. 
44

 “Sans regarder le cadavre.”  Mariotte, 191. 
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 In my discussion of the textual excisions made by Mariotte when drafting Wilde’s 

Salomé into an opera libretto, I mentioned that the romantic relationship between the Syrien and 

the Page implied by Wilde had been cut from the play’s text by the composer.  In Wilde’s play, 

the Page reacts to the death of the Syrien with an ode, reprinted in part here: 

Le jeune Syrien s’est tué!  Le jeune capitaine s’est tué!  Il s’est tué, celui qui était mon 

ami!...Il était mon frère, et plus proche qu’un frère.  Je lui ai donné une petite boîte qui 

contenait des parfums, et une bague d’agate qu’il portait toujours à la main.  Le soir nous 

nous promenions au bord de la rivière et parmi les amandiers et il me racontait des choses 

de son pays.  Il parlait toujours très bas.  Le son de sa voix ressemblait au son de la flûte 

d’un joueur de flûte.
45

 

 

In Mariotte’s libretto, the composer instructs the Page to throw himself onto the body of the 

Syrien, eventually laying the captain’s head on his lap and crying.
46

  He sings only, “Le jeune 

Syrien s’est tué!  Le jeune capitaine s’est tué!  Il s’est tué celui qui était mon ami!...Il est mort 

celui était mon ami!”
47

  In addition to disguising the nature of the relationship between the two 

characters through the excision of text, Mariotte wrote the part of the Page for a mezzo-soprano 

voice.
48

  The music composed for the end of the third scene, however, provides a suggestion of 

the sexual relationship between the Syrien and the Page.  As seen in Example 2.9, the Page sings 
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 Wilde, 35 and 37.  “The young Syrian has slain himself!  The young captain has slain himself!  He has slain 

himself who was my friend!...He was my brother, and nearer to me than a brother.  I gave him a little box of 

perfumes, and a ring of agate that he wore always on his hand.  In the evening we were wont to walk by the river, 

and among the almond-trees, and he used to tell me of the things of his country.  He spake ever low.  The sound of 

his voice was like the sound of the flute, of one who playeth upon the flute.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 24 and 26-27.  

Grayson has shown the importance of the flute and its distinctive timbre as a symbol of seduction in Symbolist 

aesthetics, whether suggested in Mallarmé’s “L’Après-midi d’une faune” or heard in Debussy’s Prélude to that 

work, “La flûte de Pan” from Chansons de Bilitis, or Syrinx.  See Grayson, “Debussy’s Ideal Pelléas and the Limits 

of Authorial Intent,” in Rethinking Debussy, ed. Elliott Antokoletz and Marianne Wheeldon (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2011), 114. 
46

 “Le Page se jette sur le corps de son ami qu’il embrasse, puis appuyant la tête du mort sur ses genoux, il pleure.” 

Mariotte, 212.  The Page’s final musical phrase is reminiscent of the douce-amère style noted by Pasler, “a lyrical 

sensibility in which the character is close to tears.  It finds its fullest expression in what French critics called a 

‘déclamation épurée’: declamation without ornament, refined, sober, expressive, and true.”  Pasler discusses its use 

in nineteenth-century French operas such as Ambroise Thomas’s Mignon (1866) and in Pelléas, in which certain 

vocal phrases, like that of the Page at the end of the third scene of Mariotte’s Salomé, feature little variation in pitch 

and hardly any orchestral accompaniment.  Pasler, “Mélisande’s Charm,” 62. 
47

 “The young Syrien has slain himself!  The young captain has slain himself!  He has slain himself who was my 

friend!...He has slain himself who was my friend!”  Mariotte, 212-213 and 216. 
48

 Both Richard Strauss in his opera and Lugné-Poe in his staging of Salomé cast a woman as the Page (much to 

Wilde’s disappointment in the case of Lugné-Poe’s production). 
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his final phrase to a fragment of the Love leitmotif.  The poignancy of this moment is intensified 

by an accompaniment reduced to a timpani roll and a descresendoing C minor chord sustained by 

the orchestra as a whole.   

Example 2.9. Fragment of Love leitmotif in Page’s final phrase, p. 216, [66] + 16. 

 

The descending curtain further emphasizes the tragedy of the moment.  Significantly, in the final 

scene Salomé will sing to Iokanaan’s head a slightly altered version of the same musical phrase, 

therefore connecting both deaths in the web of fate than encircles the characters (see Example 

2.10).  Because Salomé sings this phrase to the object of her (heterosexual) love, the implication 

that the love of the Page for the Syrien was also of a sexual nature is suggested retroactively.
49

 

Example 2.10. Fragment of Love leitmotif sung by Salomé as she addresses the head, p. 425, [139] + 3-4. 

 

Musical Symbols 

 

 In addition to the creation of musical leitmotifs to represent elements of Wilde’s Salomé,  

Mariotte acknowledged Wilde’s use of symbols, treated as textual leitmotifs, by rendering them 

as musical symbols in his score.  The musical symbols make audible what is only inferred by 

Wilde in his text, turning them, as musicologist Carolyn Abbate has written, into “phantom 

sounds.” “European Symbolist theater,” she notes, “returned frequently to the motif of noises 
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 Robert Brussel hinted at this observance in his review of the 1910 Paris performance of Mariotte’s opera: “Les 

deux mesures du page: ‘Il est mort celui qui était mon ami’ ont à elles seules plus d’éloquence, plus de couleur que 

le long duo de Salomé et de Jokanaan.”  See Robert Brussel, “Les Théâtres, Théâtre-Lyrique de la Gaîté,” Le Figaro 

56, ser. 3, no. 113 (23 April 1910): 5. 
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‘not from here,’ which, because of their disembodiment, command mystery and resist 

interpretation.”
50

  These “phantom sounds” could be transferred “onto an orchestra whose 

impossible singing becomes the phantom form of the concealed song.”
51

  In this way, “a capacity 

to hear sounds that are inaudible to everyone else…is transferred, through music, to the 

audience.”
52

  Mariotte utilized the orchestra to create musical symbols heard only by certain 

characters and the audience. 

   The “ailes de l’Ange de la Mort” act as such a musical symbol in Mariotte’s score.  In 

Wilde’s play, both Iokanaan and Hérode describe hearing the beating of large wings, a sound 

only they can hear.  After Iokanaan exits the cistern, he hears wings that he immediately 

identifies as those of the Angel of Death: “J’entends dans ce palais le battement des ailes de 

l’Ange de la Mort!  Ange du Seigneur Dieu! que fais-tu par ici avec ton glaive?  qui cherches-tu 

dans ce immonde palais?”
53

  Mariotte composed the sound of these wings, a musical symbol that 

only Iokanaan (and the audience) can hear.  The wings are heard as a descending and 

decrescendoing chromatic scale on a series of eighth notes in the clarinet and bassoon and the 

tremolo violins, violas, and cellos.  Each instrument’s chromatic descending line begins a whole 

step away from the other instruments’ lines (Gb-Ab-Bb-C-D), with the exception of doubling.  

The first violin’s part is shown in Example 2.11. 

Example 2.11. Musical symbol for “ailes de l’Ange de la Mort,” p. 139, [39] + 3-5. 
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 Carolyn Abbate, In Search of Opera (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 147. 
51

 Abbate, 176. 
52

 Abbate, 177. 
53

 Mariotte, 139.  “I hear in the palace the beating of the wings of the angel of death…Angel of the Lord God, what 

dost thou here with thy sword?  Whom seekest thou in this palace?”  Beardsley and Wilde, 21. 
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Due to the appearance of this musical symbol in the measures immediately preceding Iokanaan’s 

lines, as well as the music’s evocation of the beating of wings, the correlation between the 

musical symbol and the “ailes de l’Ange de la Mort” is made explicit.  As a symbol, however, 

this music has a multitude of possible contingent meanings (death, fate, etc.); connections to the 

deaths of the Syrien, Iokanaan, and Salomé combine with the sense that an unalterable fate exerts 

control over the thoughts and actions of the characters.  Additionally, the musical symbol of the 

wings increases the atmosphere of mystery and dread with which Symbolist playwrights sought 

to imbue their dramas.  The “ailes de l’Ange de la Mort” music reappears, with some variation, 

in Salomé’s score on several occasions including when Hérode claims to hear the beating of 

wings in the fourth scene: “J’entends comme un battement d’ailes…On dirait qu’un grand oiseau 

noir plane sur la terrasse…le battement de ses ailes est terrible…le vent qui vient de ses ailes est 

glacé!”
54

  Other appearances of the “ailes de l’Ange de la Mort” music appear in the score 

without corresponding with a textual reference.  Toward the end of the fourth scene, Hérode 

notes that the moon, representative of Salomé, has become red as Iokanaan predicted.
55

  The 

“ailes de l’Ange de la Mort” music is heard here as well, connecting the moon, Salomé, the 

moon’s changing appearance, the color red, and other symbolic elements of Wilde’s play to the 

fate and death symbolized by the wings themselves. 

 Though not used as musical symbols, Mariotte did observe the synesthetic elements 

described verbally in Wilde’s Salomé and composed them as “phantom sounds.”  The most 

telling example appears in Salomé’s long paean to Iokanaan’s mouth in which she utilizes 

several evocative similes in an attempt at description: “Les fleurs de grenade qui fleurissent les 
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 Mariotte, 278-280.  “Wherefore do I hear in the air this beating of wings?  One might fancy a huge black bird that 

hovers over the terrace…The beating of its wings is terrible.  The breath of the wind of its wings is terrible.”  

Beardsley and Wilde, 51.  This is an example of the occasional differences between Wilde’s French text and his 

English translation.   
55

 “Oh! regardez!  la lune est devenue rouge!  elle est devenue rouge comme le sang!  Ah! le prophète l’a bien 

prédit…ne le voyez-vous pas??!”  Mariotte, 291-293. 
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jardins de Tyr et sont plus rouges que les roses, ne sont pas aussi rouges; ni tes cris rouges des 

trompettes qui clament l’arrivée des rois!”
56

  The visual redness of Iokanaan’s mouth, compared 

here to the “red” sound of trumpets, is evoked by Mariotte in his score by a bright trumpet 

fanfare.
57

 

 Mariotte composed his most evocative musical symbol for Salomé herself, fitting for a 

main character whose essence can only be hinted at by the other characters through a series of 

increasingly sensual similes, often projected onto the ever-present moon.  This musical symbol is 

actually a collection of several motives, themes, timbres, and ornaments, and throughout the 

score this collection, once introduced, appears fragmented, re-scored, and indicative of new 

meanings.   

 After the somber F minor “Prélude,” the first scene of Mariotte’s Salomé cultivates an 

entirely new sound-world: music with an airy texture, major tonality, solo instruments playing 

independent, arabesque-like melodies, and an emphasis on shimmering timbres evocative of the 

moonlight that bathes the stage.
58

  The evocation of an ancient and mystical locale is evoked 

through the placement of a piccolo, flute, harp, and two violas in the stage wings; this “Musique 

dans la Coulisse” plays throughout the on-stage action of the first scene, with the important 

exception of a large segment of Iokanaan’s prophecies which emanate from the underground 

cistern to the accompaniment of sustained chords in the pit orchestra’s brass.  What I term the 
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 Mariotte, 175-177.  “The pomegranate flowers that blossom in the gardens of Tyre, and are redder than roses, are 

not so red.  The red blasts of trumpets that herald the approach of kings, and make afraid the enemy, are not so red.”  

Beardsley and Wilde, 23.   
57

 Mariotte, p. 176, [53] + 6-7. 
58

 Critics heard this music as an aural evocation of the moonlight described in Wilde’s text.  “L’orchestre est tout 

baigné des langueurs de la lune, du mystère angoissant qu’elle verse,” wrote Georges Pioch.  Pierre Lalo said of 

Mariotte, “Son œuvre est baignée d’une mélancolie profonde, pareille à la clarté de lune qui enveloppe le poème de 

Wilde…Dès premières mesures, cette atmosphère de clair de lune et de mélancolie se répand sur le drame; et ce 

commencement est d’une poésie délicate et charmante; sous les paroles du page et du capitaine syrien, l’orchestre, 

qui à ce moment n’est ni pesant ni encombré, mais léger au contraire, subtil et fluide, indique et précise le lieu, 

l’heure et le sentiment.”  See Georges Pioch, “La ‘Salomé’ de A. Mariotte,” Musica 9, no. 92 (1 May 1910): 72 and 

Pierre Lalo, “La Musique,” Le Temps 50, no. 17,841 (4 May 1910): 3. 
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“Coulisse” music comes to be associated with both Salomé and the moon even as it also suggests 

the diegetic music played at Hérode’s party.  It consists of a collection of sounds including harp 

arpeggios and glissandi, whole tone scales played by the flute and piccolo on sixteenth notes that 

dissolve into trills, and two themes, one lilting and chromatic, the other dignified and hieratic, 

that will eventually accompany Salomé during “La Danse des sept voiles.”
59

  Example 2.12 

shows the opening measures of Coulisse music in the first scene, including the first dance theme 

in the flute and piccolo. 

Example 2.12. “Musique dans la Coulisse,” p. 10, m. 1-9. 
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 The two dance themes as well as “La Danse des sept voiles” contain the only music with exoticist characteristics 

in Mariotte’s Salomé.  The paucity of exoticist musical markers in Salomé makes it highly unusual when compared 

to other scores inspired by the Salome story and written at the fin-de-siècle.  This is especially intriguing considering 

Mariotte’s exposure to Asian musics during his years in the French navy; around the time he was first introduced to 

Wilde’s Salomé, Mariotte collected Japanese melodies which he later incorporated into a piano suite, Kakémonos 

(1924). 
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Selected instruments in the pit contribute to the atmosphere created by the Coulisse music.  The 

clarinet plays an oscillating major second on sixteenth notes (marked legato and pianissimo) that 

blooms into a whole tone collection in triplets over the course of m. 1.  A solo violin echoes the 

major second and develops into a gentle melody that by m. 7 has become Motive A of the Fate 

leitmotif. 

 Written into the orchestral score above the solo violin’s melody are Mariotte’s 

instructions for the mise-en-scène that correlates with this music: “Il fait nuit, la lune éclaire la 

scène, et fait briller les amurs blanches des gardes.”
60

  Though the audience remains ignorant of 

the stage directions, the moonlight that appears here in the performance creates a moment of 

synesthesia and correlates the violin melody with the moon.  This association is furthered a few 

measures later when the violin plays the oscillating major second and the lilting triplet whole 

tone collection at [2] + 1, one measure before the first line of the opera (and play): the Syrien’s 

words, “Ah! comme la princesse Salomé est belle ce soir!”
61

  The Page immediately attempts to 
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 Mariotte, 11.   
61

 Mariotte, 14.  “How beautiful is the Princesse Salomé tonight!”  Beardsley and Wilde, 2.   
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warn his friend ([2] + 5-8), singing, “Ne la regardez pas ainsi.  Vous la regarder toujours.  Vous 

la regarder trop!”
62

  The two dance themes, played by the flute and piccolo “dans la Coulisse,” 

accompany his warning, therefore creating one of the associations between Salomé and the 

Coulisse music.  The sinuous violin melody immediately follows the Page’s phrase.   

 After the interruption of the Voix de Iokanaan (p. 19, [3] + 6), the Coulisse music returns 

on p. 28 ([6] + 1) in an almost exact repetition of its first appearance, but the music from the 

instruments in the pit has a thicker texture this time and develops the oscillating major second 

fragment into a whole tone scale.  The solo violin returns with its melody, though it is now 

Motive B from the Fate leitmotif that completes its phrase.  The Page draws the Syrien’s 

attention to the moon: “Oh! regardez, comme la lune a l’air étrange, ce soir, on dirait une morte 

qui sort d’un tombeau…On dirait qu’elle cherche des morts!”
63

  The Syrien, however, projects 

his own thoughts of Salomé onto the moon, comparing it to a small dancing princess as he sings 

the Love leitmotif (see Example 2.5). 

 Mariotte used different elements drawn from the Coulisse music to represent Salomé and 

the moon throughout the opera.  Though her name is never mentioned, her role in the death of 

the Syrien is made clear in the fourth scene when Hérode slips on blood and discovers the body 

of the captain.  The violins play the lilting triplet motive, marked dolce: expressivo, contrasting 

their gentle phrase against Hérode’s cries of dismay: “Oh! j’ai glissé…J’ai glissé dans the 

sang…Pourquoi du sang ici?”
64

  He sees the body and inquires, “Et ce cadavre…que fait ici ce 

cadavre?” as the lilting melody, marked piano and expressivo is switched to the timbre of a solo 

flute, an instrument, like the violin, associated with Salomé through the prominence of its role 
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 Mariotte, 15-16.  “Do not look at her!  You are always looking at her.  You look at her too much.”  Beardsley and 

Wilde, 2-3.   
63

 Mariotte, 29-32.  “Look at the moon!  How strange the moon seems!  She is like a dead woman rising from a 

tomb…One might fancy she was looking for dead things.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 1.   
64

 Mariotte, p. 230, [71] + 6.  “Ah!  I have slipped!  I have slipped in blood!...Wherefore is there blood here?”  

Beardsley and Wilde, 28.     
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during the Coulisse music.
65

  The melody associated with Salomé then continues, passing 

between various voices, as Hérode describes how the Syrien would often look at Salomé, 

therefore connecting her obliquely with the captain’s suicide.
66

 

         For the sake of clarity, the previous examples drawn from the opera’s score have illustrated 

Mariotte’s use of leitmotifs and musical symbols by showing them, for the most part, in isolation 

from other musical elements that occur at the same time.  To demonstrate the extent of the 

interrelatedness of these leitmotifs and symbols which reveal myriad meanings when played 

against each other in Salomé, a detailed examination of their use in the final moments of the 

seventh scene is presented in Appendix C.  This scene contains Salomé’s “apostrophe” to the 

head (one of the few moments in the score praised by critics unanimously) and begins when 

Iokanaan’s severed head appears at the cistern opening.  The table in Appendix C illustrates the 

leitmotifs and musical symbols that occur here in correlation with other music in the score.  The 

stage directions appear in italics in the table.   

As demonstrated by the close analysis of the musical means employed by Mariotte in the 

final scene of Salomé, leitmotifs and musical symbols constantly spin a web of meanings and 

associations throughout the opera, revealing Wilde’s musicality of language through vocal and 

orchestral sound. 

Text-setting, Vocal Timbre, and Declamation 

The most common attribute of Mariotte’s opera, discussed either positively or negatively 

by critics of its initial performances, is its overall monotony.  This monotony contributes to the 

opera’s Symbolist aesthetic through the cultivation of a dark, foreboding atmosphere and the 

adoption by Mariotte of one of the Symbolists’ means for achieving that atmosphere, repetition.  
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 Mariotte, p. 231, [71] + 9.  “And this body, what does this body here?”  Beardsley and Wilde, 28.    
66

 “Je me rappelle, il regardait souvent Salomé.”  Mariotte, p. 233, [72] + 4-5. 
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Mariotte replaced the repetition of both textual leitmotifs and phrases of dialogue that occur 

throughout Wilde’s Salomé with musical repetition accomplished, as we have seen, through 

leitmotivic manipulation, the development of musical symbols, and the constant return of the F 

minor tonality.
67

  The somber tonality is reinforced by the emphasis placed on gloomy timbres in 

the orchestration.  The monotony of Mariotte’s score, however, stems also from his text-setting 

which carefully replicates the natural speech patterns of French and highlights the importance of 

vocal timbre through a parlé-chanté declamation.
68

   

As with his leitmotivic technique, Mariotte’s text-setting is not revolutionary; the 

characteristic parlé-chanté declamation of Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande offered Mariotte 

plenty of examples from which to draw.
69

  Like Debussy’s characters, Salomé, Iokanaan, and 

others speak/sing carefully constructed dialogic fragments that reflect the natural stress patterns 

of French and therefore eschew the rounded, four-bar phrasing of much previous operatic 

composition.  To do this, Debussy (and then Mariotte) created, as musicologist Claude 

Abravanel describes, “motives of varying length, whose rhythms are adapted directly from the 
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 Eells (72) has also called attention to this feature of Mariotte’s score: “His music imitates the obsessive repetitions 
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 Though Mariotte’s text-setting and use of parlé-chanté declamation most resembles Debussy’s setting of a similar 
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Cantorum where study of Gregorian chant formed the basis of d’Indy’s pedagogy.  In the first volume of his Cours 
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D’Indy, quoted in and translated by Huebner, 308 and 348. 
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spoken language.”
70

  Abravanel continues, comparing this parlé-chanté declamation to the 

recitative characteristic of eighteenth-century French operatic composition, a comparison also 

made by Debussy’s critics:  

In the aesthetic of Lully and Rameau…these rhythmic motives are the foundation of 

melody, which provides for large or small melodic intervals or for repeated notes.  They 

are always to be sung naturally and without emphasis.  Here is an astonishing plasticity, 

the rhythmic patterning for an extraordinary suppleness, that allows this melody the 

power of translating exactly the slightest affective signification of the words.
71

   

 

In response to the natural speech patterns found in French, the melodic phrases from which 

Mariotte constructed Salomé’s dialogue often feature the alternation of duplets and triplets and 

remain attenuated to the stressed syllables in French by accenting them accordingly.
72

  Example 

2.13 demonstrates the characteristics of Mariotte’s parlé-chanté declamation: asymmetrical 

fragments, careful placement of stressed syllables, and rhythmic motives set in small pitch 

intervals or on repeated notes.    

Example 2.13. Parlé-chanté declamation, p. 93, [27] + 5-8.
73

 

 

                                                           
70

 Claude Abravanel, “Symbolism and Performance,” in Debussy and Performance, ed. and trans. James R. Briscoe 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 38. 
71
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Mariotte also endowed his vocal lines with flexibility by composing quick changes in time 

signature within a single phrase.  When Salomé praises Iokanaan’s hair, for example, her text, 

“Ils sont noirs comme la nuit, comme les longues nuits, où la lune ne se montre pas, où les 

étoiles ont peur,” set to seven measures of music, begins in 6/8, moves to 12/8, returns to 6/8, 

and then moves back to 12/8 before its completion.
74

 

In addition to the motivic construction of dialogue, Example 2.13 demonstrates how 

Mariotte observed what musicologist Louis-Marc Suter refers to as Debussy’s “one sound to one 

syllable” principle which focuses the listener’s attention on the timbre of the voice and the 

shaping of the words; it also contributes to the overall sense of monotony in the score.
75

  As 

Debussy himself observed in his reading of another Symbolist author:  

There is [in Maeterlinck’s Pelléas et Mélisande] an evocative language whose sensitivity 

can find its prolongation in music and in the orchestral décor.  I also attempted to obey 

the law of beauty that some seem to forget singularly when it is a matter of dramatic 

music; the characters of this drama strive to sing like real people and not in an arbitrary 

language made from antiquated traditions.  It is from this that the criticism comes that has 

called me biased towards monotone declamation where nothing appears melodic… 

Firstly, that is false; in addition, the feelings of a character cannot always be expressed in 

a melodic fashion; then dramatic melody should be altogether different than melody in 

general…
76
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 Mariotte, p. 158-159, [47] + 10-17.  “The long black nights, when the moon hides her face, when the stars are 
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 Louis-Marc Suter, “Pelléas et Mélisande in Performance,” in Debussy and Performance, ed. James R. Briscoe, 
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Importance placed on vocal timbre and the sensual effect of hearing language as a series of 

individualized sounds devoid of semantic meaning is a hallmark of much Symbolist poetry.  In 

Symbolist drama, the necessity of plot development, even in the telling of a mostly static story, 

necessitates the maintenance of some semantic meaning.  Vocal timbre still remains extremely 

important, however, as demonstrated by the incantatory lists of precious objects found in Wilde’s 

Salomé in which the concatenation of unusual and exotic-sounding words lulls the listener into 

focusing on the sound of the words above their meaning.  The cultivation of a monotone, static 

vocal delivery became associated with the Symbolist productions of Paul Fort, Aurelien Lugné-

Poe, Vsevolod Meyerhold, and others.  In opera, vocal timbre’s pride of place was further 

emphasized by composers of music for Symbolist drama such as Debussy and Mariotte.
77

 

The score of Salomé offers examples of the importance that Mariotte placed on vocal 

timbre in his conception of particular roles.  Four characters sing the majority of music in the 

opera (Salomé, Iokanaan, the Syrien, and Hérode); Mariotte composed two different vocal lines 

for each character for most of this music.  The orchestral score published by Enoch in 1910 

contains, for example, two or three separate vocal lines from which the singer performing the 

role of Salomé can choose.  The vocal lines are most often set an octave apart, allowing for a 

soprano to sing the role that Mariotte originally intended for a mezzo-soprano.  Mariotte most 

likely wrote the two parts in the hope of increasing the odds that his opera would be performed.  

Interestingly, however, not all of the vocal lines given as performance possibilities reflect this 

reasoning.  In some moments of the opera, the two vocal parts composed for Salomé have 
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distinct differences.  In Example 2.14, the secondary, higher vocal line begins a full two beats, 

on D#, before the primary, lower vocal line, which begins on B. 

Example 2.14. Two different vocal lines for Salomé, p. 81, [23] + 8-10. 

 

The early entrance of the secondary vocal part suggests that Mariotte preferred a distinct timbre 

for this particular moment in the opera, leading him to compose two slightly different vocal lines 

to reflect the differences in timbre between a soprano and mezzo-soprano voice.  

 Mariotte took great care to stipulate exactly how he wanted his vocal lines performed, 

indicating as precisely as possible the articulation, dynamics, and phrasing for each.  This 

attention to detail in text-setting also recalls Debussy in his composition of Pelléas.  Abravanel 

writes, “Considering the importance of nuance in Symbolist music, it is apparent that its 

performance depends upon a music notation that is much richer and more differentiated than 

traditional notation.  Thus Debussy employs all known signs to indicate nuances, colors, and 

articulation signs.”
78

  As with Debussy, Mariotte assiduously notated the performance 

instructions for most measures of vocal (and in some cases, orchestral) music.  No fragment of 

dialogue is left without some sort of indication as to the composer’s wishes; Example 2.15 

demonstrates the specificity of Mariotte’s instructions. 

                                                           
78
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Example 2.15. Performance indications, p. 367, [119] + 5-7.
79

 

 

Mariotte, as Suter writes of Debussy, “shows the performer what he wants and, in like fashion, 

what is best to avoid.”
80

  

 Finally, Mariotte, like Debussy in Pelléas, was careful to ensure that his character’s 

voices could easily be heard.  He often lightened the texture and chose soft timbres for the 

orchestral music that accompanied the singing: low, pianissimo brass chorales accompany 

Iokanaan’s prophecies (the traditional association between brass chorales and religious music 

also serving to evoke Iokanaan’s holy nature) and quiet string quartets accompany several  

moments of Salomé and Hérode’s singing, as seen at the beginning of the fourth scene when 

Hérode’s entrance, punctuated with questions as to Salomé’s location, is accompanied by piano 

strings.
81

  As demonstrated in the analysis of Salomé’s monologue in Appendix C, Mariotte, like 

Debussy, also used silence as a compositional tool.
82

  Occasionally the characters in Salomé sing 

without any accompaniment at all; on other occasions, Mariotte specified complete silence such 

as after Hérode’s exclamation, “Tuez cette femme!”
83

 

 Mariotte’s response to the musicality of language in Wilde’s Salomé effectively shaped 

the opera’s score as a whole.  Though he most likely felt that his compositional decisions were 

completely apolitical, the young French composer would find that the politicization of culture 

dominant at the fin-de-siècle would affect all aspects of his Salomé’s critical reception. 
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Part 2: French Nationalism and the Critical Reception of Salomé 

“Le Cas Strauss-Mariotte” 

 In the first years of the new century, two very different composers in very different 

circumstances were composing operas (one, a Musikdrama, the other, a tragédie lyrique) based 

on libretti they had each adapted from Wilde’s Salomé.  While Mariotte adapted his libretto 

directly from Wilde’s original French play, Strauss, as is well-known, adapted his from Hedwig 

Lachmann’s German translation of 1900, the translation used in the 1903 production of Salome  

at Max Reinhardt’s Kleines Theater in Berlin where Strauss first saw the play.  Neither composer 

knew of the other’s work.  Mariotte, now a graduate of the Schola Cantorum and a professor at 

the Conservatoire de Lyon, completed most of his opera’s composition between 1902 and 1905.  

Strauss began his composition in August 1903, and his work premiered first, on 9 December 

1905 in Dresden.   

 Mariotte later stated that he learned of the German Salome from a newspaper article 

published immediately following its premiere.  As he reported to Rolland in his letter of 27 June 

1909, Mariotte hurriedly began to seek permission from Wilde’s heirs to use the French text of 

Salomé in his opera and wrote to Charles Russell, the lawyer representing Wilde’s estate, in 

January 1906.  Russell responded positively but Mariotte did not have the means to purchase the 

copyright.  He worked to compile the funds over the next few months; during this time, the rights 

to Wilde’s Salomé passed to Methuen, the British publishing house.  Mariotte contacted Robert 

Ross, the executor of Wilde’s estate, in the spring of 1906 and learned to his dismay that Adolph 

Fürstner, Strauss’s publisher in Berlin, had purchased exclusive rights to the text.  Undecided on 

how to proceed, Mariotte continued to compose and completed his Salomé in the fall of 1906.    
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 The following spring, Strauss’s Salome premiered in Paris at the Théâtre du Châtelet on 8 

May 1907 in a production underwritten by the impresario Gabriel Astruc and Countess 

Greffulhe’s Société des grandes auditions musicales de France.
84

  Mariotte made the decision to 

write to Strauss directly and ask for the German composer’s permission for Mariotte’s own work 

on Wilde’s text to be performed at some date in the future.  In a letter dated 17 May 1907, 

Mariotte explained his own history with Wilde’s Salomé to Strauss:  

In 1895, being still in the navy, I was strongly seduced by the Salomé of Oscar Wilde and 

since that time drafted an arrangement with an eye toward the transformation of this work 

into an opera.  I waited, incidentally, until having sufficiently worked on musical 

technique before beginning this composition.
85

 

 

With this letter, Mariotte unknowingly set a series of events in motion that would become the 

“Cas Strauss-Mariotte.” 

 On 30 May 1907, Strauss replied to Mariotte’s letter with a full authorization.  Mariotte 

eagerly began seeking a performance venue for the premiere of his Salomé.  The Opéra nationale 

de Lyon announced a few months later, on 4 September, that the young professor from the local 

Conservatoire would have his first operatic work premiered during the upcoming winter season.  

In response to this announcement, the journalist Émile Berr published, on the front page of Le 

Figaro, an account of the long road taken by “la Salomé française” that had allegedly been 

related to Berr by an old shipmate of Mariotte’s whom Berr met by chance at a Paris soirée.
86

  In 

highly effusive language, Berr reported a romanticized version of the opera’s origins in which 

Berr and Mariotte’s mutual acquaintance gave Mariotte a copy of Wilde’s Salomé, suggesting 

that an opera lay hidden in its text: 
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62 
 

The naval officer Mariotte took this advice.  The subject thrilled him.  Phrases of the 

score began to be written during the hours of duty, to sing in his head…And that’s how 

the first idea of the work that became illustrated by Richard Strauss, was born one fine 

day, twelve years ago on the China Seas, in the back of the mind of a naval officer on a 

French vessel.  I said the first idea; for Oscar Wilde’s little book, at this time, only existed 

in the French language; no translation had been made yet, and it is doubtful that Strauss 

knew it then.
87

 

 

Berr continued that the “poor Lyonnaise professor” had made “an heroic departure” from the 

navy, as “this score…had become the principal preoccupation of his life.”
88

  Berr then related 

Mariotte’s activities since resigning his officership and concluded:  

And Salomé?  He has not stopped thinking about it since the day when, in his cabin on 

the Forfait, the idea to write this opera came to him…[H]e has the work complete “in his 

head”…and he has written the majority.
89

 

 

Strauss’s reaction to Berr’s admittedly inaccurate article was swift.  Five days later, on 16   

 

September 1907, Fürstner issued an interdiction for the projected Lyon performances of 

Mariotte’s Salomé. 

 Mariotte desperately appealed to Strauss’s generosity again but it was not forthcoming; 

Strauss informed Mariotte in a letter to the French composer dated 21 October 1907 that Strauss 

was completely unaware of Fürstner’s interdiction.  He claimed that he was powerless to help 

Mariotte and laid the blame at the feet of his publisher.
90

  Train tickets to Berlin for late 

November held in the private archive of the Mariotte family prove that Mariotte even attempted 

to appeal to Strauss in person but Strauss would not make himself available.
91

  On 26 November, 
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Fürstner relented and gave Mariotte permission to have Salomé performed at Lyon in a 

production now scheduled for the fall of 1908.  Fürstner’s demands, however, were exorbitant: 

forty percent of Mariotte’s earnings from the Lyon production were to be paid to Strauss and ten 

percent more to Fürstner.  Unbelievably, the publisher further stipulated that following the Lyon 

performances, Mariotte should send all copies of his score as well as the vocal and orchestral 

parts to Berlin to be destroyed.
92

 

 Mariotte resigned himself to these conditions and conducted the premiere of his Salomé 

at the Opéra de Lyon on 30 October 1908.  The “Cas Strauss-Mariotte” did not end there, 

however.  On 25 November 1908, the influential music critic and strong supporter of the Schola 

Cantorum, Pierre Lalo, published an anti-Strauss polemic in Le Temps, a newspaper that 

espoused a conservative republican agenda and was the most influential and important news 

source in the Third Republic: 

I do not think that ever, in any country, at any time, has similar duress oppressed an artist 

and a work of art.  We will pass over the business of the text’s copyright, although it is in 

itself quite amazing: [the dispute] is not about money.  But the marvel is the surrender 

and destruction of the work.  Our mind boggles in reading these fantastic clauses, 

reminiscent of what we know of the formalities of apology such as they celebrated in the 

Middle Ages.  What will be the ceremony for the destruction of the scores?  Will they 

burn them with great fanfare before the people of Berlin: an auto-da-fé on the Unter den 

Linden? Will M. Mariotte be required to attend in his shirt, with bare feet and a noose 

around his neck?  Or, in accordance with the subject of the drama, will he offer his head 

on a silver charger, the silver of the copyright [money], to M. Fürstner, while M. Strauss, 

undulating to the rhythm of the music, dances “La Danse des sept voiles”? 
93
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Lalo reproached Strauss for his attacks on the young and unknown composer and posited that 

Strauss feared Mariotte as a compositional rival.  Lalo then compared Strauss to a Pontius Pilate 

who avoided the acceptance of personal liability for the contract’s harsh terms as Pilate had with 

the crucifixion of Jesus.
94

  

 Lalo’s article unleashed a fury of pro-Mariotte support in other French journals with most 

responses having nationalist or at least patriotic overtones.
95

  “The Parisian press,” writes 

musicologist Clair Rowden, “[were] disposed towards Mariotte…Mariotte’s opera became a 

nationalist ‘cause.’”
96

 Strauss’s role in what came to be known as “Le Cas Strauss-Mariotte” or 

“L’Affaire Salomé” and his “traité draconien” were rehashed in articles in both the general and 

specialized musical press in the fall of 1908 and throughout 1909.
97

  Reviewers of Mariotte’s 

opera and its performances in Lyon could not seem to help but begin their articles with 

references to “Le Cas” including columns in Le Figaro, Le Gaulois, Mercure de France, Le 

Courrier musicale, La Dépêche de Lyon, Le Feu, Musica, Revue musicale de Lyon, and 

Comœdia.  Journalists were unanimous in their condemnation of Strauss’s actions, though the 

severity of their polemic differed widely.  In mid-December 1908, former Symbolist writer and 

cultural critic Camille Mauclair published a pamphlet pillorying Strauss for his treatment of 

Mariotte.
98

  In Musica, Georges Pioch wrote about the “‘kaiser’ des sons”: “[Strauss’s] pride is 

like his talent: immense…[His admirers] call him Richard II – Richard Wagner being Richard I – 
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 “Car il essayerait en vain d’imiter le geste de Pilate, et de rejeter la faute sur son éditeur.”  Lalo, “Le Temps 48, 

no. 17,319.  Though Mariotte tried to distance himself from Lalo and other partisans in the immediate wake of the 
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 Rowden, 169.   
97

 Léon Vallas referred to the contract as “Draconian” in his fall 1909 article.  See Léon Vallas, “La fin de l’affaire 
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and he never protests.”
99

  The following month, Pioch used the opportunity afforded by the 

premiere of Elektra in Dresden on 25 January to describe the “insupportable vanity and the venal 

cynicism of M. Strauss.”
100

  Paul de Stœcklin’s article in Le Courrier musical began by positing 

that Strauss’s jealousy inspired the German composer to attack Mariotte in this “sad and 

repugnant story of the two Salomés,” after which the critic accused Strauss (and the German 

people generally speaking) of musical “opportunisme.”
101

  The article then dissolved into a 

manic series of insults; according to Stœcklin, Strauss could be accused of “l’esthétisme, 

l’amoralisme, Nietzsche, le névrosisme antique, le décadisme bourgeois,” etc.
102

 

 German journalists came to Strauss’s defense.  Leopold Schmidt published an article in 

the Berliner Tageblatt on 30 December 1908 as a response to Lalo’s column and Mauclair’s 

pamphlet.  Schmidt accused Mariotte of seeking to gain from Strauss’s success, positing that 

Mariotte had begun his composition after the premiere of Strauss’s Salome.  Calling attention to 

Mariotte’s letter to the Wilde estate’s lawyer, Russell, in January 1906, Schmidt wrote 

sarcastically, “At this time, Strauss’s Salome had already been given in Dresden on 9 December 

1905 with a success which seems not to have any influence on Mariotte’s decision [to 

compose].”
103

  Schmidt proposed the following solution to the controversy:  

Legally, the French text of Wilde is and remains the exclusive property of M. Fürstner 

and M. Mariotte, who took it, is obliged to return it.  But there is no question about his 

music.  M. Mariotte’s music is his artistic property…If he adapts it to another poem or 
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even to a  poem treating the same subject in another way, neither M. Strauss nor M. 

Fürstner would want to or could stop it.
104

 

 
Finally in the spring of 1909, the musicologist, homme de lettres, and eventual Nobel 

laureate Romain Rolland sought to end the Strauss-Mariotte controversy.
105

  Rolland appealed to 

Strauss, with whom he had shared a friendship since 1899.  Rolland wrote to Strauss to learn his 

side of the story.
106

  Strauss replied to Rolland on 5 May 1909 in a letter that Rolland printed in 

full in his article on the “Cas Strauss-Mariotte” in the June 1909 issue of the Bulletin français de 

le S.I.M., the organ of the Société internationale de musique, described by musicologist Jane 

Fulcher as “the most important musical journal of the pre-war period.”
107

  In the letter Strauss 

reiterated what Schmidt had written in the Berliner Tageblatt article: that Mariotte had composed 

his Salomé after Strauss had composed his and in spite of being fully aware that Fürstner held 

exclusive rights to Wilde’s text.  Strauss painted himself as the hero in this business who had 

tried his best to obtain permission from Fürstner for Mariotte to have his Salomé performed for a 

limited time at the Opéra de Lyon.  Strauss attributed his failure to convince Fürstner to the 

incendiary articles that appeared in the French press, especially those of Lalo and Mauclair: 

I have struggled tirelessly to obtain from M. Fürstner full and complete rights for 

Mariotte’s work.  Two times I was close to succeeding: the first time, M. Lalo’s article 

appeared, and then there was a few weeks later M. Camille Mauclair’s pamphlet, 

insulting me in such a way that Fürstner strongly urged me to desist in my plans, out of 

fear that we would have appeared to give in to intimidation.  This is where the business 
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 “Légalement…le texte français de Wilde est et reste la propriété exclusive de M. Fürstner; et M. Mariotte, qui l’a 
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stands today.  M. Mariotte can thank his friends that he has succeeded in obtaining 

permission thus far to play his work.  Because I never allow myself to be coerced by 

threats and insults when I have right on my side.
108

 

 

Strauss concluded that if Mariotte would restrain his friends in the media and ask graciously, 

Strauss could convince Fürstner to relent.  Rolland then stated in the article that he agreed with 

the solution suggested by Schmidt, that Mariotte could simply fit his music to a different version 

of the Salome story: “What fuss over a mediocre poem!”
109

 

 Rolland then implored his colleagues in the press to dismiss with the purposefully 

inflammatory language and nationalist rhetoric:  

In conclusion, permit me to fraternally implore my colleagues, Latin as well as German, 

to take care at this time with the nationalist spirit which is trying to slip again without our 

knowledge into our artistic discussions and threatens to poison them.  Artistic nationalism 

is well-known to us.  I am not that old, and yet I remember the hisses against Wagner and 

the inciting of the kitchen boys to mobilize against Lohengrin.  To what end did it serve?  

To make us ridiculous and to affirm the triumph of Wagner, in the most aggressive and 

most disagreeable way for us.
110
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 “Je me suis efforcé, sans relâche, d’obtenir de M. Fürstner pleine et entière liberté pour l’œuvre de Mariotte.  

Deux fois, j’ai été tout près d’y réussir: la première fois, parut alors l’article de M. Lalo; puis, il y a peu de semaines, 
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Strauss, quoted in Rolland, “À propos de quelques articles sur Richard Strauss,” 516. 
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attack on Strauss by a M. Tebaldini in the Rivista musicale italiana in which Tebaldini accused Strauss of 

plagiarizing in Elektra the 1905 opera Cassandra by Vittorio Gnecchi through the use of “télépathie musicale.”   
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articles sur Richard Strauss,” 528. 
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Rolland attempted to squelch appeals to nationalism by reminding his readers of the disastrous 

premiere of Lohengrin in Paris at the Eden-Théâtre in 1887 which was cancelled after the first 

performance in response to rioting in the streets incited by anti-German rhetoric in the press.
111

 

 Rolland was well-known for his attempts to subdue the incendiary rhetoric that saturated 

the French musical press at this time; his dedication to fair-mindedness regarding all sides of an 

argument is demonstrated by the companion article he wrote to “À propos de quelques articles 

sur Richard Strauss” in the next issue of the Bulletin français de la S.I.M.  In this article, 

published in the July 1909 issue, Rolland quoted a long letter written to him by Mariotte himself 

on 27 June in response to the June 1909 article.  Mariotte’s conciliatory tone, dispassionate 

statement of the facts surrounding the composition of his Salomé, and lack of request for 

anything more from Strauss impressed Rolland, who not only entreated Strauss to take pity on 

the young French composer in a private letter written on 29 June but sided openly with Mariotte 

in the July Bulletin.  

 Much of our knowledge surrounding the chronology and circumstances of Mariotte’s 

composition stems from his letter to Rolland and has already been discussed in this chapter.  

Mariotte stated that his only goal in writing the letter was to dispel the ill spirit attributed to him 

in the German press and to distance himself from the anti-Strauss rhetoric in the French press 

with which Mariotte claimed he had nothing to do: 

My only relationships with the press have been limited to when I could beg critics to 

abstain from all attacks…I have even prevented the publication of articles…I have 

declined offers that have been made to me to publish fragments of my Salomé and even 

to give private performances…What more do you want for me to prove the sincere good 

faith of my conduct?  I do not know how to predict the future, and it is difficult for me to 
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 A riot also occurred in response to Lohengrin’s next Parisian performance, this time at the Paris Opéra in 1891.  

For more information, see Huebner, 16-21. 
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stop articles that appear without warning and are signed most often by journalists whom I 

know as little as you know me yourself.
112

 

 

Mariotte accepted the blame for not seeking permission earlier than 1906 to use Wilde’s text and 

stated that he had believed at the time that the play was either forgotten or little known because 

he could not find it at Paris booksellers and had to use a copy he had made of his friend’s book to 

compose.
113

  If he had had the money to purchase the rights from Russell in January 1906, he 

wrote, “There would have been two legal Salomés.”
114

  Mariotte was not, however, intimidated 

by the media firestorm that surrounded his opera and desired to set the record straight.  “This 

excuse of forgetting [that Fürstner held the copyright] seems satisfactory to you,” he wrote to 

Rolland.  “It is difficult for me to believe that a man with the authority of a Richard Strauss in 

any case is so helpless vis-à-vis his publisher!”
115

 

 Mariotte postulated that the real reason behind Strauss’s unwillingness to grant him 

permission to use Wilde’s text stemmed from his anger and injured pride in response to the 

polemic against him in the French press.  As evidence, Mariotte emphasized what Strauss had 
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 “Mes seuls rapports avec la presse se sont bornés, quand je l’ai pu, à prier les critiques de s’abstenir de toute 
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written to both him and Rolland, that the articles by Lalo, Mauclair, and others had poisoned 

Fürstner (but, in reality, Strauss) against the French composer.  Mariotte concluded: 

[I] asked only one thing: for [Salomé] to be played…I want moreover to “hear it myself” 

and to profit from this unique and precious teaching which is given to a composer in 

hearing his first work…I have no ambition to remain until my death the “French Salomé 

guy.”
116

 

 

After the letter, Rolland ended the article with another reprimand for the press; he wrote, 

“Instead of trying to assuage the affair, [the critics] have seemed to take pleasure in poisoning 

it,” and used the opportunity provided by the situation to air their personal grievances.
117

  

Rolland concluded: “The moral of the story is that in a discussion between artists we must 

beware of third parties (publishers or journalists).” 
118

  

 Lalo and other Mariotte partisans were not content to allow Rolland the final word.  In Le 

Feu, Saveur Selon took offense at Rolland’s comparison of the “Cas Strauss-Mariotte” with the 

brouhaha that surrounded the French premiere of Lohengrin.  “[Rolland] is wrong to speak of 

chauvinism, artistic nationalism, and the scoundrels of Lohengrin,” he wrote.  “All of this is old-

fashioned, well-worn.”
119

  He invoked the “natural” predilection of the French to defend the 

oppressed: “We saw in this case a single artist, without support, who was oppressed, and we 

came to his rescue without being solicited, driven only by a natural movement that leads us to 

defend the weak against the strong.  If this movement is very French, what can we do?”
120

  In Le 
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Temps, Lalo contradicted Rolland’s claim that the French press had only made the situation 

worse: “It is precisely the contrary which is true.  If the friends of M. Mariotte had not 

intervened, his Salomé would still sleep in the dungeons of M. Fürstner.”
121

 

  Before Mariotte’s letter was published in Rolland’s conciliatory article in the July issue 

of the Bulletin français, Rolland wrote personally on 29 June to Strauss and appealed to his 

generosity in the hope of granting Mariotte full rights to his own opera.  Strauss replied to 

Rolland on 12 July with a brief letter that was printed in full in the August-September 1909 issue 

of the Bulletin français: 

I hasten to announce to you that today I have succeeded to obtain from MM. Fuerstner 

[sic] that they should render freedom to the Salomé of Mariotte.  M. Fuerstner will work 

directly with M. Mariotte in order to complete the formalities.
122

 

 

The editor of the Bulletin français concluded that this was the end of “l’incident Mariotte” and 

that appeared to be true.
123

  Mariotte’s Salomé went on to be performed at the Théâtre Lyrique 

Municipal de la Gaîté in Paris in April 1910, at the Opéra de Marseille in November of the same 

year, and again at the Gaîté in April 1911; over the next few years, it would appear in Nancy, Le 

Havre, Geneva, and Prague as well (see Figure 2.1).
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Figure 2.1. “L’Une de plus belles scènes de ‘Salomé,’” Massilia (15 November 1910).
125

 

 

 

 

Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

But, as will be discussed, Rolland’s warning about the poisonous nature of nationalist rhetoric 

and its inappropriate use in music criticism went unheeded, especially in the discussion regarding 

the Parisian premiere of Mariotte’s opera.  The premiere took place only days before Strauss’s 

Salome played its first performance at France’s most important musical institution, the Paris 

Opéra.   Unfortunately for Mariotte, these dueling performances would permanently solidify his 

reputation as “l’homme de la Salomé française.” 

Critical Reception (1908-1912) 

French Cultural Politics at the fin-de-siècle 

The reaction of the general and musical press to the “Cas Strauss-Mariotte” gives ample 

evidence of the strident nationalism that infected French media at the fin-de-siècle.  This harsh, 

polemical tone originated in the early years of the Dreyfus Affair which was initiated in 1894 
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after the Jewish army captain Alfred Dreyfus was convicted of selling military secrets to 

Germany, a court decision that would have long-lasting influence on all aspects of French 

culture.
126

  “L’Affaire Dreyfus” galvanized conservative and disgruntled members of the Third 

Republic to unprecedented political action.  In general, the anti-Dreyfusards, those who believed 

in Dreyfus’s guilt, espoused conservative political views and were deeply alarmed by 

progressive social changes, many facilitated by the government.  Widespread anti-Semitism 

among anti-Dreyfusards seemed legitimized by Dreyfus’s alleged treason and provided support 

for the entrenched belief in an infiltration of French culture by Jews.  Anti-Dreyfusards were also 

concerned by the republican-led dismantling of traditional institutions of conservative authority 

such as the military and the Catholic church, which seemed to some to be evidence of an 

insidious conspiracy to destroy France and its culture.
127

  In spite of the eventual discovery of 

evidence proving Dreyfus’s innocence, the anti-Dreyfusards continued to work against efforts to 

reopen his case.  The struggle between the anti-Dreyfusards and the Dreyfusards, those who 

believed in Dreyfus’s innocence, became more fierce from 1898-1899, years in which Mariotte 

studied at the Schola Cantorum, an institution founded and directed by Vincent d’Indy, a 

committed anti-Dreyfusard and virulent anti-Semitic.
128

 

 The ostensible end of “L’Affaire Dreyfus” was really only the beginning of a cultural war 

begun by the anti-Dreyfusards.  The Ligue de la Patrie française, of which d’Indy was a member, 

initiated concerted attacks against the Republic, Jews, Dreyfusards, and progressivism, both 

social and artistic (what d’Indy termed “artistic Dreyfusism”).
129

  The Ligue eschewed traditional 
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channels of political power and instead focused on utilizing culture, particularly music, to grow 

their influence.
130

  In the years leading up to World War I, the Ligue and, after 1905, its 

replacement, L’Action française, dominated the French cultural landscape and set the terms for 

the debate over what was truly French, in society and in music.  “Determining if a work 

composed by a French artist was culturally authentically ‘French,’” stipulates Fulcher, “became a 

major preoccupation in the press by 1904.”
131

  No musical institution was left untouched by the 

influence of the conservative leagues or, eventually, their liberal opposition.  The general and 

musical press, educational institutions including the Schola and the state-sponsored 

Conservatoire, and even private salons became embattled in the fray.
132

  Though individuals held 

nuanced, varied, and often conflicting views on these issues, the official world of French music 

became increasingly polarized.
133

  There were no shades of gray in the public sphere, and the 

choice of school or salon attended or newspaper subscribed to was assumed by others to 

demonstrate where a musician stood on the political and cultural issues of the day. 

 Fulcher has demonstrated that musical styles themselves were harnessed by the 

competing factions to illustrate their position in this nationalist discourse.  D’Indy proved key in 

codifying which stylistic characteristics were acceptable from a conservative, nationalist 

standpoint.
134

  D’Indy’s belief in the inherent superiority of the French “race” and his strong 
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Catholic faith informed his thoughts on the intuitive, subjective nature of composition, which he 

purposefully placed in opposition to what he saw as the scientific, logical, abstract, and 

formulaic composition taught at the republican Conservatoire.
135

  D’Indy’s aristocratic social 

position also informed his paternalistic goals and strengthened his commitment to hierarchical 

authority: it was the duty of aristocratic French, d’Indy said, to instruct the lower classes in 

conservative orthodoxy.
136

  Therefore, music’s purpose was to teach moral order and not to 

provide pleasure, which d’Indy saw as the motivation behind the musical frivolity, hedonism, 

and virtuosity that he believed characterized the music of Gioachino Rossini and Giacomo 

Meyerbeer.
137

  D’Indy referred to these composers as members of the “Italo-judaïque” school; 

his long-held anti-Semitism was revealed in his belief that Jewish composers like Meyerbeer had 

pursued musical careers only after observing the wealth earned by popular Italian composers.
138

  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
and values that derived ultimately from the league’s distinctive nationalist creed…By assigning political meanings 

to styles and to musical forms and genres, he would help make aesthetic legitimacy in music a political 

question…More than any other institution, it was to be the Schola Cantorum that would pull French music into the 

cultural war that had been aggressively launched by the nationalist league.”  Fulcher, 16 and 25.  Most of d’Indy’s 

work in music history and pedagogy can be found, outside of journal articles, in the three volumes of his Cours de 

composition musicale, issued in a series of four books published in 1903, 1909, 1933, and 1950, the last two 

posthumously.  Sérieyx assisted d’Indy in compiling materials for the volumes, some of which came from notes he 

had taken during d’Indy’s lectures at the Schola Cantorum.  Sérieyx was also the editor of the third book. 
135

 Fulcher, 28 and 54.  These characteristics, associated by some with the Conservatoire, were believed to result 

from “cosmopolitan” and Jewish elements in musical culture.  The right-wing, nationalist music critic Henry 

Gauthier-Villars referred to the style of the Conservatoire as the “style parlementaire.”  Fulcher, 47. 
136

 Huebner, 302.  Fulcher (134) agrees, noting, “The ideal…was a primitive purity, an antintellectual art that is 

rooted in collective, prerational emotions, as opposed to the individualism and ‘intellectualism’ of modern art.  

Aesthetics, from this perspective, was an integral branch of ethics, for the most important aspect of a work was the 

‘moral’ result to which it led.”  Morality was also of concern to republicans, though they linked it not to a religious 

authority, but to the ideals of the Revolution.  “Republicans sought to use music to influence mœurs, the beliefs and 

behavior proper and necessary to republicanism,” writes Pasler, “Aesthetics could merge with ethics through music 

and musical practices as cultural identity interwove with political identity.”  See Pasler, Composing the Citizen: 

Music as Public Utility in Third Republic France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), 163. 
137

 “For d’Indy, all Jewish composers were inherently not only superficial but derivative, as well as mercenary in 

their art – in search only of financial gain.”  This included native French composers like Massenet who were 

“products of the école Judaïque.”  Fulcher, 35. 
138

 Fulcher, 33 and 51.  D’Indy referred to the years 1825-1867 as the “période judaïque,” a term he appropriated 

from Wagner (Huebner, 306).  D’Indy went so far as to compose La Légende de Saint Christophe, an opera he 

characterized as a “drame anti-juif”; d’Indy worked sporadically on its composition from 1903-1915, but it was not 

performed until 1920. 
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“Opportuniste” and “materialiste” became buzzwords for “Jewish” and “foreign” in the 

polemical lexicon practiced by d’Indy. 
139

 

D’Indy’s increasingly powerful position in both political and musical realms insured that 

his viewpoints were widely disseminated; as his student, Mariotte, regardless of his personal 

feelings or political leanings, would have understood very clearly how his compositional choices 

would affect whether his music was performed or his career goals attained.
140

  Composers’ 

choice of style announced to the musical public where they stood on pressing social and artistic 

issues, and the increasingly powerful musical press either attacked or supported their work 

because of it.
141

  This politicized and polemical situation was further exacerbated by the so-

called “Guerre de chapelles” (what music critic Émile Vuillermoz referred to as “music’s 

Dreyfus Affair”) that pitted partisans of Debussy (debussystes) and d’Indy (scholistes or 

d’indystes) against each other.
142

     

 It is into this hostile and volatile milieu that Mariotte and his Salomé were plunged by the 

“Cas Strauss-Mariotte.”  Mariotte’s personal desire to avoid controversy, stated in his letter to 

Rolland and demonstrated by his decision to excise the Jewish scene from his adaptation of 
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 This reflected the genius of d’Indy’s politicized aesthetics, that, as Fulcher (48) notes, enabled him to develop a 

“coherent and convincing aesthetic rhetoric …which contained elements that could be selectively used.” 
140

 Almost nothing is known about Mariotte’s political views or his thoughts on the current state of French music.  A 

hint can be gleaned from an article he wrote about Salomé that was published in Le Théâtre in response to the 

opera’s premiere in Marseille; in it Mariotte speaks of composition as being based in intuition and feeling, not 

“principles,” thoughts that seem to reflect the beliefs of d’Indy: “Croyez bien qu’on ne fait pas la musique par 

principes…On conçoit la musique comme on la sent…[Le auditeur] veut simplement y chercher l’émotion profonde 

et secrète qui est la base essentielle de toute musique.”  Mariotte, “Salomé, Tragédie lyrique en 1 acte, d’Oscar 

Wilde, musique de M. Mariotte, Un lettre de M. Mariotte,” Le Théâtre (29 November 1910), Dossier d’Œuvre: 

Salomé, poème d’Oscar Wilde, musique de Mariotte, Re 10.897, Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale 

de France, Paris. 
141

 “No French composer during this period could escape awareness of these structures of meaning or of the battles 

and tensions that continually subtended the litigious French musical factions.”  Fulcher, 10. 
142

 Fulcher, 155.  It is important to note that Debussy never endorsed the debussystes.  They were led by Laloy, 

Marnold, Vuillermoz, M.-D. Calvocoressi, Florent Schmitt, and Ravel.  The scholistes included Lalo, Gaston 

Carraud, Vallas, Dukas, and Henri Duparc.  In 1909 Laloy and Marnold founded the Société musicale indépendante 

to support composers whose music embraced the debussyste aesthetic.  The Société musicale was set up in 

opposition to the Société nationale de musique which d’Indy had helped Camille Saint-Saëns found in 1871. 
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Wilde’s play, was doomed from the beginning, considering the rabid polemic in the press.
143

  His 

political ambivalence (or naïveté, perhaps) was reflected in his stylistic ambivalence: though his 

text-setting displayed Debussy’s influence, other aspects of Salomé’s score were indebted to the 

styles of d’Indy and Wagner that Mariotte had acquired during his Schola training.  This 

combination of styles would prove to be incomprehensible to some in the hyper-politicized press 

as composers who did not personally identify with any political faction could not “avoid being 

‘classed,’ and often wrongly so, on the basis of style,” writes Fulcher.
144

   

As a student of the Schola, Mariotte knew his composition would be subject to politicized 

reviews.  His conflict with Strauss, however, dramatically intensified the nationalist rhetoric used 

therein.  The copyright dispute between an unknown composer from Lyon and the powerful 

German master became a cause célèbre for music critics, conservative and liberal, who united 

against what they viewed as most detrimental to French musical culture – German influence.  It 

was the conservative, d’indyste critics, however, who were most vocal and who used Mariotte’s 

opera as a vehicle to promote their political views.
145

 

The reception of Mariotte’s Salomé cannot, therefore, be subtracted from the virulent 

nationalist discourse that gripped France.  As examples drawn from the press will demonstrate, 
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 The debussyste Marnold of Mercure de France, for one, regretted Mariotte’s decision to excise this scene, among 

other alterations to the play: “Celles de M. Mariotte ont le tort de reléguer la terrible Hérodias dans la plus terne 

insignifiance et, en supprimant la dispute théologique des Juifs et d’Hérode, de priver le drame de son seul ou, du 

moins, principal élément de contraste et d’animation en même temps que d’en méconnaître ici l’une des scènes 

essentielles, des plus caractéristiques de l’ambiance à la fois de superstitieux mysticisme et d’orgie lascive.”  His 

complaint, however, reiterates the incongruity between this scene and the foreboding atmosphere cultivated by 

Wilde in the majority of the play and therefore offers evidence that Mariotte, so dedicated to cultivating this 

atmosphere, chose to remove this section for aesthetic reasons.  Jean Marnold, “Musique,” Mercure de France 85, 

no. 310 (16 May 1910): 355.   
144

 Fulcher, 63.  “In this contentious atmosphere,” she continues (167 and 154), “independents [were] forced to 

identify with a particular clique – to don a ‘uniform’ or a label that indicate[d] their position.  And this position or 

association with a ‘chapelle’ [was] construed immediately as indicative not only of a composer’s aesthetic but of his 

ideological stance…This would have a significant impact on the decisions that composers in this period would make 

and on the creative tactics employed by some to confound such classifications.”  In Mariotte’s case, such “creative 

tactics” included the excision of the “Jewish” scene in Wilde’s Salomé.  An ostensibly apolitical work like 

Mariotte’s Salomé therefore became political: “Although politics was not always present in the messages or modes 

of communication of the music, it affected conditions of both presentation and reception.”  Fulcher, 8. 
145

 Rowden, 170. 
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Salomé’s reception was intimately tied to stylistic codes, the conservative ones initially created 

by d’Indy, and liberal ones later developed by artistic progressives as a reaction to the d’indystes 

(see Appendix B, Table B.1 for a list of articles consulted).
146

  The individual critic and the 

journal for which he wrote said a lot about his artistic views and how his criticism would be 

construed by his readers.  Understanding the coded terms utilized by critics reveals more about 

Salomé’s reception than may be gleaned from a cursory glance at its reviews.  Yet even here 

individual critics could, carefully, reveal nuanced opinions of a work. 

Press Reception 

Salomé premiered at the Opéra nationale de Lyon on 30 October 1908 with Mlle de 

Wailly as Salomé and Mariotte as conductor (see Figure 2.2).   

Figure 2.2. “Mlle de Wailly, Créatrice de la Salomé lyonnaise,” Comœdia illustré (15 December 1908).
147 

 

 

Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

 

Though mostly well-received, reviews were far from unanimous.  Each musical characteristic of  
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 As Fulcher (35) notes, “Official policies in culture from [1900] were not conceived solely from Republican 

doctrine but emerged through a dialogue with the political opposition.” 
147

 Anon., “Mlle de Wailly, Créatrice de la Salomé lyonnaise,” Comœdia illustré 1, no. 1 (15 December 1908): 27. 
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Mariotte’s score, a work of hybrid compositional styles that testifies to his privileging of 

aesthetic considerations over political ones, was perceived by critics in different and often 

completely contrasting ways.  An example is the continually dark color and gloomy atmosphere 

of the music which contributed to the principle characteristic of the score recognized and 

discussed – its monotony, the Symbolist purposes of which were lost on many.  As discussed 

previously, this monotony arose from Mariotte’s desire to evoke the ambiance and textual 

repetition of Wilde’s Salomé through musical means: dense textures, emphasis on dark 

instrumental timbres, constant return to the F minor tonality, manipulation of leitmotifs and 

musical symbols, and parlé-chanté declamation.  Albert Roussel, a composer who, though 

trained at and eventually employed by the Schola, opposed d’Indy’s political views, commented 

favorably on the foreboding atmosphere that began in the “Prélude” and continued throughout 

the work: 

A short prélude, dark in color and expression…links directly to the action, and the drama 

therefore proceeds, nearly without stopping, until its implacable conclusion.  Just as with 

the drama itself, the music is stamped, from the beginning until the end, by an 

inexpressible sentiment of anxiety and oppression; the image of Death follows step by 

step the image of Sensuousness, and the odor of blood is stronger than the smoke of 

incense.
148

  

 

A.F. of Le Dépêche de Lyon also positively noted Salomé’s dark color and the close musical-

dramatic connection: 

M. Mariotte has written a score of incontestable musical merit, of which the principal 

characteristics are the dramatic movement, the powerful and dark color, the incessant 

work of the orchestra that follows the stage situations, the envelope of sonorous waves, 
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 “Un court prélude, sombre de couleur et d’expression…enchaîne directement à l’action, et dès lors le drame 

marche, presque sans arrêt, jusqu’à son implacable conclusion.  Ainsi que le drame lui-même, la musique est 

empreinte, du commencement jusqu’à la fin, d’un indicible sentiment d’angoisse et d’oppression; l’image de la Mort 

y suit pas à pas l’image de la Volupté et l’odeur du sang y est plus forte que les fumées de l’encens.”  Albert 

Roussel, “Les Premières, ‘Salomé’ à Lyon,” Le Courrier musical 11, no. 22 (15 November 1908): 637.  Roussel, 

like Mariotte, was a compositeur marin who abandoned a naval career to study music at the Schola.  He left the 

Schola in 1914 because his liberal political views continued to clash with d’Indy’s conservative authoritarianism.     
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pressed and profound, sometimes breaking like a storm at the moment when the stage 

action reaches its full intensity.
149

 

 

Léon Vallas, a close friend of d’Indy, supporter of the Schola, and founding editor of the Revue 

musicale de Lyon, found much to praise in Mariotte’s work but cited that the monotony had 

“struck everyone” and was the “only important defect in the score.”
150

  He did not make the 

connection between Wilde’s Symbolist musicality of language and Mariotte’s compositional 

choices.  Vallas noted: 

An emphasized and desired monotony, it seems, because the musician has written most 

of his score in the same tonality.  I choose here this word “tonality,” not in the general or 

pictorial sense, but in all its precision: the majority of the score is perhaps in F minor; the 

respites are rare; the dark hue is persistent; the art of chiaroscuro is somewhat neglected.  

If I did not detest comparisons between the arts and painting’s invasion of music, I would 

say that the work of M. Mariotte certainly suggests beautiful shades…The orchestration 

underlines the monotony of the ensemble; it is characterized by a great heaviness of bass 

instruments: cor anglais, bass clarinet, bassoons all too often crush the entire ensemble 

and with a perpetual overloading….reinforced again by the predominance of low voices, 

contralti, baritones, and basses.
151   

 
Lalo, who reviewed the Lyon performance in the same article in which he defended Mariotte 

against Strauss, also noted the monotony and, in particular, the continual presence of F minor:  
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 “M. Mariotte a écrit une partition d’un incontestable mérite musical, dont les principaux caractères sont le 

mouvement dramatique, la couleur puissante et sombre, l’incessant travail de l’orchestre qui suit les situations de la 

scène, les enveloppe d’ondes sonores, pressées et profondes, se brisant parfois comme dans une tempête, au moment 

où l’action scénique atteint toute son intensité.”  A.F., 1. 
150

 “Cette monotonie du long acte de M. Mariette (une heure trente-cinq minutes) a frappé tout le monde, et je crois 

bien qu'elle constitue le seul défaut important de la partition.”  Vallas, “‘Salomé’ de A. Mariotte,” Revue musicale de 

Lyon 6, no. 5 (15 November 1908): 134.  Vallas, a musicologist, eventually wrote biographies of d’Indy, his teacher 

César Franck, and Debussy.  He also founded a satellite of the Schola in Lyon in 1902.  Vallas may also have been 

predisposed to Mariotte for personal reasons as well; one of Mariotte’s mélodies, “Poème de Pitié” from his 

Sonatines d’automne, was dedicated to Vallas’s wife, the pianist and singer Mme Paule de Lestang.  According to 

the 3 February 1907 issue of the Revue musicale de Lyon, Lestang performed the piece in concert along with Lieder 

by d’Indy.  See Anon., “Échos; Concerts annoncés,” Revue musicale de Lyon 4, no. 17 (3 February 1907): 504.   
151

 “Monotonie accentuée et recherchée, semble-t-il, par le musicien qui a écrit la plus grande partie de sa partition 

dans la même tonalité.  Je prends ici ce mot de tonalité, non pas dans le sens général et pictural, mais dans toute sa 

précision: la moitié de la partition peut-être est en fa mineur; les éclaircies sont rares; la teinte sombre est 

persistante; l’art du clair-obscur est un peu négligé.  Si je ne détestais les comparaisons des arts entre eux et 

l’envahissement de la musique par la peinture, je vous dirais que l’œuvre de M. Mariotte fait penser à quelque beau 

camaïeu…L’orchestration souligne la monotonie de l’ensemble; elle est caractérisée par une grande lourdeur des 

basses: cor anglais, clarinette basse, bassons, écrasent trop souvent l'ensemble, et par une surcharge 

perpétuelle…renforcée encore par la prédominance des voix graves, contralti, barytons et basses.”  Vallas, 134.  

Vallas (133) wrote that the majority of the opera is “perhaps” in F minor because, as he reminds the reader, Strauss’s 

injunction (still valid in fall 1908) prevented him from seeing the score. 
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The sonority of M. Mariotte’s work has some monotony; monotony caused together by 

the too constant fullness of the orchestra, and by the too frequent use of the same 

tonalities; the key of F minor, in particular, reappears at all times, and one could nearly 

call this Salomé a drame lyrique in F minor.
152

 

 

The complaint of monotony and often a fundamental misunderstanding of its Symbolist 

purpose followed Mariotte’s Salomé to its premiere in the capital on 21 April 1910, where it was 

produced by the Isola brothers at their Théâtre-Lyrique municipal de la Gaîté.  An announcement 

in the Revue musicale de Lyon noted the hope that the Parisian debut of “la Salomé française” 

would be the “unforeseen and happy conclusion to the famous ‘Affaire-Salomé’ of which has 

already spilled so much ink.”
153  As in Lyon, Mariotte conducted the orchestra for the first 

performances but this time a leading lady of the French operatic stage, Lucienne Bréval, took on 

the role of Salomé; the famed character dancer Natalia Trouhanowa stepped in to dance “La 

Danse des sept voiles.”
154

  Louis Vuillemin of Comœdia, an influential, politically-moderate 

theatrical journal, was one of the few critics who emphasized that the monotony of Mariotte’s 

score reflected the monotony of the Symbolist writing style adopted by Wilde in his play:  

It is true that the work…presents a monochrome aspect.  But is this not precisely the 

result of a very appropriate and very laudable desire?  Does not the subject chosen by M. 

Mariotte require him to seek to transport into musical expression this type of moving 

monotony which emanates from the special style of the evangelical myths?  The poem of 

Oscar Wilde encourages him here, even if he forces the point.  We note, moreover, that 

Salomé is a tragedy.  From the raising of the curtain, everything should contribute to 

compose a milieu of anxiety, of horror, of mystic dread that the evolution of the drama 

only modifies in order to paint more violently…[The characters] coexist, from one end to 

the other of the work, intensifying in contact with each other, invariable as they are… 
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 “La sonorité de l’œuvre de M. Mariotte a quelque monotonie; monotonie causée tout ensemble par la plénitude 

trop constante de l’orchestre, et par l’emploi trop fréquent des mêmes tonalités; la ton de fa mineur, en particulier, 

reparaît à tout moment, et l’on pourrait presque nommer cette Salomé un drame lyrique en fa mineur.”  Lalo, “La 

Musique,” Le Temps 48, no. 17,319.  Like Vallas, Lalo noted that he had not seen Salomé’s score: “Je ne puis, après 

une seule audition, et sans avoir lu une partition qui, par ordre de Berlin, n’existe point et n’existera jamais, vous 

parler avec détails de cette Salomé nouvelle.” 
153

 “Ce sera là une conclusion imprévue et heureuse à la fameuse ‘Affaire-Salomé’ qui a déjà fait couler tant 

d’encre.”  Anon., “Chronique lyonnaise, Deux ‘Salomé’ à Paris,” Revue musicale de Lyon 7, no. 10 (December 

1909): 309.  
154

 Lucienne Bréval may have been uniquely suited to sing Mariotte’s music.  Mauclair identified Bréval as one of a 

“sophisticated and sensitive group of Parisian singers responsible for [the] development” of a “highly nuanced art of 

singing” which approached speech.  Mauclair, quoted in and translated by Bergeron, 11. 
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The truth was in the absolute maintenance of a uniform color, provided that it was exactly 

corresponding to the same conception of the poet.
155

 

 

Other critics from both sides of the political spectrum commented on the score’s monotony but 

without connecting it to the atmosphere purposefully crafted by Wilde.  Both the Dreyfusard 

Georges Pioch in Musica and the anti-Dreyfusard Louis de Fourcaud in Le Gaulois, a monarchist 

newspaper, agreed on Salomé’s monotony.
156

  Adolphe Jullien, a royalist sympathizer writing for 

Journal des débats, described Mariotte’s music as “a score of a uniformly sustained shade but 

slightly gray.”
157

  Hippolyte Mirande rooted Salomé’s monotony in the details of its 

orchestration: 

The variety of timbres is not sufficient enough to lighten this sonorous haze, particularly 

as M. Mariotte’s orchestra generally proceeds through thick, superimposed linings and 

non-transparent layers; instead of reserving their outbursts for the culminating situations 

of the drama, the horns growl almost relentlessly, stifling the strings which are frequently 

confined to their low registers or used on unfavorable tones.
158

  

 

Fourcaud agreed that the “sonority of the ensemble is often muffled.”
159
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 “Il est vrai que l’ouvrage ne laisse pas de présenter un aspect monochrome.  Mais n’est-ce pas là précisément le 

résultat d’un très juste et très louable volonté?  Le sujet, choisi par M. Mariotte, ne lui imposait-il pas de chercher à 

transporter dans l’expression musicale, cette sorte de monotonie émouvante qui se dégage du style spécial aux 

légendes évangéliques?  Le poème d’Oscar Wilde l’y encourageait, s’il ne l’y contraignait point.  Notons, d’ailleurs, 

que Salomé est une tragédie.  Dès le lever du rideau, tout doit concourir à composer un milieu d’angoisse, d’horreur, 

et de crainte mystique que l’évolution du drame ne modifie que pour peindre plus violemment…[Les personnages] 

coexistent, d’un bout à l’autre de l’œuvre, s’exaspérant au contact les unes des autres; invariables qu’elles sont…La 

vérité était dans le maintien absolu d’une couleur uniforme, pourvu qu’elle fût exactement correspondante à la 

conception même du poète.”  L.Vuillemin [Louis], “Théâtre municipal de la Gaîté-Lyrique, Salomé, Tragédie 

lyrique en un acte, Poème d’Oscar Wilde, Musique de A. Mariotte,” Comœdia 4, no. 936 (23 April 1910): 3.  Vallas 

(134) also noted that monotony was “inhérente au drame.” 
156

 Pioch, “La ‘Salomé’ de A. Mariotte,” 72.  “L’impression générale demeure monotone.”  Louis de Fourcaud, 

“Musique, Théâtre-Lyrique municipal de la Gaîté,” Le Gaulois 45, ser. 3, no. 11,882 (26 April 1910): 3.  Fulcher 

(28) has identified Le Gaulois and L’Écho de Paris as particularly influenced by the conservative Ligue. 
157

 “Une partition d’une teinte uniformément soutenue, mais un peu grise.” Adolphe Jullien, “Revue musicale, 

Théâtre-Lyrique municipal de la Gaîté,” Journal des débats 122, no. 120 (1 May 1910): 1. 
158

 “La variété des timbres ne suffit pas éclaircir cette brume sonore, d’autant plus que l’orchestre de M. Mariotte 

procède généralement par épaisses doublures superposées et par couches peu transparentes; au lieu de réserver leurs 

éclats pour les situations culminantes du drame, les cuivres grondent presque sans relâche, étouffant les cordes 

fréquemment confinées dans les registres graves ou employées dans des tons peu favorables.”  Hippolyte Mirande, 

“La Semaine théâtrale, Première de ‘Salomé,’ La Partition,” Dossier d’Œuvre: Salomé, poème d’Oscar Wilde, 

musique de Mariotte, Re 10.897, Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris.  The article 

may be from La Revue moderniste for which Mirande was known to write. 
159

 “La sonorité d’ensemble est souvent sourde.”  Fourcaud, 3. 
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 Mirande and Fourcaud, both adamant Wagnerians, called attention to Mariotte’s 

orchestration and the preeminent role played by the orchestra in Salomé.  The role of the 

orchestra in opera was a contentious issue because of its Wagnerian associations.  Conservative 

and liberal critics were in agreement on the negative influence of the “enemy without” – 

Germany – on French musical culture.  But Wagner’s influence still proved a special case.  Some 

conservative nationalists like d’Indy, Jullien, and Henry Gauthier-Villars were passionate 

Wagnerians who believed that Wagner’s musical ideas and compositional techniques could 

rescue French operatic composition from the “Italo-judaïque” school.  Ultra-nationalists like 

Stœcklin and Arthur Pougin, however, abhorred any music that hinted at German influence.
160

   

 Approving or disapproving comments made by critics about the Wagnerian attributes of 

Mariotte’s score therefore offer clues into the critics’ ideologies.
161

  Comments referring to the 

orchestra as a “symphony” could hint at the allegiance of the critic.  When Vallas and Jullien 

spoke of Mariotte’s score as “symphonic,” noting the extent of the orchestra’s importance in the 

opera, these critics’ well-known status as d’Indy partisans implied to readers that their 

observation was a compliment.
162

  Gaston Carraud of La Revue musicale S.I.M. spoke of the 

balance between the vocal writing and the “always-important symphony.”
163

  Robert Brussel, a 

moderate who leaned towards artistic progressivism, wrote in the Dreyfusard paper Le Figaro: 

M. Mariotte has given all his care to the symphony and its orchestration.  All of the 

musical interest of the work is there.  Architectural solidity, delicate and curious 

assembly of timbres, sonorous power are the qualities imposed from the first hearing.
164
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 According to Fulcher (123), this is the primary reason why L’Action française never truly accepted d’Indy into 

its fold. 
161

 “Conservatives often regarded the replacement of operatic and balletic conventions by symphonic convention 

(perceived as German) as ‘cultural invasion.’”  Rowden, 174. 
162

 Vallas, 135.  Jullien. 
163

 “La déclamation, qui s’accorde s’équilibre à merveille avec la symphonie toujours importante.”  Gaston Carraud, 

“Le Mois,” La Revue musicale S.I.M. 6, no. 7 (15 July 1910): 329. 
164

 “M. Mariotte a donné tout son soin à la symphonie et à son orchestration.  Tout l’intérêt musical de l’œuvre est 

là.  Solidité architecturale, délicat et curieux assemblage de timbres, puissance sonore sont les qualités qui 

s’imposent dès la première audition.”  Brussel. 
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Brussel’s choice of the descriptor “architecturale” is telling.  Critics of d’Indy’s pedagogy often 

complained about what they perceived as an over-emphasis on form.  Reviews that emphasized a 

composition’s architecture or form could reveal a critic’s affiliation.
165

  While the conservative 

Jullien wrote that Mariotte’s score “reposes on a highly resilient foundation, such that we can 

recognize him as a musician formed in the school of M. d’Indy,” the liberal Vuillemin described 

a “symphonic plan” in which “all the interest of [Mariotte’s] musical edifice [is in] this 

polyphonic tangle, in this intense crushing together of themes.”
166

  As previously noted, 

Mariotte, like Wagner, Debussy, and many other composers, utilized the orchestra to develop 

and manipulate his leitmotifs.  L.B. complained about this state of affairs, noting that “the true 

drama is written into the orchestra” instead of cultivated by the characters.
167

 

 Mariotte’s pervasive polyphonic texture received criticism from both sides, though many 

complimented his contrapuntal skill, expected of a student of d’Indy.
168

  Again, critics either did 

not recognize Mariotte’s attempt to evoke Wilde’s Symbolist text through musical means or 

perhaps disapproved of the extent to which his aesthetic and dramatic aims took precedent, in 

their view, over musical ones.  Vallas wrote of Salomé, “The polyphonic work is very extensive, 

sometimes too much so.”
169

  Lalo concurred: “The polyphonic structure is tight and tangled to 

                                                           
165

 For example, the debussyste critic Émile Vuillermoz referred to d’Indy’s “fétischme de la forme,” and others 

wrote of the scholistes’ “compulsive adulation of ‘musical architecture,’ considered an end in itself…D’Indy himself 

wrote of the ‘architectural beauty of music.’” Émile Vuillermoz, quoted in Fulcher, 149 and Fulcher, 166. 
166

 “Cette partition, d’un bout à l’autre, repose sur des bases très résistantes, telles qu’en pouvait établir un musicien 

formé à l’école de M. d’Indy.”  Jullien.  “La plan symphonique…Tout l’intérêt de son édifice musical à cet 

enchevêtrement polyphonique, à cette trituration intensive des thèmes.”  Vuillemin.  “Dès le début ou prélude,” he 

concluded, “cet orchestre s’impose et prévient de a valeur de l’ouvrage.” 
167

 “Le vrai drame est écrit à l’orchestre.”  L.B., “La Soirée à l’Opéra municipal, La Première de la ‘Salomé’ de 

Mariotte,” Dossier d’Œuvre: Salomé, poème d’Oscar Wilde, musique de Mariotte, Re 10.897, Département de la 

musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 
168

 The “horizontal school” of d’Indy was often compared in the press, positively or negatively, with the “vertical 

school” of Debussy.  For example, see Alfred Casella’s “Musiques horizontales et musiques verticales,” an article 

published in 1909 in Le Monde musical. 
169

 “Le travail polyphonique est très poussé, parfois trop.”  Vallas, 135. 
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excess.”
170

  “The orchestra, very polyphonic and a little thick,” observed Paul Souday, a 

conservative republican and literary critic for Le Temps, “does not have enough color and 

brightness.”
171

  Mirande described “a perpetual counterpoint, frequently rough and which 

sometimes painfully entangles tirelessly the figures and designs.”
172

  Though they perceived it 

negatively, these critics recognized the extent to which Mariotte utilized traditional leitmotivic 

techniques to suggest the textual leitmotifs and repetition in Wilde’s play as demonstrated, for 

example, in the analysis of the opera’s seventh scene in Appendix C.  Vuillemin joked wryly in a 

review of a 1912 concert performance of Salomé’s “Prélude” and “La Danse des sept voiles,” 

“One has the impression that M. Mariotte has gotten carried away in filling in all the staves of 

his score.”
173

 

 Mariotte’s orchestration was also a hot topic for critics.  In his 1908 review, Lalo 

described the orchestration in Salomé in the same terms with which he described its texture:  

“The orchestra, ordinarily sonorous and expressive, also betrays this same defect; it is often a 

little too thick, congested, and overcrowded.”  He excused this tendency, as several critics did, as 

one common to young composers, writing that it is “natural in a musician still a beginner, to say 

everything and to do everything.”
174

  He reiterated this opinion again in 1910, describing the 

orchestration as “full, sonorous, and vigorous” but with the defect of “often being too dense, too 
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 “La trame polyphonique soit serrée et enchevêtrée à l’excès.”  Lalo, “La Musique,” Le Temps 48, no. 17,319. 
171

 “L’orchestre, très polyphonique et un peu épais, n’a pas assez couleur et d’éclat.”  Paul Souday, “Les Deux 

Salomé,” Le Gaulois 44, ser. 3, no. 11,636 (23 August 1909): 1. 
172

 “Un perpétuel contre-point fréquemment raboteux et parfois pénible enchevêtre sans relâche les figures et les 

dessins.”  Mirande. 
173

 “On a l’impression que M. Mariotte s’est laissé entraîner à remplir toutes les portées de sa partition.”  Vuillemin, 

“La Semaine musical,” (28 October 1912), Dossier d’Œuvre: Salomé, poème d’Oscar Wilde, musique de Mariotte, 

Re 10.897, Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 
174

 “L’orchestre, ordinairement sonore et expressif, trahit aussi le même défaut; il est souvent un peu trop touffu, 

encombré et surchargé…C’est le désir, naturel chez un musicien encore novice, de tout dire et de tout mettre.”  Lalo, 

“La Musique,” Le Temps 48, no. 17,319. 
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overloaded, and too encumbered” and, moreover, “too uniform.”
175

  Carraud, whose commentary 

often mirrored Lalo’s, opined, “To the monotony of the emotion he adds that of the writing, 

uniformly complex and overloaded, of an instrumentation often thick and heavy in the bass.”
176

    

The socialist B. Marcel wrote, “The manner of M. Mariotte is very sober, so constrained in 

certain places: his orchestra, a little heavy and confused.  It lacks air.”
177

  Vuillemin, more 

inclined to artistic progressivism, found in Mariotte’s orchestration something inherently French, 

commenting, “The orchestra spreads – not without a few errors of instrumental organization – 

with ease, audaciousness, and resonates in more than one place.”
178

  Brussel described the 

orchestration as “of a remarkable sonority, ingenious in details and often more evocative than the 

music itself.”
179

  This final remark speaks to the degree to which Mariotte successfully 

associated a character with musical symbols created through the cultivation of a network of 

carefully chosen timbres, ornaments, and pitch collections as in the Coulisse music. 

 Another contentious issue among critics reflected in Salomé’s reception was its 

Wagnerian leitmotivic techniques.  Vallas noted the difference between the character-based 

leitmotifs like that for Hérode and the other, more multivalent ones.  (Vuillemin also called 

attention to Hérode’s leitmotif, noting “The Tetrarque is musically what he is dramatically: 

floating, worried, authoritarian, at will.”  As demonstrated in Example 2.1, Hérode’s leitmotif 

                                                           
175

 “Plein, sonore et vigoureux, a pour défaut d’être souvent trop touffu, trop chargé, et trop encombré…l’être 

surtout trop uniformément.”  Lalo, “La Musique,” Le Temps 50.  
176

 “À la monotonie du sentiment s’ajoute celle de l’écriture, uniformément complexe et chargée, d’une 

instrumentation souvent épaisse et lourde dans le grave.”  Carraud, 329. 
177

 “La manière de M. Mariotte est plus sobre, comme contrainte en certains endroits: son orchestre, un peu lourd et 

confus.  Il manque d’air.”  B.M. [B. Marcel], “Les Premières, Gaîté-Lyrique. – Salomé,” L’Humanité 7, no. 2,197 

(23 April 1910): 2. 
178

 “L’orchestre se meut – non sans quelques erreurs d’ordre instrumental – avec aisance, audace, et sonne en plus 

d’un endroit.”  Vuillemin, “Théâtre municipal de la Gaîté-Lyrique.”  The term audace was one of the musical values 

celebrated as French by both sides, along with measure, clarity, and frankness.  See Fulcher, 43 and 137. 
179

 “L’orchestre est d’une remarquable sonorité, ingénieux de détails et souvent plus évocateur que la musique elle-

même.”  Brussel, “Théâtre-Lyrique de la Gaîté,” Dossier d’Œuvre: Salomé, poème d’Oscar Wilde, musique de 

Mariotte, Re 10.897, Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris.  This article was 

published in 1910 and most likely appeared in Le Figaro. 
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represents the character as well as evokes his nervous nature. )
180

  Vallas discussed Mariotte’s 

leitmotivic manipulation at length: 

These themes have a highly-charged melodic character; however, one of Hérode’s 

motives, of a staggering gait, is predominantly rhythmic.  They are considerably 

organized, and their constitutive fragments are sometimes so long that they form in their 

turn actual themes…which, at the first hearing, appear as an independent element; we 

soon see that it is only part of a developed theme which appears, cut, hammered from the 

first lines of the overture in order to bloom afterwards…Thus, these…sufficiently 

developed themes often seem to reduce to a very short but very characteristic fragment, 

insistent and even a little obsessive.
181

 

 

Vallas accompanied his description with a musical example demonstrating what I have termed 

the Fate leitmotif that appears originally in the “Prélude” and which is broken into two motives, 

A and B, that pervasively infiltrate the score as a whole (see Example 2.2).  Vallas continued:  

There are melodic ideas, neither narrow nor banal, which are not afraid of over-flowing; 

these ideas do not constitute rigorous leitmotifs; they are treated skillfully, and remain 

clearly perceptible throughout their multiple transformations; they develop with a 

logic.
182

  

 

Clearly Vallas chose here to differentiate Mariotte’s use of leitmotifs from the so-called “calling 

card” leitmotifs of Wagner, hence his disavowment of the term “leitmotifs” for “les idées 

mélodiques.”  Vallas also described Mariotte’s leitmotifs as developing with “logique,” a term 

that could refer to the reasoned thinking that came from in-depth historical study of music (if 

used by a d’indyste like himself) or, in the liberal lexicon, to the detached, “scientific” study of 

                                                           
180

 “Le Tétrarque est musicalement ce qu’il est dramatiquement: flottant, inquiet, autoritaire, à souhait.”  Vuillemin, 

“Théâtre municipal de la Gaîté-Lyrique.” 
181

 “Ces thèmes ont un caractère mélodique très accusé; cependant un des motifs d’Hérode, d’allure titubante, est 

surtout rythmique.  Ils sont largement organisés, et leurs fragments constitutifs sont parfois assez longs pour former 

à leur tour de véritables thèmes…qui, à la première audition, apparaît comme un élément indépendant, on voit 

bientôt qu’il n’est qu’une partie d’un thème développé qui apparaît, coupé, martelé dès les premières lignes de 

l’ouverture pour s’épanouir ensuite…Ainsi, ces…thèmes assez développés semblent souvent se réduire à un 

fragment très court mais très caractéristique, insistant, et même un peu obsédant.”  Vallas, 132-133.  
182

 “Il y a des idées mélodiques, ni étriquées, ni banales qui ne redoutent pas de s’épancher; ces idées ne constituent 

pas de rigoureux leit-motifs; elles sont traitées habilement, et restent nettement perceptibles au travers de leurs 

multiples transformations; elles se développent avec une logique.”  Vallas, 135.  
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music that the Conservatoire endorsed.
183

  His fellow d’Indy partisan, Lalo, chose similar terms, 

although with a slight caveat: 

The principal ideas on which the score is built are prominent and clearly-marked; in the 

lyric episodes, they take on expansion and breadth; they are treated, developed, and 

transformed with art and with logic, sometimes also with more complication than is 

necessary.
184

 

 

It is probable that one of the “principal ideas” Lalo noted here as “lyric” with “expansion and 

breadth” refers to the Love leitmotif, seen in Example 2.5, which most resembles the type of 

romantic melody often heard in nineteenth-century opera.  Jullien acknowledged that the choice 

of term used to refer to leitmotifs could carry connotations unintended by the critic: “We must 

add that the idea, or the theme, or the motif – whichever name with which you want to designate 

the melodic substance – has generally little of character, and it is how it blends into the orchestral 

dough that interests us.”
185

  Albert Dayrolles of Les Annales politiques commented on “the 

abundance of melodic motifs,” perhaps referring to the multiple repetitions and transformations 

of individual motives drawn from Mariotte’s exceedingly long Fate and Love leitmotifs.
186

  

Carraud also avoided mentioning Wagner or leitmotifs directly but implied the presence of both, 

saying that Mariotte’s score was “generally consist[ing] of fairly extensive melodies, of which 

the most significant fragments are developed, in the orchestra or in the voice, as individual 

themes; this idea, if it is not of a striking originality, is of a noble and generous quality, in its 
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 Fulcher, 51 and 149.  In his 1912 concert review, the more liberal Vuillemin noted, “M. Mariotte possède une 

nature et une science de musicien.”  Vuillemin, “La Semaine musical.”  “Science” and “vérité” were, moreover, 

terms associated with Dreyfusism.   See Fulcher, 36. 
184

 “Les idées principales sur lesquelles la partition est construite sont saillantes, et clairement caractérisées; elles 

prennent dans les épisodes lyriques de l’expansion et de l’ampleur; elles sont traitées, développées et transformées 

avec art et avec logique, parfois aussi avec plus de complication qu’il n’est nécessaire.”  Lalo, “La Musique,” Le 

Temps 48, no. 17,319. 
185

 “Il faut ajouter que l’idée, ou le thème, ou le motif – de quelque nom que vous veuillez désigner la substance 

mélodique – a généralement peu de caractère et que c’est par la façon dont elle se fond dans la pâte orchestrale 

qu’elle nous intéresse.”  Jullien. 
186

 “L’abondance des motifs mélodiques.”  Albert Dayrolles, “Musique, Gaîté-Lyrique,” Les Annales politiques et 

littéraires 28, no. 1,401 (1 May 1910): 443.  Dayrolles may also have been seeking to relate the composition of the 

student to that of the teacher; d’Indy himself catalogued twenty-eight different leitmotifs in Fervaal. 
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design and in its expression.”
187

  With these words Carraud noted the debt that Mariotte’s 

leitmotivic development owed to Wagner’s innovations but he did not acknowledge the use of 

this compositional technique for Symbolist purposes in Salomé. 

 Mariotte’s harmonic choices, especially his use of whole tone collections (which appear 

predominantly in the Coulisse music associated with Salomé and demonstrated in Example 2.12) 

proved to be another contentious issue.  Critics of both a conservative and liberal bent associated 

whole tone harmonies with Debussy, for good or ill.
188

  Conservative republicans like Vallas, 

Carraud, and Lalo, who had briefly supported the artistic progressivism of Pelléas et Mélisande, 

remained ambivalent towards Debussy’s harmonic innovations.
189

  The equivocal tone of 

Vallas’s review of Salomé proved common: 

The harmonic style, very modern, bears the imprint of that which we now call 

Debussyism, which dates somehow all contemporary productions.  The whole tone scale 

(is it necessary to say?) flourishes, sometimes even with a certain indiscretion.
190

  

 

(One wonders what Vallas might have considered discreet use of the whole tone scale because, 

as my previous analysis of the score has demonstrated, the whole tone collection appears 

infrequently in Mariotte’s opera and almost always in a symbolic capacity.)  Marcel of 

L’Humanité clearly registered his disgust, listing some of Salomé’s characteristics with which he 

did not approve: “Whole tone scale, anti-tonal harmonies, false relations, abrasions of minor 
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 “Constituée généralement par des mélodies assez étendues, dont les fragments les plus significatifs se 

développent, à l’orchestre ou dans le chant, comme des thèmes individuels, cette idée, si elle n’est pas d’une 

originalité frappante, est d’une noble et généreuse qualité, dans son dessin et dans son expression.”  Carraud, 329. 
188

 “Debussy’s music was indeed to continue to perplex and alarm the aesthetic spokesmen not only for the Republic 

but also for many of its political adversaries.  It would not be until shortly before the First World War, when the 

Action française developed a coherent commentary on his works, that they would be recognized, within its 

discourse, as ‘French.’”  Fulcher, 44. 
189

 Use of exotic scales and pitch collections was, of course, not new.  They had been used in French (and, more 

prominently, Russian) music for some time to evoke the supernatural; d’Indy himself used the whole tone scale for 

this purpose in Fervaal. 
190

 “Le style harmonique, très moderne, porte l’empreinte de ce que nous appelons actuellement le debussysme, qui 

date en quelque sorte les productions toutes contemporaines.  La gamme par tons entiers, est-il besoin de le dire? 

fleurit, parfois même avec une certaine indiscrétion.”  Vallas, 135.  Though many critics commented on Mariotte’s 

debussyme in certain passages, only A.F. (2) of La Dépêche de Lyon referred to Mariotte as an “impressionniste.” 
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seconds, successions of ambiguous chords.”
191

  The most harsh condemnation came from ultra-

nationalists like Pougin, writing for the artistically conservative, anti-Wagnerian music journal 

Le Ménestrel:  

Tempestuous modulations, entanglements and successions of impossible chords, 

aggressive and merciless aggregations, harshnesses incessant and painful to the ear: 

everything is there, without us having a moment of calm and respite, one minute, only 

one, in order to breathe with ease in the midst of this harmonic tumult.
192

 

 

This reaction was hardly surprising from someone who considered Pelléas to be “dangerous” 

and “anarchist,” though it thoroughly contradicts other critics’ statements regarding Salomé’s 

overwhelming monotony.
193

  Only Arthur Coquard of L’Écho de Paris was more alarmed.  

Mariotte’s score, he wrote: 

Rests upon a monstrous and anti-musical principle: the whole tone scale.  This is the 

destruction of all tonality.  The panic-stricken listener does not know where he is while 

the composer indulges in the ruthlessly concatenated successions of major thirds.  This is 

the triumph of ugliness.
194

   

 

The Revue musicale de Lyon called attention to Coquard’s exaggerated language by mocking 

“M. Arthur Coquard who has played, in L’Écho de Paris, the comic role of a reactionary critic 

                                                           
191

 “Gamme à tons entiers, harmonies antitonales, fausses relations, frottements de secondes mineures, successions 

d’accords ambigus.”  B.M. 
192

 “Modulations intempestives, enchevêtrements et successions d’accords impossibles, agrégations agressives et 

impitoyables, duretés incessantes et douloureuses pour l’oreille, tout s’y trouve, sans que nous ayons un moment de 

calme et de répit, une minute, une seule, pour respirer à l’aise au milieu de ce tumulte harmonique.”  Arthur Pougin, 

“Semaine théâtrale, Théâtre-Lyrique (Gaîté),” Le Ménestrel 76, no. 18 (30 April 1910): 139. 
193

 Pougin referred to Debussy as both in an article for Le Ménestrel on Pelléas (4 May 1902).  This perspective is 

not as far-fetched as it now sounds.  As Fulcher notes (80), “By the early 1890s, Anarchist discourse suffused the 

French literary world and particularly symbolist circles, for here there was a recognition of common social goals: it 

was the Anarchists who helped make the symbolist poets ‘more aware of the necessity of challenging the prevailing 

rules of prosody.’”  The phrase quoted by Fulcher is taken from Richard Sonn, Anarchism and Cultural Politics in 

Fin-de-Siècle France (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1989), 4.  For further information on anarchism and 

Symbolism, see David Sweetman, Explosive Acts: Toulouse-Lautrec, Oscar Wilde, Félix Fénéon, and the Art and 

Anarchy of the Fin de Siècle (New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc., 1999). 
194

 “Elle repose sur un principe monstrueux et anti-musical: la gamme de six tons.  C’est la destruction de toute 

tonalité.  L’auditeur affolé ne sait plus où il en est, tandis que, sur ces successions de tierces majeures enchaînées 

impitoyablement, l’auteur peut tout se permettre.  C’est le triomphe de la laideur.”  Arthur Coquard, “Salomé, 

Théâtre-Lyrique municipal de la Gaîté,” L’Écho de Paris, Dossier d’Œuvre: Salomé, poème d’Oscar Wilde, 

musique de Mariotte, Re 10.897, Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris.  Fourcaud (2) 

also lamented that Mariotte had “pour la tonalité un mépris systématique et déprimant.” 
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proclaiming the death of music at the occasion of the use M. Mariotte made of the whole tone 

scale!”
195

   

 It was not enough that Mariotte utilized techniques familiar to the personal compositional 

styles of d’Indy and Debussy; critics who were generally positive in their review of Salomé 

needed to explicitly demonstrate that Mariotte was not strongly indebted to any musical 

influence.  An early version of Harold Bloom’s “anxiety of influence” theory seemed to pervade 

music criticism in France at the fin-de-siècle as both artistically conservative and liberal critics 

worked to disavow any suspicion of unoriginality in the works of the composers they supported.  

In artistically liberal musical circles a composer’s independence from all schools of established 

thought was highly valued.
196

  This valuation often manifested itself in accusations that the 

musicians emerging from the Schola Cantorum were slaves to the rigorous compositional 

methods taught there.  In return, d’Indy and others worked to distance themselves from such 

criticism by asserting that it was the Conservatoire that acted as a sort of composer factory.  If 

influence must be established, critics from both sides aligned musicians with the truly “French” 

composer of their choice: d’Indy or Debussy.   

 In the case of Lalo, the powerful Le Temps critic wanted to deny charges that Mariotte’s 

work was strongly indebted to any composer’s style: 
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 “M. Arthur Coquard qui a joué, dans L’Écho de Paris, le rôle comique du critique réactionnaire proclamant la 

mort de la musique à l’occasion de l’emploi que fait M. Mariotte de la gamme par tons!”  Vallas, “La ‘Salomé’ 

française à Paris,” Revue musicale de Lyon 7, no. 27 (15 May 1910): 809.  To counter Coquard’s negative criticism 

of Salomé, long passages of Carraud’s and Lalo’s reviews were published in the following pages.  Indeed, as the 

criticism regarding the monotony of the key of F minor throughout Salomé makes clear and as my analysis 

demonstrated, the actual moments of untraditional modulations and whole tone harmonies were limited in scope 

and, in the case of the whole tone scale, served an explicitly symbolic purpose as part of the collection of musical 

symbols that represent Salomé. 
196

 What Fulcher (37) refers to as “primacy of the ‘individual’ and the negation of subservience to any established 

tradition.”  Individuality and originality were also highly valued by conservative republicans. 
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In the aspect of ensemble, Salomé reveals the influence of M. d’Indy, of who M. Mariotte 

was a student; it does not, in any case, display itself in a despotic manner; it is an 

influence and not an imitation.
197

  

 

He also reassured his readers that: 

 
Here and there, the harmonic details evoke the memory of M. Debussy, but in a discreet 

fashion and to the extent that it is legitimate that a musician such as the composer of 

Pelléas exerts an action over the generation that succeeds him.
198

 

 

Vuillemin asserted the influence of both Pelléas and Paul Dukas’s Ariane et Barbe-bleue over 

Mariotte’s composition.
199

  Carraud noted the impact of d’Indy’s “teaching in Wagnerian 

principles” on the music of Mariotte but distanced Mariotte from Debussy: “We wanted to note 

also the influence of M. Debussy: it remains very superficial, and visibly M. Mariotte writes with 

a perfect sincerity, without busying himself with imitating anyone.”
200

  Brussel, a critic more 

supportive of Debussy’s music, used the republican-associated term liberté to describe 

Mariotte’s personal style while also remaining critical of d’Indy’s emphasis on form.  Brussel 

wrote that Mariotte “was instructed through the most serious teaching, that of M. Vincent d’Indy, 

and who, in spite of the freedom [liberté] of his aesthetic, seems to me concerned with forms and 

constructions.”
201

  Debay reversed this exact criticism to Mariotte’s advantage by describing “a 

type of austerity of form that comes to him from his teacher Vincent d’Indy”; Souday noted “this 

                                                           
197

 “Dans son aspect d’ensemble, Salomé révèle l’influence de M. d’Indy, dont M. Mariotte fut l’élève; elle ne 

s’exerce d’ailleurs pas d’une manière despotique; c’est une influence et non une imitation.”  Lalo, “La Musique,” Le 

Temps 48, no. 17,319. 
198

 “Çà et là, des défaits harmoniques évoquent le souvenir de M. Debussy, mais de façon discrète, et dans la mesure 

où il est légitime qu’un musicien tel que l’auteur de Pelléas exerce une action sur la génération qui lui succède.”  

Lalo, “La Musique,” Le Temps 48, no. 17,319.  
199

 Vuillemin, who himself composed in a style evocative of Debussy, had no qualms comparing the young 

composer with the master.  Vuillemin, “Théâtre municipal de la Gaîté-Lyrique.”  Edmond Stoullig also referred to 

Dukas in describing Mariotte’s Salomé, particularly in regards to the composers’ shared style of declamation.  

Edmond Stoullig, “Théâtre de la Gaîté,” Les Annales du Théâtre et de la Musique: 1910 36 (24 March 1910): 345. 
200

 “L’enseignement de M. d’Indy, aux principes wagnériens…On y a voulu relever aussi l’influence de M. 

Debussy: elle resterait bien superficielle, et visiblement M. Mariotte écrit avec une sincérité parfaite, sans s’occuper 

d’imiter personne.”  Carraud, 329. 
201

 “M. Mariotte, qui s’est instruit au plus sérieux enseignement, celui de M. Vincent d’Indy, et qui, malgré la liberté 

de son esthétique, me semble soucieux de formes et de constructions.”  Brussel,“ Théâtre-Lyrique de la Gaîté.” 
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honest music imbued with the healthy influence” of the same composer.
202

  Another, anonymous 

critic found any sign of Debussy’s or d’Indy’s compositional style to be a negative trait, 

disparaging the “error of M. Mariotte, which is a common error for all those for whom Debussy 

is God and Vincent d’Indy a prophet.”
203

  In the same journal, Mirande concluded: 

M. Mariotte, who is a student of M. d’Indy, does not seem to have observed the 

fundamental principle of a teacher who strives to develop the personality of his students 

and recommend to them the study of the masters of the past…M. Mariotte, who is a 

strongly loyal artist, has written in all sincerity a score which suffers, unwittingly, from 

imperious influences…M. Mariotte seems to have wanted only to win over the votes cast 

by the chapelles and cenacles…[I hope] he will have the courage to write, if necessary, 

squared phrases with modulation to the dominant and perfect cadence.
204

 

 

As the early critical reception of Salomé demonstrates, any musical parameter – timbre, 

orchestration, texture, melody, harmony, and form – could be perceived according to the stylistic 

codes established by either d’Indy or his opponents and used to justify a political reading of a 

musical work.  Mariotte’s purely aesthetic orientation, reflected by his utilization of techniques 

associated with multiple compositional schools, meant little to critics. 

Dueling Salomé Operas in Paris, Spring 1910 

In May 1910, Strauss’s Salome returned to Paris for its debut at France’s premiere 

musical institution, the Paris Opéra.  Only a few weeks before, Mariotte’s Salomé had opened at 

another Parisian venue, the Gaîté-Lyrique.  Since its 1908 run in Lyon, critics had compared 

these two works adapted from the same play, albeit one from the original French and the other 
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 “La partition de M. Mariotte garde une espèce d’austérité de forme qui lui vient de son maître Vincent d’Indy.” 

Victor Debay, “Théâtre lyrique de la Gaîté, Salomé,” Le Courrier musical 13, no. 9 (1 May 1910): 355.  “Cette 

honnête musique, imprégnée de la saine influence de M. Vincent d’Indy.”  Souday. 
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 “L’erreur de M. Mariotte, qui est une erreur commune à tous ceux pour qui Debussy est Dieu et Vincent d’Indy 

un prophète.”  Intérim, “La Semaine théâtrale, Première de ‘Salomé,’ La Soirée,” Dossier d’Œuvre: Salomé, poème 

d’Oscar Wilde, musique de Mariotte, Re 10.897, Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, 

Paris.   
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 “M. Mariotte, qui est un élève de M. d’Indy, ne semble pas avoir observé le principe fondamental d’un maître qui 

s’efforce stries de développer la personnalité de ses disciples et leur recommande l’étude des maîtres du passé…M. 

Mariotte, qui est un artiste fort loyal, a écrit en toute sincérité une partition qui subit, à son insu, d’impérieuses 

influences…M. Mariotte semble avoir voulu conquérir seulement les suffrages des chapelles et des cénacles…Il 

aura le courage d’écrire, s’il le faut, des phrases carrées avec modulation à la dominante et cadence parfaite.”  

Mirande. 
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from a German translation.  Even if there had never been a “Cas Strauss-Mariotte,” comparison 

between the Strauss and Mariotte Salomés was inevitable (see Figure 2.3) 

Figure 2.3. Dueling articles on Mariotte’s and Strauss’s operas, Musica (May 1910).
205 

 

 

Institut nationale d’histoire de art, Paris. 

 

With both operas running simultaneously in Paris, however, comparison of the two works not 

only increased but took on an increasingly nationalist tone.  Critics who strongly disagreed in the 

past on the merit of Mariotte’s orchestration, leitmotivic technique, or harmony rallied together 

to defend la Salomé française against la Salomé allemande, and Mariotte’s compositional 

decisions once derided now received praise.  “It was no longer a work, but a ‘cause,’” wrote 
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 Institute national d’histoire d’art, “Georges Pioch, La ‘Salomé’ de A. Mariotte ” and “René Benoist, La ‘Salomé’ 

de Richard Strauss, ” Musica 9, no. 92 (May 1910), accessed 29 March 2016, 

http://agorha.inha.fr/inhaprod/jsp/reference.jsp?reference=INHA__METADONNEES__19  
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Brussel in Le Figaro, “and – at least in the eyes of the public – it was absolutely necessary that 

[Mariotte’s] Salomé was better or worse than the ‘other.’”
206

 

 In the press, the two operas were often characterized as polar opposites, Strauss’s as 

physical in nature and Mariotte’s as more cerebral.  Many critics used metaphors of conquest and 

violation to describe the effect of hearing Strauss’s Musikdrama; this language evoked the still 

open wound of national disgrace left by the German occupation of Paris and the annexation of 

Alsace-Lorraine in 1871.  Brussel continued, informing his readers of his experience hearing 

Strauss’s Salome in Dresden in 1905, “It was difficult to judge the work other than 

physically.”
207

  Lalo concurred, writing:  “[Mariotte’s] new Salomé does not unleash on you the 

frenzy which possesses the German Salome, the fever, the deliriousness, the fury which acts on 

the listener like rapid and violent shocks and leaves him overwhelmed, annihilated, and 

vanquished.”
208

  “Assuredly,” commented Dayrolles, “there is not [in Mariotte’s Salomé] this 

violent frenzy, this excited nervousness of the music of Richard Strauss which acts, in some way, 

physically on the listener.”
209

  Adolphe Aderer of Le Petit Parisien described how “the ardent, 

frenetic, unleashed music of M. Richard Strauss entered us like a brutal invasion.”
210

  The 

elements of Salomé that critics previously described negatively as monotonous were now 

estimated positively as antidotes for Strauss’s colorful excess.  
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 “Elle n’était plus une œuvre, mais une ‘cause’; et – du moins yeux du public – il fallait à tout prix que sa Salomé 

fût meilleur ou pire que ‘l’autre.’”  Brussel, “Théâtre-Lyrique de la Gaîté.”   
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 “Il était difficile de juger l’œuvre autrement que physiquement.”  Brussel, “Théâtre-Lyrique de la Gaîté.”  Italics 

in original. 
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anéanti et vaincu.”  Lalo, “La Musique,” Le Temps 54. 
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 “Assurément, ce n’est pas cette frénésie violente, ce nervosisme exaspéré de la musique de Richard Strauss qui 

agit, en quelque sorte, physiquement sur l’auditeur.”  Dayrolles, 443. 
210

 “La musique ardente, frénétique, déchaînée, de M. Richard Strauss entrait chez nous comme une brutale 

invasion.”  Adolphe Aderer, “Premières Représentations, Théâtre-Lyrique de la Gaîté,” Le Petit Parisien 35, no. 

12,229 (23 April 1910): 2. 
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Critics noted that Mariotte’s opera effected the listener in a more profound way than 

Strauss’s, by stimulating the mind; this was, as critics saw it, a much more “French” way of 

composing.  Carraud opined, “M. Strauss twists our brain and senses, penetrates us from who 

knows what mixture of delectable horror and revolting sensuality: M. Mariotte encourages us to 

the most serious thoughts.”
211

  The physicality of Strauss’s music, in the mind of Lalo, resulted 

from what was considered a cardinal sin of music by many French critics– bad taste: 

The musical idea of Mariotte…has nothing vulgar or tasteless; it is warm, energetic, and 

expressive.  You will not find bad taste in his music, the terrible bad taste that is that of 

M. Strauss, this barbaric taste at once very close to savagery and corrupted by 

civilization, huge and unbalanced, puerile and formidable, which will not stop before 

trivialities or the worst ugliness, which searches excessively for material effect, which 

focuses only to magnify this effect by an unrestrained accumulation of sonorous means 

and to oppress the listener in the violence of physical shock.
212

 

 

Marnold believed that the perceived physicality in Strauss’s Salome did more than attack the 

audience members: they were embarrassed by its “straussisme.”
213

  

Accusing Strauss of searching only for l’effet matériel became a commonplace in the 

press’s criticism.  Materialism, opportunism, exteriority – all were code words for the 
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 “M. Strauss nous tord le cerveau et les sens, nous pénètre d’on ne sait quel mélange d’horreur délectable et de 

révoltante volupté: M. Mariotte nous incite aux penser les plus graves.”  Carraud, 330. 
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 “L’idée musicale a chez M. Mariotte…n’a rien de vulgaire ni de fade; elle est chaleureuse, énergique et 

expressive.  Vous ne trouverez pas non plus dans sa musique le mauvais goût, le terrible mauvais goût qui est celui 

de M. Strauss, ce goût de barbare à la fois tout près de la sauvagerie et corrompu par la civilisation, énorme et 
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à accabler l’auditeur sous la violence de l’ébranlement physique.”  Lalo, “La Musique,” Le Temps 50, no. 17.841.  

Lalo used similar terms to disparage those of his colleagues who praised Strauss’s music, claiming that they were 

“enslaved” by it: “Asservis à l’impression que leur avait fait naguère éprouver l’œuvre du musicien allemand, et 

peut-être aussi subissant malgré eux le prestige d’un nom illustre, d’une réclame puissante et propagée par tout 

l’univers, ils n’ont rien fait pour s’affranchir de cette domination, et pour considérer l’œuvre nouvelle avec liberté.  

De prime abord et par principe, ils ont agi comme s’il n’existait pour eux qu’une seule manière de traduire en 

musique Salomé, celle de M. Strauss, hors de laquelle il n’était point de salut.  Ils n’ont pas cherché plus avant; ils 

n’ont rien voulu voir au delà de ce qu’ils connaissaient déjà, et qui les avait jadis séduits; leur ressouvenir de la 

première Salomé a été sur leurs yeux, leurs oreilles et leurs esprits comme un bandeau à travers lequel ils ne 

voyaient, n’entendaient, ne sentaient rien; ils n’ont pas pris souci de regarder de près la Salomé nouvelle, de 

distinguer et de comprendre les qualités qui sont en elle; et tandis qu’on leur jouait la musique de M. Mariotte, c’est 

celle de M. Strauss qu’ils écoutaient.” 
213

 “Le public de la Gaîté-Lyrique, visiblement peu averti et embarrassé du straussisme applaudit chaleureusement et 

sans doute y applaudira longtemps la Salomé de M. Mariotte.”  Marnold, 356. 
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motivations of composers representing the supposed “Italo-judaïque” school.
214

  As nonsensical 

as it now seems to describe Strauss with code words denoting Jewish or Italian influence, some 

conservative French critics saw in the German composer a master of cheap timbral tricks and 

harmonic novelties created to have mass appeal.
215

  It was not necessary to make much sense 

when engaging in this type of nationalist (and racist) criticism, as when Lalo described Strauss’s 

melodic writing: 

The insignificance or the vulgarity of most of the themes: sometimes this results from the 

combinations of notes so elementary that they are devoid of all sense and all accent; 

sometimes from the Italian melodies, Italian because of their softness, their rounded 

curve, the banal character of their expansion…An essential character of each of the two 

scores: that of M. Strauss is more on the surface, that of M. Mariotte is more in depth.  

Depth of emotion, depth of expression, willingness to reach beyond the words and the 

gestures of the characters through to the idea or the intimate emotion which inspired the 

poem; effort in order to create from this emotion and this idea a direct and sober musical 

translation, concentrated and penetrating.
216

 

 

Firstly, Lalo seemed to hint here at his belated recognition of Mariotte’s careful alignment of 

music and text as well as the young composer’s commitment to evoking the essence of Wilde’s 

play, traits already commented on by some critics following Salomé’s premiere in 1908.  
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 Of course, not all critics disliked Strauss’s Salome: “La partition de M. Richard Strauss est l’œuvre d’un maître, 

et ne peut d’ailleurs être comparée avec rien.  Toute l’étrangeté, toute la fièvre, toute l’angoisse, toute la passion du 
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Le Théâtre no. 275 (1 June 1910): 12. 
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 Fulcher (49) has noted that these characteristics were associated with orientalité, “a frequent code word for 

‘Jewish’ [in Right-wing discourse], implying that it belonged to a different cultural world….It signified the 

‘barbaric’ in the broadest sense, which embraced not just the Jews but equally Protestants and Germans.”  This gives 

further meaning to Roussel’s statement (638): “Il faut [Mariotte] savoir gré de n’avoir pas cédé à l’‘orientalité.’” 
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 “L’insignifiance ou la vulgarité de la plupart des thèmes; parfois ce sont des combinaisons de notes si 

élémentaires, qu’elles sont dépourvues de tout sens et de tout accent; parfois, des mélodies italiennes, italiennes par 

leur mollesse, par leur courbe arrondie, par le caractère banal de leur expansion...Un caractère essential de chacune 

des deux partitions: celle de M. Strauss est plus en surface, celle de M. Mariotte plus en profondeur.  Profondeur de 

sentiment, profondeur d’expression; volonté d’atteindre, au delà des paroles et des gestes des personnages, jusqu’à 

l’idée ou à l’émotion intime dont le poème est inspiré; effort pour créer de cette émotion et de cette idée une 

traduction musicale directe et sobre, concentrée et pénétrante.”  Lalo, “La Musique,” Le Temps 50, no. 17,841.  

Roussel (638) also heard Mariotte’s opera as a sort of “traduction musicale”: “M. Mariotte a traduit tout cela dans 

une langue musicale vibrante, farouche jusqu’à l’âpreté et d’une indéniable énergie expressive, et l’attention de 

l’auditeur ne cesse d’être captivée.”   
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Secondly, Lalo’s criticism blatantly contradicted the reality of Strauss’s themes which were, like 

Wagner’s (and Mariotte’s) fragmentary and declamatory rather than rounded into the 

symmetrical phrases common to much opera of the nineteenth century.  Coquard turned the same 

ideas around in order to attack Mariotte, writing that he heard in the French Salomé “an offensive 

return of the worst music, of the Italian pseudo-melody, of virtuosity” that would result in “the 

fatal and forthcoming crushing of the French genius, a return to barbarity.”
217

 

For Carraud, Strauss’s score had in it “an intensity of extraordinary life – but only 

exterior life…of the artificial, the eccentric, the toxic”:
218

 

With all this excess of development and sonority, color and expression, with his extreme 

complication, his difficulty and his cruelty, [Strauss] is, as they say, very representative 

of the current tendencies of German art: whereas M. Mariotte offers a good example of 

the qualities of conscientiousness, measure, and dignity, in form as in thought, which 

characterizes the profound life of our French school.
219

 

 

The perceived “French” qualities of Mariotte’s composition were enumerated by critics who 

generally utilized the same or similar code words.  Critics wrote that Mariotte’s Salomé 

demonstrated the French characteristics of “sobriété” (Aderer, Lalo), “conviction” (Fourcaud, 

Silvio), “charme” (Marnold, Curzon), “noblesse” (Vuillemin, P.H.), “dignité” (Brussel), and 

“simplicité” (Marnold, Lalo).
220

  It was also “probe” (honest) (Souday, L.V.), “consciencieux” 

(Souday), “serieuse” (Lalo, Jullien, Aderer), “juste” (Lalo, Carraud), “modest” (Lalo), 

“distingué” (Marnold), “sincère” (Vallas, Lalo, P.H., L.B., Silvio, and L.V.), and without 
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 “Un retour offensif de la pire musique, de la pseudo-mélodie italienne et du virtuosisme…l’écrasement fatal et 

prochain du génie français, le retour à la barbarie.”  Coquard. 
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malsain.”  Carraud, 328-329. 
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 Aderer; Lalo, “La Musique,” Le Temps 50, no. 17,841; Fourcaud, 2; Silvio, “La Soirée à l’Opéra municipal,” 

Dossier d’Œuvre: Salomé, poème d’Oscar Wilde, musique de Mariotte, Re 10.897, Département de la musique, 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris; Marnold, 355; Curzon, 10; Vuillemin, “Théâtre municipal de la Gaîté-

Lyrique”; P.H.; Brussel, “Les Théâtres”; Marnold, 355; Lalo, “La Musique,” Le Temps 50, no. 17,841. 
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“l’effets faciles” (Vallas, Lalo).
221

  These qualities, stated Lalo unequivocally, were the 

“difference between the German genius and the French genius.”
222

 

 Though many were unable to offer specifics, the press criticism clearly reveals that 

reviewers heard in Mariotte’s music an evocation of Wilde’s text but found Strauss’s music 

incompatible with the original French play.  The close text to music relationship in Mariotte’s 

opera inspired the critics to poetic language, intended, in some way, to evoke the effect of 

Mariotte’s score.  It was perceived that Mariotte’s opera moved beyond the exterior of the play 

and into its essence as critics finally recognized the extent to which Mariotte remained faithful to 

the Symbolist aesthetic of Wilde’s work.  In Comœdia, L.H. applauded Mariotte for having 

managed to “adapt his music to the poem of Oscar Wilde – and this is no mean achievement.”
223

  

Jullien echoed the Comœdia critic, noting how Mariotte’s music “adapts to Oscar Wilde’s poem 

with a rigorous exactitude” while Pioch praised Mariotte for “welcom[ing] enthusiastically the 

excellent pretext for musical expansion that is Oscar Wilde’s Salomé.”
224

  Vuillemin supposed 

that fans of Wilde’s play would find “the sonorous commentary of M. Mariotte…altogether 

moving.”
225

  Lalo also recognized that Mariotte had revealed an essence that lay underneath the 

drama’s surface; he could not, however, praise Mariotte without also disparaging Strauss: 

The poem of Wilde, obnoxious and infuriating in its literature and its adulterated style, is 

still rather beautiful and rather powerful, through its subject and its essence, through the 

atrocious symbol of love and of death that it contains.  There is in it a profound sadness 
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which is the same principle which inspired it and which has its grandeur and its nobility.  

This, M. Strauss never expressed…The music of Mariotte, to the contrary, has sought to 

penetrate to the essence of the emotion, to capture the substance of the drama, to 

concentrate it, to recreate it in thought and sensitivity.  And what is sad and noble in the 

poem of Salomé, it has sensed and seized it; it has ennobled it by the expression it has 

given.  “I was a princess and you disdained me, I was a virgin and you deflowered me,” 

said Salomé…The Salomé of M. Strauss is not a virgin or a princess, never; that of M. 

Mariotte is.
226

 

 

The claim made by Lalo, that Mariotte’s music had somehow “ennobled” Wilde’s play, 

was reiterated by several critics concerned with its perceived decadent and therefore unhealthy 

qualities.  This concern was exacerbated, as musicologist Jann Pasler has discovered, by 

contemporary public discourse regarding mental and physical health; hygiene had become a 

“new criterion of social value” in response to increased awareness of Louis Pasteur’s germ 

theory as well as several recent and highly publicized cholera epidemics.
227

  The setting of 

Wilde’s Salomé was “a pathological museum where a collection of degenerates appear in a state 

of crisis,” wrote Vallas, including “the alcoholic Hérode, the neurasthenic Syrien, and this 

extraordinary woman-vampire, necrosadistic and necrophagous, genuinely insane, who is the 

daughter of Hérodias.”  “Do not talk about these things,” he concluded, “and simply listen to the 

music.  Thank God!  That’s better.”
228

  Brussel agreed, “[The play] is only tolerable in its lyric 
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form, if it is transformed by an irresistible movement, dissimulated by a rapid action, illuminated 

by this fluid and transparent atmosphere that only music can sustain.”
229

  Pioch congratulated 

Mariotte on making “this nobility rise from the childishly outrageous literature”; Carraud, Vallas, 

and Auguste Sérieyx noted that the music “purified” Wilde’s drama.
230

  Sérieyx found, like Lalo, 

that Mariotte’s Salomé was a different sort of princess than Strauss’s: 

In hearing anew the captivating score of M. Mariotte, we feel the repugnance provoked 

by the subject notably diminished: the loyal sincerity of the musician…succeeds in 

moving us to a real pity for the cruel aberration of the noble princess.  Because she 

remains always a noble princess, even in the midst of her strange obsession; and her 

language – literary and musical – is such that we begin to think that this is the true 

understanding of the character imagined by Wilde.
231

 

 

Of course, not everyone could agree: the ultra-nationalist Pougin wrote that he could understand 

why someone like Strauss would set Wilde’s Salomé to music but the idea that “a French artist, a 

Latin” would do the same “confound[ed] the imagination.”
232

 

Language, Text-Setting, and French Nationalism 

 At the fin-de-siècle, discussion of the French language acquired political overtones.  This 

was the result, in part, of the republican government’s implementation in 1882 of policies that 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
le neurasthénique Syrien, et cette extraordinaire femme-vampire, nécrosadique et nécrophage, aliénée authentique, 

qu’est la fille d'Hérodias.  Ne parlons pas de ces choses-là et écoutons simplement la musique: Dieu merci! elle vaut 

mieux.”  Vallas, “‘Salomé’ de A. Mariotte,” 131-132. 
229

 “N’est supportable, sous sa forme lyrique, que s’il est transformé par un mouvement irrésistible, dissimulé par 
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“Théâtre-Lyrique de la Gaîté.” 
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pedagogue like his teacher.  He was also a co-founder of the journal L’Action française. 
231

 “En entendant à nouveau l’attachante partition de M. Mariotte, on sent diminuer notablement la répugnance 

provoquée par le sujet: la loyale sincérité du musicien, si bien comprise et rehaussée par la magnifique interprétation 

de Mlle Bréval, parvient à nous émouvoir d’une vraie pitié pour l’aberration cruelle de la noble princesse.  Car elle 

reste toujours une noble princesse, même au milieu de son étrange obsession; et son langage – littéraire et musical – 

est tellement ‘un’ qu’on se prend à penser que là était la vraie compréhension du personnage imaginé par Wilde.”  

Sérieyx.  
232

 “Mais qu’un artiste français, un Latin, ait eu, de son côté, l’idée de mettre en musique ce canevas de Salomé… 

voilà qui est fait pour étonner et qui confond l’imagination.”  Pougin, 138. 
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established a free, compulsory, and secular education for all French children.
233

  The new 

schools placed great importance on literacy and speech – regional dialects were banished as, for 

the first time, all children received instruction in correct (i.e. Parisian) French.
234

  The 

implementation of a new education policy coincided with a flurry of research and publications on 

the phonetics and linguistics of the French language.
235

  This all contributed to the importance 

that nationalist critics placed on text-setting and language treatment, generally speaking, in 

musical works.
236 

The connection made between nationalism and the treatment of the French language was 

reflected in the press reception of Mariotte’s Salomé, a musical work based on a “musical” 

French text in which the composer utilized Debussy’s parlé-chanté declamation.  As previously 

demonstrated (see Examples 2.13, 2.14, and 2.15), Mariotte set Wilde’s text in asymmetrical 

fragments made of rhythmic motives characterized by small pitch intervals or repeated pitches 

that carefully observed the natural accent patterns of spoken French.  Furthermore, Mariotte used 

mostly syllabic text-setting, composed for specific vocal timbres, supplemented his music with 

precise expressive notation, and supported the vocal lines with a sparse orchestral 

accompaniment.  In spite of the many comments criticizing Mariotte’s dense orchestration, 

Stoullig, for one, heard a “remarkably-treated orchestra, which never – this is noteworthy – 

covers the singers’ voices; M. Mariotte’s declamation always appeared to us clear, ample, 

                                                           
233

 Education became a matter of national security: officials made a direct connection between defeat in the Franco-

Prussian War and the overwhelming illiteracy of French conscripts, a glaring difference between French soldiers and 

their German counterparts.  See Bergeron, 71. 
234

 Bergeron, ix. 
235

 Bergeron, x, 103, 113, and 186.  Bergeron (107) writes, “The French language did not merely aspire towards the 

conditions of music, to paraphrase Walter Pater.  From the perspective of phonetics, it was music…[By 1902], it 

was a well-known fact: the French word was not spelled but composed, not a collection of vowels and consonants 

but a ‘composition of musical sounds and noises.’”  Italics in original. 
236

 These ideas had informed the original criticism regarding the innovations in text-setting practiced by Debussy 

when composing Pelléas.  As Fulcher (178) observes, “Debussy’s attempt to recapture traditional French 

declamation won the praise of both the Right and the Left, if for very different reasons: one side saw the anti-

Dreyfusard return to the past or to the ‘great tradition’ while the other perceived the Dreyfusard values of realistic 

depiction and ‘truth.’” 
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admirably adapted to the situations.”
237

  Roussel agreed with Stoullig’s assessment, writing, 

“The voice comes through effortlessly, permitting us to appreciate a continually correct and 

singularly expressive declamation.”
238

  The reviews that praised Mariotte’s text-setting called 

attention to the naturalness and faithfulness with which the characters declaimed (“l’inflexion 

naturelle de la voix,” Marcel called it) as well as how the individual words conformed to the 

emotions being expressed.
239

  A.F. from Le Dépêche de Lyon considered the declamation of the 

characters to be “very logically handled” while Jullien commented that “the dialogue is very 

faithfully followed and reinforced with a real vigor of accent.”
240

  “The dramatic declamation,” 

praised Vallas, “is exact and varied and passes in a happy fashion through all the degrees of 

emotions.”
241

  For Aderer, it “conforms to the emotions, one could say to the sensations, of the 

characters.”
242

  “To each word the music gives the most strong and most profound and most 

moving expression, an emotion which goes to the essence of human sorrow,” wrote Lalo.
243

 

 Not everyone heard the careful variation Mariotte employed in setting each line of 

Wilde’s dialogue.  The composer and critic for Le Journal, Reynaldo Hahn, heard no 

differentiation between the characters’ declamation: 

The characters of Mariotte…all speak in the same way: Jean-Baptiste like Salomé, 

Salomé like Hérode, Hérode like Hérodias; they all have the same declamation, a 

declamation that wants to imitate life but that, hampered by the arduous, inextricable 

                                                           
237

 “Sur un orchestre remarquablement traité, qui jamais – ceci est à noter – ne couvre les voix des chanteurs, la 

déclamation de M. Mariotte nous est toujours apparue claire, large, admirablement adaptée aux situations.”  Stoullig, 

345. 
238

 “La voix passe sans efforts, nous permettant d’apprécier une déclamation toujours juste et singulièrement 

expressive.”  Roussel. 
239

 B.M.  
240

 “Très logiquement conduite.”  A.F., 1.  “Le dialogue est très fidèlement suivi et renforcé avec une réelle vigueur 

d’accent.”  Jullien. 
241

 “La déclamation dramatique est exacte et variée et passe de façon heureuse par tous les degrés des sentiments.” 

Vallas, “‘Salomé’ de A. Mariotte,” 135. 
242

 “La déclamation qui se conforme aux sentiments, on pourrait dire aux sensations des personnages.”  Aderer. 
243

 “Mais à chaque parole la musique donne l’expression la plus forte et la plus profonde, la plus émouvante, une 

émotion qui touche au fond de la douleur humaine.”  Lalo, “La Musique,” Le Temps 50, no. 17,841. 
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harmonic weaving which supports it and forces it to adapt, in spite of everything, 

becomes almost always cold, very slow, as if paralyzed.
244

 

 

(Hahn would most likely have been surprised to know that Wilde himself had originally written 

the play’s dialogue without assigning characters to the individual lines, fully intending each 

character to share similar if not the same emotions, thoughts, and fears.  In Hahn’s hearing, then, 

Mariotte’s text-setting conformed to Wilde’s intentions more than either knew.)  Pougin also felt 

Mariotte’s text-setting and declamation to be “cold, monotone.”
245

  Debay decried the entire 

situation: 

Conceived according to the most modern formulas, this drame lyrique is a long 

declamation from which melody has been scrupulously banished…The interpreters, at 

their convenience, could introduce simplifications and modifications.  The composer 

authorizes them to do so with his uncertainties, especially since he entrusts to them rather 

difficult intonations.  What would you think of a symphony in which the instrumentalists 

could ad libitum play one or the other of the notes allowed in the chord?
246

 

 

Coquard, who had already foreseen in Salomé a future of French musical “barbarity,” predicted a 

similar type of operatic anarchy, declaring that Mariotte’s declamation was “such that [the 

singers] can, at their discretion, change everything and do anything...without anyone 

                                                           
244

 “Les personnages de M. Mariotte…parlaient tous de la même façon: Jean-Baptiste comme Salomé, Salomé 

comme Hérode, Hérode comme Hérodiade [sic]; que tous avaient la même déclamation, une déclamation qui veut 

imiter la vie, mais qui, gênée par la trame harmonique ardue, inextricable, qui la supporte, et obligée de s’y adapter, 

malgré tout, demeure presque toujours, froide, trop lente, comme paralysée.”  Reynaldo Hahn, “Théâtre de la Gaîté, 

Salomé,” Le Journal, Dossier d’Œuvre: Salomé, poème d’Oscar Wilde, musique de Mariotte, Re 10.897, 

Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris.  Other reviewers noted the characters’ 

intentional lack of individual personality.  A.F. from Le Dépêche de Lyon (2) wrote, “La musique…s’attache surtout 

à évoquer le ‘tableau’ sonore, le fond orchestral, éclairé ou assombri, tourmenté ou tranquille, sur lequel passeront 

les personnages sans que d’ailleurs la musique les commente particulièrement, les explique ou leur donne une 

existence bien spéciale.”  L.B. also noted that the actors moved as if across “une sorte de tableau vivant.”   
245

 “Une déclamation froide, monotone.”  Pougin, 139.  Mariotte was in good company; Pelléas had been criticized 

as monotonous.  Pasler (Composing the Citizen, 512) notes that even some early listeners accused Wagner of 

monotony; in Henriette Fuchs’s L’Opéra et le drame musical d’après l’œuvre de Richard Wagner (1887), Fuchs 

related her “monotonous” experience at Bayreuth over the course of four evenings of “sung monologues.” 
246

 “Conçu selon les plus modernes formules, ce drame lyrique est une longue déclamation d’où la mélodie a été si 

scrupuleusement bannie…Les interprètes, pour leur commodité, pourront introduire des facilités et des 

modifications.  Le compositeur par ses incertitudes les y autorise, d’autant plus qu’il leur confie des intonations 

plutôt difficiles.  Que penseriez-vous d’une symphonie où les instrumentistes pourraient ad libitum jouer l’une ou 

l’autre des notes que permettrait l’harmonie!”  Debay, 355. 
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noticing.”
247

  Fourcaud lamented, “Is this the essence of the Musikdrama [drame musical]?”
248

  

Not only the artistically conservative disliked the declamation; Brussel found it “too apparent, 

too perceptible, and, moreover, too slow.  The dialogue stretches out, it does not progress; the 

replies linger, they do not ‘bite.’”
249

  For good or ill, critics recognized a method of text-setting 

first heard in Pelléas and now associated with Symbolist operas:  

If M. Mariotte identifies, nearly constantly, with M. Debussy in the manner of making his 

characters declaim, if, on the other hand, he identifies with M. Paul Dukas, to the point of 

electing the same musical vocabulary, his work is not less original for this which 

constitutes its essence.
250

 

 

Again, Vuillemin could not evoke the name of Debussy without attempting to distance Mariotte 

from any charge of unoriginality.
251

   

Conclusion 

In October 1912, Brussel reviewed a concert performance of Mariotte’s “Prélude” and 

“La Danse des sept voiles” by the orchestra of the Concerts Lamoureux.
252

  He reminded his 

readers of the “Cas Strauss-Mariotte,” now three years past its ostensible resolution, and 

concluded, “Those quarrels are forgotten today: we still play the German Salome, we no longer 

play the French.”
253

  Indeed, for all the fervor it generated in the press, interest in Mariotte’s 

                                                           
247

 “Telle qu’ils peuvent, à leur gré, tout changer et faire n’importe quoi…sans qu’on s’en aperçoive.”  Coquard. 
248

 “Est-ce là l’essence du drame musical?”  Fourcaud, 3. 
249

 “Trop apparent, trop sensible et surtout trop lent.  Le dialogue s’étale, il ne progresse pas; les répliques 

s’attardent, elles ne ‘mordent’ pas.”  Brussel, “Théâtre-Lyrique de la Gaîté.” 
250

 “Si M. Mariotte se rencontre, presque constamment, avec M. Debussy dans la manière de faire déclamer ses 

personnages, si, d’autre part, il se rencontre avec M. Paul Dukas, au point d’élire le même vocabulaire musical, son 

œuvre n’en est pas moins originale par ce qui en constitue l’essence même.”  Vuillemin, “Théâtre municipal de la 

Gaîté-Lyrique.” 
251

 At least Vuillemin was not as disingenous as Jean Bach-Sisley, his colleague at Comœdia, who claimed, “La 

déclamation lyrique y est d’un puissante originalité, elle ne ressemble en rien à ce qui a été écrit jusqu’alors.”  Jean 

Bach-Sisley, “‘Comœdia’ à Lyon,” Comœdia 2, no. 398 (1 November 1908): 5. 
252

 In the years preceding World War I, the orchestra of the Concerts Lamoureux generally performed works by 

composers associated with the Schola Cantorum, such as those by Mariotte.  The orchestra of the rival Concerts 

Colonne did the same with works by composers associated with the Conservatoire.  See Fulcher, 215. 
253

 “Ces querelles sont aujourd’hui oubliées: on joue encore la Salomé allemande, on ne joue plus la française.” 

Brussel, “Les Concerts.”  Brussel’s opinion of Mariotte’s music in concert performance was not favorable: 

“L’œuvre dépouillée de son prestige scénique, ne prétendait qu’à révéler sont intérêt musical.”  Both Sérieyx and 

Brussel ultimately preferred Schmitt’s adaptation of the Salome story, partially, in Brussel’s case, because it was a 
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Salomé was quickly lost, perhaps an inevitable fate for a work known as the l’autre Salomé.  In 

the years that followed, Mariotte responded to the break-out of hostilities that became World 

War I by returning to the navy and serving at the Service des Informations office in the cabinet 

of the Ministère de la Marine.
254

  A letter to Jacques Rouché, the director of the Paris Opéra, 

written on Service des Informations’s letterhead, testifies that Salomé remained on Mariotte’s 

mind throughout the war.  Dated 12 November 1918, a day after the Allies and Germany signed 

the armistice agreement at Compiègne, Mariotte offered Salomé to Rouché for the first post-war 

opera season.
255

  In a series of letters extending from 12 November 1918 through 21 March 

1919, Mariotte alternated between negotiating and pleading with Rouché, who seems to have 

been reluctant to produce the opera, in part because Florent Schmitt’s ballet, La Tragédie de 

Salomé, was already scheduled to be performed at the Opéra in April 1919.  When Lucienne 

Bréval agreed to return to the role of Salomé, Rouché finally acceded.  Mariotte saw his opera 

performed on 2 July 1919 on the most prestigious stage in France.
256

  When Bréval left the 

production for other engagements, the soprano Lucy Isnardon (who will be discussed in the next 

chapter in her role as one of the first singers to perform Strauss’s French-language version of his 

Musikdrama), stepped in on 24 July to finish the remaining performances.  After this, Mariotte’s 

Salomé languished until the Opéra national de Montpellier revived it for a brief run in 2006.
257

  

The work that critics considered most evocative of the Symbolist mystery created by Wilde’s 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
ballet, not an opera: “M. Florent Schmitt a si bien compris l’horreur de son sujet qu’il a fait de Salomé une mime et 

une danseuse: en vérité, Salomé ne doit point parler: il est déjà suffisant qu’elle agisse.” 
254

 Bonin, 24. 
255

 Mariotte, “Lettre à Jacque Rouché (Ministère de la Marine, 12 November 1918),” in Lettres d’Antoine Mariotte à 

Jacques Rouché, LAS MARIOTTE 1 à 419, Microfilm Opéra cote 3265, R210696 (de 1914 à 1937), Département 

de la Bibliothèque-musée de l’Opéra, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris.  
256

 Mariotte’s Salomé could still not escape indignities caused by Strauss’s opera; Bonin (415) relates that sets and 

costumes from an old production of Strauss’s Salome were used for Mariotte’s Paris Opéra premiere. 
257

 The only available recording of Mariotte’s Salomé is from this performance.  See Antoine Mariotte, Antoine 

Mariotte – Salomé, Friedemann Layer (conductor) and the Orchestre National de Montpellier LR. Euterp 442 8553, 

compact disc, 2006. 
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text faded away into obscurity, taking with it Mariotte’s carefully crafted musical response to the 

musicality of language in Salomé and the nationalist controversy in which it played a fleeting 

role. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

MUSIKDRAMA OR DRAME MUSICAL?: STRAUSS’S TWO SALOMÉ OPERAS 
 

 [The poem] has at least one great merit, that of being very dramatic and very 

“musicable.”  It is evidently this which has tempted M. Strauss. 

Lucien Solvay 

 

“[Salome] exists in two versions, German and French,” writes Strauss biographer 

Michael Kennedy.  “This extremely important fact has been overlooked in virtually all the many 

books written about Strauss.  He himself never referred to the French version, as if he had 

forgotten about it.”
1
  Over a six month time period, from the summer through the fall of 1905, 

Richard Strauss, with the help of Romain Rolland, adapted his German-language Musikdrama to 

fit Wilde’s original French text.  This new Salomé premiered in Brussels in March 1907, 

followed by a private performance in Paris in April.  It then disappeared for over eighty years 

and was not performed again until 1989.  What would inspire Strauss to take on such a project?  

And why did he then abandon the result? 

 In this chapter I argue that Strauss recognized that something was missing from Salome, 

the libretto of which he had created himself from what he believed was a word-for-word German 

translation of the French play.  Strauss appreciated the musicality of language in Salomé that 

Wilde had achieved through his Symbolist style and careful attention to French phonetics; the 

composer realized the effect of musicality was lessened in his opera because of the German 

translation.  He acknowledged that this was an important component of Wilde’s original play and 

solicited Rolland to help him recapture it through adaptation of Salome into a “real French 

opera” as Strauss would later write.  The extensive correspondence between Strauss and Rolland 

demonstrates the seriousness with which he undertook this endeavor and the emphasis both he 
                                                           
1
 Michael Kennedy, Richard Strauss: Man, Musician, Enigma (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 141. 

I would like to thank the following people for assisting me in my research: Claudia Heine at the Institut für 

Musikwissenschaft, Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München, Pascal Hild at the Bibliothèque musicale de l’Opéra 

de Lyon, Rainer Kohlmayer, Zoé Renaud at La Monnaie, and Rosemary Yeoland. 
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and Rolland placed on imbuing the new opera with a “French” sound through careful attention to 

the unique phonetic and linguistic features of French.  This included adherence to a new aesthetic 

in French text-setting that was inspired by the careful treatment of language in Symbolist poetry 

and later practiced by Claude Debussy through his innovative declamation in Pelléas; in this new 

aesthetic, sung French aspired to the sound of spoken French – its monotone intonation, 

idiosyncratic stress patterns, and mute syllables.  In addition to exploring the correspondence, I 

analyze specific changes Strauss made to the vocal line of Salome to accommodate Wilde’s 

French prosody.  Finally, I review the performance and reception history of Strauss’s French-

language opera in the hope of understanding why Salomé the drame musical eventually 

disappeared in the shadow of Salome the Musikdrama.   

Richard Strauss as Librettist 

 

In the early years of the twentieth century, Strauss (1864-1949) was looking for a new 

opera project, a work that would finally bring him success on the operatic stage after the failure 

of his first opera, Guntram, and the lukewarm reception of his second, Feuersnot.  He also 

wanted to move beyond these early works, heavily indebted to Wagner, to further develop his 

own compositional style.  The Viennese poet Anton Lindner, whose text, “Hochzeitlich Lied,” 

Strauss had set in 1898, sent the composer a German, prose translation of Salomé by Hedwig 

Lachmann and offered to create a verse libretto from it.
2
  Strauss had another idea in mind – to 

craft a libretto himself from Lachmann’s translation.
3
  He attended a staging of Lachmann’s 

                                                           
2
 The song was published as part of Strauss’s Sechs Lieder, op. 37.  Lachmann’s translation was published in the 

June 1900 issue of Wiener Rundschau as Salome, Tragödie in einem Aufzug von Oscar Wilde (London), Deutsch von 

Hedwig Lachmann mit Zechnungen von Beardsley.  See Rainer Kohlmayer, “From Saint to Sinner: The 

Demonization of Oscar Wilde’s Salome in Hedwig Lachmann’s German Translation and in Richard Strauss’s 

Opera,” Translation as Intercultural Communication (1997): 114 and 119. 
3
 Derrick Puffett connects Strauss’s adoption of Wilde’s Salomé to Strauss’s desire to cultivate his own personal 

style, though Puffett may overstate his case: “With Salome, Strauss evidently intended to write what was for him a 

new kind of opera…That is why Strauss’s rejection of Lindner’s ‘cleverly versified scenes’ in favor of Lachmann’s 
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Salome in November 1902 at Max Reinhardt’s Kleines Theater in Berlin, having already noted 

possible rhythms and keys in his copy of Lachmann’s translation.
4
  The famous anecdote of 

Strauss’s reply to cellist Heinrich Grünfeld’s suggestion that Salome would make a good opera 

subject – that Strauss was already composing its music – refers to these early sketches. 

“It would be true to say,” writes Kennedy, “that the libretto for Salome is in effect 

Strauss’s own.  He saw the play’s operatic potential and ruthlessly adapted it for his own 

purposes, cutting it nearly in half.”
5
  Strauss began his adaptation in 1903 by making alterations 

directly into Lachmann’s text, crossing out lines and annotating others in his personal copy of the 

play, a 1902 edition of Lachmann’s translation with illustrations by Marcus Behmer in the style 

of Aubrey Beardsley.  Some of his annotations include musical ideas and suggestions for 

possible keys, time signatures, meter changes, and melodic phrases.
6
  Many of Strauss’s cuts 

resulted from the genre adaptation process of crafting an opera libretto from a play; in addition to 

removing some repetition of phrases, Strauss eliminated aspects of the story he deemed a 

distraction from the main dramatic thrust of the plot.
7
  These included the reduction in 

importance of the jeune Syrien’s role in the play and the removal of most references to the 

relationship between the Syrien and the Page and the events of Hérode’s fratricide.  Strauss also 

excised many of the long, incantational speeches that imbue Salomé with some of its Symbolist 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
sober translation was of such importance.  His entire future development as an opera composer lay in the balance.”  

See Derrick Puffett, Richard Strauss, Salome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 50. 
4
 Reinhardt’s production was not the first performance of Salome in Germany but it was the most famous and 

influential.  Tanya Touwen relates that Salome was first performed in 1901 in Breslau in a translation made by a Dr. 

Kisper.  See Tanya Touwen, “Salome: The Music and Language of Oscar Wilde and Richard Strauss,” Irish Studies 

Review 11 (Summer 1995): 20. 
5
 Kennedy, 136. 

6
 Roland Tenschert, “Strauss as Librettist,” in Richard Strauss, Salome, ed. Derrick Puffett, trans. Alfred Clayton 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 44.  Some of these initial musical ideas were incorporated into the 

final score of Salome including suggestions for associative tonality (C# major and minor for Salome, D minor for 

the Jews, and Db major for the moon). 
7
 Puffett notes that Strauss did add some repetition of phrases himself.  He also sees Strauss’s choice of Wilde’s play 

as a “tacit criticism of his earlier libretti,” noting that Strauss had created his own libretto for Guntram through 

imitating Wagner’s Stabreim and worked with Ernst von Wolzogen to craft a verse libretto for Feursnot.  Puffett, 40 

and 50. 
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evocativeness but, Strauss knew, as did Mariotte, that music would return the Symbolist essence 

diluted by his cuts.
8
  Musicologist Roland Tenschert notes that Strauss also made changes to 

Lachmann’s text itself, such as the removal of subordinate clauses and use of the perfect tense 

and the reordering of some words in order to craft language more suited to melodic phrasing.
9
   

Strauss began composing the music of Salome on 27 June 1903 while vacationing in 

Bavaria.  He completed the score, with the exception of the music for “Der Tanz der sieben 

Schleier,” on 20 June 1905.  On 9 December of that year Salome premiered in Dresden with 

Marie Wittich in the title role.  Thirty-nine curtain calls that night confirmed Strauss’s first 

operatic triumph.  By the time Salome came to France in 1907, it had been premiered to either 

success or scandal across Germany (Breslau, Nuremberg, Leipzig, Cologne, Munich, Berlin, and 

Dusseldorf) and Europe (Prague, Graz, Turin, and Milan) as well as at the Metropolitan Opera in 

New York.
10

  As Henry Lesbroussart, a critic for L’Art moderne, observed, after Salome “the 

stage is [Strauss’s] slave.”
11

   

Strauss and Rolland 

 Two weeks after Strauss finished the score of Salome, he wrote to his friend in Paris, 

Romain Rolland, about adapting his Musikdrama into a drame musical.
12

  As Julia King 

observes, that the adaptation was successful at all was greatly due to Rolland, whom Strauss 

                                                           
8
 Craig Ayrey credits Strauss with “translating the complexity of Wilde’s (verbal) dramatic structure – often 

simplified by Strauss’s cuts in the play – into complexity of musical structure, in which leitmotifs, tonality, key, and 

even chords are the vehicles of symbolic reference.”  See Craig Ayrey, “Salome’s Final Monologue,” in Richard 

Strauss, Salome, ed. Derrick Puffett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 112.  
9
 Tenschert, 39-41. 

10
 The performances in Turin and Milan were sung in Italian translation.  In addition to its premiere in Brussels and 

Paris, Salome would also be performed for the first time in 1907 in Zurich, Vienna, Amsterdam (in Italian), Warsaw 

(in Polish), and Hamburg. 
11

 “La scène est son esclave.”  Henry Lesbroussart, “Salomé,” L’Art moderne 27, no. 15 (31 March 1907): 97. 
12

 Julia King, Liner Notes, Richard Strauss, Salomé, Kent Nagano (conductor) and the Orchestre de l’Opéra de 

Lyon, Virgin Classics Ltd. 077775905427, compact disc, 1991, 48.  Strauss also wrote to his publisher Adolph 

Fürstner in Berlin on 5 July 1905 to inform him that he was creating a French version of Salome.   
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regarded as a collaborator and a man uniquely prepared for the tedious process.
13

  Rolland (1866-

1944) had studied history and philosophy at the École normale supérieure but following 

graduation began to focus on the academic study of music.  In 1895, Rolland earned his Docteur 

ès Lettres from the Sorbonne with a thesis on music, becoming only the second person to do so.  

He then taught at the same institution as its first chair in music history beginning in 1903; he 

taught as well at the École des Hautes Études Sociales where he served as director of its École de 

Musique from 1902-1911.  Though a recognized member of the political left and a supporter of 

the Republic, Rolland became known as a mediator who could maintain a level of professional 

objectivity in his music criticism and scholarship.
14

  In 1903 he published an influential treatise, 

Le Théâtre du peuple, on the important role played by theater in a democratic society which he 

grounded in his study of music during the Revolution, particularly the Enlightenment writings of 

Denis Diderot, Louis-Sébastien Mercier, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
15

  Rolland cofounded the 

Revue d’histoire et de critique musicales in 1901 and published biographies of Ludwing van 

Beethoven (1903) and G.F. Handel (1911).  Rolland loved German music and culture and 

embraced the contemporary music of that country, an attitude that was seen as unpatriotic by 

Charles Maurras, founder of L’Action française, the writers Anatole France and André Gide, and 

the critic Paul Souday, who often attacked Rolland in the press.
16

 

 Rolland’s interests expanded beyond music to include literature and international affairs.  

He wrote plays and novels including Jean-Christophe, a story of a young German composer 

working in fin-de-siècle Paris, that spanned ten volumes published between 1904-1912.  The 

Nobel committee nominated Rolland for its prize in literature for Jean-Christophe in 1915 but 
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the nomination was withdrawn (Rolland did receive the prize the following year).  The 

withdrawal testifies to the perilous political position in which Rolland found himself from the 

immediate pre-war years until his death in 1944.  Rolland’s advocacy for German music and 

musicians already made him suspect in France, and his genuine desire to remain politically 

neutral seemed to some to confirm his lack of patriotism.  Rolland’s ill health caused him to 

leave his teaching duties and move to Switzerland before the outbreak of hostilities – a move for 

which he was also attacked in the press.  Though Sweden, home of the Nobel, declared itself 

neutral during the war, many French saw it as secretly pro-German.  Rolland’s nomination for 

the Nobel Prize therefore provoked such an uproar in the international community that the 

committee withdrew its nomination.
17

  The nomination also corresponded with the publication of 

Rolland’s pacifist manifesto Au dessus de la mêlée (1914), widely seen in Allied countries as 

unpatriotic and even traitorous.  “To the end of [Rolland’s] life,” writes musicologist Rollo 

Myers, “he tended to be looked upon as a man without a country, if anything more German than 

French in his affinities and general outlook on life.”
18

 

During the 1890s, Rolland first heard the music of Strauss and became an ardent admirer 

and champion of the German composer’s work.  His enthusiasm for Strauss’s symphonic poems 

inspired him to write an appreciatory letter to Strauss in May 1899 that initiated a mostly 

epistolary friendship lasting over twenty years.
19

  The two exchanged letters with regularity until 

1910; from 1910-1917, no letters exist and only a few remain from the immediate post-war years 

through 1926.
20

  The majority of the letters, then, were written during the time period in which 

Strauss was most active as an opera composer.  The letters deal almost entirely with matters of 
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music and speak to the mutual respect that existed between Rolland and Strauss.  Twenty-two 

letters, dated from July 1905-May 1907, concern Strauss’s opera Salome, and the collaborative 

nature of the letters offer further evidence of the great esteem in which the two men held each 

other. 

 By July 1905, Strauss had completed his score for the Musikdrama Salome, scheduled to 

premiere the following winter.  On 5 July, he wrote to Rolland in Paris from his vacation home 

in Bavaria and related the completion of his opera and the beginning of a new project with which 

he hoped Rolland would collaborate: 

Now, a request: You know that I have finished a Salome, adapted from Oscar Wilde.  The 

composition concerned is the setting of a French text.  Oscar Wilde originally wrote 

Salomé in French, and it is his original text which I want to use for my composition.  I 

cannot entrust this work to a translator, but I wish to preserve Wilde’s original, word for 

word; that is why the musical phrases must be adapted to the French text.  When I have 

finished it, who will be able to check that I haven’t done violence to the French 

language?
21

 

 

Strauss was eager to begin the process of “preserving” the French text; he did not wait for 

Rolland to respond to his request and concluded the letter with a question about whether or not to 

stress the mute syllable found at the end of many French words (for example, in the opening line 

of Salomé, “Comme la princesse Salomé est belle ce soir!”).
22

  Strauss also included an example 

of his initial work sketched on music paper, the opening lines of the Page and the Syrien as they 

appear in Strauss’s Musikdrama and in his new French adaptation.
23
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 A few days later, Rolland responded, beginning what would be the long and, for both 

men, often exasperating process of instructing a non-native speaker in the idiosyncrasies of 

French prosody and pronunciation.
24

  In his letter of 9 July, Rolland offered some preliminary 

advice.  His first instruction regarded Strauss’s question about the mute e.
25

  In his response, 

Rolland directly addressed the “musicality of the French language” that scholar of French 

literature Emily Eells describes as the focus of Rolland’s efforts in these letters, the musicality 

that Strauss recognized and wanted to replicate: 

The mute e is one of the great difficulties of the French language.  One must be really 

careful not to eliminate it: it is one of the principal charms of our poetry…It’s not so 

much a sound as a resonance, an echo of the preceding syllable, which vibrates, hovers, 

and gently dies away in the air.  Because it is credited with having a uniform quantity, 

and one which is equal to the preceding syllable, the mute e is considered monotonous.  

But it is nothing of the kind: it is part of the music of our language; it gives, as it were, an 

“aura” to the word; it surrounds it with a liquid atmosphere.  If you take it away, there’s 

nothing left but the dry bones…Of course, it would be even worse to stress the mute e too 

heavily than to do away with it.  These are very delicate shades, all in half tones.
26
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Musicologist Katherine Bergeron notes that fin-de-siècle sources offer much information on the 

importance of the mute e in spoken French, the aesthetic ideal for certain composers of sung 

French who often set Symbolist texts like Debussy, Paul Dukas, and Gabriel Fauré: “What 

emerges from the accounts is an unusual sort of chiasmic relationship between timbre and 

temperament, where the character of the French sign seems to become, for a moment, a sign of 

the French character.”
27

  This “purely French phoneme” would come to bedevil Strauss in his 

efforts to capture the music of Wilde’s French text.
28

  As a completely neutral vowel, the 

contemporary phoneticist Paul Passy claimed it was “the most natural” with a “willfully 

indistinct timbre” that “defined the distinctness of French.”
29

  Passy’s colleague, the singing 

instructor Léon Brémont, believed the mute e should be renamed to better signal its importance, 

writing, “Call it veiled, supple, soft, attenuated, variable, colored, poetic, feeble – anything but 

mute!”
30

  Bergeron describes the mute e as follows: “It represented something more like feeling 

once removed, like evidence that something had happened in that space, that an emotion had 

passed through, leaving a trace.”
31

  This description resembles the goal of Symbolism itself, to 

evoke what could be sensed but not seen.  Strauss would need to master the mute e in order to 

capture Wilde’s musicality of language in Salomé. 
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Rolland continued his missive, as he would often, by writing out a few of Wilde’s French 

phrases, marking proper stresses and suggestions for the correct rhythmic text-setting by notating 

a musical rhythm above them.
32

  Rolland then gave his second bit of advice and suggested that 

Strauss carefully study Debussy’s text-setting in either Pelléas et Mélisande or the Chansons de 

Bilitis, describing them as “marvels of ‘speaking’ French in music, and true models of their 

kind.”
33

  He strongly urged Strauss to avoid the declamation characteristic of the operas of 

Alfred Bruneau or Gustave Charpentier, “which is constantly incorrect, heavy, with no 

connection with true French pronunciation – I mean, with the beautiful language of graceful 

conversation, which must be the language of your Salomé, as of Debussy’s Pelléas.”
34

  Rolland 

thus warned Strauss specifically to avoid the text-setting associated with operas adapted from 

naturalist texts, like those of Bruneau adapted from Zola’s plays, or Charpentier’s Louise, an 

opera with a libretto created by the composer himself in which some characters’ vocal lines 

realistically reflect the slang of bohemian Montmartre.
35

  These operas were directly opposed, in 

aesthetic and in manner of text-setting, to those associated with Symbolism such as Pelléas or 

Dukas’s Ariane et Barbe-bleue. 
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 As as scholar of French Rosemary Yeoland has shown, Rolland (and Strauss, for that 

matter) did not particularly like the music of Pelléas.
36

  Rolland did, however, appreciate that in 

his opera Debussy had broken from the Wagnerian tradition that many saw as stifling to French 

musical growth.  “Pelléas et Mélisande has brought about a reform in the dramatic music of 

France,” Rolland wrote and identified Debussy’s innovations in text-setting as one of the most 

important aspects of this reform.
37

  In his Musiciens d’aujourd’hui, a collection of essays by 

Rolland published in 1908 but written over the previous ten years, the musicologist discussed the 

errors found in much French recitative: 

In France we have never had – apart from a few attempts in opéra-comique – a recitative 

that exactly expressed our natural speech.  Lully and Rameau took for their model the 

high-flown declamation of the tragedy stage of their time.  And French opera for the past 

twenty years has chosen a more dangerous model still – the declamation of Wagner, with 

its vocal leaps and its resounding and heavy accentuation.  Nothing could be more 

displeasing in French…A reform in recitative was inevitable.
38

  

 

Rolland rooted Debussy’s style of declamation not in Jean-Baptiste Lully or Jean-Philippe 

Rameau, as had many critics, nor in Claudio Monteverdi, as had Vincent d’Indy.  Instead he saw 

in Debussy’s recitative an example of the natural diction advocated by Rousseau in his Lettre sur 

musique française of 1753: small melodic intervals and note values that reflected the 
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significance the French placed on restraint.
39

  This was the type of declamation Rolland hoped 

Strauss would glean from a study of Debussy’s scores.    

 Strauss dutifully studied the score of Pelléas, which only seemed to increase his 

confusion.  He wrote to Rolland on 15 July, “I find [in the score] the same unconcern about 

declamation which has always surprised me in all French music.  Why do the French sing 

differently to the way they speak?”
40

  Strauss noted that Debussy often chose to stress different 

syllables of the same word at different points in his score.  Strauss continued with an aside that, 

in view of Rolland’s essay in Musiciens d’aujourd’hui, was sure to provoke his friend: “Here in 

Germany, Wagner has revived a feeling for the sense of language.  France seems to me to be still 

bogged down in the artificiality of eighteenth-century tragedy.”
41

  Strauss’s complaints, as to be 

expected, unleashed Rolland’s exasperation.  “You Germans really are astonishing,” Rolland 

wrote (16 July), “You don’t understand anything about our poetry, not a thing.”
42

  Rolland 

reminded Strauss that there were many French dialects and types of slang but only one “real 

French language, the French of the race which has deservedly conquered all the other races in 

France…The French language is our most beautiful work of art.”
43

  Rolland also prompted 

Strauss that Wilde’s play was an intentional work of literary stylization: “If you are depicting in 

music the Princess Salomé (or Mélisande), who are literary creations, you should use literary 
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accents.”
44

  He concluded his letter with an assessment of Strauss’s difficulties with French text-

setting: 

I can see very well that you have no feeling for our literary French language at all.  You 

imagine that it’s like yours.  Our language has no connection to yours.  You have very 

marked stresses, very strong and continual contrasts…With you, it’s either all one thing, 

or all the other.  And it’s precisely in the interval which separates the strong from weak, 

the f[orte] from p[iano], that our poetry lies.  It has an infinite number of shades in the 

half-tone – accents much less stressed than yours are, but much more varied, more 

supple, more flexible.  What you call “unconcern about declamation” is suppleness and 

psychological truth.  We have not got just one way of stressing a word, once and for all: it 

is stressed differently, according to the meaning of the sentence, and above all according 

to the character of the person who is speaking.
45

 

 

He concluded, “The infinite number of shades in a language like the French language, which is 

the product of ten centuries of art and of life, are the very shades of the soul of a great 

people…At the moment you are too arrogant in Germany.”
46

 

 In his reply later that month, Strauss assured Rolland of his high appreciation for French 

culture, citing all he had learned about orchestral style from Georges Bizet and Hector Berlioz.
47
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He admitted he was confused by what Rolland referred to as the “good” declamation of Debussy 

and “bad” declamation of Charpentier, stating, “In my country there is no difference between 

‘good declamation’ and what you call ‘realistic declamation.’”  Strauss continued, “Is Wilde’s 

Salomé in bad French?  In what style should it be declaimed?” and again evoked the declamation 

of Wagner: 

In German ‘she’ on the strong beat of the bar is absolutely impossible.  For example, in a 

bar of 4/4, the first and the third beat have always a necessary stress which can only be 

made on the radical syllable of each word.  Since Wagner, of course!  Before him, one 

didn’t attach so much importance to it, so long as the melody was beautiful.  Nowadays, 

in order that a phrase may keep its rhythm, a melody must originate in the spoken tonic 

accent.
48

 

 

Here Strauss had unconsciously made a connection between Wagner’s innovations and 

the French Symbolist poets who had learned from Wagner the importance of natural 

declamation, albeit according to the idiosyncrasies of the French language; this every-day poetic 

declamation that was utilized by Maurice Maeterlinck in Pelléas had, in turn, influenced the 

natural operatic declamation developed by Debussy.  The careful attention to speech rhythms 

contributed to the musicality of language cultivated by the Symbolists and, later, musicians who 

wished to emulate their practice.  In his letter of 3 August 1905, Rolland, now in Switzerland, 

made this connection as well, noting the predilection of young French musicians “to free 

themselves from the tyranny of the bar with fixed stresses, and to make musical rhythm as much 
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as possible the closest possible copy of spoken rhythm.”
49

  He spoke of a return in musical 

circles to a valuation of the unique characteristics of the French language signaled by interest in 

the text-setting of popular songs and the Parisian chansons of Claude le Jeune (as advocated by 

the republican Bruneau) and Gregorian chant (as advocated by d’Indy and taught at the Schola).  

“I really think,” concluded Rolland, “that the present movement for freedom of rhythm, and 

against the inflexible irregularity of the bar, is in accordance with the old French tradition, before 

our music was conquered in the seventeenth century by Italianism.”
50

 

 Strauss’s next letter, written 31 July, brought up his concern regarding whether French 

double vowels (demonstrated in Wilde’s Salomé in words like noir, pied, paupière, and rien) 

were pronounced on one or two syllables.
51

  He congratulated himself on what he viewed as his 

successful adaptation of the French text to his original score and asked Rolland for help in the 

pronunciation of foreign words (Babylone, Arabie, Iokanaan, Hérodias).
52

  Before Rolland could 

reply, Strauss sent another letter on 2 August, flummoxed again by the shifting tonic accent in 

Pelléas.  He cited three different settings of the word cheveux by Debussy within the space of 

two pages of the score, grumbling, “Of these three ways there can all the same only be one which 
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is right.”
53

  Strauss also asked again about the mute syllable and why, in some circumstances, it 

was pronounced in sung French but not spoken French.  He finished his missive by noting the 

monotonous affect produced by Debussy’s declamation, calling attention to one of its most 

Symbolist characteristics: 

In Debussy, do you consider that eternal and monotonous rhythm of the triplets 

continually on the same note beautiful or poetic?  To my German way of thinking it’s 

purely and simply a distortion of the language by the composer.  But of course, we 

Germans are “too arrogant,” aren’t we?  I must modestly keep silence.
54

 

 

Clearly the friendship between Strauss and Rolland was amicable enough to permit the 

occasional insult, tongue-in-cheek or otherwise. 

 On 9 August, Rolland sent a particularly long reply in which he attempted to clear up 

some of the issues causing Strauss’s continued confusion; he emphasized that words like noir 

were only one syllable in length, mute syllables could often be linked with the word that 

followed them, and foreign words could be pronounced as the composer saw fit.
55

  He then 

returned to the musicality of the French language that Strauss was trying so hard to capture by 

emulating Debussy’s text-setting: 

You don’t like Debussy’s musical declamation, my friend?  It’s a bit flabby for my taste, 

too.  But as refined, aristocratic, society French declamation, it is perfect.  Of course, 

there’s nothing popular about it (in any case, Maeterlinck’s Pelléas requires a certain 

monotony of diction); but it has opened up the way to true French musical declamation.  

If you do not like this kind of recitative with its very efficient lines, bear in mind that 

Wagnerian declamation seems barbarous to us – I mean, of course, when it is applied to 

our language…Bear in mind that I myself love Wagner not because of his declamation, 

but in spite of it.  I grind my teeth when I hear those heavy recitatives in the 
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Meistersinger, which seem to me to be “forced” (like German pronunciation) and which 

prevent me from hearing the superb orchestral music.
56

 

 

Strauss had again not waited for Rolland’s reply and had sent another letter on the seventh with 

more questions regarding correct stress.  “I think I am doing my transposition quite well, for I am 

recomposing almost all of the vocal part,” he wrote, “It must be a real French opera: not a 

translation!!!”
57

  The three exclamation points testify how determined Strauss was to capture the 

musical sound of Wilde’s French prosody.  Rolland dutifully responded to Strauss’s questions on 

9 September. 

 On 13 September, Strauss wrote to Rolland to announce that he had finished his French 

transcription.  He again asked for his friend’s help in correcting the finished score.  The accuracy 

of this new version of Salomé seems to have been very important to Strauss because he wanted it 

to reflect what Wilde had achieved in his use of language.  “As Wilde’s original text for Salomé 

is in French,” Strauss stated, “I would like to achieve a quite special French edition of my opera, 

which does not give the impression of being a translation, but of being a real setting of the 

original.”
58

  His excitement is reflected in his impatience as Strauss wrote again to Rolland on 29 

September and 23 October without waiting for a reply.  In his October letter, Strauss included the 

piano score of Salomé with its new French text and asked Rolland to make final corrections 
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before returning it directly to his publisher Adolph Fürstner in Berlin for printing.
59

  “I hope you 

will not be too displeased with my French Salomé!” he finished.
60

  

 Rolland replied with a final, lengthy, and very detailed set of corrections for Strauss’s 

French text in a letter dated 5 November, one month before the premiere of Strauss’s original, 

German-language version would take place in Dresden.  Rolland’s corrections were methodically 

recorded across fourteen pages of his letter, 73 emendations in all.
61

  As before, the corrections 

featured phrases of Wilde’s French text marked with corrected stresses, suggested musical 

rhythms, and explanatory annotations.  Rolland’s suggestions included the following: corrections 

to word order, accent, pauses between words, syllabic divisions and setting of syllables across 

too many or too few notes, orthography (for example, no ÿ), liaisons, elisions, pronunciation, 

placement of mute syllables, and words used incorrectly.
62

  Additionally, Rolland suggested 

changes to tempo indications that would better reflect how slowly or quickly the words should be 

sung, the translation of stage directions, and text-setting he identified as too “heavy,” “dragged,” 

“harsh,” or simply “disagreeable.”
63

  Finally, Rolland called attention to specific aspects of 
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Wilde’s prosody which he found to be repetitive, naïve, comic, or generally unclear.  A good 

example is a correction regarding the phrase “la tête d’un homme décapité”: “This is not 

French!” complained Rolland, “Literally it means: ‘The head of a man without a head.’ This 

must be changed; it might raise a laugh.”
64

  As for Wilde’s Symbolist repetitions, Rolland 

disliked them but his word choice suggests his unconscious acknowledgement of their musical 

nature: “The same phrase: ‘Je suis sûr qu’il va arriver un malheur’ is repeated several times in 

the course of the piece and almost becomes a refrain.”
65

  Overall, however, Rolland was pleased 

with Strauss’s adaptation, writing, “On the whole, the French stresses are fairly correct; only the 

declamation is in general rather emphatic, and has more wide gaps for the voice than in ordinary 

French declamation.”
66

 

 On 10 November, Strauss replied that he had made almost all the changes suggested by 

Rolland.  “You will not appreciate the scope of my work until you have the German edition, and 

will be able to compare how I have modified the rhythm and melody according to the character 

of the French language.”
67

  He noted a few of Rolland’s suggestions that he had not made and 

which speak to his appreciation of Wilde’s Symbolist, musical style of prose writing as well as 

the author’s personal style: 

Most of the things that you have marked “mal français” are word for word in Wilde’s 

original, and I didn’t think I had the right to correct Wilde’s anglicisms…The numerous 
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repetitions: il va arriver un malheur etc., are also in Wilde’s text, and even repeated far 

more often; they are almost part of his style, so I have preserved them here and there.
68

 

 

Rolland’s reply of 12 November applauded Strauss’s wish to respect Wilde’s text but he could 

not condone incorrect French for any reason: “However remarkable Wilde’s knowledge of 

French may have been, it is nevertheless impossible to consider him as a French poet.”
69

 

 The remaining correspondence between Rolland and Strauss regarding Salomé addressed 

the upcoming performances in Germany and France including concerns (unfounded in Europe, 

though legitimate, it would turn out, at the New York Metropolitan Opera) that the opera might 

be banned because of its scandalous and heretical content.
70

  Rolland, who attended rehearsals 

before Salome appeared at the Châtelet in May 1907, also offered Strauss advice in navigating 

the musical world of Paris including negotiating rivalries between divas and their sponsors as 

well as varying political interests (“There are always too many interests involved in Paris.  

Practically no one is free,” he wrote on 1 December 1906).
71

 

The extent of Strauss’s effort to create an opera that better reflected Wilde’s text begs the 

question – Why did Strauss go to all this trouble to adapt Salome into Salomé?  The 

correspondence between Strauss and Rolland offers some possible reasons.  First of all, Strauss 
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was a pragmatist, concerned primarily with seeing his operas performed.  He had a venue in 

mind for Salomé, the Opéra-Comique, where Louise (1900) and Pelléas (1902) had met with 

success.  By the early twentieth century, the Opéra-Comique’s requirements for new works had 

changed remarkably from those of its origins: spoken dialogue and even comedic elements were 

no longer necessary.  Operas were still usually sung in French, however, the tradition at both the 

Opéra-Comique and the Opéra.
72

  In a letter to Rolland dated July 1905, Strauss wrote, “I think 

that Salomé would suite the Opéra-Comique very well.  That is why I would like to give it the 

foundation of a perfect adaptation of the music to the French text.”
73

  He mentioned this venue 

again to Rolland on 13 September, commenting, “I think that Salomé would suit the Opéra-

Comique perfectly.”
74

  Rolland, however, tried to dissuade Strauss from contacting the Opéra-

Comique management, writing on 5 November, “I am afraid that a good many passages of the 

dialogue, and the sensual ferocity of the ending, may frighten our Opéra-Comique.”
75

  It is 

unknown whether Strauss pursued the matter further but regardless Salomé did not find its way 

to the stage of the Salle Favart. 

 The possibility of performance at the Opéra-Comique alone does not explain Strauss’s 

dogged persistence of his project which took nearly six months of tedious work at a time when 

Strauss was busy with conducting engagements across Europe.  Other considerations must have 

provided the motivation to continue the meticulous work of adaptation.  Yeoland surmises that 

Strauss viewed adapting Salome to the French language as a personal challenge, and Strauss’s 
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letter of July 1905 to Rolland suggests that he did view this work as a learning opportunity.
76

  “I 

don’t know the language well,” he wrote, “but I have, I dare say, learnt more than you think from 

French music, from the delicacy and the crystalline clarity of a score by Bizet or Berlioz.”
77

  He 

wanted to turn his attention from French music to the French language, assuring Rolland that his 

suggestions “will always be for me a document of lasting value for my study of the French 

language…Tell me the names of those French composers whose declamation is typical and 

current, so that I can continue to study the differences.  Gounod, Bizet, Bruneau, Charpentier?”
78

 

 Strauss’s thriving career as a conductor of international renown also made him very 

aware of the violence done to operas when their libretti were haphazardly translated to 

accommodate a specific audience.  Strauss wrote to Rolland on 10 November to confide his hope 

that other composers would follow his example in translating their own operas instead of relying 

on outside help:  

I have for the first time demonstrated that it is only the composer who can, if he is 

sufficiently familiar with the foreign language, or if he has the benefit of help as kindly as 

yours, undertake a transposition of this kind.  How the best French operas of Berlioz, 

Boïeldieu (and also particularly those of Auber and Meyerbeer) suffer in our country 

from abominable translations!  And Meyerbeer, who was so rich and who, what’s more 

was German himself, should really have taken care that his operas were not performed in 

Germany in such shameful transpositions.
79
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Rolland agreed, though he wondered how many other composers would be able to follow in 

Strauss’s footsteps:  

I entirely share your opinion as to the necessity for composers to translate their libretti 

themselves when they want their works to be properly judged abroad – or at any rate to 

keep a close eye on their translations.  But very few are capable of following your 

example; for very few know a foreign language as well as you do.  Nothing has done 

Wagner more harm and nothing has so much contributed to the movement of anti-

Wagnerian reaction which is taking shape now, as the colossal absurdity of his 

translations.  They are neither French nor even intelligible in any other language.  They 

inspire me with such disgust that I scarcely ever go to hear Wagner at the Opéra.
80

 

 

Rolland hints here at perhaps the strongest motivation behind Strauss’s desire to adapt his 

German-language opera to French – his recognition that something of Wilde’s original was 

lacking in Salome, as it was from Wagner’s works when they were performed in translation.  The 

musicality of language with which Wilde imbued his text had not carried over into Lachmann’s 

translation which Strauss mistakenly believed was a direct translation of Wilde’s French text.
81

  

Scholars of Strauss’s German libretto tend to agree with Strauss’s assessment.  Cultural scholar 

Rainer Kohlmayer notes that Lachmann’s translation “only rarely does justice to the musicality 

of the original” while Yeoland comments that “the Lachmann translation had removed the soft 

musicality inherent in the words of Wilde’s French version.”
82

  Strauss understood, as Rolland 

did, that Salome, like Wagner’s Musikdramen, lacked the “Frenchness” of Wilde’s Salomé, a 
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particular accent that stemmed from Wilde’s musical setting of a language widely believed to be 

inherently musical itself. 

 Repeatedly in his letters to Rolland, Strauss insisted that he must capture the essence of 

Wilde’s text; his continuous questions regarding mutable stresses, mute syllables, and proper 

word order underscore that Strauss believed this essence lay in the specifics of the play’s 

language and, in particular, the sound of that language.  References to Strauss’s desire to create 

something more akin to Wilde’s French text and to the inherent musicality of the French 

language repeatedly punctuate his correspondence with Rolland.  “It must be a real French opera: 

not a translation!!!” Strauss wrote on 9 September.  A few days later (13 September) he 

confided, “As Wilde’s Salomé is in French, I would like to achieve a quite special French edition 

of my opera, which does not give the impression of being a translation, but of a real setting of the 

original.”  On 23 October, Strauss referred to his opera specifically as his “French Salomé.”  

Additionally, Strauss’s decision to reject the French translation created by Joseph de 

Marliave at the behest of the Opéra’s director Pedro Gailhard (discussed below) stemmed in part 

from Marliave’s decision to write his translation in verse form, the prose style of Wilde’s play 

being one of the characteristics that drew Strauss to it in the first place.
83

  Scholar of German 

Bernard Banoun has demonstrated that Marliave utilized a much more formal language than 

Wilde in Salomé and had also suppressed some of the play’s Symbolist imagery.
84

  Rolland 

seemed to understand how desperately Strauss wished to convey Salomé’s French authenticity; 

his careful suggestions regarding text-setting also included hints that would help Strauss’s opera 

seem more “French,” even on paper.  “Never put an exclamation mark after [a tempo] 

indication,” Rolland wrote in his corrections to Strauss’s final draft.  “This is a German custom, 
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but is never done in French and it’s one of the things that enable us to recognize immediately the 

hand of a German in a letter or a book.”
85

  Moreover, Strauss, who implemented almost all of 

Rolland’s suggestions, refused to alter Wilde’s “anglicisms” or to excise the repetitions Strauss 

had left in the libretto as elements of Wilde’s “style.”  Here Strauss again demonstrated his 

recognition of the importance of the sound of Wilde’s Salomé and worked to preserve it. 

Rolland, who loved the music of Salome, turned once more to its libretto in his final letter 

to Strauss concerning the opera.  He still could not reconcile why Strauss, a great composer, 

would choose to set Wilde’s play.  “Oscar Wilde’s Salomé was not worthy of you,” Rolland 

wrote on 14 May 1907 after attending the third performance of Salome at the Châtelet: 

In spite of the pretentious affectations of the style, there is an undeniable dramatic power 

in Wilde’s poem; but it has a nauseous and sickly atmosphere about it: it exudes vice and 

literature.  This isn’t a question of middle-class morality, it’s a question of health…To 

sum up: 1. Salomé appears to me to be the most powerful of your dramatic works.  2. 

Salomé appears to me the most powerful of contemporary musico-dramatic works.  3.  

You are worthy of better things than Salomé.
86

 

 

Whether or not Strauss was “worthy” of better things than Wilde’s play, Salome became his most 

successful opera – but only in its original, German-language version.  Strauss’s “real French 

opera” would only briefly see the stage. 

Analysis of Text-Setting in Salome and Salomé 

Scholars who have studied the French- and German-language scores of Strauss’s opera 

have agreed with Kennedy who concludes, “[Salome] exists in two versions, German and 
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o
 Vous valez 

mieux que Salomé.”  Rolland, Richard Strauss et Romain Rolland, 86-87 and 90. 
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French.”
87

  Banoun concurs, writing, “Comparison [of the two scores] leads to the conclusion 

that two original versions of Strauss’s opera exist.”
88

  Even casual study of the score of Strauss’s 

French-language Salomé reveals that its vocal line is almost completely unique from that of its 

German-language sister.  In her study, Yeoland identifies five types of changes made by Strauss 

to the vocal lines of the German-language Salome to accommodate the unique properties of 

Wilde’s French text: division of the original note values to better reflect a correct fragmentation 

of the French text through the placement of accented speech syllables on metrically accented 

beats, pitch changes (also to reflect correct French syllabic stress), phrase expansion to 

accommodate extra words or syllables, flattening of the melodic line from a rounded, ascending, 

or descending shape into a monotone repetition of pitches as in Debussy’s text-setting, and 

alteration of the shape of phrases and placement of words within a phrase so that accented words 

and syllables correspond with particular harmonies in the orchestral accompaniment.
89

  As 

Yeoland rightly remarks, some of the changes to the melodic line effect the possible 

interpretation of the text or at least the dramatic moment.  She cites, for example, Hérodias’s 

phrase in both scores in which the queen tries in vain to convince Hérode to return to the castle.
90

  

In the German version, Herodias sings, “Wir wollen hineingehn” on a rounded phrase, ending 

with a leap from G (“ein-”) down to middle C (“-gehn”).
91

  In the French version, the same 

phrase is only one word, “Rentrons!,” which Strauss set as a leap from A (“Ren-”) up to C (“-

trons”), giving the French version a more forceful effect that makes the weak-willed Hérode’s 

decision to ignore his wife more surprising.
92
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 The first page of both scores provides representative examples of the type of changes 

Strauss made to his melodic lines in order to accommodate the French text.  In the German-

language version, Narraboth enters on the second beat of m. 4 with a five measure phrase: “Wie 

schön ist die Prinzessin Salome heute Nacht!”
93

  The young captain’s ardor for Salome is evident 

from the opening note, an E# on “Wie” followed by a leap down to G# on “schön” that is held 

into the following measure.  The phrase then climbs to E#, plunges down to A, and then up once 

more to end on F on the word “Nacht,” as seen in Example 3.1. 
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 “How beautiful is the Princess Salome to-night!”  Beardsley and Wilde, 1. 
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Example 3.1. Salome, p. 5, m. 1-16. 
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The Page replies by calling Narraboth’s attention to the moon which he compares to a woman 

rising from a tomb: “Sieh’ die Mondscheibe, wie sie seltsam aussicht.  Wie eine Frau, die 

aufsteigt aus dem Grab.”
94

  The majority of this phrase occurs low in the Page’s vocal range with 

a series of repeated middle Cs corresponding to the text of the second sentence, as seen in 

Example 3.1. 

 In the French-language score, Strauss altered Narraboth’s opening phrase to 

accommodate the text: “Comme la princesse Salomé est belle ce soir!”  Instead of beginning on 

beat two of m. 4, the captain enters on beat four of m. 4 with the first word, “Comme,” already 

on the G#; the opening leap of a descending major sixth is completely removed, therefore 

dampening the passion heard in the same phrase of the German-language version (see Example 

3.2).  The remainder of the French phrase continues in a manner similar to the German but the 

word “belle” does not occur until the end of the phrase, very different from the German phrase in 

which “schön” is the second word.  The emphasis of the phrase is placed more on Salomé’s 

beauty in the French version than on the night, the symbol for the dark events to take place. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
94

 “Look at the moon.  How strange the moon seems!  She is like a woman rising from a tomb.”  Beardsley and 

Wilde, 1.   
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Example 3.2. Salomé, p. 5, m. 1-16. 
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The Page’s phrase, unlike that of Narraboth, more closely resembles the German-language 

version, including the repeated middle Cs on the third sentence, “On dirait une femme qui sort 

d’un tombeau.”  The first sentence, however, begins smoothly in the French version with triplets 

for the first words (“Regardez la lune”) but ends with a more awkward vocal line, the result of 

Strauss placing the accented syllable “lu-” on beat one of the following measure, instead of the 

unaccented article “la.”  “La” must therefore be squeezed into the following measure on a final 

eighth note (see Example 3.2.).  This small alteration does not in itself make a great difference to 

the score.  But continuous alterations like these, made by Strauss to fit the French words into a 

pre-existing melody while preserving correct syllabic stress, contributes to an overall sense of 

awkwardness in the vocal line as Strauss tried repeatedly to place the rounded, nuanced syllables 

of French into the more angular, emphatic melodic phrases of the German version. 

 Music sung by Jokanaan in the French-language Salomé illustrates how Strauss 

succeeded in some instances and failed in others in trying to adapt his German score.  On p. 11 

of the French-language Salomé, Jokanaan prophesizes the coming of Christ: “Après moi viendra 

un autre encore plus puissant que moi.  Je ne suis pas digne même de délier la courroie de ses 

sandales.”
95

  Strauss carefully set the stressed and unstressed French syllables on 

correspondingly strong and weak metric beats, utilizing dotted rhythms (for the syllables “-dra 

un” and “-roie de”), triplets (“en-cor-e” and “mê-me de”), and carefully placed mute syllables 

(the graceful “-les” of “sandales” on beat three of [12] + 6) (see Example 3.3).   
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 “After me shall come another mightier than I.  I am not worthy so much as to unloose the latchet of his shoes.”  

Beardsley and Wilde, 6. 
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Example 3.3. Salomé, p. 11, [11] + 3 – [12] + 6. 

 

In this instance, the original characteristics of the melodic phrase in the German version – notes 

tied across the bar, dotted rhythms, rounded phrase sections, and an overall straightforward, 

quarter note rhythm – allowed the French lyrics to correspond more naturally to the pre-existing 

melodic line (see Example 3.4).  
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Example 3.4. Salome, p. 11, [11] + 2 – [12] + 6. 

 

Not long after this moment, the strong and heroic melodic phrase (p. 52), “Zurück, 

Tochter Babylons!  Durch das Weib kam des Übel in die Welt,” which perfectly expresses the 

stalwart Jokanaan, now sounds “heavy” and “emphatic” as Rolland noted when paired with the 

French text (p. 52), “Arrière, fille de Babylone!  C’est par la femme que le mal est entre dans le 



141 
 

monde” (see Examples 3.5 and 3.6).
96

  This moment in both scores offers a good example of 

what Rolland and Strauss described as Wagnerian declamation and which suited one version of 

the opera but not the other.  The heavy declamation is emphasized by the rhythm, dynamics, 

harmony, and instrumentation (brass and low strings, in the orchestral version) in the 

accompaniment. 

Example 3.5. Salome, p. 52, [96] + 1-7. 
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 “Back! daughter of Babylon!  By woman came evil into the world.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 22. 
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Example 3.6. Salomé, p. 52, [96] + 1-7. 

 

 At other moments in the score, Strauss attempted to adapt the French text to leitmotifs 

sung by the characters, a task that often failed due to the inherent differences in word order and 

syllabic stress between the two languages.  Sometimes these attempts resulted in awkward and 

rushed text-setting that, while detracting from the overall beauty of the musical phrase, is not 

overly detrimental to the scene as a whole.  An example is Salomé’s seduction music in which 

she praises Jokanaan’s body, hair, and mouth in three sections that parallel each other musically 

and textually (this parallel is also in Wilde’s play).  In each section of the seduction scene, 

Salomé sings a soaring, romantic melody designated the “Love” leitmotif by Craig Ayrey in his 

analysis of the German-language score.
97

  The Love leitmotif is characterized by three quarter 

notes descending on whole steps on beats two, three, and four of its opening measure; the 
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measures that follow feature a large ascending leap that varies in size in each rendition and 

provides the climax of the phrase.  In the German-language version, the Love leitmotif is heard 

when Salome makes the first of her comparisons between Jokanaan and a poetic image (p. 50): 

“Dein Leib ist weiss wie der Schnee auf den Bergen Judäas” (see Example 3.7).
98

  Salome sings 

the first three words on the descending quarter notes followed by a leap from B to F#.  The 

remainder of the words fit perfectly into the last two measures of the four measure phrase.    

Example 3.7. Salome, p. 50, [93] + 1-4. 

 

In the case of the French-language version, however, Strauss adapts the French text to fit the 

Love leitmotif (p. 50) but the many syllables in the line (“Ton corps est blanc comme les neiges 

sur les montagnes de Judée”), much more than in the German version, make the third measure of 

the phrase seem rushed and awkward and detract from the beauty of the melody (see Example 

3.8).  In the French phrase, nine syllables must be set within one measure with care taken to 

ensure proper syllabic placement, while only six syllables must be set in the same measure in the 

German version. 
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 “Thy body is white like the snows that lie on the mountains of Judæa.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 22. 
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Example 3.8. Salomé, p. 50, [93] + 1-4. 

 

 The Love leitmotif returns during Salomé’s final monologue.  Salomé mocks Jokanaan’s 

head at first but gradually returns, musically and textually, to sing of her love for him.  As she 

remembers his beauty, the key changes to C# major, the tonality associated with Salomé in 

Strauss’s opera, as the C# cadence coincides with the word for beauty (“schön” and “beau”) in 

both versions.  The Love leitmotif sounds again a few measures later as Salomé, accompanied by 

the high strings, sings again of Jokanaan’s white body and black hair.  In the German-language 

version, the exact correspondence of Salome’s voice singing the Love leitmotif and the 

orchestral accompaniment playing the same leitmotif clearly signal that this moment, regardless 

of the disturbing circumstances, is an apotheosis of love and passion (see Example 3.9; circles 

are placed around the opening notes of the Love leitmotif).  Her words, “Nichts in der Welt war 

so weiss wie dein Leib.  Nichts in der Welt war so schwarz wei dein Haar,” (p. 191) summarize, 

musically and dramatically, the earlier seduction scene and directly link it to the opera’s 

denouement.
99
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 “There was nothing in the world so white as thy body.  There was nothing in the world so black as thy hair.”  

Beardsley and Wilde, 65. 
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Example 3.9. Salome, p. 191, [335] – [336] + 1. 

 

 In the French-language version, Strauss’s attempt to fit the French text into the pre-

existing melodic phrases results in a more ambiguous dramatic moment.  Salomé sings Wilde’s 

French text (p. 191): “Rien au monde aussi blanc que ton corps.  Rien au monde aussi noir que 

tes cheveux.”  Because of his desire to correctly follow the stresses of French diction, however, 

Strauss had to truncate the beginning of the sung phrase so that “Rien,” the first word of the text, 

is sung on beat three, instead of on beat two, as is “Nichts,” the first word of the same phrase in 

the German version.  Because he was unwilling to alter the orchestral accompaniment to 

accommodate this change, the first note of the Love leitmotif is still heard on beat two in the 

orchestra.  Salomé herself begins singing on the second note (beat three) of the Love leitmotif; 
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her words do not correspond with the orchestra’s rendition of the theme (see Example 3.10; 

circles are placed around the opening notes of the Love leitmotif as in Example 3.9).   

Example 3.10. Salomé, p. 191, [335] – [336] + 1. 

 

The listener is thus presented with a different musical-dramatic moment in the French version of 

Strauss’s Salomé than in the German.  The disjunction between the vocal and orchestral 

sounding of the Love leitmotif suggests that this moment of apotheosis is less a moment of love 

than of something more disturbing and sinister.  Given the circumstances under which this music 

is heard (Salomé singing to Jokanaan’s head), the French version of the opera may offer an aural 

evocation that more faithfully matches the stage visual.  Regardless of interpretation, Strauss’s 

adaptation alters the effect of this scene. 
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 In order to incorporate the changes necessary to make Salomé “a real French opera,” one 

that captured the musicality of language inherent in Wilde’s play and characteristic of the French 

language, Strauss skillfully manipulated the vocal lines of Salome to such an extent that it 

effectively became a different work – the drame musical, Salomé.  “These modifications in the 

prosody of the vocal line were necessary to accommodate the rhythm of the French language,” 

confirms Eells, but they “change the character of the piece.”
100

  As has been demonstrated, 

Strauss’s adaptation, in some places successful in capturing Wilde’s musicality of language, in 

others not as much, has a “character” all its own.  It remained to be seen, however, if audiences 

and critics would hear and experience this character as truly “French.” 

Premiere of Salomé in Brussels and Paris 

In an article entitled “La question ‘Salomé’” in the 3 March 1907 issue of Le Guide 

musical, an anonymous author related the events that brought the upcoming premiere of Salomé 

to the Théâtre royal de la Monnaie in Brussels.  “Richard Strauss’s Salomé – will it or will it not 

be played in Paris?” he began.  “That is the question of the day in the artistic world.”
101

  The 

author reported that Pedro Gailhard, the director of the Paris Opéra, had announced three months 

prior that Salome would be shown on his stage.  Gailhard, however, had insisted that Salome be 

sung in French to a versified libretto prepared by musicologist and critic for the Nouvelle Revue, 

Joseph de Marliave, known by his nom de plume J. Saint-Jean.  “M. Gailhard, assisted by a 

librettist and composer of talent, M. de Saint-Jean (?), had made a translation (!) of Oscar 

Wilde’s drama, as the original text itself, set to music by M. Strauss, did not appear to him 

singable,” wrote the Guide musical journalist, implying that what prevented Gailhard from 

                                                           
100

 Eells, 78. 
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producing the opera was the German text, assumedly because it would be too difficult for his 

French singers to learn.
102

  The journalist then continued:  

Now we are informed that the Gaîté will give the work not in French but in German; this 

solution, following a communiqué addressed to the journals of Paris, having been 

motivated “by the composer’s fear of seeing his work interdicted (!) after a few 

performances because of the audacities of the French text.”
103

 

 

The journalist referred to the decision that Strauss’s German-language Salome would be 

produced by Gabriel Astruc and Countess Greffulhe’s Société des grandes auditions musicales 

de France at the Théâtre-Lyrique municipal de la Gaîté (the venue later changed to the Théâtre 

du Châtelet) that upcoming May.
104

  This new information implied a different reason why 

Gailhard may have objected to a performance of the German-language Salome at the Opéra: the 

plot, unless obscured by the German language, might cause the censors to interdict the 

performance.  “Who are we kidding in all this?  And what does this incredible series of 

conflicting information mean?” asked the anonymous author.
105

 

 It seems the real reason behind Gailhard’s refusal to perform Salome lay not in its 

“unsingable” text or possible censorship but rather in Strauss’s refusal to sign the standard 

contract required by the Société des auteurs et compositeurs dramatiques (SACD), the 

organization in France responsible for protecting copyrights, procuring royalties, and authorizing 

performances.  Based on letters between Strauss and Alfred Capus, then president of the SACD, 

Musicologist Clair Rowden has determined that Strauss objected to a clause regarding 
                                                           
102
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 “De qui se moque-t-on dans tout ceci?  Et que signifie cette invraisemblable série d’informations 

contradictoires?”  Anon., 165. 
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performances at “foreign theaters” which Strauss believed, erroneously, would prevent him from 

conducting his opera outside of France.  When Capus refused to remove the clause, Strauss 

demanded written confirmation that the contract only concerned performances in France, 

Belgium, and Monaco.  He did not receive the requested confirmation until 23 March 1907, long 

after Astruc had secured the rights to perform Salome.
106

 

 By this time, however, final preparations were being made for the French-language 

Salomé’s premiere at the Monnaie under the careful direction of its management, Maurice 

Kufferath and Guilleume Guidé.  The anonymous author of the Guide musical article reassured 

potential audience members that not only was Wilde’s text not perverse as had been alleged, it 

was written in beautiful, pure French: 

First of all, we say that if [the Parisian opera houses] will not play Salomé in French, it is 

not because of the horrors of Oscar Wilde’s text: it is only because M. Richard Strauss 

has not wanted at any price the new “translation” that was submitted to him…The 

original is written in very pure and absolutely correct French, which derives its 

strangeness from the systematic use of literary images and forms in the biblical style and 

notably from the Song of Songs.  M. Richard Strauss was inspired directly by this poem, 

and it is the French text that he put to music, composing a vocal part markedly different 

than that of the German translation which plays in theaters across the Rhine…At no time 

therefore has the composer feared a ban in Paris because of the audacities of Oscar 

Wilde's text. Such audacities do not exist.  There is not a word, there is not an 

objectionable picture in the text.
107
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He then dismissed the claim that the text of Salomé was unsingable, in any language: 

Studies began when the French score was engraved.  We note that among the singers, all 

French, charged with the principal roles, none have found that Oscar Wilde’s text was 

unsingable.  The music of M. Strauss is not easy, of course; the romances of Boïeldieu or 

the couplets of Auber are not here.  But the music of M. Strauss is no more troubling that 

that of M. Debussy for singers used to the Italian cantilena.  With patience and work we 

come to the end, as we came to the end at last in the scores of Wagner, all also reputed 

unsingable.
108

 

“Put most simply,” he concluded, “Parisians desirous of hearing M. Strauss’s work will make the 

trip to Brussels.”
109

  On 25 March 1907, Salomé premiered at the Théâtre de la Monnaie with 

Mariette Mazarin in the title role and the famed ballerina Aïda Boni as her stand-in for “La 

Danse des sept voiles.”
110

   

Some members of Parisian high society had the opportunity to hear Strauss’s French-

language Salomé a little over a month later in a private performance at the studio of Jacques 

Isnardon, the singer and Conservatoire professor.  Isnardon, whose own students sang the roles 

with his wife Lucy as Salomé, had a background that made him the perfect person to direct the 

work in which Strauss had tried so hard to replicate the musicality of the French language.  

Isnardon was greatly interested in the phonetics of French; he considered himself a “disciple” of 

Dr. Marage, a biologist who lectured on phonation and hearing at the Sorbonne from 1904-

1911.
111

  Isnardon attended Marage’s lectures, and Marage later supplied the introduction to 

Isnardon’s singing treatise, Le Chant théâtral (1911), in which Isnardon developed a new 
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 “Les études ont commencé dès que la partition française a été gravée.  Notons que parmi les chanteurs, tous 

Français, chargés des principaux rôles, aucun ne s’est aperçu que le texte d’Oscar Wilde fût inchantable.  La 

musique de M. Strauss n’est pas facile, d’accord; il ne s’agit pas ici de romances de Boïeldieu ou de couplets 

d’Auber.  Mais la musique de M. Strauss n’est pas plus troublante que celle de M. Debussy pour les chanteurs 

habitués à la cantilène italienne.  Avec de la patience et du travail on en vient à bout, comme on vint à bout, naguère, 

des partitions de Wagner, réputées tout aussi inchantables.”  Anon., 166. 
109

 “Le plus simple, pour les Parisiens désireux d’entendre l’ouvrage de M. Strauss, sera de faire le voyage de 

Bruxelles.” Anon., 166. 
110

 Salomé was preceded by a performance of one act of André Gailhard’s opera, Amaryllis. 
111

 Bergeron, 107. 
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method of singing based in the science of phonetics.
112

  Isnardon’s students performed Strauss’s 

French Salomé, assumedly with perfect French diction, in a staged and costumed performance in 

their teacher’s Petit Théâtre on 29 April 1907, less than ten days before the German-language 

Salome would premiere at the Châtelet (see Figure 3.1). 

Figure 3.1. “Une Répétition à l’italienne sur le Petit Théâtre de M. Jacques Isnardon,” Le Théâtre (1 

September 1907).
113

 

 

 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

 

 The dossier d’œuvre for Strauss’s Salomé/Salome at the Bibliothèque nationale de 

France’s Département des Arts du Spectacle hold the colorfully engraved invitation sent by 

Isnardon to over 300 guests.  Le Figaro sponsored the performance, as an article by René Lara 

stated in the issue of the paper published a day after the performance: 

Richard Strauss’s Salomé will soon make, as they say, its first solemn appearance on the 

Parisian stage.  The lively interest which the musical event arouses in the salons and 

artistic milieux, the impatient curiosity with which it is waited, has suggested to Figaro 
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 Bergeron, 195. 
113

 Harpel, “Une Répétition à l’italienne sur le Petit Théâtre de M. Jacques Isnardon,” Le Théâtre 10, no. 29 (1 

September 1907): 126.  The photograph’s caption, which states that the rehearsal was sung in Italian, is contradicted 

by the article’s text as well as that of other articles. 
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the idea, audacious perhaps, original without fail, to offer its friends a hearing before the 

opening of the sensational work of the German master…The eminent professor at the 

Conservatoire also had the idea to give on the little stage of his studio a preview as exact 

as possible by his students of M. Strauss’s work.
114

 

 

Because the studio could not hold an orchestra, Walther Straram, then a voice coach at the Opéra 

and later the founder of the Orchestre Straram, accompanied the singers on the piano, a 

“sacrilege,” remarked Lara, made less offensive by Straram’s ability to create “the illusion of 

instruments.”
115

  According to Lara, an audience “more brilliant, more enthusiastic, and more 

attentive” had never been seen before.
116

  The luminaries in attendance included the ambassadors 

to France from Italy, the United States, Portugal, Brazil, Nicaragua, Serbia, and Bulgaria, high 

ranking officers in the French military, professors and administrators from Paris’s many 

universities, French aristocracy, and royalty from all across Europe.  Also in the audience were 

influential members of the Parisian musical world: the retired Opéra soprano Rose Caron, the 

Conservatoire’s professor of music history, Louis-Albert Bourgault-Ducoudray, director of the 

Opéra-Comique, Albert Carré, his directeur de la musique (and soon to be director of the Opéra), 

André Messager, the composers Camille Saint-Säens and Charles Kœchlin, the conservative 

music critic Arthur Coquard, and Astruc.
117

  The crème de la crème of Parisian political and 

musical society was in attendance because, as Lara pointed out, the premiere of Strauss’s French-

language Salomé in Paris was a pivotal musical event: 
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 “La Salomé de M. Richard Strauss fera prochainement, comme on le sait, sa première apparition solennelle sur 

une scène parisienne.  Le vif intérêt que suscite cet événement musical dans les salons et dans les milieux artistiques, 

l’impatiente curiosité avec laquelle il est attendu, ont suggéré au Figaro l’idée, audacieuse peut-être, originale à 

coup sûr, d’offrir à ses amis une audition avant la lettre de l’œuvre sensationnelle du maître allemand…L’éminent 

professeur au Conservatoire avait eu, lui aussi, l’idée de donner, sur la petite scène de son atelier, un aperçu aussi 

exact que possible de l’œuvre de M. Strauss à ses élèves.”  René Lara, “Une audition de ‘Salomé’ au FIGARO,” Le 

Figaro 53, no. 120 (30 April 1907): 1. 
115

 “Restait le piano, - un sacrilège!  Mais non, le piano tenu par M. Straram, c’était presque l’illusion des 

instruments.”  Lara, 1. 
116

 “Jamais on ne vit salle plus brillante, plus enthousiaste et plus attentive.”  Lara, 1. 
117

 Lara, 1-2.  Lara hinted in his article that Isnardon’s interest in directing Salomé might reflect his desire to become 

the new director of the Opéra-Comique as it was assumed in musical circles at the time that Carré would soon 

replace Gailhard at the Opéra.  Messager, however, would become director at the Opéra, as Carré would stay at the 

Opéra-Comique until 1914. 
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Yesterday was the first and only time that the original and French version of Oscar Wilde 

was sung.  When M. Richard Strauss resolved to put the poem Salomé to music he had it 

translated into German.  It is this version that is usually sung and which will accompany 

the German composer’s music at the Châtelet performance.  He decided much later to set 

the original version to music and had, through skillful modifications, to adapt the vocal 

part to the French words: there are slight differences between the two scores.
118

 

 

Kufferath, Guidé, Isnardon, and Le Figaro (through Lara) saw their productions of Strauss’s 

French-language Salomé as important and successful events in the world of French music, little 

knowing they would be the last productions of the work for over eighty years.   

Critical Reception 

On 6 May 1907, the Musikdrama Salome opened in a gala performance at the Châtelet 

with soprano Emmy Destinn in the title role and the character dancer Natalia Trouhanowa 

performing “La Danse des sept voiles.”
119

  Astruc imported a German cast and production, 

insuring that more than just the return of the original German text separated this performance 

from the Salomé performed in Brussels and Isnardon’s studio (see Figure 3.2).   
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 “C’était hier la première et unique fois que l’on chantait la version originale et française d’Oscar Wilde.  Lorsque 

M. Richard Strauss résolut de mettre en musique le poème de Salomé, il le fit traduire en allemand.  C’est cette 

version que l’on chante habituellement et qui accompagnera aux représentations du Châtelet la musique du 

compositeur allemand.  Celui-ci ne se décida à mettre en musique la version originale que plus tard et dut, par 

d’habiles modifications, adapter le chant aux paroles françaises: de là, de légères différences entre les deux 

partitions.”  Lara, 2.  Italics in original. 
119

 Strauss conducted the 110 members of the Orchestre Colonne for these performances.  Rowden, 163. 
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Figure 3.2. Théâtre du Châtelet program (May 1907); Imported German cast listed with their contracted 

theaters.
120

 

 

 

Département des Arts du Spectacle, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

 

Relatively little criticism of the French-language version was published in the general and 

musical press; it seems many journalists waited to review Salome after its Parisian stage 

premiere instead of journeying to Brussels, and as Isnardon’s performance was for invited guests 

only, almost no criticism of that performance exists (see Appendix B, Table B.2 for a list of 

articles consulted).  A few intrepid reporters from Paris did travel on 25 March 1907 to see 

Salomé premiered at the Théâtre de la Monnaie and reported, via telegram and telephone, on 
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 Théâtre du Châtelet program, Dossier d’Œuvre, Richard Strauss, Salome, Re 67701, Département des Arts du 

Spectacle, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 
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what they heard.  In combination with criticism printed in the musical and literary press of 

Brussels (L’Art moderne, Le Guide musical, L’Eventail, and Le Thyrse), the critical reception of 

Strauss’s French-language Salomé begins to come to light. 

 In general, critics centered their critique on Strauss’s music including his development of  

leitmotifs according to “la formule wagnérienne,” as Lesbroussart of L’Art moderne described it, 

or the “procédé wagérien,” as Charles Van Den Borren of Le Courrier musical did.
121

  Critics 

also paid a great deal of attention to Strauss’s large orchestra (over 100 musicians) and his 

characteristically colorful orchestration.  Many viewed Salomé as a redemption story and 

believed that Strauss’s music had somehow purified or sanitized the unhealthy text of Wilde, a 

view first championed by critics following Salome’s Dresden premiere in 1905 and common in 

fin-de-siècle criticism of the opera.
122

   

Predictably, the critics of the more conservative Parisian journals such as Le Courrier 

musical and Le Ménestrel deplored the decadent music and perverse story of Salomé; Van Den 

Borren referred to Salomé as a “musical monster.”
123

  The critics of the more progressive 

Parisian papers praised Strauss’s novel harmonic and orchestral techniques.  The Belgian critics 

were the most enthusiastic about the new opera, an opinion in keeping with the well-known 

appreciation for the avant-garde in Brussels’s musical circles.  In a typical review from the 

Belgian press, Lesbroussart heralded Salomé as “the most notable German opera since 

Wagner.”
124

  Also typical in the Belgian press was an appreciation for Wilde’s play itself, as in 
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 “The Wagnerian formula.”  Lesbroussart, “Salomé (Second article),” L’Art moderne 27, no. 15 (14 April 1907): 

114.  “Wagnerian process.” Charles Van Den Borren, “Salomé,” Le Courrier musical 10, no. 8 (15 April 1907): 243. 
122

 As John Williamson notes, “A school of thought evolved that saw the essence of Strauss’s transfiguration of the 

play in the ‘redeeming’ of Salome in a Wagnerian sense.”  See John Williamson, “Critical Reception,” in Richard 

Strauss, Salome, ed. Derrick Puffett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 135. 
123

 “La Salomé de M. Strauss est un monstre musical.”  Van Den Borren, 244. 
124

 “La plus marquante du théâtre lyrique allemand depuis Wagner.”  Lesbroussart, “Salomé (Second article),” 115. 
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Kufferath’s assessment: “The entire work has caused an enormous sensation, an enthusiastic and 

passionate admiration which is equally divided between the poem and the score.”
125

 

 Most critics called attention to the use of the French language by Wilde and Strauss.  

Henri de Curzon’s article for Le Théâtre is representative: 

Of course, this was the French text.  But nobody knows that the play itself, by Oscar 

Wilde, was written in French and played first in our language; then M. Strauss has 

extracted [Wilde’s] poem from the German version.  Finally the French version of the 

score has been mended, or nearly so, to the original text.  Thus the work was performed, 

before Paris, in Brussels at the Théâtre royal de la Monnaie, through the active and 

enthusiastic care of MM. Kufferath and Guidé.
126

  

 

For many, the appropriation of French by two prominent, non-native artists inspired pride.  

Belgian critics were particularly proud that Strauss’s French-language Salomé had premiered in 

Brussels.  Lesbroussart wrote of the “first French version of this significant work.”
127

  The critic 

for Gil Blas, Louis Schneider, called attention to the “great honor” given to the directors of the 

Monnaie in their creation of this “colossal work”: “The directors of the Théâtre de la Monnaie 

prove again that they are always at the avant-garde of music.”
128

  Lucien Solvay of Le Ménestrel 

stated that “the performance given Monday in Brussels was, in reality, the true ‘premiere’ of the 

work, original and definitive.”
129

  (It seems that Strauss agreed with Solvay’s assessment, at least 
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 “L’œuvre a partout provoqué une sensation énorme, une admiration enthousiaste et passionnée qui se partage 

également entre le poème et la partition.”  M.K. [Maurice Kufferath], “Salomé,” Le Guide musical 53, no. 11 (17 

March 1907): 207.  As director of the Monnaie, Kufferath, of course, had reason to be biased; however, other critics 

shared his opinion. 
126

 “Bien entendu, c’était le texte français.  Mais personne n’ignore que la pièce même, d’Oscar Wilde, a été écrite 

en français et jouée d’abord dans notre langue; qu’ensuite M. Richard Strauss en a extrait son poème sur la version 

allemande; qu’enfin la version de la partition française a été reprise, ou peu s’en faut, au texte original.  C’est ainsi 

que l’œuvre a été représentée, avant Paris, à Bruxelles, au Théâtre Royal de la Monnaie, par les soins actifs et 

enthousiastes de MM. Kufferath et Guidé.”  Henri de Curzon, “Une Représentation de la ‘Salomé’ de R. Strauss, 

chez M. Jacques Isnardon,” Le Théâtre 10, no. 209 (1 September 1907): 126. 
127

 “Le premier la version française de cette œuvre significative.”  Lesbroussart, “Salomé (Second article),” 115. 
128

 “Salomé a été chantée pour la première fois en français, ce soir, au théâtre de la Monnaie.  L’honneur est grand 

pour MM. Kufferath et Guidé d’avoir mis sur pied cette œuvre colossale.  Les directeurs du théâtre de la Monnaie 

prouvent une fois de plus qu’ils sont toujours à l’avant-garde de la musique.”  Louis Schneider, “Salomé aux 

Bruxelles,” Gil Blas 28, no. 10,019 (26 March 1907): 3. 
129

 “La représentation donnée lundi à Bruxelles est donc, en réalité, la vraie ‘première’ de l’œuvre, originale et 

définitive.”  Lucien Solvay, “Correspondance Belgique,” Le Ménestrel 73, no. 13 (30 March 1907): 99.   
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initially.  In a letter to Astruc dated 2 January 1907, Strauss’s publisher Fürstner stipulated that 

only Astruc’s performances at the Châtelet that upcoming May would be in German: “In Maestro 

Strauss’s opinion, in all other French cities, only the original French version of Salomé should be 

used.)”
130

   

 Some critics enthusiastically compared Strauss’s Salomé to Debussy’s Pelléas and to the 

Musikdramen of Wagner.  At the Monnaie, Kufferath and Guidé had included both Pelléas and 

Salomé in their 1907 season; Pelléas’s performances ran concurrently with those of Salomé, 

giving some lucky audience members the opportunity to see both works in a single week.  J. Br. 

of Le Guide musical pointed out that both works demonstrated “ultramodernist tendencies” and 

were “the two most important works of operatic production in recent years.”
131

  For J. Br., 

Salomé was a “vast symphonic poem, lit by the commentary of the singing voice.”
132

  Kufferath 

himself made a similar observation, noting that both Wilde’s drama and Strauss’s music were 

equal to the works of established masters:  

The score is with Claude Debussy’s Pelléas – but from a completely opposed tendency – 

among the most new and the most powerful produced for the lyric stage by contemporary 

music…The drama of Oscar Wilde certainly remains one of the most original and 

strongest creations of dramatic poetry next to the theater of Ibsen and Maeterlinck.
133

   

 

Kufferath also compared Wilde’s play to the well-known story “Hérodias” by Gustave Flaubert, 

saying, “The Salomé of Oscar Wilde is moreover inseparable from the story of the French 

                                                           
130

 “Suivant l’avis de Maître Strauss, il devrait être question, pour toutes les autres villes françaises, uniquement de 

la version originale française de Salomé.”  Fürstner, quoted in and translated by Eells, 81.  Italics in original. 
131

 “Tendances ultra-modernistes…les deux œuvres les plus marquantes de la production lyrique de ces dernières 

années.”  J. Br., “Salomé,” Le Guide musical 53, no. 13 (31 March 1907): 253. 
132

 “Un vaste poème symphonique, éclairé par le commentaire du chant.”  J. Br., 254. 
133

 “La partition est avec le Pelléas de Claude Debussy, - mais dans une tendance toute opposée, - ce que la musique 

contemporaine a produit de plus nouveau et de plus puissant pour la scène lyrique…[Le] drame d’Oscar Wilde, qui 

reste certainement une des créations les plus originales et les plus fortes de la poésie dramatique à côté du théâtre 

d’Ibsen et de Maeterlinck.”  M.K., “Salomé,” 207. 
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master.  The one is born from the other…The drama realizes the story.”
134

  The director of the 

Monnaie found himself at a loss for words to describe Salomé’s final monologue, writing, “I do 

not know with what to compare the song of love if not the marvelous finale of Tristan und Isolde 

or the sublime conclusion of Götterdämmerung.”
135

 

 Not all comparisons to Wagner or Debussy were favorable, however, especially with 

regard to text-setting and declamation, a focus of criticism that had dogged Strauss’s Salome 

even in its German version.  Literary scholar Gary Schmidgall notes that “French critics were 

even more sensitive to the havoc wreaked upon the original [play] by Strauss’s Teutonic libretto 

and abrasive orchestration.”
136

  Some critics complained that Strauss’s music obscured Wilde’s 

text, so much so that discussion of text-setting was irrelevant.  Solvay of Le Ménestrel wrote 

that, with the exception of the final scene in which “the text truly is not needed,” the orchestra 

prevented the voices from being heard:  

Everywhere else, when the voice should logically predominate, except for rare 

exceptions, it is drowned in the sonorous whirlwind.  Long ago, opera composers would 

subordinate the music to the poem; Wagner came to unite the two intimately; we have 

seen, with M. Debussy, the poem ‘absorb’ the music.  With M. Strauss, it is the music 
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 “La Salomé d’Oscar Wilde est d’ailleurs inséparable du conte du maître français.  L’une est née de l’autre…Le 

drame achève le conte.”  M.K., “Salomé,” 207.  The similarities between Flaubert’s “Hérodias” and Wilde’s Salomé 

were perpetually discussed by critics of Wilde’s play.  For some, these “similarities” amounted to outright 

plagiarism; for others, like Kufferath, they demonstrated the old adage that “imitation is the sincerest form of 

flattery.” 
135

 “Un cantique d’amour auquel je ne sais quoi comparer, sinon le merveilleux finale de Tristan et Iseult ou la 

sublime conclusion du Crépuscule des Dieux.”  M.K., “Salomé (Suite et fin),” Le Guide musical 53, no. 12 (24 

March 1907): 229. 
136

 Gary Schmidgall, Literature as Opera (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 250.  Not all critics of Salome’s 

early performances in Germany agreed with this assessment.  The program from the May 1907 performances of 

Salome at the Châtelet contained quotes from reviews by French critics of the Dresden premiere in 1905.  Robert 

Brussel of Le Figaro addressed the issue of text-setting directly (p. 10): “Ne pensez pas pour cela que la poésie de la 

pièce ai disparu; bien au contraire; elle est simplement traduite avec des moyens qui ne sont point 

traditionnels…Une scène plus évocatrice que la première, où le paysage tout baigné de lune semble émaner de 

l’orchestre…On imagine malaisément les accents de plus en plus exaspérés que M. Strauss a trouvés pour traduire 

l’audacieux langage de la fille d’Hérodiade.”  Robert Brussel, “Analyse du poème,” Théâtre du Châtelet program, 

Dossier d’Œuvre, Richard Strauss, Salome, Re 67701, Département des Arts du Spectacle, Bibliothèque nationale 

de France, Paris. 
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that absorbs the poem, and [the music] is all the drama…Nothing would prevent the 

work, in sum, from being reduced to the state of simple pantomime.
137

 

 

Solvay himself did not necessarily think this characteristic of Salomé was detrimental; since he 

found the plot and Wilde’s language offensive, he remarked that “fortunately – from this point of 

view at least – the music of M. Strauss does not permit the hearing of much of anything that the 

characters say and sometimes that is better.”
138

  The debussyste Louis Laloy of Le Mercure 

musical was more harsh, writing bluntly that “the waves of music drowned the nuances of the 

text.”
139

  Laloy, who thoroughly disliked Salomé overall, focused his critique extensively on the 

crimes he believed Strauss had committed against the French language: 

This text was written in French – in bad French – by Oscar Wilde…It is from the French 

words that Richard Strauss has worked from the first; it is hard to believe, as the 

declamation that they have inspired is contrary to the genius of our language.  In 

Brussels, where Salomé was played in French, it was truly painful to hear our syllables 

launched with the explosive rudeness of Germanic syllables, and our phrases transformed 

into chains of mountains bristled with peaks and precipitous gaps.  In Paris, we had the 

German version of M. [sic] Lachmann, and our ears were less afflicted.  But German 

itself does not have these brisk bursts and terrible falls: the declamation of R. Strauss, 

instead of imitating the intonations of the word, exaggerates them and overstates them.  

There is an enlargement process, which demonstrates a certain conception of theater, and 

in which Wagner had already indulged; but Strauss goes still further than Wagner.
140
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 “La parole vraiment n’a que faire.  Partout ailleurs, quand la voix devrait logiquement prédominer, sauf de rares 

exceptions elle se noie dans le tourbillon sonore.  Jadis, les musiciens d’opéra subordonnaient la musique au poème; 

Wagner vint unir les deux intimement; nous avons vu, avec M. Debussy, le poème ‘absorber’ la musique.  Avec M. 

Strauss, c’est la musique qui absorbe le poème, et qui est tout le drame….rien n’empêcherait, en somme, de réduire 

l’œuvre à l’état de simple pantomime.”  Solvay. 
138

 “Heureusement – à ce point de vue-là, tout au moins, – la musique de M. Strauss ne permet pas d’entendre 

grand’chose de ce que disent les personnages, et cela vaut mieux quelquefois.”  Solvay. 
139

 “Des flots de musique ont noyé les nuances d’un texte.”  Louis Laloy, “Le Mois, Musique nouvelle,” Le Mercure 

musical 3, no. 6 (15 June 1907): 645.  F.-Charles Morrisseaux of Le Thyrse did not feel that Wilde’s text was 

difficult to understand in Strauss’s setting but his explantion was fairly pathetic: “Nous assistons à un drame qui se 

produit après un festin turbulent…Et n’avez-vous jamais remarqué, en de semblables circonstances, la tendance des 

convives à parler, sinon tous ensemble, du moins à plusieurs à la fois.”  See F.-Charles Morrisseaux, “La ‘Salomé’ 

d'Oscar Wilde et Richard Strauss au Théâtre de la Monnaie,” Le Thyrse 8 (1 April 1907): 390. 
140

 “Ce texte avait été écrit en français – en mauvais français – par Oscar Wilde…C’est sur les paroles françaises que 

Richard Strauss a travaillé tout d’abord; on a peine à le croire, tant la déclamation qu’elles lui ont inspirée est 

contraire au génie de notre langue.  À Bruxelles, où Salomé était jouée en français, il était vraiment pénible 

d’entendre nos syllabes lancées ainsi avec la rudesse explosive des syllabes germaniques, et nos phrases 

transformées en chaînes de montagnes hérissées de pics et trouées de précipices.  À Paris, nous avions la version 

allemande de M. [sic] Lachmann, et nos oreilles furent moins affligées.  Mais l’allemand lui-même n’a pas ces 

sursauts brusques et ces terribles chutes: la déclamation de R. Strauss, au lieu d’imiter les intonations de la parole, 
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Laloy called attention to what Strauss had worked so hard to avoid – incorrect syllabic stress and 

word placement.  These moments of improper French had been exacerbated, as Rolland noted, 

by the wide leaps and angular phrases that characterized the melodic fragments, originally 

conceived for German text (a sample of which is demonstrated in Examples 3.5 and 3.6).  Unlike 

Debussy’s (and Mariotte’s) text-setting, characterized by rhythmic motives constructed in small 

pitch intervals or on a repeated pitch, Strauss’s text-setting included wide, angular leaps like 

“chains of mountains” which were further exacerbated when accompanied by the French 

language.  Laloy, however, went even farther to accuse Strauss of inappropriate text-setting in 

the composer’s native language.  For Laloy, Strauss had failed where Wagner had succeeded, 

and he had failed Wilde’s text as well: 

One finds everywhere the spirit of Wagner, but provoked, pushed until its utmost limits.  

Like Wagner, Richard Strauss highly affirms the supremacy of music, which speaks a 

language more clear and more eloquent than poetry.  But the music of Wagner concurred 

with the words which it prolonged in a vast echo; the music of Strauss, consciously or 

not, does violence to the text, transforms it, chases away all the preciosity which was the 

only charm, and puts in its place a fog of passion which the aesthete Oscar Wilde never 

approached.
141

 

 

Strauss’s music was indelibly stamped by his personal interpretation of Wilde’s play, an 

interpretation rooted in contemporary psychological theories and at odds, according to some 

critics, with the Symbolist aesthetic of the original drama.  Van Den Borren of the musically-

conservative Le Courrier musicale, not a journal often in agreement with Laloy’s assessments, 

echoed the more liberal critic’s opinion: “The singing or lyric declamation, which is grafted onto 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
les exagère et les accuse.  Il y a là un procédé de grossissement, qui relève d’une certain conception du théâtre, et où 

Wagner s’était déjà complu; mais Strauss va plus loin que Wagner encore.”  Laloy, 646. 
141

 “On retrouve partout la pensée de Wagner, mais exaspérée, poussée jusqu’à ses dernières limites.  Comme 

Wagner, Richard Strauss affirme hautement la suprématie de la musique, qui parle une langue bien plus claire et 

plus éloquente que la poésie.  Mais la musique de Wagner était d’accord avec les paroles qu’elle prolongeait en 

vaste écho; la musique de Strauss, consciemment ou non, fait violence au texte, le transforme, en chasse toute la 

préciosité qui en était le seul charme, et met à la place une fougue de passion dont l’esthète Oscar Wilde ne s’était 

jamais avisé.”  Laloy, 646. 
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the symphonic fabric, is equally treated according to the Wagnerian mode but it is far from 

having the correct accent [of] the author of the Tetralogy.”
142

   

Le Guide musical’s J. Br., contrary to Solvay, Laloy and Van Den Borren, heard the 

words clearly.  He also believed that Strauss had achieved the Symbolist goal of transferring the 

essence of a text into a music more evocative than the text itself: 

In Salomé, the composer awards to the poem, through his own labor, a capital 

importance, as the leitmotifs of which his music comments step by step, so to speak, 

measure by measure; but it is not only this constant and primordial preoccupation that 

assures, to the listener, the comprehension of the words, the clear perception of the 

literary images with which the poem abounds.
143

 

 

The German composer’s idiomatic musical language well suggested Wilde’s images, according 

to J. Br.  Schneider of Gil Blas agreed that Strauss had “translated” Wilde’s text into music, 

musing, “The sensuality, at the same time sadistic and religious, that is the soul of Salomé is 

marvelously translated by the music.”
144

  “Here there are musical oppositions,” he continued, 

“hiccoughs and shudders that the symphony translated perfectly.”
145

  For Lesbroussart of L’Art 

moderne, Strauss’s Salomé became “almost a symbolic figure as through her signification she 

surpasses the limits of an anecdotal character.  Thus the musical Salomé is different, more 

generalized, more accessible, than the Salomé of the poet.”
146

   

 J. Br. poetically concluded his critique for Le Guide musical:  

                                                           
142

 “Le chant ou déclamation lyrique, qui vient se greffer sur le tissu symphonique est également traité selon le mode 

wagnérien mais il est loin d’avoir l’accent juste que l’auteur de la Tétralogie.”  Van Den Borren, 244. 
143

 “Dans Salomé, le compositeur attribue au poème, pour son propre travail, une importance capitale, puisque les 

Leitmotive dont sa musique pas à pas, le commentent pour ainsi dire mesure par mesure; mais il n’a plus cette 

préoccupation constante et primordiale d’assurer, à l’auditeur, la compréhension des paroles, la perception nette des 

images littéraires dont le poème abonde.”  J. Br., 253.  Italics in original. 
144

 “La volupté à la fois sadique et religieuse dont s’agite l’âme de Salomé est merveilleusement traduite par la 

musique.”  Schneider, 3. 
145

 “Il y a là des oppositions musicales, des hoquets et des frissons que la symphonie traduit à merveille.”  Schneider, 

3. 
146

 “Une figure presque symbolique tant elle dépasse par sa signification les limites d’un personnage anecdotique.  

Ainsi la Salomé musicale est-elle différente, plus généralisée, plus accessible, que la Salomé du poète.”  

Lesbroussart, “Salomé (Second article),” 113. 
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In the introduction placed at the beginning of the English translation made by Lord 

Alfred Douglas from the original poem of Oscar Wilde, written, as we know, in French, 

M. Robert Ross relates that Wilde had the habit of saying that Salomé was a mirror in 

which each [person] could see a reflection of his own nature: “The artist, art; the dull, 

dulness [sic]; the vulgar, vulgarity.”
147

   

 

Though it is doubtful that Salomé enabled its critics “to see a reflection of [their] own nature,” 

the conflicting opinions of the reviewers reveal that each at least heard something very different 

in its music. 

 The differences in the sound worlds of Strauss’s and Mariotte’s Salomés are profound 

and clearly demonstrate how a Symbolist text can inspire vastly contrasting musical 

interpretations.  Certainly the bright, colorful, and highly dissonant music of Strauss’s opera in 

either its German- or French-language version is far removed from Mariotte’s monotone palette, 

minor tonality, and consistently dense texture; though both composers utilized leitmotifs and 

musical symbols to render Wilde’s Symbolist text in music, each did so according to his own 

compositional idiom.  What the Salomés of Strauss and Mariotte share, however, is 

consequential and shows that each composer recognized the unique properties of Wilde’s French 

text and used similar means to extend its monotonous, incantatory quality into a musical setting.  

Strauss altered the original melodic lines of Salome to accommodate French’s natural speech 

patterns, often utilizing fragmentary rhythmic motives set in small pitch intervals or on a single 

pitch, just as Mariotte did in his setting of Wilde’s text.  Both composers carefully reflected the 

idiomatic rhythms of French through judicious use of duplets and triplets; they also altered 

melodic lines when necessary to reflect the highly idiosyncratic accent patterns of the French 

language.  In spite of their vastly different musical languages and personal compositional styles, 

                                                           
147

 “Dans l’avant-propos placé en tête de la traduction anglaise faite par lord Alfred Douglas du poème original 

d’Oscar Wilde, écrit, on le sait, en français, M. Robert Ross rapporte que Wilde avait l’habitude de dire que Salomé 

était un miroir dans lequel chacun pouvait voir un reflet de sa propre nature: “The artist, art; the dull, dulness [sic]; 

the vulgar, vulgarity.”   J. Br., 254. 
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Strauss and Mariotte employed similar text-setting methods to capture the musicality of Wilde’s 

French prose in music itself.   

Conclusion 

 

 In 1909, Strauss officially accepted Marliave’s versified French translation of Salome for 

use across France and therefore suppressed his own French version.  “By the 1960s,” writes 

King, “the existence of a Strauss French version had been so forgotten that his publishers were 

unaware of its existence.”
148

  Strauss’s unique Salomé was eventually recognized as such by the 

Richard Strauss Institute in Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany.  The Philharmonic Orchestra of 

Strasbourg gave the first performance of Salomé since 1907 in a semi-staged version at the 

Montpellier Festival in 1989.  In 1990, Kent Nagano conducted performances of Salomé at the 

Opéra de Lyon; Nagano and this ensemble made the only available recording of this opera in 

1991.  Since then, Salomé has returned to the stage in productions by the Opéra de Saint-Étienne 

(2005), the Festival Valle d’Itria in Martina Franca, Italy (2007), and the Opéra Royal de 

Wallonie in Liège (2011). 

 After so much effort, why had Strauss abandoned his Salomé?  Kennedy believes the 

rejection came because Strauss “realized it had no practical future.”
149

  Requiring singers to learn 

their parts in multiple languages was standard performance practice at the time but requiring 

them to learn two different musical parts for the same opera would have prevented Salome from 

being performed in France as often as Strauss wanted it to be (Gailhard’s original complaint in 

1907 speaks to this).  Kennedy continues, “But if Strauss’s original plan proved impracticable, 

the existence of the French version is an important consideration in his attitude to his opera.”
150

  

The existence of Salomé supports the idea that this opera had special meaning for Strauss, and 

                                                           
148

 King, 50. 
149

 Kennedy, 141. 
150

 Kennedy, 142. 



164 
 

his considerable effort in fashioning it may provide a clue as to another reason why he eventually 

suppressed it.  Had he succeeded in creating “a real French opera?”  Many contemporary 

reviewers ignored his efforts in French text-setting altogether, focusing instead on his 

compositional innovations.  The critics with the more influential Parisian music journals – Le 

Courrier musical, Le Mercure musical, and Le Ménestrel – did report on his text-setting and not 

favorably.  His ability to write for the French language was disparaged and more.  To these 

critics at least, Salomé had failed to achieve Strauss’s goal – its recognition as a French opera.  

He had not captured the musicality of the French language or of Wilde’s text, which Solvay 

concluded had “nothing German in its character, form, and spirit, only perhaps in its length, 

aggravated by the music.”
151

  Schmidgall agrees: “Salome lacks the tone imparted to Wilde’s 

original by the French language.”
152

  It is reasonable to assume that Strauss suppressed Salomé 

because in spite of his diligence, it did not capture the musicality inherent in the language of the 

original play.   
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 “[Le poème] n’a rien d’allemand, dans son caractère, sa forme et son esprit, si ce n’est peut-être dans sa longueur, 

aggravée encore par la musique.”  Solvay. 
152

 Schmidgall, 272.  Petra Dierkes-Thrun offers a convincing riposte to Schmidgall’s assessment; she posits that the 

style of Strauss’s music corresponds to the decadent aspects of Wilde’s text in a more effective manner than has 

previously been thought.  For more information, see Petra Dierkes-Thrun, “‘The Brutal Music and the Delicate 

Text’? Richard Strauss’s Operatic Modernism in Salome,” in Salome’s Modernism: Oscar Wilde and the Aesthetics 

of Transgression, 56-82 (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press,) 2011. 
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CHAPTER 4 

A MYSTIC SYMBOLIST SALOMÉ BETWEEN ST. PETERSBURG AND PARIS 

And Salomé, pale, exhausted, diaphanous, turns her eyes to the sky in an ecstatic 

pose, the fierce desire of her sensuous soul thirsty for vengeance, for blood, 

perhaps also for the absolute. 

Louis Schneider 

 

On 20 December 1908, the prefect of the St. Petersburg police entered the Grand Hall of the St. 

Petersburg Conservatory and, in an ironic example of life imitating art, commanded he be given 

the head of Iokanaan.
1
  The Russian Orthodox Church, desperate to stop the Russian premiere of 

Oscar Wilde’s Salomé, had already forbidden the drama’s text to be spoken in performance.  

Producer and star Ida Rubinstein was determined, however, to perform the play.  She circulated 

Wilde’s play in advance to familiarize her audience with its Symbolist text.  She then mimed the 

entire script, turning Salomé, quipped its designer Léon Bakst, into “a ballet by the grace of the 

Holy Synod.”
2
  With Wilde’s musical text extracted, Rubinstein’s 1908 production of Salomé 

featured only the sound of incidental music by Aleksandr Glazunov, the Introduction et La 

Danse de Salomée.  Glazunov’s composition provided the only aurally musical dimension in a 

unique production in which the creation of the décor, staging, and choreography resulted from 

the application of a Symbolist conception of music to all aspects of the performance. 

Rubinstein performed Salomé again in Paris in 1912 as part of the Grande saison de Paris 

at the Théâtre du Châtelet.  Although the overall concept of the production did not change, the 

Paris Salomé was very different from its St. Petersburg predecessor – it returned Wilde’s text to 

the performance and was accompanied by a substantial pre-performance concert of Russian and 

                                                           
1
 As related by Léon Bakst in an interview.  Léon Bakst, quoted by Louis Thomas, “Le peintre Bakst parle de 

Madame Ida Rubinstein,” Revue critique des idées est des livres 36, no. 221 (25 February 1924): 95.   
2
 “Salomé devenue un ballet par la grâce du Saint-Synode.”  Bakst, quoted in Thomas, 95.   
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French music.  Both of these additions made the distinctively musical conception of the original 

St. Petersburg production even more overt.   

In this chapter I investigate Rubinstein’s two Salomé productions, both of which were 

influenced by a Russian mystic Symbolist understanding of music.  Unpacking the Symbolist 

nature of the productions requires an extensive elucidation of the cultural context that 

engendered this aesthetic perspective.  In the course of this chapter, I consider how Glazunov’s 

music appropriates features of the Symbolist literary devices that create a musicality of language 

– structural repetition and the leitmotivic use of musical symbols – but I also probe the Symbolist 

conception of music that shaped all aspects of the Salomé productions created by Rubinstein and 

her collaborators Glazunov, Bakst, Vsevolod Meyerhold, and Michel Fokine.     

I have divided this chapter into three interdependent parts in which I explore the 

complicated cultural context surrounding the reception of Wilde’s Salomé in fin-de-siècle, or 

Silver Age, Russia.  In Part 1, I explore those aspects of Russian Symbolism most relevant to the 

Salomé productions created by Rubinstein and her collaborators in 1908 St. Petersburg and 1912 

Paris: an artistic philosophy and creative method based in a metaphysics of music, the desire to 

create a total art work capable of revealing a greater reality to its spectators, and the role of a 

musically-based synthesis and synesthesia in accomplishing that goal.  I also present the 

specifics of Wilde and Salomé’s reception by the Russian Symbolists and how this reception 

demonstrated aspects of their epistemology, some of which were adopted by the Salomé creators.  

In Part 2 I explicate the Symbolist-informed, musically-based conception, creation, performance, 

and reception of Rubinstein’s 1908 St. Petersburg production of Salomé and accompany this 

discussion with an investigation into the contemporary aesthetic beliefs and practices of 

Rubinstein and her collaborators.  It is in this section that I turn specifically to Glazunov’s 
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incidental music for Salomé and a Symbolist interpretation of its composition.  Lastly, in Part 3 I 

turn to Rubinstein’s 1912 Paris production of Salomé and the changes to the 1908 original (the 

return of Wilde’s musical text and the addition of a pre-performance concert) that extended and 

enhanced the production’s overall musicality, proof of which is demonstrated by its critical 

reception. 

Part 1: Wilde’s Salomé in Silver Age Russia 

Mystic Symbolism and Ivanov’s Theater of Inoy Svet 

Knowledge of experiments with language by the French literary Symbolists came to 

Russia in the 1890s through the historical and cultural connections that long existed between the 

two countries.
3
  According to scholar of Russian and Soviet theater Konstantin Rudnitsky, 

Symbolism appealed to fin-de-siècle Russian artists and especially members of the avant-garde 

for two reasons: firstly, the multivalent poetic symbol provided a means of expressing in art the 

uncertainty and turmoil felt by some Russian intellectuals about their country’s future in the 

years both before and after the Revolution of 1905.  Secondly, the sense of fatal inevitability and 

the role of presentiments of an ambiguous nature, both characteristic of Symbolist poetry and 

drama, seemed to reflect the current political and social situation.
4
  The typically foreboding 

atmosphere that imbued Symbolist literature appealed to Russian intellectuals both hopeful for 

and frightened of the changes taking place around them.   

                                                           
3
 Glenn Watkins, Soundings: Music in the Twentieth Century (New York: Schirmer Books, 1988), 164.  The 

influence of French culture on the Russian nobility began during the reign of Peter the Great.  Catherine the Great’s 

personal interest in the French Enlightenment strengthened this influence, and by 1800 French had become the day 

to day language of aristocratic Russians.  In the 1890s, France became Russia’s chief political ally, and French 

investment helped to fund its industrialization.  Thus by the Silver Age, French culture and language had long 

played a role in Russian artistic and intellectual life.  
4
 Konstantin Rudnitsky, Meyerhold the Director, ed. Sydney Schultze, trans. George Petrov (Ann Arbor, MI: Ardis 

Publishers, 1981), 51.  Brought on in part by the catalyst of the Bloody Sunday Massacre in St. Petersburg on 22 

January, the Russian Revolution of 1905 incited Tsar Nicolas II to allow governmental reforms such as the 

establishment of a legislative body, the Duma, and a new constitution that many believed would reduce the 

autocratic power of the royal family.  Neither resulted in the promised reforms, and that failure eventually 

contributed to the unrest that led to the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. 
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Like their French counterparts, the Russian Symbolists consisted of a loose and 

permeable group of like-minded writers, artists, and musicians whose highly individualistic 

views and artistic approaches shared, nonetheless, some common attributes: a cosmology rooted 

in a metaphysics of music and the belief that consciousness obscured a greater reality that could 

be accessed through the correspondences thought to exist between different artistic media and 

sense perceptions.  Also like their French predecessors, the Russian Symbolists worked to create 

a synthetic, synesthetic total work of art that would reveal this greater reality and was indebted to 

their peculiar understanding of Richard Wagner’s aesthetic philosophies.  

The Russian Symbolists embraced the belief that the main function of poetry was the 

revelation of the world of the Idea, referred to by them as the inoy svet or “other world.”
5
  They 

worked to write poetry that might reveal the inoy svet through symbols, allusion, manipulated 

syntax, and synesthetic references.
6
  The poetry of the Russian Symbolists took on other 

characteristics of French literary Symbolism as well, becoming, in the words of historian  

Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal, “esoteric, deliberately inscrutable, otherworldly, often manifesting its 

creator’s fascination with exotic themes, and preference for the fantastic.”
7
   

Scholars traditionally divide the Russian writers who took on the mantle of Symbolism 

into a first, sometimes called “decadent” generation of intellectuals born in the 1860s and a 

second or “mystic” generation, mostly born in the 1880s.
8
  The first generation of Russian 

                                                           
5
 Richard Taruskin, “Another World: Why The Queen of Spades is the Great Symbolist Opera,” Opera News 60, no. 

7 (23 December 1995): 10.  Richard Taruskin translates inoy svet as “the other world.”  The term inoy svet is 

roughly equivalent to what Charles Baudelaire called the au-delà and Stéphane Mallarmé the Idée.  For the sake of 

simplicity, in this chapter I only use the term inoy svet to refer to this “other world” unless referring specifically to 

the ideas of Baudelaire or Mallarmé. 
6
 Simon Morrison, Russian Opera and the Symbolist Movement (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 3. 

7
 Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal, “Wagner and Wagnerian Ideas in Russia,” in Wagnerism in European Culture and 

Politics, ed. Daniel C. Large and William Weber (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984), 212. 
8
 As many have demonstrated, this artificial dichotomy imposed on the Russian Symbolists by scholars to clarify the 

historical situation actually confuses it further.  The Russian Symbolists affiliated with the first and second 

generations easily moved between both groups, and the activities of each generation occurred concurrently.  The 

differences between the two generations mostly involved matters of influence and focuses of concern but even these 
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Symbolists, represented by Konstantin Balmont and Valeriy Bryusov, came to Symbolism 

through the works of the French literary Symbolists and were initially attracted by their 

experiments with a musicality of language.
9
  “Symbolists are a powerful force,” wrote Balmont, 

“striving to perceive new combinations of ideas, colors, and sounds and often perceiving them 

with irrefutable persuasiveness.”
10

   

Andrey Belïy, Aleksandr Blok, and Vyacheslav Ivanov belonged to the second 

generation or mystic Symbolists.  The mystic Symbolists imbued the ideas of the first generation 

with an idiosyncratic philosophy steeped in religious mysticism.  Music, as Glatzer Rosenthal 

notes, was “the basis of their epistemology” as well as a method for poetic construction.
11

  

Though Balmont and Bryusov had also sought to suggest the inexpressible inoy svet through 

their Symbolist poetics, the mystic Symbolists took this goal to its extreme by seeing symbols as 

theurgistic, able to magically transform the world of everyday reality into the inoy svet or, as 

Ivanov said, to transform the “realibus” (“the real”) into the “realiora” (“the realer”).  The mystic 

Symbolists strove to achieve this transformation through the content and structure of their poetic 

works, particularly plays, and through the dual processes now known as life creation and 

collective spirituality.
12

  Through life creation, the mystic Symbolists perceived their lives as 

works of art and acted accordingly in order to facilitate the transformation from the everyday 

world to the inoy svet; through collective spirituality, they saw their literary abilities as divine 

and revelatory, capable of opening the inoy svet to the spectators of their plays.
13

  Thus the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
generalizations are crude.  Though I acknowledge the weaknesses of the division, I will retain it here for the sake of 

simplicity and to highlight those Symbolist ideas most influential on the reception of Salomé in Russia.  
9
 Like Mallarmé and his associates, Balmont and Bryusov focused on “enhancing the perceived musicality of poetry 

through the manipulation of sonorous word combinations.”  Morrison, 2. 
10

 Konstantin Balmont in 1904, quoted in Rudnitsky, Meyerhold the Director, 33. 
11

 Glatzer Rosenthal, 213. 
12

 Rosamund Bartlett, Wagner and Russia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 119.  Bartlett uses the 

term “collective spirituality”; Morrison uses the term “collective creation.”  The Russian term is sobornost. 
13

 Whether this was to happen physically or only mentally is, like many ideas of the mystic Symbolists, ambiguous. 
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mystic Symbolists believed themselves to be spiritual intermediaries whose dramas could aid the 

uninitiated in accessing the inoy svet.   

The ideas of life creation and collective spirituality arose from the mystic Symbolists’ 

idiosyncratic understanding of Wagnerism as viewed through the philosophic lens of Friedrich 

Nietzsche’s early work, Die Geburt der Tragödie aus dem Geiste der Musik (The Birth of 

Tragedy from the Spirit of Music) of 1872.
14

  Most influential were Nietzsche’s thoughts 

regarding the connection with the “other world” achieved by the ancient Greeks through 

participation in a Dionysian theater of music, language, and dance, an experience, he believed, 

partly replicated by attending Wagner’s Musikdramen.  Like the young Nietzsche, the mystic 

Symbolists recognized the Musikdramen of Wagner as reincarnations of the ancient Dionysian 

rites.  The main mouthpiece for these ideas was Ivanov (1866-1949), a Germanophile and 

classicist who articulated the mystic Symbolists’ ideas regarding drama and music.
15

  Born in 

1866, Ivanov was older than most of the mystic Symbolists.  In the last two decades of the 

nineteenth century, he studied at universities in Berlin and Rome, traveled widely, and returned 

to St. Petersburg in 1905 to work as a translator and literary critic in order to supplement his 

poetry and play writing.  Through his widely published articles and the role of mentor he played 

                                                           
14

 In his first book, Die Geburt der Tragödie aus dem Geiste der Musik (published in 1872, slightly revised second 

edition published in 1874), Nietzsche claimed to have found the origins of Greek tragedy reincarnated in the music 

of Wagner.  By the time Nietzsche reissued the book in 1886, its title had changed to reflect its author’s schism with 

Wagner: Die Geburt der Tragödie, Oder: Griechentum und Pessimismus, Versuch einer Selbstkritik (Hellenism and 

Pessimism, An Essay in Self-Criticism).  In this new version, Nietzsche disavowed many of his earlier claims.  The 

views of Nietzsche discussed in this dissertation therefore conform with the earlier version, that known by the 

mystic Symbolists, and reflect their idiosyncratic interpretation of its text.  For further information on the history of 

Die Geburt der Tragödie, see Michael Tanner, Introduction to The Birth of Tragedy by Friedrich Nietzsche, vii-xxx 

(London: Penguin Books, 1993). 
15

 It is important to note that Ivanov did not wholeheartedly accept all of Wagner’s ideas.  In addition to 

manipulating these ideas for his own purposes, such as in his overemphasis of the Dionysian ideal in 

Wagner/Nietzsche’s thought, Ivanov also disagreed outright with some aspects of Wagner’s theories.  For example, 

Ivanov viewed the construction of the Festspielhaus in Bayreuth as a failure because traditional theatrical trappings, 

such as footlights, separated the audience from the singer-actors, therefore preventing spectators from actively 

engaging in the drama.  Ivanov also chastised Wagner for ignoring in his Musikdramen the importance in ancient 

Greek drama of the orkhestra (audience/chorus) and khorovod (choral dance). 
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in the Wednesday evening salons held at his apartment, known as the Tower, from 1905-1912, 

Ivanov disseminated and popularized these ideas to artists, musicians, academics, theater 

directors, writers, and political theorists.  Young intellectuals in St. Petersburg proved to be very 

receptive to Ivanov’s theories.  The city itself was more cosmopolitan, artistic, and modern than 

Moscow with a thriving avant-garde theater scene that included Meyerhold’s studio and the 

Symbolist Kommisarzhevskaya Theater as well as the more conservative Mariinsky.  As the 

imperial capital, visitors from Europe flowed in and out regularly, bringing with them ideas that 

contributed to the already progressive discourse found among young artists.  Progressive 

political ideas percolated here as well and would result in the three revolutions (in 1905 and 

1917) that began in St. Petersburg before spreading across Russia. 

As the French Symbolists had done before them, Ivanov and the mystic Symbolists 

integrated into their philosophy certain aspects of Wagner’s and Nietzsche’s beliefs and ignored 

or discarded others.
16

   Ivanov adopted and altered Wagner’s and Nietzsche’s ideas into a set of 

aesthetic tenets that grew out of a complicated interpretation which often conflated the thoughts 

of the composer and the philosopher.  One such aesthetic tenet concerned the creation of a 

synthesis between the elements on the stage and between the stage and the auditorium that would 

allow for the revelation of the inoy svet.  “We see,” Ivanov wrote, “the vision of a theater in 

which the actors and audience combine in a single, life-forming, creative, and cleansing 

action.”
17

  Ivanov saw a revival of the original synthetic art, Greek tragedy, as the fount from 

which modern drama would spring.  He discussed these ideas in a 1904 article published in the 

newspaper Novyi put’, “The Hellenic Religion of the Suffering God,” and prophesized the 

revival of Greek drama by connecting it to the performance in Bayreuth of Wagner’s 

                                                           
16

 Glatzer Rosenthal, 199. 
17

 Ivanov in 1916, quoted in Rudnitsky, Meyerhold the Director, 85.  
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Musikdramen.  “Not only did [Wagner] try to revive ancient tragedy [in Bayreuth] in a certain 

harmony of music, poetry, and acting,” he wrote, “but he also dreamt of the organization of a 

future synthetic art.”
18

   

This “future synthetic art” (which Ivanov also referred to as a “total work of art” or, using 

Wagner’s term, a Gesamtkunstwerk) would combine all artistic media which Ivanov, like the 

French Symbolists before him, saw as reciprocal and interdependent.  “Art that appealed to all 

the senses, not just the intellect…could restore the lost psychological and cultural unity of 

classical Greece,” writes Glatzer Rosenthal.
19

  Ivanov announced: 

Painting craves frescoes, architecture craves assemblages of the people, music craves 

chorus and drama, and drama craves music; the theater aspires to unite in a single “act” 

the whole crowd gathered for the celebration of a communal joy.
20

  

 

This tenet of Ivanov’s thought explained how a synthetic theater would cultivate an atmosphere 

in which collective spirituality could occur: through attention to correspondences between 

artistic media and sense perceptions as demonstrated by synesthesia.
21

  Ivanov saw the 

recognition and manipulation of these correspondences as the distinguishing feature of Symbolist 

art: 

A parallelism, consciously expressed by the artist, of the phenomenal and noumenal: a 

harmonically-formed consonance of what art depicts as external reality (realia) and what 

it sees in the external, as internal and higher reality (realiora); a commemoration of the 

correspondences and interrelationships between appearances (“only a resemblance,” “nur 

ein Gleichnis”).
22
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 Ivanov, quoted in and translated by Bartlett, 121.  Ivanov did not invent the idea of collective spirituality but he 

did popularize it among the mystic Symbolists. 
19

 Glatzer Rosenthal, 203. 
20

 Ivanov in 1909, quoted in and translated by Glatzer Rosenthal, 208. 
21

 Blok and Belïy’s writings provide other examples of the importance of synesthesia to the mystic Symbolists.  In 

Blok’s essay, “Colors and Words” (1905), Blok described poetry and painting as “sister arts” whose relationship 

could help one suggest the other.  Belïy also wrote on the synesthetic relationships between the senses and their 

complementary media, seeing color as one of the most crucial elements in Symbolist aesthetics; his first poetry 

collection Gold in Azure (1903) and the poem “Sacred Colors” of the same year demonstrate the application of 

synesthetic ideas to poetic writing.  See Rachel Polonsky, English Literature and the Russian Aesthetic Renaissance 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 127. 
22

 Ivanov, “The Precepts of Symbolism,” in The Russian Symbolists: An Anthology of Critical and Theoretical 

Writings, ed. and trans. Ronald E. Peterson (Ann Arbor, MI: Ardis Publishers, 1986), 151.  Ivanov delivered this 
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The reliance on artistic media was necessary because the inoy svet could be intuited through the 

senses but not perceived through conscious thought.
23

   A performance, therefore, must 

synthesize all types of artistic media in order to stimulate as many sensory perceptions as 

possible, therefore inducing a synesthetic experience in the spectators.
24

  “The feeling prevailed,” 

writes musicologist Glenn Watkins, “that one could not be sure which art, at any given time, 

might show the way.”
25

  

The mystic Symbolists of Russia gleaned ideas about the importance of music through 

the writings of both the French Symbolists and the Wagner and Nietzsche circle.
26

  Like them, 

they also believed in a hierarchy of genres crowned by music.  Music was the substance from 

which all the arts originated and the medium to which they desired to return.  Ivanov believed 

music would lay the foundation for a modern synthetic theater, just as it had done for the theater 

of the ancient Greeks.  In “Presentiments and Portents” (1906), Ivanov elaborated upon the 

importance of music for the rejuvenation of the theater: “Drama is in fact drawn to music, 

because only with music’s aid is it able to express its dynamic nature and Dionysian character in 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
lecture in Moscow and St. Petersburg in March 1910; it was published in Apollon the same year.  The German text 

quoted by Ivanov comes from part II of Goethe’s Faust, lines 12,014-15, and is one of many examples, like his use 

here of Immanuel Kant’s terms “phenomenal” and “noumenal,” of Ivanov’s indebtedness to the early German 

Romantic writers and Idealist philosophers. 
23

 To the mystic Symbolists, writes Morrison (11), “Rational perception constituted only one element of essential 

perception, which was regulated not by the mind but by the five senses.  Cognitive or rational perception places a 

veil over essential reality, which exists at the extreme fringes of consciousness and can only be intuited.” 
24

 Morrison, 11.  Interest in synesthesia and its use in live performance extended beyond that of Russian avant-garde 

composers such as Aleksandr Scryabin, perhaps the most famous composer associated with mystic Symbolism.  

Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, himself no fan of the mystic Symbolists, explored synesthetic references in his operas, 

specifically the idea of “color hearing.”  Unlike composers influenced by the mystic Symbolists, however, Rimsky-

Korsakov did not “subscribe to…the belief that artistic induction into a synesthetic frame of mind heightens 

awareness and sensitivity, transporting one into a dream state,” notes Morrison (121). 
25

 Watkins, Pyramids at the Louvre: Music, Culture, and Collage from Stravinsky to the Postmodernists 

(Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press, 1994), 36.  
26

 Bartlett (121) writes that the mystic Symbolists’ “concept of music [was] a whole cluster of associations, the most 

obvious of which…appear to be Nietzschean in origin.”  
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full.”
27

  “The musical nature of modern dramas and their symbolism – do not these point to 

drama’s striving to become a mystery?” wrote Belïy in agreement.
28

 

Though Ivanov acknowledged music to be an artistic medium experienced aurally in the 

everyday world, he also viewed it as an abstract symbolic concept and the root of his 

metaphysics.
29

  For Ivanov, the Symbolist movement itself originated in Wagner’s music and 

specifically the composer’s use of symbolic leitmotifs; in the writings of the mystic Symbolists, 

the word and idea of “leitmotif” became synonymous with “symbol.”
30

  In 1904 and 1905, 

Ivanov published two articles on Wagner in which he discussed the composer’s leitmotifs.  

Musicologist Simon Morrison explains Ivanov’s idiosyncratic understanding of these musical 

devices: 

[Ivanov] described the leitmotif as a musical symbol, a reflection of the Cosmic Will, and 

a means to experience reality without the shroud placed on it by human consciousness.  

Like a poetic symbol, the leitmotif spanned the distance between the external realm of 

objects and the internal realm of the senses.
31

  

 

For the mystic Symbolists, the collective spirituality they desired to achieve through a synthetic 

theater stemmed from the correspondences between different art forms, each rooted in musical 

soil.  In returning language, dramaturgy, art, and dance to their musical origins by making them 

more “musical,” the resulting synesthetic experience of the total art work that combined these 

mediums would lead spectators, guided by the mystic Symbolists, into the inoy svet.  These three 

tenets – synthetic theater as the medium for achieving collective spirituality, the manipulation of 

correspondences as the method for creating an atmosphere ripe for that achievement, and the 

                                                           
27

 Ivanov, quoted in and translated by Bartlett, 134. 
28

 Belïy in 1910, quoted in Rudnitsky, 84. 
29

 Bartlett, 121. 
30

 Bartlett, 126 and 149. 
31

 Morrison, 191. 
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supreme importance of music to both this medium and method – would exert a powerful 

influence on Rubinstein and her collaborators in creating their productions of Salomé. 

In her memoirs, Russian poet Anna Akhmatova described a New Year’s Eve costume 

party she attended in St. Petersburg.  Guests celebrated the dawn of 1910 by dressing as popular 

literary characters including Faust, Don Juan, and two Wildean creations, Dorian Gray and 

Iokanaan.
32

  Her remembrances reflect the high regard in which Wilde and his works were held 

from the time of their introduction to Russian readers in the 1890s to the zenith of their 

popularity in the immediate years before World War I.  Though initially read only by the literary 

elite, by 1910 Wilde’s works had reached mass audiences in a myriad of translations.  As 

contemporary accounts recall, the popularity of Wilde extended beyond appreciation for his 

literary works as Russian readers appropriated what they perceived as “Wildean” characteristics, 

decorating their homes, dressing, and speaking “à la Wilde.”
33

  “Oscar Wilde,” writes scholar of 

Russian literature Evgenii Bershtein, “was and has remained the most popular representative of 

early European modernism in Russian culture.”
34

 

Knowledge of Wilde originally came to Russia through newspaper articles on his trials.  

Curiosity about his life led to interest in his works, a process that significantly shaped Wilde’s 

reception in Silver Age Russia.  He became especially esteemed among Symbolist writers.
35

  

Though Wilde’s literary works and notably his musicality of language attracted the first 

generation of Russian Symbolists, the Irish playwright enjoyed an almost fanatical reception 

among members of the second generation.  The mystic Symbolists, as in other matters, took their 

appreciation to the extreme and revered Wilde for what they perceived as the theurgistic aspects 
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of his writings; they also cultivated the idea of Wilde as an exemplar of the life creation 

theorized by Nietzsche.
36

  Though the association of Wilde with Nietzsche had been posited as 

early as the 1890s, Balmont made the connection explicit in a series of lectures given in 1903 for 

the Moscow Literary-Artistic Society.
37

  Balmont discussed Wilde’s life, his dedication to artistic 

principles over traditional moral ones, and the suffering he ultimately experienced due, in 

Balmont’s opinion, to this dedication.  Balmont suggested therefore that Wilde’s life was an 

example of a life lived aesthetically in the Nietzschean sense, an historical example of life 

creation.  The Symbolist journal Vesy (Libra) published Balmont’s lectures in 1904, and reports 

on the lectures in the popular press resulted in wide acceptance of the Symbolist interpretation of 

Wilde.
38

 

Ivanov made claims similar to Balmont’s on the correlation between Wilde and Nietzsche 

but, as with other aspects of his philosophy, used Die Geburt der Tragödie as the lens through 

which to view this correlation.  The warped interpretation of Russian Orthodox Christianity 

absorbed into their philosophy and then propagated by the mystic Symbolists also colored 

Ivanov’s reception of Wilde.  Bershtein best explains Ivanov’s thoughts on Wilde: 

Even in suffering Wilde appeared ambiguous – Christian with distinctly pagan overtones.  

In his Birth of Tragedy…Nietzsche had presented the Dionysian element in Greek art as a 

symbol of the tragic liberation from the control, responsibilities, and moral restrictions 

imposed by the world of fixed forms…As a scholar of antiquity, Ivanov concentrated on 

the study of the cult of Dionysus and finally arrived at the conclusion that the Greek cult 

of the suffering god was a major source for early Christianity.  This hypothesis had 

                                                           
36

 Bershtein (290) specifies that though Balmont was the first of the Russian Symbolists to suggest publically a link 

between Wilde and Nietzsche, he did not invent the idea.  In December 1895, Akim Volynsky related Wilde to 
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important consequences for Symbolism: it proved that the Dionysian element, with its 

always implied unbridling of sexual drives, and the Christian ideal of suffering were not 

mutually contradictory.  By extension, the orgiastic, or Dionysian, side of Wilde’s 

reputation only complemented his saintliness.  As Ivanov announced in 1909, “the whole 

life of the noble singer and humble martyr of Reading Gaol has turned into the religion of 

the universal Golgotha.”
39

    

 

Russian Orthodoxy had remained an important influence for the mystic Symbolists in a way 

religion had not for either the French Symbolists or their Russian counterparts of the first 

generation.
40

  The mystic Symbolists believed that the return of Christ would cause the inoy svet 

to reveal itself in the everyday world and permanently replace it.
41

  Their experimentation with 

sexual practices at odds with traditional Orthodox morality (open marriage, transvestitism, 

pederasty, homosexuality, and bisexuality) led them to construct religious views based in 

Christianity yet accepting of sexual ecstasy, another way, they believed, to encounter the inoy 

svet.
42

  Wilde’s homosexuality and his resulting imprisonment made him, in the eyes of the 

mystic Symbolists, a practitioner of life creation, an intermediary between this world and the one 

beyond, and a martyr as a result.  The association of Wilde with Christianity posited by the 

mystic Symbolists (with its sexual aspects subdued) would come to influence the creation of 

Rubinstein’s Salomé productions.
43
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 Bershtein, 295.  “Golgotha” is the Greek translation of the Aramaic term used to reference the place of Jesus’ 

crucifixion, known in English as Calvary.  Reading Gaol was the prison in Berkshire, England where Wilde served 
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The most translated and published works by Wilde in early twentieth-century Russia 

consisted of the “prison” writings (“The Ballad of Reading Gaol” and “De Profundis”) and 

Salomé, which enjoyed six translations in four years, including two by Balmont.
44

  In a 1908 

article published in Zolotoe runo (The Golden Fleece, a journal associated with the mystic 

Symbolists), Symbolist playwright Nikolai Minsky interpreted Salomé as an artistic 

representation of the same spiritual struggle that the mystic Symbolists had grafted onto Wilde’s 

life.
45

  Minsky conflated Wilde with Salomé by viewing both through the mixture of 

Nietzschean-inspired, Dionysian paganism and numinous Christianity common among the 

mystic Symbolists.
46

  In his article, “The Idea of Salomé,” Minsky saw Salomé as a mystical and 

philosophical work in which both Salomé and Iokanaan are heralds of Christ’s coming, Iokanaan 

through his mysterious prophecies and Salomé through her beauty (note the adoption of beauty, 

associated by mystic Symbolists with Wilde’s Aestheticism, as a Christian value).
47

  For Minsky, 

Salomé presented the struggle between flesh and soul in Christianity.  “The true value of 

phenomena is determined not by their ethical content, but their outer, aesthetic perfection,” wrote 

Minsky, “Iokanaan preaches against sin and lust, but Salomé does not hear his fiery words of 

prophecy, but sees only the prophesying red lips.”
48

  Salomé (and therefore Wilde) shows herself 

to be the true follower of Christ through her worship of masculine beauty.  This conglomeration 

of seemingly paradoxical perspectives on Wilde (Nietzschean/pagan life creator and prophet of 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
amorality.  The pain he had undergone sanctified both his philosophy and his public image, and many Russian 

Symbolists perceived Nietzsche as a Christ-like figure.” 
44

 Bershtein, 293. 
45

 “This exemplifies,” according to Polonsky (165 and 167), “the tendency in Russian criticism to try to find signs of 

a serious spiritual vision behind Wilde’s surface flippancy and decadence…The characteristic common to all 
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developed, was a tendency to take [Wilde] very seriously.  His artistic works were seen to preach moral truths and 
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46

 The mystic Symbolist view of Wilde thus took on “strong Christological connotations,” as did their view of 

Salomé.  Bershtein, 285. 
47
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 Nikolai Minsky, quoted in and translated by Polonsky, 167. 
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an aestheticized Christianity) and Salomé (Dionysian celebration of sensuality and aestheticized 

reorientation of traditional Christian values) assembled by the mystic Symbolists would come to 

play an important role in the creation of Salomé’s first performance in Russia, that produced by 

Rubinstein in 1908. 

Ida Rubinstein as Mystic Symbolist 

Though born in Ukraine, Ida Rubinstein (1883-1960) spent her formative years in the 

fecund artistic atmosphere of early twentieth-century St. Petersburg.  Madame Horowitz, her 

aunt and the hostess of an important literary salon, raised Rubinstein following the deaths of the 

young girl’s parents.
49

  As a wealthy heiress, Rubinstein was highly educated, learning German, 

French, Italian, music, painting, and ballroom dancing, but also more unusual disciplines for 

someone of her gender and social status like Greek, Latin, English, and acting.
50

  She 

demonstrated an interest in philosophy at an early age and read and recited passages of 

Nietzsche.
51

  

Rubinstein aspired to become an actress from the time of her childhood.  Her family 

indulged what was assumed to be a passing fancy and allowed Rubinstein to study drama, first at 

the imperial Moscow Theater School and then at its St. Petersburg counterpart.  She excelled at 

plastique, a once common discipline in drama schools that involved the creation and mostly 

static maintenance of evocative poses and gestures.
52

  Her striking beauty and unusual looks 
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contributed to her undeniable stage presence.  Rubinstein stood very tall with an androgynous 

body and long arms and legs.
53

  She also had distinctly “exotic” facial features such as a large 

nose and almond eyes, surrounded by a head of full, black hair.  (These physical features played 

an important role in her eventual success as an actress in Paris, particularly in roles like that of 

Salomé.)   

In 1907, Rubinstein wrote a letter in a language evocative of mystic Symbolism to her 

friend Akim Volynsky (the ballet critic and historian) that exemplified the aesthetic ideals that 

fueled her desire to act: “When everything inside me sings, I want to talk to you, to tell you how 

I love and believe in the theater of the future.  It will burn with a fire ever bright, so fearfully 

bright that it must kindle all the world.”
54

  Like the mystic Symbolists, the young Rubinstein saw 

in theater the possibility for a sort of global utopian communion. 

With the exception of a handful of letters from her childhood, few writings by Rubinstein 

directly state aspects of her aesthetic thought.  Contrary to her very public life as an actress, 

Rubinstein herself was an intensely private person who granted few interviews.  In addition to 

this reticence, the invasion of Paris by the Nazis in 1940 resulted in the destruction of her 

residence and most of her private papers.
55

  Combined, Rubinstein’s acute desire for personal 

privacy and the destruction of records leave the scholar with few conduits into Rubinstein’s 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
likely that she saw Isadora Duncan, whose dancing influenced both Meyerhold and Fokine, perform during 

Duncan’s Russian tour in 1905. 
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artistic beliefs.  Much must be surmised by studying her many productions and performances 

which, though she assembled a crew of talented collaborators for each, were ultimately shaped 

by her vision.
56

  One of the only sources by Rubinstein that clarifies her artistic vision is a speech 

she gave in December 1924 after fifteen years as an actress, dancer, and producer in Paris.  She 

spoke to an audience gathered for the Université des Annales, a series of lectures by prestigious 

members of French artistic and literary society; the Université published Rubinstein’s speech the 

following spring in its journal, Conferencia.
57

  In her speech, “L’Art aux trois visages,” 

Rubinstein elucidated the basic philosophical and artistic tenets underlying her theatrical work, 

tenets which stemmed from mystic Symbolism.  Often her lecture seemed to lift sentences 

directly from Ivanov’s writings on music, tragedy, and Nietzsche.  Her indebtedness to Ivanov is 

suggested in her many references to Die Geburt der Tragödie, the main Nietzschean work cited 

by Ivanov to support his beliefs.  Rubinstein, who had read Nietzsche in his native language 

since her childhood, chose to continually reference a very early work of the German philosopher, 

one from which the author later distanced himself, instead of one of his more mature works. 

In her speech, Rubinstein demonstrated her erudition and extensive knowledge through 

the connections she made between numerous references, discussing and sometimes quoting 

sources as varied as Euripides, Immanuel Kant, and Ralph Waldo Emerson.  The two primary 

influences on her thought, however, are revealed to be the writings of Charles Baudelaire, 

adopted by the French literary Symbolists as one of their own, and Nietzsche (as interpreted by 

Ivanov) in Die Geburt der Tragödie.  Rubinstein began her address with a recitation of the first 

two strophes of Baudelaire’s 1857 poem, “Correspondances”:  
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La Nature est un temple où de vivants piliers  

Nature is a temple where living pillars  

Laissant parfois sortir de confuses paroles; 

Let sometimes emerge confused words; 

L’homme y passe à travers des forêts de symboles 

Man crosses it through forests of symbols 

Qui l’observent avec des regards familiers. 

Which watch him with intimate eyes. 

 

Comme de longs échos qui de loin se confondent 

Like those deep echoes that meet from afar 

Dans une ténébreuse et profonde unité, 

In the dark and profound harmony, 

Vaste comme la nuit et comme la clarté, 

As vast as night and clarity, 

Les parfums, les couleurs, et les sons se répondent. 

So perfumes, colors, and tones answer each other.
58

  

 

Following this quote, Rubinstein continued her address: “These inspired verses express in two 

strophes most of what I want to say to you.  It is this ‘dark and profound harmony’ that I want to 

try to penetrate; it is into this ‘forest of symbols’ that I want to lead you.”
59

  Rubinstein then 

identified what she viewed to be the two goals of art: revelation and deliverance.  As a 

revelation, art is mystic and religious and charged with bringing its spectators into “communion” 

with “the divine, the absolute, that which the philosophers, according to their jargon, call the 

thing in itself, – Kant calls the Noumena; Nietzsche, the Primordial One; we call God.”
60

  As 

deliverance, art transports spectators through music and dance out of the “heaviness” of their 

humanity.
61

  Therefore a synthesis of the three faces of art – music, dance, and the lyric word – 
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revealed for Rubinstein, echoing the mystic Symbolists, “the divine which hides itself behind 

appearances, revelation which remains the supreme end of dramatic art.”
62

       

Again like the mystic Symbolists, Rubinstein believed drama, and specifically tragedy, to 

be a total work of art because it combined music, dance, and poetry.  “Tragedy,” she said, “will 

remain…its most complete synthesis.”
63

  Engaging multiple senses simultaneously would best 

allow spectators to make contact with the inoy svet.
64

  Rubinstein hypothesized that the use of 

synesthesia in the modern theater provided the sort of inspiration originally experienced by the 

ancients in nature and was generated “without the intermediary of any human faculty” through 

seeing the colors of the natural world and hearing “this music of the spheres.”
65

  These sensory 

perceptions united “the invisible and us…[through] a correspondence,” she continued, using 

Baudelaire’s term for the connection between phenomena and noumena which allowed the 

spectator to experience the inoy svet.
66

  Rubinstein believed that dance and gesture could also 

reveal a link to the inoy svet through their correspondence with music.
67

  “Gesture calls sound, 
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plastique gives the correct intonation,” she said, “Music and dance consummate in a marriage so 

strong that they remain indivisible and move forward together.”
68

   

In “L’Art aux trois visages,” Rubinstein often conflated music, language, and dance, 

demonstrating what she saw as their inherent correspondences by using one to elucidate the 

other.  She anchored this conflation and other key arguments in her lecture in her understanding 

of Nietzsche’s Die Geburt der Tragödie through a reading highly indebted to Ivanov.  “It is this 

that Nietzsche wrote in his book The Birth of Tragedy,” wrote Rubinstein in her description of 

drama, “where he demonstrates that the chorus, little differentiated between music and dance, is 

the primitive form of tragedy.”
69

  Echoing Nietzsche, she claimed that the ancient Greeks saw 

the poet and musician as one.  As did Ivanov, Rubinstein emphasized the Dionysian elements of 

tragedy over the Apollonian and posited that tragedy evolved from a “dionysio-musical 

enchantment” which first inspired poetry, then tragedy and the “dramatic dithyramb” (chorus).
70

  

Once again, Nietzsche’s Die Geburt der Tragödie provided evidence for this: “This myth, this 

great historic view…[was] recovered and developed by Nietzsche in his beautiful book The Birth 

of Tragedy.”
71

   

Rubinstein’s interpretation of the myth of Dionysus informed the stronger emphasis she 

placed on the role of dance in a dramatic work than did Ivanov.  In “L’Art aux trois visages,” she 

referenced the Bacchantes whose singing and dancing transformed them into revealers of 
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 “La musique et la danse consomment un si fort mariage qu’elles restent indivises et s’avancent de pair.”  

Rubinstein, 330.  In 1926, Rubinstein communicated the importance of music in her creative process in an 

interview: “My greatest help in my work is music.  Often I sit for hours at the piano and I dream.  Nights and days I 

sit like that.  I dream and come back to the world of realities perhaps only after forty-eight hours, you might say.  

The hours when I am seeking to rise higher and to exalt my soul.”  Rubinstein, quoted in Pierre van Taassen, 

“Something Sacred is Being Born in America, Is Belief of Mme. Rubinstein, French Actress,” New York Evening 

World (23 June 1926). 
69

 “C’est alors que Nietzsche écrivit son livre sur L’Origine de la Tragédie, où il montra que le chœur, encore mal 

différencié de la musique et de la danse, est la forme primitive de la tragédie.”  Rubinstein, 331. 
70

 “L’enchantement dionyso-musical…qui, à l’apogée de leur évolution future, s’appelleront tragédie et dithyrambe 

dramatique.”  Rubinstein, 331. 
71

 “Ce mythe, cette grande vue historique reprise et développée par Nietzsche dans son beau livre sur L’Origine de 

la Tragédie.”  Rubinstein, 331. 
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mystery; the “symbolic body…translat[es] the revelation not…in the word, but all in the attitudes 

and gestures of dance, rhythming the movements of all its parts.”
72

  Like the mystic Symbolists 

though, Rubinstein placed greater importance on music than dance.  Rubinstein supported her 

belief with the words of Friederich Schiller, that writing poetry required a “musical disposition,” 

and of Gabriele d’Annunzio, that music was the “mysterious and correct fatality which governs 

the mental world of the poet.”
73

  Once again, Nietzsche had the last word: “Melody is the first 

and universal material of poetry, its preponderant element, essential and necessary, writes 

Nietzsche.  Of its own substance, it engendered the poem,” she concluded.
74

  Finally, Rubinstein 

cites Gaston Paris, a nineteenth-century French writer, through a quote very similar to Walter 

Pater’s phrase that “all art aspires to the condition of music.”
75

  For Paris (and, by association, 

for Rubinstein), “The word, the image, the idea are seeking an expression analogous to music.”
76

    

Crucially, Rubinstein returned at the end of her lecture to the idea that art reveals the inoy 

svet to the spectator.  She demonstrated her adoption of the mystic Symbolist ideal of collective 

spirituality by asserting that it is the role of the poet and the chorus to act as mediators between 

the spectator and the beyond.  Rubinstein cited Nietzsche’s proposition in Die Geburt der 

Tragödie that spectators in the Dionysian theater of ancient Greece witnessed the actors 

performing a tragic drama and identified so deeply with what they saw that it was “as if they 
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 “La symbolique corporelle entre en jeu pour traduire la révélation non du visage, de la parole, mais encore toutes 

les attitudes et les gestes de la danse, rythmant les mouvements de tous les membres.”  Rubinstein, 330. 
73

 “Une disposition musicale…La ‘fatalité mystérieuse et juste qui gouverne le monde mental du poète.’”  

Rubinstein, 331.   In her speech, Rubinstein claimed she gleaned this quote from d’Annunzio’s novel Il fuoco 

(1900).  Picard (26) notes that in Il fuoco d’Annunzio first discusses his ideas on dance as a mode for artistic 

synthesis.  Italics in original. 
74

 “‘La mélodie est la matière première et universelle de la poésie, son élément prépondérant, essentiel et nécessaire, 

écrit Nietzsche.  De sa propre substance, elle a engendré le poème.”  Rubinstein, 331.  The placement of this 

sentence in Rubinstein’s article suggests that it may be the opinion of d’Annunzio on Nietzsche. 
75

 Polonsky (125) notes the importance of the English Aesthetic writers whose works “played a significant role in 

the orientation of [Russian] Symbolist attitudes towards the realm of the aesthetic.”  In particular, the writings of 

Walter Pater and John Ruskin resonated with the Russian Symbolists.  Pater and Ruskin were Wilde’s mentors 

during his years at Oxford.   
76

 “‘La parole, l’image, l’idée recherchent une expression analogue à la musique.’”  Rubinstein, 331. 
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lived in other bodies.”
77

  The poet, creator of the tragedy being performed, and the chorus, the 

conduit for the words of the poet, made the crowd feel “transformed.”
78

  This “metamorphosis” 

was the “principle and the preliminary condition of all dramatic art,” achieved by the chorus 

through a synthesis of language, music, and dance.
79

  In more recent times, concluded 

Rubinstein, the poet inherited the role of the chorus and connected the audience to the inoy svet 

through his plays.
80

  She cited the tragedies of the seventeenth-century playwright Jean Racine as 

an example by claiming that his plays’ importance stemmed not from their stories but from their 

musical prose and revelatory form.
81

   

Throughout “L’Art aux trois visages,” Rubinstein described an aesthetic vision couched 

in the language of mystic Symbolism, describing her dream of a synthetic theatrical work created 

by synesthetic correspondences that would connect the spectator with the revelation of the inoy 

svet.  Rubinstein concluded her speech by reciting Saint Sébastien’s monologue from 

d’Annuzio’s play Le Martyre de saint Sébastien.
82

  Following her recitation, a pianist played the 

                                                           
77

 “Sur le flanc de l’Acropole, près du sanctuaire de Dionysos, un théâtre de marbre s’était élevé où la peuple élu 

assista à un nouveau miracle: celui de se voir soi-même métamorphosé devant soi, celui de se voir agissant comme 

si l’on vivait dans d’autres corps.”  Rubinstein, 331. 
78

 “Toute une foule sous le charme, à le voix du poète, se sentait transformée.”  Rubinstein, 331. 
79

 “L’enchantement de cette métamorphose, voilà le principe et la condition préalable de tout art dramatique.”  

Rubinstein, 331-332. 
80

 Rubinstein, 332. 
81

 Rubinstein, 334.   Rubinstein viewed Racine’s powerful female characters as living “statues,” symbols of a play’s 

essence; she performed as Racine’s Phèdre in 1923 in a production with incidental music by Ildebrando Pizzetti.  

Rubinstein’s attraction to powerful female leads may stem from her exposure to Ivanov’s philosophy as well as her 

personal temperament and biography.  Ivanov saw women as innately connected to Dionysus, writes Laurence 

Senelick: “Woman remained the chief exponent of the most profound idea of tragedy, because from its inception the 

Dionysian enactment was the concern of woman, a show of her hidden depths and ineffable psychic mysteries.”  See 

Laurence Senelick, Introduction to Russian Dramatic Theory from Pushkin to the Symbolists: An Anthology, ed. and 

trans. Laurence Senelick (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), xl.  In “The Essence of Tragedy” (1912), Ivanov 

predicted that “the impending fate of tragedy will be closely connected with the fates and types of the woman of the 

future.”  Ivanov, quoted in and translated by Senelick, Russian Dramatic Theory, 222.  Ivanov’s beliefs regarding 

the role of women in modern drama correspond to W. Anthony Sheppard’s research that in fin-de-siècle theatrical 

theory: “The (female) performer, crossing boundaries between media, seems suddenly to usurp the creative role, the 

ability to achieve total theater.”  See W. Anthony Sheppard, Revealing Masks: Exotic Influences and Ritualized 

Performance in Modernist Music Theater (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 64.  
82

 Ralph P. Locke argues that the death of Sébastien in Le Martyre by smothering under golden jewelry and flowers 

“perhaps intended to echo, and elaborate upon, the one that ends Oscar Wilde’s play Salome.”  See Ralph P. Locke, 

“Unacknowledged Exoticism in Debussy: The Incidental Music for Le Martyre de saint Sébastien, (1911),” The 
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“Hymne” from Act III of Le Martyre, composed by Claude Debussy.  According to the 

Symbolists and Rubinstein, only music could communicate unadulterated meaning because it 

required no medium through which it must go to reach its recipient, unlike paint on a canvas or 

words on a page.  An evocative music that suggested a particular text’s essence could better 

communicate that essence than did the words of the text itself.  Perhaps Rubinstein wished to 

leave her audience with the essence of her recited words distilled and encapsulated in Debussy’s 

music, therefore revealing what d’Annunzio’s text could not say.  Rubinstein’s choice to have 

music performed at the conclusion of her speech suggests that to Rubinstein music extended 

beyond the metaphysics of Russian Symbolism and into practice.  Music’s role as preeminent 

revealer of a text’s essence would come to play a pivotal part in Rubinstein’s Salomé 

performances, demonstrating that, for Rubinstein, music’s value extended beyond the conceptual 

and into the performative and experiential. 

Part 2: Salomé in St. Petersburg, 1908 

Rubinstein’s Collaborators as Mystic Symbolists 

As a budding actress and producer, Rubinstein traveled from St. Petersburg to Greece in 

1904 to research her first starring role, that of Antigone in her own production of Sophocles’ 

eponymous drama.  Upon her return, Rubinstein hired Bakst, at the time a relatively little-known 

designer who would become a lifelong artistic mentor and friend, to help her create Antigone.  Its 

success spurred Rubinstein on to a new project, the first Russian staging of Wilde’s Salomé.
83

  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Musical Quarterly 90, no. 3-4 (Fall-Winter 2007): 375.  I also see parallels between Le Martyre and Salomé in the 

poetic methods employed by d’Annunzio to achieve a musicality of language.  In his play, D’Annunzio even alluded 

to Wilde, though not to his Salomé; Sébastien’s line “Il faut que chacun tue son amour” alludes to “All men kill the 

thing they love,” the refrain from Wilde’s “The Ballad of Reading Gaol.”  See Gabriele d’Annunzio, Le Martyre de 

saint Sébastien, Mystère en cinq actes (Paris: Calman-Lévy, 1911), 47, and Oscar Wilde, “The Battle of Reading 

Gaol,” in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde (London: HarperCollins, 2003), 899.   
83

 Bakst persuaded the ever ambitious Rubinstein to perform only one act of Antigone.  Most likely to appease her 

family, Rubinstein performed in Antigone under the stage name I. L. Lvovskaia.  Her desire to perform in Salomé 

triggered a series of events that crucially affected Rubinstein’s relationship with her family.  Her brother-in-law, a 
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As she had with Antigone, Rubinstein traveled to Palestine to absorb the atmosphere of the play’s 

setting.  Back in St. Petersburg, Rubinstein scheduled the opening night of her production for 3 

November 1908 at the Mikhailovsky Theater.
84

  She then began preparations for Salomé through 

a process that would become signature for her: she assembled the most talented collaborators 

available to her in all realms of theatrical production, a feat made possible by her great wealth.
85

  

As emphasized in contemporary accounts, Rubinstein was adept at finding and retaining the most 

advanced and often avant-garde representatives in all artistic fields, and her work for Salomé was 

no exception.  Bakst later referred to Rubinstein as the “muse for a group of artists, poets, and 

musicians of the time…She knows and understands that work, in the theater, is a disciplined 

collaboration.”
86

  Rubinstein selected the rising stars of St. Petersburg’s theater scene – Bakst, 

Meyerhold, and Fokine – to collaborate on Salomé.  She also commissioned incidental music 

from Glazunov, the most well-respected and famous composer in Russia, at least since the death 

that summer of his mentor, Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, on 21 June 1908.   

                                                                                                                                                                                           
doctor, briefly hospitalized her in a sanatorium after Rubinstein disclosed when visiting her sister in France her 

plans to play Salomé.  Upon her return to St. Petersburg, Rubinstein took decisive steps to end her family’s control 

over her.  She married her distant cousin, Vladimir Horowitz, on the conditions that the relationship would not be 

consummated, they would live separately, and he would not interfere with her dramatic career.  As a married 

woman, Rubinstein’s family could not intervene in her decision to become an actress.  Her new marital status also 

resulted in Rubinstein receiving her substantial inheritance which she used to fund her luxurious productions in Paris 

until the outbreak of World War II.  For more on Rubinstein’s biography, see Bentley as well as Michael de Cossart, 

Ida Rubinstein, 1885-1960: A Theatrical Life (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1987).  
84

 Almost all scholars who have written on Rubinstein’s St. Petersburg Salomé propose conflicting dates for its 

performance; some even claim, contrary to Bakst’s remembrances, that the whole play was never performed at all 

and that Rubinstein only danced “La Danse des sept voiles.”  In determining the dates of the production I have 

chosen to rely on the scholarship of Garafola and C. Moody, both of who have directly consulted the Russian 

theatrical periodicals of the time for information on the specific date of the premiere.  See C. Moody, “Nikolai 

Nikolaevich Evreinov, 1879-1953,” Russian Literature Triquarterly 13 (1975): 659-965. 
85

 Garafola (“Circles of Meaning,” 36) writes, “With Salomé…her collaborative ‘method’ crystallized; here, as in 

Saint Sébastien and virtually all her later productions, she mixed trusted associates, with whom she worked closely 

in the initial planning stages, and ‘stars’ who could be counted upon to do her bidding because of their interest in a 

particular project and because she paid them well.”  
86

 “Le nom de M
me

 Rubinstein, inspiratrice d’un groupe d’artistes, des poètes et des musiciens d’une époque…Elle 

sait et comprend que le travail, au théâtre, est une collaboration disciplinée.”  Bakst, quoted in Thomas, 87 and 99.  

The collaboration of an immensely talented group of artists from different disciplines was also a hallmark of Sergey 

Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes; often Diaghilev and Rubinstein, much to Diaghilev’s chagrin, engaged the same 

musicians, artists, choreographers, and directors for their productions, sometimes concurrently.   
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The collaborators assembled by Rubinstein shared a concept of theatrical creation rooted 

in mystic Symbolism and underscored by their passion for the music of Wagner.  Bakst, 

Meyerhold, and Fokine attempted in their individual disciplines to “aspire to the condition of 

music” in order to create a total work of art capable of achieving the mystic Symbolist goal of 

collective spirituality.
87

  Although very little archival material exists on Rubinstein and her 

collaborators’ creation of the St. Petersburg Salomé, plenty of circumstantial evidence can be 

gleaned from contemporary and future theatrical productions created by them, individually and 

together.  In addition, the few accounts available from participants and audience members and 

the highly-detailed critical commentary on Rubinstein’s Paris Salomé in 1912 corroborate the 

circumstantial evidence available.  All of the sources suggest a musically-informed production 

for the St. Petersburg Salomé as well as its Paris successor, where, as I will explore later, the 

original conception was extended and amplified. 

Léon Bakst, Décor 

Bakst (1866-1924) was a regular attendee of Ivanov’s Wednesday salon.  There he 

absorbed Ivanov’s theories on collective spirituality, synthetic theater, synesthesia, and Wagner’s 

music.  He may also have been introduced to Wilde’s works by the elite group of mystic 

Symbolists who convened weekly at the Tower.  Additionally, Bakst attended the secret 

meetings of Ivanov’s inner circle, known as the “Tavern of Hafiz.”
88

  The author Mikhail 

Kuzmin documented the meetings of the Tavern in his diary, describing at least one meeting in 

which Bakst was in attendance as Ivanov mused on Wilde as a Christological figure.
89

  Bakst’s 
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 In Belïy’s words, “Every form of art is determined by the degree to which the spirit of music is revealed in it.” 

Belïy, quoted in and translated by Bartlett, 150. 
88

 The Hafiz society met regularly from May through November 1906.  Named for a medieval Sufi poet whose work 

explored a dual path to the Ideal through physical and spiritual means, the members of the Tavern of Hafiz, in the 

words of Bershtein (296), “immersed themselves in what they perceived as instances of the Dionysian: they drank 

wine, dressed up, played flutes, flirted, and kissed.  They also read aloud their diaries, as well as erotic poetry.”  
89

 Bershtein, 296. 
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admiration for and association with Wilde was well-known; a letter by Bruysov written in the 

early years of the twentieth century described Bakst as “an aesthete, a decadent…half-Wilde.”
90

   

In addition, Bakst served as co-editor with Sergey Diaghilev and Alexandre Benois for 

the journal Mir iskusstva (World of Art, 1898-1904), the periodical associated with the art 

movement of the same name and heavily influenced by Symbolism.
91

  In its first two issues, Mir 

iskusstva published passionate essays by Diaghilev on the artistic beliefs shared by the Mir 

iskusstva circle; these beliefs stayed consistent as the members of Mir iskusstva reformulated 

themselves as creators of the Ballets Russes.  The artistic vision laid out by Bakst, Diaghilev, and 

Benois included the importance of synthesis between artistic elements in a theatrical work, a 

desire to unite the spectator with another world through art, and the reciprocity of artistic media 

and sensory perceptions.  As leaders of the Mir iskusstva movement, the editors extended the 

precepts of mystic Symbolism into the theater, first with forays in opera and then, most 

famously, ballet.
92

  After mystic Symbolism, the Musikdramen and writings of Wagner exerted 

the greatest influence on the members of the Mir iskusstva circle, and by extension, the Ballets 

Russes.  “The Gesamtkunstwerk was the single most important ideological influence on…the 

Ballets Russes,” states Glatzer Rosenthal.
93
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 Bruysov, quoted in and translated by Polonsky, 158. 
91

 Peterson, 11. The journal and the movement became an “informal but established presence in Russian art criticism 

[and] the voice of the avant-garde” and eventually entered into a relationship of reciprocal influence with prominent 

Symbolists.  See Elena Bridgman, “Mir iskusstva: Origins of the Ballets Russes,” in The Art of Enchantment: 

Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, 1909-1929, ed. Nancy Van Norman Baer (New York: University Books, 1988), 26.  In 

the first edition of the journal Vesy, the editors published a note to the readers about the Symbolist orientation of 

their new periodical and referred to Mir iskusstva as its “older brother” in this regard. 
92

 Simon Karlinsky writes that the aim “was to introduce into opera and possibly ballet productions an artistic 

synthesis of their component elements, the kind of synthesis that Wagner had dreamed of.”  See Simon Karlinsky, 

“A Cultural Educator of Genius,” in The Art of Enchantment: Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, 1909-1929, ed. Nancy 

Van Norman Baer (New York: University Books, 1988), 20. 
93

 Glatzer Rosenthal, 198.  See as well Alexandre Benois, Reminiscences of the Russian Ballet, trans. Mary 

Britnevia (London: Putnam, 1947), 370.  Diaghilev believed that Wagner was mistaken in his denigration of ballet.  

Diaghilev sought to produce a Gesamtkunstwerk in which ballet was an equal partner.  Benois (370) later recounted, 

“The ballet is one of the most consistent and complete expressions of the idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk, the idea for 
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Bakst’s designs for the St. Petersburg Salomé, as well as any production photographs that 

might have been taken, no longer exist.  The only physical evidence of his conception is a sketch 

for Rubinstein’s costume.  This costume is further documented in publicity photographs for 

Rubinstein’s 1909 performances of “La Danse des sept voiles” in London and Paris.  The blue-

gray costume consisted of a form-fitting leotard with a short translucent skirt, veils that trailed 

behind the dancer, and strings of pearls wrapped around her torso and legs (see Figure 4.1).
94

which our circle was ready to give its soul…Everything followed from the common desire of several painters and 

musicians to see the fulfillment of the theatrical dreams that haunted them.” 
94

 Jacques Depaulis, Ida Rubinstein: Une inconne jadis célèbre (Paris: Éditions Honoré Champion, 1995), 56.  This 

outfit reflected the costume reforms Fokine was currently implementing to fit the principles of his “new ballet.”  

These costumes allowed for free motion of the back and waist and emphasized the dancer’s movements with light, 

flowing skirts or harem pants.  See Garafola, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes (New York: Da Capo Press, 1998), 38.  

John E. Bowlt notes that Bakst also added appendages (jewelry, such as the strings of pearls on Rubinstein’s 1908 

Salomé costume, scarves, and feathers) that would extend and continue the dancer’s movements.  Transparent or 

translucent materials created “tension between the seen and unseen.”  On other costumes, like Rubinstein’s for her 

1912 Salomé production, Bakst placed complex, abstract patterns that emphasized the dancer’s movements.  See 

John E. Bowlt, “From Studio to Stage: The Painters of the Ballets Russes,” in The Art of Enchantment: Diaghilev’s 

Ballets Russes, 1909-1929, ed. Nancy Van Norman Baer (New York: Universe Books, 1988), 51-52.   
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Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

Though tangible sources for Bakst’s Salomé décor are lacking, the bold mise-en-scène that 

characterized the productions he created for the first seasons of the Ballets Russes (a stage 

drenched in gaudy color and abstract, Eastern-inspired shapes) hints at what his design for 

Salomé probably resembled.  The Ballets Russes’s first season began only a few months after 

Salomé’s St. Petersburg premiere, and the close chronology of the two events makes it highly 

likely that Bakst worked on them concurrently.  Noting the similar atmosphere and theme shared 

by both Salomé and the first production of the Ballets Russes’s 1909 season, Cléopâtre (which, 

as I shall explore, had notable parallels with Salomé outside of Bakst’s mise-en-scène), it is safe 

Figure 4.1. “Mlle Ida Rubinstein, Créatrice de la danse des sept voiles à l’Olympia,” Fantasio (1909).
95

 

95
 Anon., “Mlle Ida Rubinstein, Créatrice de la danse des sept voiles à l’Olympia,” Fantasio (1909) : 133. 
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to assume that Bakst’s designs for Salomé followed the musically-informed conception that 

characterized his most famous works, those conceived for the pre-war Ballets Russes.
96

Unlike Rubinstein, Bakst often gave interviews in which he expounded on his aesthetic 

vision and related how he translated his ideas into evocative mise-en-scène.  These interviews 

reveal the depth of Bakst’s indebtedness to the mystic Symbolist conception of music and 

corresponding interpretation of Wagner’s music and writings.
97

  Bakst described his commitment

to theatrical synthesis in an interview he gave in 1910: 

I will tell you how I go about designing: I study the decoration of the period of the piece in 

which I am designing, I choose the most significant element, I adopt it and I repeat it on the 

materials, the architecture, the jewelry.  The decoration thus becomes a leitmotif, and I 

achieve a unity not only of color but also of line.  The more I work in this way, the more 

convinced I am that this is the only way of achieving that unity.
98

With reference to the leitmotif, a key concept in both Wagnerian music and Symbolist literature, 

Bakst expressed the importance he placed on unity between different aspects of a production and 

the synthesis he achieved through a visual musicality. 

Dance historian Lynn Garafola describes Bakst’s sets as “sumptuous and as richly 

evocative as language, and their use of color made visible the Symbolist idea of synesthesia.”
99

Bakst, who compared his work as a designer to that of an orchestral conductor, echoed the 

mystic Symbolists’ belief in a synesthetic theatrical experience induced by correspondences 

between the arts but dominated by music: 

I have often noticed that in each color of the prism there exists a gradation which 

sometimes expresses frankness and chastity, sometimes sensuality and even bestiality, 

sometimes pride, sometimes despair.  This can be felt and given over to the public by the 

96
 Bakst would eventually rise to fame for designing the iconic mise-en-scène of the Ballets Russes’s pre-war Paris 

seasons including that for Cléopâtre (1909), Shéhérazade (1910), L’Oiseau de feu (1910), L’Après-midi d’un faune 

(1912), and Jeux (1913). 
97

 For example, Bakst’s “major concern,” writes Charles S. Mayer, was “the symbiosis of music, dance, and art.” 

See Charles S. Mayer, “Influence of Léon Bakst on Choreography,” Dance Chronicle 1, no. 2 (1977-1978): 127. 
98

 Bakst describing the design for Le Carnaval (1910), quoted in and translated by Alexander Schouvaloff, Léon 

Bakst (London: Philip Wilson Publishers, Ltd., 1991), 83. 
99

 Garafola, “Circles of Meaning,” 37. 
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effect one makes of the various shadings…The painter who knows how to make use of 

this [color/emotion correspondence], the director of the orchestra who can with one 

movement of his baton pull all this in motion, without crossing them, who can let flow 

the thousand tones from the end of his stick without making a mistake, can draw from the 

spectator the exact emotion which he wants him to feel…It is in line as well as in color 

that I make my emotions…I sought to bring out in the costumes the plastic ideas which 

correspond to ideas in literature…My method is generally to take a simple motif and vary 

it indefinitely, so as to create a harmony of color and line.
100

 

 

Bakst believed both color and abstract shapes could evoke correspondences.
101

  “One discovers 

there something new, an accent, a melody, a line which, this particular day, touches you more 

than all the rest and transports you to a higher world,” he said, noting the fleeting nature of the 

synesthetic experience that could reveal the inoy svet.
102

  In speaking about his designs for 

another Rubinstein production, Bakst again noted how colors could convey emotion, saying, “I 

think that the choice and the combination of colors can express feelings as words and music 

do.”
103

   

Reviews of Bakst’s designs indicate that his visual musicality effected the critical 

reception of his mise-en-scène.  For example, in his review for the Ballets Russes’s L’Après-midi 

d’un faun, Comœdia critic Louis Schneider described Bakst’s sets as evocatively musical, 

writing, “There is something better than color; there is reverie, there is rhythmed clarity, there is 

an exact transcription of spoken language and sonorous language.”
104

  Schneider was more direct 
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 Bakst, quoted in and translated by Rose Strunsky, “Léon Bakst on the Modern Ballet,” New York Tribune 75, no. 

25,130 (5 September 1915): Part 4, 1.  The interview occurred in Paris on 22 July 1915.   
101

 Bakst saw line as “the visual counterpart of rhythm,” comments Glatzer Rosenthal (203). 
102

 “On y découvre quelque chose de nouveau, un accent, une mélodie, une ligne qui, ce jour-là, vous touche plus 

que tout le reste et vous transporte en un monde supérieur.”  Bakst, quoted in Thomas, 90. 
103

 “J’estime que le choix et la combinaison des tons peuvent exprimer des sentiments comme la parole et la 

musique.”  Bakst describing the designs for Hélène du Sparte, quoted in René Chavance, “Avant-première [“Hélène 

du Sparte”],” Gil Blas 34, no. 12,863 (4 May 1912): 4.  
104

 “Il y a mieux que de la couleur; il y a de la rêverie, il y a de la clarté rythmée, il y a l’exacte transcription du 

langage parlé et du langage sonore.”  Louis Schneider, “La Grande saison de Paris, (Théâtre du Châtelet), Troisième 

série des Ballets Russes, Prélude de l’après-midi d’un Faune (création), La mise en scène et les décors,” Comœdia 

6, no. 1,704 (30 May 1912): 2. 
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in a later review, concluding, “This is music for the eyes.”
105

  The art critic Arsène Alexandre 

noted how Bakst’s décor could induce a synesthetic and musical experience: 

From the first [Bakst] was acclaimed a master of the harmony of line and color in 

movement; that is one of his great secrets…His work has been more clearly recognized as 

an essential factor in, and an integral complement of, the enchanting inventions of the 

poets and musicians with whom he has worked…Strangely enough, music, like poetry, 

also calls up before our eyes, whether they be closed or vacantly gazing into the void, 

forms that move swiftly and colors that scintillate even more rapidly…It is rarely indeed 

that we meet those who can evoke the sensations and scenes suggested by the color of 

music, whether it be associated with poetry or no…[Bakst’s use of color] allows an 

infinite play of modulations, and seems itself to vary in tone, in sympathy with the poem 

and the music.
106

 

 

Inspired by a mystic Symbolist conception of music as the medium most capable of accessing 

the inoy svet, Bakst created a visually musical décor.  Additionally, his work and his words give 

evidence to his adoption of key beliefs associated with mystic Symbolism and shared by his 

collaborators: the goal of revealing the inoy svet and, in order to do so, creating a synthetic 

theater that evoked synesthetic correspondences.  Though only one physical source remains of 

Bakst’s décor for the St. Petersburg Salomé, knowledge of his work for concurrent and future 

performances supplies the scholar with a glimpse into the visual music experienced by the 

original audience of the 1908 production. 

Vsevolod Meyerhold, Staging 

Bakst, who often contributed livrets and advice on choreography and staging for 

productions mounted by the Mir iskusstva circle and then the Ballets Russes, most likely assisted 

Meyerhold (1874-1940) in his staging of Salomé.
107

  The two shared aesthetic ideas regarding 
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stage design and probably knew each other through their mutual attendance at Ivanov’s 

Wednesday meetings as well as their membership in the avant-garde theater scene of St. 

Petersburg.
108

  They had definitely met by November 1906 when Bakst designed the front cloth 

for the Kommisarzhevskaya Theater where Meyerhold briefly served as director and where he 

first experimented with the radically new staging that characterized his early career.
109

  The 

experiments at the Kommisarzhevskaya Theater, established in St. Petersburg by the actress Vera 

Kommisarzhevskaya to create a home for Symbolist dramaturgy, stemmed from Meyerhold’s 

belief that music, specifically Wagnerian music, could inform a style of acting and directing in 

which music operated as a tool for tackling the problems that arose in staging Symbolist 

drama.
110

  At the Kommisarzhevskaya Theater, Meyerhold staged the first critically successful 

productions of Symbolist theater in Russia.
111

   

Interested in Symbolism since his student days, Meyerhold envisioned drama in musical 

terms.  As a director, Meyerhold used mystic Symbolist concepts of music to articulate his vision 

and prepare his actors for what he termed “stylized theater.”
112

  This included what he called “the 

music of plastic movement,” a series of slowly-rendered poses and gestures which acted as 

symbols conveying the underlying meaning of a dramatic text.  Rubinstein, who had excelled in 

the similar dramatic discipline of plastique as a student, was a perfect candidate for a stylized 

theater based in Meyerhold’s “music of plastic movement.”  Her talent for plastique made her 
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uniquely qualified to embody Meyerhold’s conceptions of Symbolist staging as a tableau of 

sculptures or a fresco.   

Meyerhold summarized many of his ideas from this time in articles published in 1908’s 

Teatr, kniga o novum teatre (On Theater: History and Technique), a volume of essays on drama 

composed mainly by members of Ivanov’s circle.
113

  These early articles offer a distilled 

explanation of Meyerhold’s Symbolist-inspired dramatic theory and are worth quoting at length: 

Tragedy in which there is no action in the exposition of the plot, and which is based on the 

interrelationship of Fate and Man, requires a static theater with a technique embodying 

movement as plastic music, as the external depiction of an inner experience (illustrative 

movement), so that restrained gestures and economy of movement are preferable to the 

gestures of public declamation.  This technique shuns all superfluous movement, lest it 

distract the spectator’s attention from the complex inner emotions conveyed by a rustle, a 

pause, a break in the voice, or a tear which clouds the eye of the actor.  Every dramatic work 

contains two levels of dialogue: one is the “external, necessary dialogue” made up of words 

which accompany and explain the action; the other is the “inner dialogue” which the 

spectator should overhear, not as words but as pauses, not as cries but as silences, not as 

soliloquies but as the music of plastic movement.
114

  

 

The influence of music extended to matters of declamation: Meyerhold considered the actor’s 

voice to be a musical instrument that, through training, could develop from a traditional 

“theatrical” voice into a “poetic” one.
115

  The poetic voice was devoid of over-dramatization and 

exaggerated pronunciation; instead, like the slow, deliberate movements of the body, the poetic 

voice was “free from all tremolo…tensions and lugubrious intonation…The words must fall like 

drops into a deep well, the fall being clearly audible without any vibration in space.”
116

  

Meyerhold put these ideas into practice while director of the Kommisarzhevskaya Theater in 

1907.  Here he staged Maurice Maeterlinck’s La Mort de Tintagiles (1894) and Sœur Béatrice 
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(1901).
117

  Notes made by Meyerhold in his director’s copy of Sœur Béatrice list the principles 

of his stylized theater: “Rhythms of plasticity, rhythms of dialogue.  Singsong speech and slow 

movements.  Musical unity.  Musical basis in dialogues and the actors’ movements.  Bas-reliefs, 

sculpture groups…Mystery.”
118

   

Like others mystic Symbolists in the early twentieth century, Meyerhold counted Wagner 

among his many influences and, like others, came to Wagner through a personal association with 

Ivanov.
119

  Meyerhold wrote that, like the orchestra in Wagner’s Musikdramen, the plastic 

movement of the stylized theater conveyed a play’s essence:  

Richard Wagner reveals inner dialogue through the orchestra…Only the orchestra is 

capable of conveying what is ineffable, of revealing the mystery to the spectator…We 

need some new means of expressing the ineffable, of revealing that which is concealed.  

Just as Wagner employs the orchestra to convey spiritual emotions, I employ plastic 

movement…a plasticity that does not correspond to the words…Words catch the ear, 

plasticity – the eye.  Thus the spectator’s imagination is exposed to two stimuli: the oral 

and the visual.
120

 

 

As demonstrated in this quote, Meyerhold was interested in creating a synesthetic experience 

based on the correspondences between art forms.  Eventually Meyerhold’s unorthodox dramatic 

ideas and musically-based practices resulted in his dismissal from the Kommisarzhevskaya 

Theater, but he continued to explore a Symbolist dramaturgy at his own St. Petersburg studio and 

then, beginning in 1908, as director of the Imperial Theater.  His direction of Salomé occurred in 
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the middle of these years of experimentation; it can therefore be assumed that the principles and 

procedures he was developing at that time informed his direction of Salomé.  

Like the other artists collaborating on Salomé’s creation, Meyerhold turned to a mystic 

Symbolist conception of music as the inspiration for his staging innovations.  As Bakst used 

colors and lines to elicit synesthetic correspondences, so Meyerhold used the “plastic music of 

motion” or symbolic poses and gestures to evoke the inoy svet for audience members.  

Michel Fokine, Choreography 

In a 1914 letter to the London Times, Fokine (1880-1942) elucidated the five principles of 

his “new ballet,” the creation of which had revolutionized dance in Russia and become a defining 

element of the pre-war Ballets Russes.  The fifth of his stated principles demonstrates Fokine’s 

commitment to Wagner’s ideas as mediated through the philosophy of the mystic Symbolists and 

the Mir iskusstva circle: to combine individual art forms, such as dance, into a synthesis that 

would create a total work of art: 

The fifth rule is the alliance of dancing with the other arts.  The new ballet…recognizing 

the alliance of the arts…allows a perfect freedom both to the scenic artist and to the 

musician.  In contradistinction to the older ballet, it does not demand “ballet music” of 

the composer as an accompaniment to dancing; it accepts music of every kind, providing 

only that it is good and expressive…It does not impose only specific “ballet” conditions 

on the composer or the decorative artist, but gives complete liberty to their creative 

powers.
121

 

 

Like the other collaborators, Fokine conceived of dance in terms of synesthetic correspondences, 

writing in 1904 that “through the rhythms of the body, the ballet can find expression for ideas, 
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sentiments, emotions. The dance bears the same relation to gesture that poetry bears to prose.  

Dancing is poetry of motion.”
122

   

Fokine later related in his memoirs that preparing Rubinstein for her dancing debut in 

Salomé was altogether unusual – she had never studied ballet.  “The work on the Salomé dance 

was unique in my life,” he wrote, “I had to teach Rubinstein simultaneously the art of the dance 

and to create for her the ‘Dance of Salomé.’”
123

  When choreographing “La Danse des sept 

voiles,” Fokine decided to focus on Rubinstein’s talent for plastique and to highlight her unusual 

physiognomy.
124

  These characteristics inspired him to “do something unusual with her in the 

style of Botticelli.”
125

  Rubinstein’s talent in plastique corresponded with Fokine’s burgeoning 

interest in evocative gesture and pose, an interest he shared with Meyerhold.
126

  In the 

choreography of early ballets like Cléopâtre, he often placed his dancers in profile positions and 

accentuated angular lines by flattening their palms and privileging two-dimensional 

movement.
127

  Fokine cultivated what he called “living hand movements,” symbolic gestures 

which, unlike the traditional gestures of mime, were meant to be replacements for words.
128

  He 
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extended this type of gesture and motion to small groups of corps de ballet dancers, giving each 

group its own symbolic character and, in words remarkably similar to Meyerhold’s, arranging 

them as “bas-reliefs.”
129

   

Very few descriptions exist of the choreography and performance of “La Danse des sept 

voiles” in Rubinstein’s St. Petersburg Salomé.  One observer claimed that Rubinstein removed 

her veils until only a piece of green tulle remained wrapped around her hips.
130

  This claim is 

debunked by the descriptions of Rubinstein’s “La Danse des sept voiles” in other performances, 

none of which comment on her nudity.  One of the only descriptions of her dance in 1908 comes 

from a review by the critic and ballet historian Valerian Svetlov: 

It is enough for us to have a Salomé such as that of Ida Rubinstein.  One feels that in her 

veins flows the blood of the Edomite who seduced old Herod.  She has the suppleness of 

a serpent in the physical form of a woman; her dance presents the stereotypical, 

voluptuous charm of oriental grace, full of indolence and reserve of an impulsive passion.  

The entrancing languor of her dance, so delicately and artistically composed by Fokine, is 

permeated with the spirit of the passionate and cajoling dances of the [biblical] Jews.  

This lassitude of passion, expressed by the undulating movements of the body, has been 

admirably conveyed by Ida Rubinstein.
131

 

 

Reviews of Rubinstein’s dancing in “La Danse des sept voiles” in later performances corroborate 

aspects of Svetlov’s description.  After her triumphant debut in Paris as Cléopâtre with the 

Ballets Russes in the spring of 1909, Rubinstein twice performed “La Danse des sept voiles” in 

music halls: at the Olympia in Paris (August 1909) and the Coliseum in London (October 
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1909).
132

  Reviews of these performances give some indication of Fokine’s choreography and 

often describe the dance and Rubinstein’s performance in Symbolist terminology.  Strapontin, a 

critic for Gil Blas, referred to the dance as “a very hieratic art” set to a music “of a classicism 

without equal” and with an “elusive” choreography.
133

  Alfred Delilia of Le Figaro commented 

on the “infinite nuances of this living statue which moves in a dream of beauty,” a description 

which suggests the evocative, bas-relief poses of Fokine and Meyerhold.
134

  For Pierre Rantz of 

Comœdia, the “pure and aristocratic lines, of a strange and harmonious beauty” of Rubinstein’s 

body made her performance “a poem of ancient and languorous grace.”
135

  A spread of 

photographs of Rubinstein in some of Fokine’s evocative poses appeared in the English 

newspaper The Sketch before Rubinstein’s performance at the Coliseum.
136

  The photographs by 

H. B. Marinelli show Rubinstein in Bakst’s beaded costume, removing her veils while suspended 

in deep back bends and kneeling on the floor.  Another publicity still from Rubinstein’s 1909 
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performances of “La Danse des sept voiles” demonstrates the two-dimensional, fresco-like poses 

and angular gestures (such as a wrist bent perpendicular to the floor) common to Fokine and 

Meyerhold in this period (see Figure 4.2).
137

   

Figure 4.2. “Mlle Ida Rubinstein (Salomé),” Comœdia (14 June 1912).
138

 

 

 
 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

 

The caption included under Marinelli’s photographs in The Sketch quoted Robert de 

Montesquiou, a Decadent dandy and writer affiliated with the French literary Symbolists who 

became a sort of cultural mentor to Rubinstein following her relocation to Paris.  The quote came 

from a long article previously published in Gil Blas and written in highly evocative language 

about Rubinstein’s Olympia performance.
139

  After pointedly resolving that the dance could not 

be described through language, Montesquiou attempted to do so any way through a bewildering 

array of similes that evoked, through the use of symbols, the essence of Rubinstein’s dancing.
140

  

Montesquiou described “La Danse des sept voiles” itself as poetry, comparing the veils that 
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wrapped around Rubinstein’s torso to enamored serpents; the nuances of the rainbow, he wrote, 

unwound to show another segment of her naked skin.
141

  “This is so beautiful,” he continued, 

“that one ceases to believe it possible the instant after it is no longer before the eyes.”
142

  

Rubinstein’s face remained an immobile mask but her gestures did not cease.
143

  For 

Montesquiou they conjured a bubble, a bee, a kid, and a mountain, embodying for the spectator 

the words of Psalm 114: “The mountains skipped like rams and the little hills like lambs.”
144

  

Glazunov’s music, “the strange and charming accompaniment, full of seduction and savagery,” 

assisted the spectator in “overcom[ing] magic circles” through its resurrection of the sound of 

ancient instruments.
145

  Finally, Montesquiou described how the removal of Rubinstein’s veils, 

designed by Bakst in bold and symbolic colors, immersed him in a synesthetic experience: 

I count and note [the veils] in their order: the first, the tawny, like a skin of a transparent 

tiger, on which small, dark crescents become eyes of topaz; the second, the blue, which is 

like a portion of sky, turned into fabric, in which the amorous stars remained, in order to 

continue to shine and to see; the third, the yellow, similar to a ray of hatched sun; the 

fourth, the pink, like a wave that the coral lights; the fifth, the red, which represents the 

ardor of the nascent pyre; the sixth, the light green, which has the acidity of a spring bud 

and the limpidity of a chattering creek; finally, the seventh, the dark green, that which 

remains tied around the waist, and wherein reposes, calmly, the obscurity of the forest, as 

it delves, fearfully, into the depth of the sea.
146
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 “Je compte et note dans leur ordre: le premier, le fauve, pareil à une peau de tigre transparente, dont les lunules 

ténébreuses seraient devenues des yeux de topaze; le deuxième, le bleu, qui est comme un portion de ciel, tournée en 

textile, avec des étoiles amoureuses, demeurées dedans, pour continuer d’éclairer et de voir; le troisième, le jaune, 

semblable à un rayon de soleil ourdi; le quatrième, le rose, à un flot que le corail éclaire; le cinquième, le rouge, qui 

représente l’ardeur du bûcher naissant; le sixième, le vert clair, qui a l’acidité du bourgeon printanier et la limpidité 
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For Montesquiou, the synthesis of Glazunov’s music, Fokine’s choreography, Bakst’s costume 

design, and Rubinstein’s performance elicited the desired experience of synesthesia. 

Aleksandr Glazunov, Music 

Though Wilde did not specifically call for music in his play, Rubinstein’s choice to 

include music in her production was most likely a foregone conclusion, considering the 

importance of music in her Symbolist aesthetics.  Additionally, as musicologist Peter Lamothe 

has demonstrated, incidental music was “omni-present” in theatrical entertainment at the fin-de-

siècle, particularly in France.
147

  Music played an increasingly important role in spoken theater as 

the nineteenth century waned, becoming an integral aspect of both popular and traditional theater 

as well as the “hybrid” works that included music, dance, and spoken text.
148

  The early 

theatrical experiments of the French Symbolists almost always included music as a key 

contributor to the generation of a multi-sensory and synesthetic experience for the audience.  

Stéphane Mallarmé had posited music as a device that could conquer the ubiquitous materiality 

of the theater that Symbolist playwrights and directors desired to alleviate.  “A simple orchestral 

adjunction changes everything,” Mallarmé concluded.
149

   

Lamothe relates, “The incorporation of dance in French incidental music becomes 

increasingly pantomimic in nature towards the end of the nineteenth century,” listing as 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
du ruisseau jaseur; enfin, le septième, le vert sombre, celui qui reste noué autour des reins, et dans lequel repose, 

avec calme, l’obscurité de la forêt, comme s’y creuse, avec effroi, la profondeur de la mer.”  Montesquiou, 240.  

Italics in original. 
147

 Peter Lamothe, “Theater Music in France, 1864-1914,” (PhD diss., University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 

2008), 1.  The French term for what in English is called “incidental music” (music incorporated into a spoken 

drama) is musique de scéne, a term which Lamothe notes does not carry the pejorative connotation implied by the 

English descriptor “incidental.” 
148

 Lamothe, 2. 
149

 “Un simple adjonction orchestrale change du tout au tout.”  Stéphane Mallarmé, “Richard Wagner: Rêverie d’un 

poète français,” in Œuvres complètes, ed. Henri Mondor and G. Jean-Aubry (Paris: Gallimard, 1945), 541. 

For Mallarmé, music could be a “new source of evocation,” allowing for, as Deak (103) described, the “suggestion 

of reality without the intellectual despotism of ordinary theater that asks its audience to believe in the reality of its 

representation.”   
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examples Camille Saint-Saëns’s compositions for the plays Déjanire (1898) and Parysatis 

(1902) as well as, tellingly, music composed for plays written for and performed by Rubinstein: 

Debussy’s compositions for Le Martyre (1911) and Ildebrando da Parma’s for La Pisanelle ou la 

mort parfumée (1913).
150

  Lamothe also emphasizes the importance of incidental music, 

especially that which integrated balletic and pantomimic dance music, in plays with “proto-

Christian” subjects like Caligula (Gabriel Fauré, 1888), Noël, ou le mystère de la nativité (Paul 

Vidal, 1890), La Légende de Sainte Cécile (Ernest Chausson, 1891), Quo vadis? (Francis 

Thomé, 1901), and Les Noces corinthiennes (Thomé, 1902).
151

   

Throughout her career as both actress and producer, not only conceptual but aural music 

remained an essential part of Rubinstein’s performances.  She engaged the most forward-

thinking and critically-acclaimed musicians of her time, commissioning works from, among 

others, Déodat de Sévérac (Hélène du Sparte, 1912), Florent Schmitt (Antoine et Cléopâtre, 

1920), Igor Stravinsky (Le Baiser de fée, 1928, and Perséphone, 1934), Georges Auric (Les 

Enchantements de la fée Alcine, 1928), Maurice Ravel (Boléro, 1929), and Arthur Honegger 

(Amphion, 1931, and Jeanne d’Arc au bûcher, 1938).
152

  After reading this list of progressive 

composers hired by Rubinstein, her choice of Glazunov (1865-1936) for the composition of 

Salomé’s incidental music may seem an anomaly, at least from the perspective of Glazunov’s 

twenty-first-century reception as a musician technically virtuosic but also conservative and 

overly academic.  In 1908, however, Glazunov was the most famous composer in Russia, seen as 

the last link to the revered Rimsky-Korsakov, his mentor, whom Glazunov had replaced as 

                                                           
150

 Lamothe, 14.  D’Annunzio composed both texts. 
151

 Lamothe, 212.  Glazunov’s composition for Salomé fits into this list.  Lamothe (223) notes that the “confused 

reception” from the 1920s onwards of works like Le Martyre “shows a significant loss of awareness of the important 

precedents for the role of dance and especially of pantomimic acting in the incidental scores with comparable 

historic settings in late antiquity.”  This “loss of awareness” is related as well to failed attempts to categorize works 

containing this unique combination of spoken language, dance, and music in any existing genre.   
152

 The music for all of these works is in the genres of incidental or ballet music with the important exception of 

Honegger’s Amphion, a drame lyrique, and  Jeanne d’Arc au bûcher, an oratorio. 
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director of the St. Petersburg Conservatory in 1906.
153

  As musicologist Gerald Abraham 

comments, “During the decade before the [First World] war Glazunov was practically the 

musical dictator of Russia.”
154

  Rubinstein’s selection of Glazunov most likely represented her 

nascent but long-lived habit of hiring the “best” in every field.  “Glazunov had almost come to 

symbolize all of Russian music in a single body,” writes musicologist Anna V. Nisnevich, a 

reputation of which Rubinstein would have been aware.
155

   

The choice to enlist Glazunov as the composer of Salomé’s music may also have been 

suggested to Rubinstein by Bakst and Fokine, both of who had worked on ballets to music by 

Glazunov at the Mariinsky Theater, the Imperial Ballet’s home in St. Petersburg.  Glazunov had 

a reputation for investing quality and gravitas into his ballet music, making it very different from 

that traditionally heard at the Mariinsky.
156

  Glazunov also contributed his skill as an orchestrator 

to the Ballets Russes’s early works, orchestrating pre-existing music for Chopiniana (1907 in St. 

Petersburg, 1909, as Les Sylphides, in Paris), Act II of Aleksandr Borodin’s Prince Igor (first 

performed by the Ballets Russes in 1909), and Carnaval (1910) on themes by Robert 

Schumann.
157

  Diaghilev obviously did not see Glazunov’s music as incompatible with his own 

Symbolist vision; he utilized Glazunov’s music in the medleys which the impresario sometimes 

assembled for a new ballet as exemplified by Le Festin (1909), Cléopâtre (1909), and Les 

Orientales (1910), all of which included music by Glazunov.  

                                                           
153

 A post Glazunov held until 1926, after which he retired to Paris. 
154

 Gerald Abraham, On Russian Music (New York: Johnson Reprint Corp., 1970), 239. 
155

 Anna V. Nisnevich, “The Silver Age and Its Echo: St. Petersburg Classicism at Home and Abroad, 1890-1921,” 

(PhD diss., University of California Berkeley, 2007), 1. 
156

 Taruskin states, “The only exceptions to tired, degraded ballet music of the late nineteenth century [were those 

of] Tchaikovsky and Glazunov.”   See Taruskin, “The Antiliterary Man: Diaghilev and Music,” in The Art of 

Enchantment: Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, 1909-1929, ed. Nancy Van Norman Baer (New York: University Books, 

1988), 114. 
157

 Often multiple composers, including Glazunov, would orchestrate different parts of these ballets.  See Garafola, 

Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, 399-415. 
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 Perhaps Diaghilev appreciated the skill with which Glazunov integrated exoticist 

markers into a primarily Western musical language.
158

  The exploitation of the Western 

perception of Russia as “Eastern” characterized the most successful productions of the Ballets 

Russes’s early seasons.
159

  As dance historian Nancy Van Norman Baer has expressed, the 

purpose of exoticism for the Ballets Russes was to “support the Symbolist aesthetic to expand 

the mind/senses and intensify emotion in the quest of a heightened, superior reality.”
160

   

Contemporary critics acclaimed Glazunov’s ballet music, singling out the depth of sound 

in and significant role played by his orchestra.  In Glazunov’s music for dance, “the gravity of 

the ballets lies in the orchestra – the dances are only an addition, an illustration of the music, in 

contrast to the old ballets, where the complete opposite could be observed,” wrote Y.D. Engel in 

1907 in the Russian Musical Gazette.
161

  To critics, Glazunov’s music stood dominant over the 

choreography, taking its place, as the mystic Symbolists believed it should, as the most important 

of the artistic media contributing to a theatrical production.  Engel continued, “Don’t we have in 

Glazunov the all-powerful sovereign of sound – first and foremost the sovereign of orchestral 

colors and nuances, the great wizard of instrumentation, worthy to stand alongside Rimsky-

                                                           
158

 Glazunov’s œuvre contains several exoticist works, including Serenade espagnole (1888), Rêverie orientale 

(1888), “Orientale” from the string quartet Five Novellettes (1886), “Oriental Dance” from Scènes de ballet (1904), 

“Bacchanale” from Raymonda (1898), Rhapsodie orientale (1889), Oriental Suite (1895), and the song “Romance 

orientale” in addition to the excerpt from Les Saisons used in Cléopâtre.  
159

 As Locke remarks, Russia had a “complex relationship with exoticism” caused by the contiguous nature of its 

Asian empire and the resulting influence of Asian culture.  Before the Ballets Russes’s Parisian debut, many 

Europeans associated Russia with negative stereotypes of the “East”: “uncultured, backward, incomprehensible, or 

even frankly dangerous or unstable.”  Diaghilev turned these stereotypes to his advantage by emphasizing some 

(sensuality, mysticism, excitement) while downplaying others in his sophisticated and highly polished productions. 

See Locke, Musical Exoticism: Images and Reflections (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 223.   
160

 Not only Diaghilev appreciated the ability of Glazunov to suspend reality in his compositions.  The mystic 

Symbolist writer Blok also viewed Glazunov’s music as conducive to a Symbolist dramaturgy; Blok initially sought 

out the composer to write music for his drama The Rose and Cross. 
161

 Y.D. Engel, quoted in and translated by Stuart Campbell, Russians on Russian Music, 1880-1917 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2003), 144.  This quote originally appeared in Engel’s article “Glazunov as 

Symphonist,” Russian Musical Gazette (1907): 171-175.  Nisnevich (57) states that the Russian Musical Gazette 

was the first Russian journal dedicated to music criticism and was created in no small measure as a forum for 

analysis of Wagner’s music and texts.  
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Korsakov?”
162

  In 1912, Volynsky, Rubinstein’s friend and dance journalist for the St. Petersburg 

daily The Stock Exchange News, reflected on the importance of the orchestra in Glazunov’s 

ballets.  When discussing Glazunov’s 1898 ballet Raimonda, Volynsky wrote:  

Aleksandr Glazunov has inserted the element of symphonic movement into ballet music.  

It is as though he were justifying Wagner’s idea that the symphony in general must be the 

dissolving of dance into sound.  From this follows the conclusion, which Wagner himself 

never made, that ballet movement by its nature is merely a compression of symphonic 

sound.  In this way the melodies of an orchestral composition, with their acoustical 

richness, harbor in themselves sculptural forms that provide the motifs for dancing.
163

 

 

The comparison between the music of Wagner and Glazunov is revealing.  Even a relatively 

conservative composer such as Glazunov could not ignore completely the impact of Wagner’s 

music in Silver Age Russia.  Rimsky-Korsakov, certainly no Wagnerian himself, described the 

performance of Wagner’s Ring Cycle by a touring German opera company in St. Petersburg 

during the 1888-1889 season: “All musical St. Petersburg was interested.  Glazunov and I 

attended the rehearsals, following them score in hand…Wagner’s method of orchestration struck 

Glazunov and me, and henceforth Wagner’s devices gradually began to form a part of our 

orchestral tricks of the trade.”
164

  Wagner’s influence on Glazunov, however, is revealed less by 

Glazunov’s use of certain “orchestral tricks” than by the narrative and symbolic weight with 

which he endowed his orchestra, “conveying what is ineffable…revealing the mystery to the 

spectator” as Meyerhold believed Wagner’s music did.  Music critic Vyacheslav Karatygin 

agreed and characterized Glazunov’s compositions as metamuzyka (metamusic) because it 
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 Engel, quoted in and translated by Campbell, 146.  The role of the orchestra as an integral, perhaps even the most 

important, component of ballet performance, superseding even its accompanying choreography, looks ahead to the 

“Russian” ballets of Igor Stravinsky and marks Glazunov’s influence in this genre.   
163

 Akim Volynsky, Ballet’s Magic Kingdom: Selected Writings on Dance, 1911-1925, ed. and trans. Stanley J. 

Rabinowitz (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 33.  This quote originally appeared in Volynsky’s article 

“Raymonda,” The Stock Exchange News (12 November 1912): 5-6.   
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 Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, My Musical Life, ed. Carl Van Vechten, trans. Judah A. Joffe (New York: Tudor 

Publishing Co., 1936), 251. 
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“induced a sense of immersion...into profound depths of pure musical beauty.”
165

  The writings 

of contemporary listeners such as Engel, Volynsky, and Karatygin prove that contemporaries 

related aspects of Glazunov’s music to Wagner’s. 

It is through certain traits of his music for the stage, most notably its evocative character 

and the important role given to the orchestra, that Glazunov’s music can be interpreted as 

Symbolist.  Morrison has shown that even Russian composers hostile to Symbolism could write 

compositions that demonstrated its influence.
166

  Likewise, in his incidental music for Salomé, 

the classicist Glazunov evoked the otherworldly atmosphere dictated by Wilde’s text and 

conveyed by its musicality of language.  The seeming reaction by Glazunov to Symbolist literary 

devices in his musical composition reveals how a colorful and exoticist music written in a 

relatively conservative musical language (and very removed from the radical harmonies and 

shimmering acoustical world of Debussy) can be heard as Symbolist.  For mystic Symbolists 

such as the Salomé collaborators, Glazunov’s music could act as an important contributor to a 

synthetic theatrical work capable of exposing a glimpse of the inoy svet. 

Glazunov’s incidental music for Salomé consists of two movements, the Introduction et 

La Danse de Salomée.  The A minor Introduction is episodic in form and serves as a prelude to 

the play.  Multiple episodes, some repeated with alteration and some new, follow each other, 

accompanied by continuous rounds of modulation, mostly through third relations, that only 

briefly tonicize a new key before modulating again.  The continual and repeated sections of 

intensifying sound, volume, and harmonic density that climax in a collapse build to a powerful 

cadence which, though emphatic in its repetitive cadential gestures on the tonic A, seems too 
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 Vyacheslav Karatygin, quoted in and translated by Nisnevich, 4.  This quote originally appeared in the article “A. 

K. Glazunov. For His Fiftieth Birthday,” Rech’ (July 1915).  
166

 Morrison (5) points out that in spite of how Rimsky-Korsakov “ridiculed” the Russian Symbolists, he still chose 

to set a Symbolist libretto by Vladimir Belsky, The Legend of the Invisible City of Kitezh, as an opera that 

demonstrates influences of Symbolism in its musical composition. 
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light to counter the dark, churning music and unsettled affect that dominates the majority of the 

piece, leaving the listener at its end with a vague feeling of unease. 

La Danse de Salomée is a series of increasingly frenetic dances – Glazunov is not so 

unsophisticated as to limit the number to seven – that share basic motivic material but differ 

greatly in affect.  These dances sometimes transition almost seamlessly into each other while at 

other times a moment of silence or an unexpected key change introduces the next dance.  Each 

dance is characterized by a particular affect, instrumentation, or melody, though all of the 

melodies are related in some way through shared motivic material; the Phrygian and pentatonic 

scale mark some melodies as particularly exoticist.  Glazunov utilized exoticist markers in the 

Introduction (the whole tone scale, Phrygian mode, heavy chromaticism, rapid, chromatic 

ornaments, and syncopation) yet these pale in comparison to the Eastern flavor with which he 

imbued La Danse.
167

  Glazunov, “the great wizard of instrumentation” as Engel said, added the 

cor anglais to the orchestral palette of La Danse, an instrument often associated in Western 

music with the exotic, and increased his percussion section to include glockenspiel, tambourine, 

and snare drum alongside the triangle, cymbals, and kettle and bass drums of the Introduction.  

Glazunov manipulated whole tone collections in the opening measures of La Danse, confusing 

the listener who cannot firmly establish a fundamental key for much of the piece (ostensibly in D 

minor, at least according to the opening key signature and some of the initial harmonic 

progressions).  Like the Introduction, La Danse demonstrates the orchestral breadth and weight 

noted by contemporary critics of Glazunov’s music and which contributes to the lush and 

sensuous atmosphere created in La Danse.  This atmosphere is often tinged, however, with 
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 To distinguish between Glazunov’s music and Fokine’s choreography/Rubinstein’s performance, I will refer to 

the music and dance with different titles as Glazunov and Fokine/Rubinstein did themselves: Glazunov’s music as 

La Danse de Salomée and Fokine’s choreography/Rubinstein’s performance as “La Danse des sept voiles.” 



212 
 

foreboding and dark presentiment.  Even the more carefree dances seem a futile effort to alter the 

fateful series of events that shapes Wilde’s Salomé.  

Glazunov’s incidental music for Salomé features the structural repetition and use of 

musical symbols characteristic of Symbolist music.  This is seen primarily in Section I of the 

Introduction and serves a Symbolist and affective purpose.  With the mystic Symbolists’ 

religiously-tinged interpretation of Wilde’s Salomé in mind (in which the play embodies a 

symbolic struggle between the aesthetic/pagan and proto-Christian), the ominous and static 

music heard in Section I can be interpreted as a symbol of the larger powers at work in the 

drama.  Characterized by exoticist musical markers, the ominous music comes to represent the 

Dionysian culture of Hérode’s court, best exemplified by Salomé herself.  The horn chorale 

which follows, long associated with Christian ritual, symbolizes Iokanaan, whose prophesies of 

the coming reign of Christ seem to extend out of the horn chorale into peaceful, static music, 

perhaps symbolizing the heavenly kingdom foretold.  The horn chorale as symbol for Iokanaan is 

explicit, even if the listener dismisses its traditional religious connotations.  All of the musical 

interpretations of Wilde’s Salomé in this study utilize a horn chorale and/or the timbre of the 

horn as symbols for Iokanaan, an association which most likely began with Strauss’s Salome.  

Premiered in late 1905, Strauss’s controversial score was avidly studied by contemporary 

composers.
168

  One such composer was Glazunov, who disliked Strauss and his music in general 

yet who was intimately acquainted with the German composer’s work.   

The symbols of the ominous and static music are wedded to the Introduction’s repetitive 

structure which roots in the score at an elemental level the representation of struggle between the 

aesthetic/pagan and proto-Christian world.  This combination of structural repetition and use of 
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 Gustav Mahler, Arnold Schoenberg, Anton Webern, Alban Berg, and Paul Dukas were among those composers 

who greatly admired Strauss’s Salome and studied its score. 
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musical symbols doubly emphasizes the mystic Symbolists’ religious interpretation of Salomé in 

which the sensual Salomé, enamored by Iokanaan’s physical beauty, overcomes the strict, 

moralizing prophet.  In each of the three episodes in Section I, the ominous music boldly 

announces its presence, only to be interrupted by a horn chorale and resulting musical stasis.  

The first two episodes seem to suggest that the static music representing Iokanaan will 

overpower the ominous music of Salomé, the representative of an aestheticized paganism.  In 

Salomé, however, the sensuous, Dionysian world beloved by the mystic Symbolists scores a 

victory over the proto-Christian as a result of the execution of the Precursor initiated by Salomé.  

This development, the pagan triumph (represented by the beautiful and sensuous Salomé and her 

transgressive love for Iokanaan) over the proto-Christian (represented by Iokanaan and his 

polemical prophecies), is hinted at in episodes 1 and 2 but made explicit in episode 3.  In episode 

3, the ominous music overpowers the static music as symbolized by the horns’ abandonment of 

their chorale for the fanfare of the ominous music.  Section II dismisses any doubts as to the 

struggle’s victor, excising the static music completely and focusing instead on the establishment 

of a foreboding affect analogous to that which permeates Salomé the play.  In a performance of 

the play that included this music, the audience would hear the opening lines after being steeped 

in the fateful and uncertain affect created by Glazunov’s Introduction, an affect in which the 

ominous music, associated with an aestheticized and sensual paganism, has triumphed over the 

static music of Iokanaan’s prophecies. 

The Introduction can be divided roughly into two sections, each with a repetitive 

structure of its own, though both share melodic and motivic material (see Table 4.1).  Section I 

(m. 1-71) begins with a series of three episodes in which the same musical events occur but are 
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altered and extended each time.
169

  The first episode (m. 1-13) consists of what I refer to as the 

“ominous” music and establishes the sequence of events for the other two.  Episode 1 begins on 

beat three of the opening measure with an accented, fortissimo pedal on E in the low winds, 

brass, and strings.  A series of descending and syncopated half steps follows immediately on beat 

four of the opening measure, also accented and fortissimo, in the upper winds and brass.  This 

descending series of syncopated half steps is interrupted on beat four of m. 2 with a flurry of 

thirty-second notes on an ascending whole tone scale in the violins which then, on beat one of m. 

3, echo the descending half steps heard previously.  The ominous music comes to rest on a Bb 

major chord on beat one of m. 5.  I have termed what follows the “static” music.  On beat two of 

the same measure, the horns introduce a chorale characterized by steady quarter notes that 

outline a Bb tonic triad and then continue into a completely diatonic melody that greatly 

contrasts with the ominous music.  This horn chorale opens a static space in Bb major, decorated 

by Bb arpeggios in the upper strings, flute, and then harp.  The upper winds hold a Bb major 

chord for the final two measures of the episode as the harp gently outlines the tonic triad; the 

music, marked calando, slowly fades away.
170

  

This basic structure – chromatic, syncopated “ominous” music that generates a 

foreboding affect, followed by the “static” musical space created by the diatonic, rhythmically-

steady horn chorale – continues in the following two episodes.  These episodes are varied 

slightly, extending, for example, the opening pedal by adding a two eighth note pick up in 

episode 2 (m. 14-26) and an extra three measures of music in episode 3 (m. 27-55), modulating 
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 Alexandre Glazunow, Introduction et La Danse de Salomée, op. 90 (Miami: Edwin F. Kalmus & Co., Inc., 1990). 
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 Derek B. Scott notes that Rimsky-Korsakov “change[d] the harp’s connotation of a mythical past to one of 

Oriental exoticism” in Shéhérazade.  See Derek B. Scott, “Orientalism and Musical Style,” The Musical Quarterly 

82, no. 2 (Summer 1998): 327. 
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into different keys, and changing in instrumentation.  Each episode features the ominous music 

interrupted by the static music of the horn chorale. 

Table 4.1. Structural repetition in Introduction. 

Section Episode Characteristics 

Section I 

(m. 1-71) 

  

 Episode 1  

(m. 1-13): 

 

  Ominous music (m. 1-5) 

 Pedal on E begins on beat three of m. 1 

 Descending, syncopated, chromatic phrase begins on beat four of m. 

1 

 Whole tone thirty-second note run begins on beat four of m. 2 

 Music rests on Bb major chord on beat one of m. 5 

  Static music (m. 5-13) 

 Diatonic, rhythmically steady horn chorale begins on beat two of m. 

5 

 Bb major arpeggios begin in m. 8 and continue through m. 13 

 Episode 2 

(m. 14-26): 

 

  Ominous music (m. 14-18) 

 Pedal on G 

 Music ends on Db major chord 

Static music (m. 18-26) 

 Db major horn chorale and arpeggios 

 Episode 3 

(m. 27-55): 

 

  Ominous music (m. 27-44) 

 Pedal on A 

 Peaceful affect created by syncopated chords in strings 

 Modulation to A major 

 Undulating “La Danse” motive passed between woodwinds 

Static music (m. 45-55) 

 Horn chorale in F major 

 Descending sequence in strings 

 

 Transition 

(m. 56-71): 

 

   Horns play introductory measures of ominous music in D minor 

 Minor mode tremolo in strings 

 Series of modulations 

Section II 

(m. 72-end) 

  

   Syncopation 

 Chromatic movement and constant modulation 

 Whole tone collection 

 Ornaments 
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 Pedal in low instruments 

 Frenzied, repetitive playing of a single note 

 Twisting chromatic melodies 

 

In episode 3, however, the strings, in a series of soft, syncopated chords, establish the 

peaceful affect of the static music while modulating into A major before the horn chorale.  (A 

chromatic, undulating motive, one that will be evoked in La Danse, is played here over the 

strings’ chords by the oboe, then the clarinet, the bassoon, and finally the horn.)  The static music 

is further recalled by the harp arpeggios that glide over the now-established A major harmony.  

The horn chorale, now in F major, enters and attempts to regain its former function of 

introducing the static music.  It is quickly interrupted, though, by a return of the ominous music 

which modulates to D minor.  A decisive shift in affect occurs in m. 56 as the horns, previously 

associated with the chorale and its resulting static music, play the passage with which the low 

strings and brass initiated the ominous music in the previous two episodes.  The strings 

accentuate this menacing shift in role for the horns by underscoring the fanfare with tremolo in 

the minor mode.  The oboe and clarinet now echo the fanfare as the string tremolo continues.  

The tremolo leads into a series of modulations which act as a transition into Section II. 

The peaceful static music found in Section I never appears in Section II.  Section II 

represents the triumph of the ominous music in Section I.  Beginning in m. 72, exoticist markers 

dominate this section (syncopation, chromatic movement, the whole tone collection, ornaments, 

and pedal points in the low instruments).
171

  These characteristics extend throughout Section II 

and are accompanied by further markers of exoticism, namely frenzied, repeated playing of a 

single note and twisting chromatic melodies, reminiscent in many cases of Rimsky-Korsakov’s 
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orchestral interlude “Flight of the Bumblebee” (1900).  The increasingly feverish affect of 

Section II also results from the constant modulations in which different key areas are barely 

tonicized before another modulation begins.  For example, m. 102 begins in G Phrygian, moves 

rapidly in m. 104 to Bb Phrygian, in m. 106 to F Phrygian, and in m. 110 to D Phrygian, finally 

remaining, after m. 114, for more than a few measures in B Phrygian.  The use of the Phrygian 

mode intensifies the exotic flavor of Section II, furthered, in some instances, by the addition of 

an interval of an augmented second between scale degrees 2 and 3 of the Phrygian scale to the 

traditional augmented second between scale degrees 1 and 2 (for example, in the G Phrygian 

melody played by the flutes, oboes, violins, and violas in m. 138).  The fanfare dramatically 

punctuates Section II, usually as part of a modulation.  The music grows more and more chaotic, 

increasing in the speed of surface rhythms and modulations as well as in dynamic level until a 

definitive cadence on the tonic A.  

In the 1908 St. Petersburg performance of Salomé, silence followed the end of the 

Introduction, and music did not return until the play’s climax, Salomé’s “La Danse des sept 

voiles.”  Here Glazunov intensified the exoticism which tinged the Introduction.  The Middle 

Eastern locale in which Salomé takes place leads most composers of music based on the play to 

indulge in the musical exoticism so popular at the fin-de-siècle.  The appeal of exotic settings 

and music to the public cannot be ignored when considering the reception of both Salomé the 

play and the different musical works inspired by it.  Glazunov’s use of exoticist markers in his 

incidental music for Salomé, especially in La Danse, however, moves beyond the fashionable 

surface elements.  Often dismissed as kitschy concessions to popular taste, musicologist Ralph P. 

Locke has shown that by the early twentieth century exoticist markers symbolized “realms of 
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strangeness analogous to the dream world.”
172

  The Orient took on associations with “collective 

mystery and ineffable intangibility,” as Watkins writes, characteristics also associated with 

Symbolism.
173

  This was especially true in Russia as composers since Mikhail Glinka had used 

exotic scales and harmonies, most notably those stemming from whole tone and octatonic pitch 

collections, to connote the otherworldly.
174

  Glazunov’s mentor Rimsky-Korsakov, for example, 

relied heavily on the octatonic scale in his opera Le Coq d’or which takes place in an Eastern-

influenced fairy tale kingdom.  Russian composers also utilized modal music to conjure an exotic 

and magical atmosphere as Rimsky-Korsakov did in his main theme, in the Dorian mode, in 

Shéhérazade, a symphonic poem meant to evoke an exotic locale (the Middle East of One 

Thousand and One Arabian Nights) and a mystical sphere (the world of the stories told by 

Shéhérazade).  In musical interpretations of Salomé such as Glazunov’s, exoticist musical 

markers served to evoke both the Middle East of the play’s setting as well as the mysterious, 

otherworldly aura created by Wilde in his text.  

In La Danse de Salomée, Glazunov relied even more heavily than in the Introduction on 

the association between exoticist markers and magic.  Both the Introduction and La Danse utilize 

many of the exoticist devices listed by musicologist Derek B. Scott in his article “Orientalism 

and Musical Style”: whole tone scales and chords, exotic modes, augmented seconds and fourths, 

ornamented melodies, “sliding” chromaticism, rapid scale passages, “abrupt juxtapositions of 

romantic, lyrical tunes, and busy, energetic passages,” repetitive rhythms and brief melodic 

fragments, ostinatos, complex rhythms, parallel movement in the woodwinds, pedal points, harp 

arpeggios, prominence of double reed instruments and percussion (especially tambourine, 

                                                           
172
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 In Musical Exoticism, Locke cites, for example, the whole tone scale associated with the evil sorcerer Chernomor 

in Ruslan and Lyudmila and, later, the octatonic scale with the evil sorcerer Kaschei in L’Oiseau de feu. 
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triangle, and cymbals), and the use of a framing device, such as that in the opening measures of 

La Danse, that seem to create an intermediate space beyond reality, a sort of dream world.
175

   

The beginning of Glazunov’s La Danse signals entry into this dream world, a transitional 

space between the effable and ineffable evoked aurally by a soft horn pedal that plays for a full 

measure of 6/8 time before the violas, cellos, and basses enter on beat one of m. 2 with a softly-

articulated chord built from a whole tone collection.  Muted violins ominously repeating a minor 

second and harp arpeggios further contribute to the mysterious air created in the first few 

measures.  The sense of spatial indeterminacy is sustained even as the tonal ambiguity of the 

opening measures dissipates, and the music settles into the key of A minor in m. 13.  Over the 

minor seconds played with tremolo by the violins, various woodwinds play a slithering figure 

decorated by a chromatic sixteenth note ornament.  A figure similar to this was heard in the 

Introduction (m. 34-40) and connects the atmosphere created in La Danse to that of the 

Introduction.  The fragment passes in overlapping phrases from the oboe, to the clarinet, the 

bassoon, and finally the cor anglais.  The eeriness of the music combined with this exoticist 

marker indicates entrance into a magical space, providing a frame for the dance.  The enigmatic 

feeling that this music evokes never quite leaves La Danse, in spite of the music of a more 

earthly, seductive character that dominates the remainder of the piece.   

A series of unique musical episodes follows over the course of the seven and a half 

minute La Danse.  The first dance firmly establishes a decidedly Middle Eastern flavor through a 

sensuous melody in C# Phrygian played by the violas and cellos over a repetitive open fifth in 

the basses (beginning at m. 47).  Glazunov may have meant here to evoke associations between 

this C# Phrygian melody and a similar one used in Saint-Saëns’s Act III “Bacchanale” from 
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Samson et Dalila, first performed in St. Petersburg in 1894.
176

  Both melodies share a minor 

second between the first and second scale degrees, an open fifth played as accompaniment, and a 

similar shape.  In addition to their musical parallels both melodies occur during a seductive 

dance, in the case of Samson, that of the Philistines, as part of a theatricalized biblical story about 

a woman who seduces (or at least tries to, in Salomé’s case) a Hebrew man favored by God.
177

   

Each new dance in La Danse evokes a different affect that creates a contrasting 

atmosphere with its neighbors, similar to how Bakst designed each of Rubinstein’s veils in a 

different color meant to evoke a different emotion.  Different instrumentation, tempos, and styles 

characterize each dance; for example, rapid snare drum rolls, the introduction of the 

glockenspiel, and a new melody in the F pentatonic scale introduce the festive dance that begins 

at m. 103.  The increasingly quick tempo contributes to the tense atmosphere that dominates the 

second half of La Danse (developing from a tempo marked poco meno mosso at m. 135 to the 

last dance’s prestissimo at m. 239).  Most dances smoothly transition into each other but some 

abruptly begin, as with the dance at m. 111, in which a F major melody in the violins, marked 

più tranquillo, is suddenly cut off in m. 119 by a militaristic fanfare in Ab minor, marked più 

mosso. 

Repetition structures La Danse through the series of dances that make up its episodic 

form.  This type of repetition is not, however, of the nature seen in the Introduction and does not 

seem to correspond to an aesthetics informed by a musicality of language.  La Danse also does 

                                                           
176
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not feature leitmotifs, let alone ones used in a way comparable to Wilde’s textual leitmotifs in 

Salomé.  Instead, the predominant role of the music of La Danse was to contribute to the 

synesthesia that characterized Rubinstein’s production.  The ethereal music that opens La Danse 

creates a space for the listener’s entry into a colorful aural world that evokes magic and mystery 

through the omnipresence of exoticist markers.  Musicologist Clair Rowden surmises that “the 

stasis which lasts for over half of Glazunov’s [dance] score would correspond well with 

Rubinstein’s restrictive movement and symbolic representation, before the final unveiling.”
178

  

Combined with the carefully crafted and musically informed staging, choreography, and mise-

en-scène, La Danse evoked the mysterious atmosphere that characterizes Wilde’s play as a 

whole. 

Performance and Reception 

Knowledge of the premiere of Salomé in St. Petersburg stems mostly from the account 

given by Bakst in a 1924 interview with Louis Thomas for the Revue critique des idées et des 

livres.  Bakst began his recollection by describing Rubinstein’s retention of actors from the 

Imperial Theater, the renting of a venue, and the “unheard-of wealth” spent on the décor and 

costumes.
179

  According to him, all of St. Petersburg was talking about Salomé, and anticipation 

only grew when Glazunov agreed to compose for it.
180

  Bakst then told the “absurd story” of the 

Holy Synod’s interdiction of Wilde’s text.
181

  Bakst claimed that originally the Holy Synod 

banned the entire performance of Salomé but Rubinstein’s relationships with powerful, most 
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 Clair Rowden, “Whose/Who’s Salome? Natalia Trouhanowa, a Dancing Diva,” in Performing Salome, Revealing 

Stories, ed. Clair Rowden (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2013), 93. 
179

 “Un luxe inouï.”  Bakst, quoted in Thomas, 93. 
180

 Depaulis, 54.  Garafola (Legacies of Twentieth-Century Dance, 158) has discovered photographs of some famous 

Salomés (for example, Maud Allan, Natalia Trouhanowa, and even one of Aubrey Beardsley’s pen and ink drawings 

of the princess) published in the Russian theater weekly Teatr i iskusstvo in November and December 1908, 

suggesting that the local press was both promoting Rubinstein’s upcoming production and responding to the 

growing popular excitement surrounding it.  
181

 “C’est une histoire absurde: elle explique pas mal de choses de la Russie d’hier, avant la Révolution.”  Bakst, 

quoted in Thomas, 92.  



222 
 

likely royal, members of St. Petersburg society led to a compromise in which “the Holy Synod 

interdicted the speaking of the words of Wilde’s drama on the stage.”
182

  According to Bakst, the 

distraught cast gathered at Rubinstein’s home after receiving news of the interdiction, believing 

that their production of Salomé would never see the stage.  Yet Bakst came up with a brilliant 

idea: “I proposed then, since the words were interdicted, that they settle to mime the actions and 

dialogue, absolutely as if spoken, but sound-less...Salomé became through my trick…a type of 

fantastical ballet.”
183

  To facilitate the audience’s knowledge of Wilde’s play, Rubinstein had a 

new translation made which she then gave to audience members to read in the weeks before the 

premiere.
184

  Rubinstein biographer Michael de Cossart states that Rubinstein wanted a new 

translation of Salomé into Russian from the French as “none of the richness of the hyperbolic 

language must be lost.”
185
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 In spite of the Prefect’s last minute confiscation of Iokanaan’s head, the premiere of 

Salomé on 20 December 1908 was a “prodigious success” marked by “frenetic” applause.
186

  

Bakst’s account of the evening concludes: 

The audience knew the whole text, having read it beforehand, and many of them since the 

moment when it had been announced that the performance would be without words.  An 

irreplaceable particularity of this evening, and which gave much joy to the spectators, was 

the empty platter brought to Salomé and on which one saw, through the eyes of the 

imagination, the head of Saint Jean.
187

    

 

Bakst’s claim that the audience could see the head of Iokanaan on the empty platter “through the 

eyes of the imagination” testifies to the power of the “irreplaceable” experience undergone by 

spectators that night.  As the audience members heard Wilde’s musical text in their imaginations, 

they witnessed a “musical” performance, a synthesis of individual art works created in 

accordance with the mystic Symbolist conception of music, which corresponded with the affect 

created by the text and suggested more than its words could convey.  Glazunov’s Introduction, 

which the composer conducted himself, initiated the synesthetic experience for the audience by 

creating an atmosphere that evoked the musicality of Wilde’s text through structural repetition, 

the use of musical symbols, and the exoticist characteristics thought to conjure the ambiance of a 

magical place.  The curtain opened to reveal a set dominated by Bakst’s carefully chosen colors 

and lines, and this visual soon intermingled with Rubinstein’s performance of Meyerhold’s 

evocative gestures and his fresco-like grouping of actors, accompanied by, in the imaginations of 

the spectators, Wilde’s musicality of language.  The musically-inspired movements created by 

Meyerhold in his mise-en-scène demonstrated Rubinstein’s supposition, posited in her “L’Art 

aux trois visages” speech many years later, that the “translation of the poet’s invention” into 
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symbolic images could sometimes occur “in a silence, filled by a gesture.”
188

  Then music again 

interrupted the imagined text with La Danse de Salomée, creating a mystical space in which 

Rubinstein’s dancing body became a symbol through the series of evocative poses 

choreographed by Fokine.  Following the fateful dance, with echoes of Glazunov’s music in their 

ears and Wilde’s musical text in their minds, the audience watched the final moments of Wilde’s 

play, so immersed, as Bakst related, in the dramatic experience that they imagined the 

appearance of objects where no physical objects existed. 

 This unusual textless performance, musically-inspired but missing its musical text, 

greatly impacted Rubinstein and her collaborators.  With words replaced by symbol-laden music, 

design, and gesture, the St. Petersburg Salomé demonstrated that most elusive type of 

performance sought by the mystic Symbolists: a theatrical experience untainted by the limits of 

language and created instead through a synthetic and synesthetic combination of visual and aural 

symbols.  In his discussion of the Ballets Russes’s pioneering production of Rimsky-Korsakov’s 

opera Le Coq d’or in 1914 in which dancers mimed the action while singers stood on risers, 

Watkins asserts that “the extraction and separation of the text from corporeal action appealed to 

perceptions clearly allied to potent Eastern theatrical and metaphysical attitudes.”
189

  The chance 

performance of a mostly silent and mimed Salomé most likely appealed to the same perceptions.  

Rubinstein’s achievement of a purely musical production of Salomé, created through the 

spectators’ immersion into a musical world induced by synesthetic correspondences, would 

greatly affect her production of Wilde’s work in 1912 Paris.  

Part 3: Salomé in Paris, 1912 

Conception and Performance 
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Among the audience members of the St. Petersburg Salomé was Diaghilev, currently 

preparing for the first Paris season of the Ballets Russes in the upcoming spring.  Diaghilev 

planned to exploit a characteristic common to Russia’s diverse cultures and artistic styles, at least 

in the eyes of Parisians – exoticism.
190

  The season would include a new ballet, Cléopâtre, with

choreography culled by Fokine from an earlier work, Un Nuit d’Égypte, and accompanied by 

new music, a medley of exoticist pieces by Sergei Taneyev, Rimsky-Korsakov, Glinka, Modest 

Musorgsky, and Glazunov (Glazunov’s “L’Automne: Grande bacchanale des saisons” from his 

1900 ballet Les Saisons).  Coaxed by Fokine and Bakst, Diaghilev hired Rubinstein to play 

Cléopâtre, a non-danced role perfectly suited to her talent as a plastique artist and her exotic 

beauty.  “She was always destined for drama,” Bakst later recounted, “and it is in fact by chance 

that this [St. Petersburg] Salomé became a ballet by the grace of the Holy Synod, and her success 

in a mute role led her to accept the job of dramatic mime in the ensemble that Diaghilev was 

currently creating.”
191

  Cléopâtre annexed more than just the star of Salomé: Fokine

choreographed a new scene for the ballet in which Rubinstein, carried in an ornate sarcophagus, 

made her stage entrance, after which slaves slowly unwrapped twelve colored veils from the 

sarcophagus’s contents, revealing not a mummy but instead the stunning Rubinstein.
192

  The

overwhelming success of the Ballets Russes’s first season and specifically Rubinstein’s portrayal 

of Cléopâtre convinced Rubinstein to relocate permanently to Paris. 

 Rubinstein continued to act as a plastique artist for the Ballets Russes in Paris but her 

desire to perform danced roles and to mold her Parisian productions according to her own artistic 

190
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vision caused a schism with Diaghilev.
193

  In 1911, she launched her first full-scale production in

Paris, d’Annunzio’s Symbolist drama, Le Martyre, written especially for her, with choreography 

by Fokine, décor by Bakst, and music by Debussy.  This strange mystery play did not meet with 

much success; besides criticism of its length (almost five hours) and esoteric language, critics 

deplored the tone of Rubinstein’s speaking voice and her heavy Russian accent.  Not deterred, 

Rubinstein continued her habit of seeking out and hiring the best in any field; she began 

receiving lessons in declamation and diction from none other than Sarah Bernhardt, the great 

tragic actress who was to have been Wilde’s first Salomé. 

The following year, Gabriel Astruc of the Théâtre du Châtelet, the Parisian home of the 

Ballets Russes, invited Rubinstein to perform during his Grande Saison de Paris (see Figure 

4.3).
194

  Rubinstein selected and starred in two dramas, the Symbolist playwright Émile

Verhaeren’s Hélène du Sparte with music by Déodat de Sévérac and a reprise of her St. 

Petersburg Salomé.
195

Figure 4.3. “Au Théâtre du Châtelet – Salomé,” Le Figaro (14 June 1912).
196
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Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

Rubinstein hired the well-respected tragedian Édouard de Max to play Hérode.
197

  She then

returned to her stalwart collaborator, Bakst, for Salomé’s new décor, but chose to keep 

Glazunov’s music and Fokine’s choreography.  Unable to engage Meyerhold, Rubinstein hired 

Aleksandr Sanine, a Russian director who worked with the Ballets Russes, to direct Salomé.
198

Much more evidence exists related to Rubinstein’s Paris production of Salomé than to her 

St. Petersburg production.  Promotional photographs of Salomé’s cast in Bakst’s costumes 

appeared in a large, glossy spread in the bimonthly magazine Comœdia illustré and in some 

newspapers including the daily Comœdia.  Though in black and white, the contrasts of shading 

and abstract shapes on the costumes suggest an overwhelming variety of color and design.  The 

costumes for the main characters are more ornate and luxurious, decorated with jewels and 

197
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strings of pearls.  Both Salomé and Hérode wore sashes made from clusters of grapes, a subtle 

reference to the Dionysian aspects of their characters (see Figure 4.4).  

Figure 4.4. “Mme Ida Rubinstein dans le rôle de Salomé,” Comœdia illustré (1 July 1912).
199

 

Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

The important exception to the scheme is the costume of Iokanaan, his piety symbolized by the 

simple camel hair garment described in the Bible.  The contrast between the gaudy, exotic 

costumes of the majority of the cast and the humble clothes of Iokanaan parallel the depiction of 

the pagan court in Glazunov’s music (chromaticism, syncopation, exotic scales, modal melodies, 

199
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and wild alternation between affect) and that of Iokanaan (the diatonic, rhythmically regular horn 

chorale).
200

 

There are no production stills recording Bakst’s stage designs for the Paris premiere but 

his sketch for the mise-en-scène hints at the sumptuous visual feast revealed to audience 

members on opening night.  As to be expected, colors and lines dominate the set.  Bakst created 

a semi-realistic scene by including stone buildings, a statue, light streaming from an unseen room 

where Hérode hosts his guests, and a large candelabra with seven lit branches.
201

  As Wilde 

specifies in his play, stairs lead down from the site of the festivities, and a large, open cistern 

occupies the middle of the stage.  Though it contained quasi-realistic elements, Bakst, wrote one 

critic, excelled in this production in “evoking the Orient and its blazing magic.”
202

  This magic 

was created through “inexhaustible resources of evocation” such as the exotic and symbolic 

elements inspired by Bakst’s adherence to a mystic Symbolist conception of music.
203

  An 

immense curtain dwarfed the stage.  Heavy with thick black and white stripes, the curtain evoked 

a Middle Eastern bazaar while also starkly symbolizing the conflict around which Salomé 

revolves.  The curtain’s massive size contributed to the feeling of foreboding suggested by 

Wilde’s text.  The most important part of Bakst’s design, and that to which the eye is 

immediately drawn, was a giant golden moon placed in a dark sky, the moon’s size and bright 

color contrasting strikingly with the rest of the design.  
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de Glazounow [sic]: Le mise en scène et les décors.” 
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Contemporary descriptions by critics of the production imply that Sanine did not greatly 

alter Meyerhold’s staging.  Instead, it is more likely that he adapted the original staging to the 

theatrical space of the Théâtre du Châtelet.  Critics commented on the symbolic gestures, 

sculptural grouping of actors, and monotone declamation associated with the stylized theater of 

Meyerhold; an example is Schneider of Comœdia who wrote: 

Through mime, through gestures, attitudes, poses, inflections of the voice, the 

expressions of the bodies of the lesser characters of the play, through their grouping, 

through the arranged timing between their replies, through their bursts of terror in hearing 

the cavernous voice of the prophet, through all that is a reflection of the soul of the 

crowd, M. Sanine was able to express his understanding of Salomé and impose it on the 

spectators.
204

   

 

Schneider also quoted at length a speech that Sanine made to his cast.  Sanine’s word choice 

seems to associate his vision for Salomé with a mystic Symbolist interpretation of the religious 

foundation of Wilde’s play.  According to Schneider, Sanine commented on the “thick and 

stormy atmosphere, full of prophecies, of I know not what eternal mysteries” in Salomé.
205

  Like 

the structural and affective contrasts that acted as symbols of the pagan and proto-Christian in 

Glazunov’s music and Bakst’s mise-en-scène, Sanine articulated his vision of Salomé as a 

collision between three worlds: Rome, “decadent, rotten to the marrow, and on the point of 

perishing,” early Christianity, “giving humanity a glimpse of a new life, the Promised Land,” and 

ancient Judaism, “amorous of its historic mission to search for truth and revelation.”
206

  As the 

mystic Symbolists interpreted Salomé as imbued with religious purpose, so Sanine conceived of 
                                                           
204

 “Par la mimique, par les gestes, les attitudes, les poses, les inflexions de voix, les expressions de physionomie des 

moindres personnages de la pièce, par leur groupement, par les temps ménagés entre les répliques, par les sursauts 

de terreur en entendant la voix caverneuse du prophète…par tout ce qui est un reflet de l’âme d’une foule, M. Sanine 

a su exprimer sa compréhension de Salomé et l’imposer aux spectateurs.”  Schneider, “Musique de scéne de 

Glazounow [sic]:  Le mise en scène et les décors.” 
205

 “‘C’est au milieu d’une atmosphère épaisse et orageuse, pleine de prophéties, de je ne sais quels mystères 

éternels.’”  Aleksandr Sanine, quoted in Schneider, “Musique de scéne de Glazounow [sic]: Le mise en scène et les 

décors.” 
206

 “‘D’un côté, la Rome décadente, pourrie jusqu’à la moelle et sur le point de périr; d’autre part les premiers 

germes de la culture chrétienne, faisant entrevoir à l’humanité une vie nouvelle, la Terre Promise.  Et entre ces deux 

mondes, le judaïsme amoureux de sa mission historique de chercheur de vérité et de révélation.’”  Sanine, quoted in  

Schneider, “Musique de scéne de Glazounow [sic]:  Le mise en scène et les décors.” 
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his production as a confrontation between the pagan and proto-Christian.  Unlike the mystic 

Symbolists (and, I would argue, the original collaborators who created Rubinstein’s Salomé) 

Sanine, however, saw the play as representing a traditional, heavily moralistic Christianity in 

which the transgressions of unbelievers such as Salomé are punished by death.   

Pre-Performance Concert 

In St. Petersburg, Rubinstein and her collaborators experienced how Glazunov’s music 

and the musically-informed conception of the production as a whole had transcended the 

unexpected interdiction of Salomé’s text; in the 1908 performance, the essence of Wilde’s text 

had been evoked more vividly than if it had been spoken because music, not words, was 

responsible for its communication.  It seems that Rubinstein intuited that the return of Wilde’s 

text to the Paris performance of Salomé would paradoxically result in obscuring some of the 

text’s essence that had been revealed when Glazunov’s music provided the only sound.  In an 

effort to recall some of that essence, Rubinstein made her new production more musical through 

a pre-performance concert of additional music that would bolster the effect that Glazunov’s score 

had on the audience.  

Rubinstein began the evening with approximately forty-five minutes of orchestral music 

she had selected herself.
207

  This pre-performance concert consisted of what Un Monsieur de 

l’Orchestre of Le Figaro deemed “delicious Fauré between two copious slices of Rimsky-

Korsakov”: Rimsky-Korsakov’s La Grande Pâque Russe and two orchestral fragments from the 

opera Le Coq d’or on either side of excerpts from Fauré’s incidental music for Maeterlinck’s 
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 Déborah Bonin, “Salomé dans la France musicale au début du XXe siècle: Approche comparative de La Tragédie 

de Salomé de Florent Schmitt et de Salomé d’Antoine Mariotte” (PhD diss., Université Paris-Sorbonne, 2011), 401. 
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Pelléas et Mélisande.
208

  Listening to the music in the order in which it appears in the program 

reveals a carefully thought-out extension of Rubinstein’s commitment in her productions of 

Salomé to mystic Symbolist precepts on music.  Each piece performed in the concert shares 

similar musical characteristics with Glazunov’s incidental music, and the experience of hearing 

them played before the Introduction makes Glazunov’s music seem like a logical extension of all 

the music that preceded it.  The shared musical characteristics also aurally evoke the atmosphere 

Rubinstein wished to create with Salomé, not only through melodies and timbres comparable to 

those in Glazunov’s music, but also in the similar use of musical symbols that correspond with 

those utilized by Glazunov to suggest the otherworldly nature of Wilde’s text.  Finally, the 

intertextual relationships between the works selected for the pre-performance concert and 

Wilde’s Salomé further contributed to the development and then suspension of an atmosphere 

evocative of Wilde’s text. 

The program given to audience members of the 1912 Paris Salomé lists the works 

selected for the pre-performance concert (see Figure 4.5).   
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 “Un concert panaché.  Du délicieux Fauré entré deux tranches copieuses de Rimsky-Korsakow [sic].”  Un 

Monsieur de l’Orchestre, 6.  Louis Hasselmans, who at the time conducted the opera orchestra in Montreal, led the 

Châtelet orchestra for Salomé, to the pleasure of many critics.  
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Figure 4.5. Théâtre du Châtelet program for Salomé (June 1912).
209

 

 

 

Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

 

The first piece performed was Rimsky-Korsakov’s La Grande Pâque Russe (Russian Easter 

Festival Overture), op. 36 (1888), subtitled “Ouverture sur des Thèmes liturgiques.”
210

  The 

music shares some notable characteristics with Glazunov’s incidental music.  These include 

aspects of orchestration, especially the importance placed on the brass, modal melodies, 

syncopation, and even the music which opens La Grande Pâque Russe: a horn fanfare that 

initiates a segment of harmonically static, mystical music over which the main theme of the piece 

is heard.  Rimsky-Korsakov’s and Glazunov’s music also share broad and dramatic swings in 

affect, from simple and peaceful to heavy and foreboding.  As the subtitle states, in La Grande 

Pâque Russe Rimsky-Korsakov utilized melodies drawn from the Russian Orthodox liturgy 

including an obikhod, an ancient chant.  In his autobiography, Rimsky-Korsakov described his 

childhood experience of Easter in which the pagan elements of rural, peasant Russia mingled 

with Orthodox rites.  He noted how in composing La Grande Pâque Russe he intermixed 

religious and folk-sounding music:  

                                                           
209

 Théâtre du Châtelet program, Dossier d’Œuvre: Glazunov, Oscar Wilde, Salomé, Châtelet 13 juin 1912, Re 

10.898, Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 
210

 Théâtre du Châtelet program. 
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The legendary and heathen side of the holiday, this transition from the gloomy and 

mysterious evening of Passion Saturday to the unbridled pagan-religious merry-making 

on the morn of Easter Sunday…In this Overture were thus combined reminiscences of 

the ancient prophecy, of the gospel narrative, and also a general picture of the Easter 

service with its “pagan merry-making.”  The capering and leaping of the biblical King 

David before the Ark, do they not give expression to a mood of the same order as the 

mood of the idol-worshippers’ dance?  Surely the Russian orthodox obikhod is 

instrumental dance music of the church.
211

   

 

The music of La Grande Pâque Russe accordingly mixes pagan, pre-Christian elements with 

Orthodox ones, therefore evoking the dual nature of the forces at play in Wilde’s Salomé as 

interpreted by the mystic Symbolists.       

The second musical selection played as part of the pre-performance concert included 

three movements – “Prélude,” “Fileuse,” and “Molto adagio,” – of a concert suite drawn from 

the incidental music Fauré composed for an 1898 London production of Pelléas et Mélisande.
212

 

These pieces accompanied scenes depicting Golaud’s discovery of Mélisande in the forest, 

Mélisande and Pelléas’s conversation at her spinning wheel, and Mélisande’s death.
213

  As 

Glazunov did in his incidental music, Fauré utilized musical symbols in his composition, such as 

in the “Fileuse”; as musicologist Jean-Michel Nectoux remarks, the “Fileuse” or spinning song is 

used as a “musical portent [which] corresponds exactly to the profoundest intentions of 
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 Rimsky-Korsakov, 249.  Though Rimsky-Korsakov (250) wrote a program for La Grande Pâque Russe after its 

composition, he noted that listeners did not need one to understand the music: “Of course in that program I did not 

explain my views and my conception of the ‘Bright Holiday,’ leaving it to tones to speak for me.  Evidently these 

tones do, within certain limits, speak of my feelings and thoughts, for my Overture raises doubts in the minds of 

some hearers, despite the considerable clarity of the music.”  
212

 Théâtre du Châtelet program.  The “Molto adagio” is often retitled “La Mort de Mélisande,” though not in this 

program.  The concert suite (op. 80) consists of four selections from Fauré’s incidental music and was first 

performed at the Concerts de Lamoureux in 1901.  Interestingly, the only movement not performed as part of the 

Salomé pre-performance concert was the “Sicilienne.”  The “Sicilienne” was not original to Pelléas et Mélisande; 

Fauré adapted this music from his earlier incidental music for Molière’s Le Bourgeois gentilhomme (unfinished 

score, 1893).  For further information see Jean-Michel Nectoux, Gabriel Fauré: A Musical Life, trans. Roger 

Nichols (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991) and Robert Orledge, “Fauré’s Pelléas et Mélisande,” 

Music & Letters 56, no. 2 (April 1975): 170-179. 
213

 Fauré wrote the incidental music for Pelléas et Mélisande at the behest of the British actress Mrs. Patrick 

Campbell, for whom Mélisande would become a legendary role.  The play opened at the Prince of Wales’s Theatre 

in London on 21 June 1898 with Fauré conducting.  Sarah Bernhardt would use Fauré’s music in her own London 

production of Pelléas in 1905. 
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Maeterlinck’s dramaturgy.”
214

  Fauré evoked a mysterious, mystical atmosphere through static, 

music over which modal melodies dance in accordance with the ambiance suggested by 

Maeterlinck’s text.  Overall Fauré’s incidental music is quiet, haunting, and suggestive of an 

ancient and far away world.  A sense of foreboding pervades the music, evoking the tragic, 

inevitable fate awaiting the title characters whose actions seem to be directed by unknowable 

outside powers.  The music thus evokes an atmosphere similar to that created by Wilde in 

Salomé.  Though the particulars of the two dramas differ, the mysterious ambiance they share 

stems from an overall tone of inexorable tragedy, created in both cases by a musicality of 

language that relies on the same Symbolist literary devices.    

Finally, Rimsky-Korsakov’s “Introduction” and “Cortège de Noces” come from his fairy-

tale opera Le Coq d’Or in which music reminiscent of Russian folk songs blends with 

suggestions of the other-worldly.
215

  The fragments from Le Coq d’or played in the pre-

performance concert sound remarkably similar to the Introduction by Glazunov, no doubt 

belying the influence of the teacher on the student.  As in La Grande Pâque Russe, the brass 

takes a prominent role, and modal melodies often dance over static music.  The exoticism of Le 

Coq d’or, however, is much more explicit, evoking an oriental and magical world through 

octatonic melodies and brilliant percussive timbres.  The libretto of Le Coq d’or relates a 

traditional Russian story that takes places in a magical, “Eastern” kingdom, similar to the 

location of Salomé’s events, and features characters akin to some in Wilde’s play: King Dodon is 

a lazy, superstitious, and greedy king like Wilde’s Hérode who desires the much younger, 

beautiful Queen of Shemakhan, an intelligent and manipulative woman who, like Salomé, uses 

the king’s lust to her advantage.  In an inversion of the relationship between Salomé and 
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 Nectoux, 155. 
215

 In Silver Age Russian music like that of Rimsky-Korsakov, notes Taruskin (“The Antiliterary Man,” 115), 

folklore and folk music inspired “exuberant fantasy [and] transcendence of sensory reality.” 
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Iokanaan, King Dodon falls under the Queen’s spell at the sound of her voice.  The opera 

concludes with an epilogue in which the character of the Astrologer, a wise man with magical 

powers, casts doubt on the reality of the just-witnessed stage events, suggesting they were only 

“a delirium, a dream.”
216

   

These musical works set the stage as it were for Wilde’s Salomé by creating an evocative 

aural experience capable of communicating the underlying themes of the play as interpreted by 

Rubinstein and her collaborators: a battle between pagan sensuality and Christian morality, the 

inexorable nature of a tragic fate manipulated by foreboding, unknowable forces, and a magical 

and mysterious world whose occupants huddle precariously at the edge of the inoy svet.  The 

ancient chant in La Grande Pâque Russe, the ominous and mystical mood of the Pelléas et 

Mélisande suite, and the exoticist and fairy-tale elements of Le Coq d’or therefore evoke an 

atmosphere conducive for creating the audience experience desired by Rubinstein.  This 

preponderance of pre-performance music also testifies that Rubinstein, having participated in the 

word-less Salomé and the consequentially unadulterated essence of the play suggested by 

Glazunov’s music, wanted to create a similar experience in Paris by immersing her audience in 

almost an hour’s worth of evocative music before a single word of Wilde’s text was spoken. 

Critical Reception 

“The great minds of Paris were there,” Vestris of Comœdia informed his readers 

following the fashionable opening night of Rubinstein’s Paris production of Salomé.
217

  The 

audience included the best of Parisian artistic, social, and political circles including Isadora 

Duncan, Georges Clemenceau, the former prime minister, Georgette Leblanc, the Symbolist 

actress and Maeterlinck’s mistress, and Debussy.  Loïe Fuller and Florent Schmitt, the creative 
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 Rimsky-Korsakov, L’Coq d’Or: Metropolitan Opera House Grand Opera Libretto (New York: Fred Rullman, 

Inc., 1918), 29.  The translation is anonymous. 
217

 “C’était le cerveau de Paris qui était là.”  Vestris, 4. 
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team behind La Tragédie de Salomé, attended as well.  In spite of an enthusiastic response from 

its elite opening night audience (at least according to Vestris), Salomé received a decidedly 

mixed reception overall, a fact noted by the anonymous author of Le Matin’s review (see Table 

4.2; see also Appendix B, Table B.3 for a list of articles consulted).  “The criticism has shown 

itself somewhat divided in its testimonials on the value of the work,” he wrote, describing “the 

impassioned discussions provoked in the press and the public at the reappearance of Salomé on 

the stage of the Châtelet.”
218

   

Table 4.2. Critics’ reactions to Salomé in selected Parisian journals (June-July 1912). 

Critic Journal and Date Reaction 

Bidou, Henry L’Année dramatique 

 

Mostly negative 

Flers, Robert de Le Figaro, 13 June 

 

Negative 

Schneider, Louis Le Gaulois, 13 June 

 

Overwhelmingly positive 

L.V. 

[Louis Vuillemin] 

 

Comœdia, 14 June 

 

Overwhelmingly negative 

Pawlowski, G. de 

[Gaston] 

 

Comœdia, 14 June Positive 

Schneider, Louis Comœdia, 14 June 

 

Overwhelmingly positive 

Sée, Edmond Gil Blas, 14 June 

 

Mostly negative 

Swing Gil Blas, 14 June 

 

Mostly negative 

Un Monsieur de 

l’Orchestre 

[Miguel Zamacoïs] 

 

Le Figaro, 14 June Mostly positive 

Vestris Comœdia, 14 June 

 

Positive 

Ed. S. Journal des débats, 15 June 

 

Mostly negative 

Stoullig, Edmond Le Monde artiste, 15 June Mostly negative 
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 “La critique s’est montrée quelque peu divisée dans ses appréciations sur la valeur de l’œuvre…Les  discussions 

passionnées que provoque dans la presse et dans le public la réapparition de Salomé sur la scène du Châtelet.”  

Anon., “Théâtres et Concerts, Indiscrétions – Communiqués, ‘Salomé’ au Châtelet,” Le Matin 29, no. 10,336 (15 

June 1912): 6. 
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Daudet, Léon L’Action française, 16 June 

 

Overwhelmingly negative 

L.H. Comœdia, 20 June 

 

Positive 

Canudo  Comœdia illustré, 1 July 

 

Overwhelmingly positive 

Delluc, Louis Comœdia illustré, 15 July 

 

Positive 

 

The “reappearance” noted by Le Matin’s reviewer did not refer to another production of Wilde’s 

play Salomé (no theater had produced Salomé since its 1896 premiere at the Théâtre de l’Œuvre) 

but to the musical interpretations of Salomé that had saturated the theaters of Paris in recent 

years, including those by Schmitt, Strauss, and Mariotte (see Appendix A for chronology of 

productions of Wilde’s Salomé and related works).
219

  Some critics remarked on the growing 

weariness in Paris with salomanie that negatively affected the reception of Rubinstein’s 

production.  For example, the editor of L’Action française, Léon Daudet, expressed consternation 

at another production of a “reheated” (“réchauffe”) Salomé.
220

  The saturation of Paris with 

Salomés did not concern all viewers of Rubinstein’s play, however, and other reviewers noted 

that Rubinstein and her collaborators had brought something new to Salomé, performed “more 

                                                           
219

 Adding to this flood of musical Salomés in contemporary Parisian consciousness was the recent and unpopular 

sale to an American of Henri Regnault’s oil painting Salomé, considered a national treasure.  A furor erupted in the 

press when the French government could not find the money to purchase Salomé for the Louvre in late May 1912.  

See Marconi, “Our Gain in Art Disturbs France, Resentment Over ‘The Victory of the Dollar’ in the Purchase of 

‘Salome,’” The New York Times (9 June 1912): C3, Anon., “‘Salomé’ for America. Plan to Purchase Regnault’s 

Painting for the Louvre Fails,” The New York Times (5 January 1913): C2, and B. Burroughs, “Regnault’s Salome,” 

Bulletin of the Metropolitan Museum of Art 11, no. 8(August 1916): 164.   
220

 Léon Daudet, “L’Autre Salomé,” L’Action française 5, no. 168 (16 June 1912): 1.  Daudet’s personal frustration 

stemmed mostly from what he saw as the purpose of Rubinstein’s Salomé: the “Jewification” (“l’enjuivement”) of 

the French public through “la salomanie astruquée.”  This belief corresponded to the anti-Semitic views espoused by 

the far right political party for which L’Action française was a mouthpiece.  Though the racial aspect of Salomé’s 

reception is beyond the scope of this dissertation, it is important to note that Astruc, at least, was aware that the 

Jewish heritage of some involved with the production might by problematic.  In a letter to d’Annunzio dated 20 

January 1912, Astruc related his experience with antisemitism when producing Le Martyre and his assumption that 

it would again be a factor in the reception of Salomé: “Soon they will have proved that for a second time I have 

crucified God!...For Salomé I felt the same breeze blowing.”  Astruc, quoted in and translated by Garafola, “Circles 

of Meaning,” 38.   
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boldly than it is usually presented.”
221

  In a rare interview given to American reporter Alan Dale 

two weeks before the opening of Salomé, Rubinstein revealed that she had anticipated some 

reviewers’ claims of “too many Salomés,” asserting her contrary belief that “We have not 

finished with Salomé in Paris.”
222

  In the following section I will examine the critical reception 

of Rubinstein’s Paris Salomé for trends in critics’ responses to Wilde’s musicality of language, 

the musicality of the production, and the music itself. 

Wilde’s Musicality of Language 

According to an anonymous review published in Comœdia on 12 June 1912 the new 

Salomé did not suffer in comparison with its sisters, musical and nonmusical alike.  “The tragic 

adventure of the princess of Judaea will make, as at the Opéra, as at the Gaîté, as at the Œuvre, a 

profound impression,” the anonymous author wrote.
223

  Many critics considered Salomé within 

the overall context of a Symbolist conception of music, often noting Wilde’s debt to his literary 

predecessors.  Riciotto Canudo of Comœdia illustré was by far the most complementary and 

often the most insightful of Salomé’s critics in 1912.
224

  He rooted Wilde’s play in the soil of 

Symbolism: “At the time,” he wrote, “the only literary school existing was the French Symbolist 

school.  Oscar Wilde made to it the gift of his genius, and Salomé was written in French.”
225

  

Henri Bidou of Journal des débats compared Wilde’s Salomé to that of Mallarmé.
226
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 Le Rieur, 416.  
222

 Rubinstein, quoted in Dale.  In this interview, Rubinstein acknowledged the many Salomés and veil dances that 

went before hers: “Yes, I dance the Dance of the Seven Veils, and I try to do something new.” 
223

 “La tragique aventure de la princesse de Judée fera, comme à l’Opéra, comme à la Gaîté, comme à l’Œuvre, une 

impression profonde.”  Anon., “Au Châtelet: La grande Saison de Paris,” Comœdia 6, no. 1,716 (12 June 1912): 3.  
224

 [Riciotto] Canudo, “Le Théâtre d’Oscar Wilde,” Comœdia illustré 4, no. 18 (1 July 1912): 763.  Ricciotto 

Canudo was a critic, film theorist, and founder and editor of the avant-garde journal Montjoie.  
225

 “La seule école littéraire existant par le monde, était la école française Symboliste.  Oscar Wilde lui fit le don de 

son génie, et Salomé fut écrite en français.”  Canudo, 766. 
226

 Most reviewers compared Wilde’s Salomé (and Bakst’s scenic designs) to Flaubert’s “Hérodias” from his Trois 

contes (1877) instead of Mallarmé’s version. 
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Bidou recognized in Rubinstein’s production a collaboration of the arts akin to the 

synthetic theater envisioned by its creators.  For Bidou, Rubinstein’s Salomé could not be 

classified as any genre of theatrical work as traditionally understood.  Rubinstein’s Salomé 

belonged to “a particular genre” whose character was the “alliance of all the arts, which had been 

the dream of all the great poets…of all this that enchants men, poetry, music, painting, and 

dance.”
227

  Other critics saw in Wilde’s play not the collaboration of the arts but the dominance 

of one art, music, and discussed Salomé as if it were a musical score itself.  They used musical 

terminology to describe the processes Wilde developed to create a musicality of language and the 

effect those processes produced.  A common conceit was to compare Wilde’s composition of 

Salomé to the elaboration of a musical theme.  Comœdia illustré’s Louis Delluc described 

Salomé as a “bloody and humoristic variation on a lyric theme” and noted the “the play of 

literature and art which gives to the ideas a seductive form.”
228

  Robert de Flers of Le Figaro 

invoked the same imagery to comment on how “Oscar Wilde decorated this theme with precious 

embroideries.”
229

  Schneider also referred to Salomé as “less a work in itself than a theme 

destined to inspire the musician or the painter.”
230
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 “Un genre particulier.  Leur caractère propre est cette alliance de tous les arts, qui a été le rêve de tous les grands 

poètes…tout ce qui enchante les hommes, poésie, musique, peinture et danse.”  Henry Bidou, “La Saison de Paris; 

Salomé,” L’Année dramatique, 1911-1912 (Paris: Librairie Hachette et C
ie
, 1912), 113.  Bidou’s article was 

originally published in the feuilleton of Journal des débats.  Bidou extended this characterization to all works 

produced by Astruc at the Châtelet in recent years including those by the Ballets Russes and Héléne du Sparte.  

Edmond Sée also noted how the play “se confondent tous les genres y compris”; according to Sée, however, this 

new genre was “le genre ennuyeux.”  See Edmond Sée, “Le Théâtre, Les premières,” Gil Blas 34, no. 12,904 (14 

June 1912): 4. 
228

 “Variation sanguinaire et humoristique sur un thème lyrique…ce jeu de littérature et d’art qui donne aux idées 

une forme séduisante.”  Louis Delluc, “Salomé: Drame en un acte d’Oscar Wilde, Représenté au Châtelet (Grande 

Saison de Paris) le 13 juin 1912,” Comœdia illustré 4, no. 19 (15 July 1912): 831. 
229

 “Oscar Wilde a paré ce thème de précieuses broderies.”  Robert de Flers, “Les Théâtres, Châtelet: Salomé, drame 

en un acte d’Oscar Wilde,” Le Figaro 58, ser. 3, no. 165 (13 June 1912): 5. 
230

 “La pièce…est moins une œuvre en soi qu’un thème destiné à inspirer le musicien ou le peintre.”  Schneider, 

“Les Premières, Châtelet (grande saison de Paris). – Salomé, drame d’Oscar Wilde, musique de scène de M. 

Glazounow [sic],” Le Gaulois 47, ser. 3, no. 12,661 (13 June 1912): 3. 



241 
 

Canudo most prominently highlighted the musicality of language in Wilde’s play.  

Canudo elaborated on the common comparison between Salomé and a musical score by 

characterizing the play as “a little spoken symphony.”
231

  To him, Wilde’s “genius of analysis 

and construction” enabled him to create a “carnal incantation.”
232

  Canudo directly called 

attention to the musicality of language in Wilde’s plays, describing how “each moment [was] 

attenuated and ennobled by verbal expression, by the musical concatenation of the dialogue.”
233

  

Canudo gave two examples of musicality of language in the play.  His description of the first 

example utilized musical terminology and concepts to describe the overall themes of the play as 

he saw them, beginning with a reference to Wilde’s first society comedy: 

In Lady Windermere’s Fan the motif of the fan takes in the work the linking place of a 

musical motif in a score; in Salomé two principle themes, that of the beauty of Salomé, 

and that of the mouth of Iokanaan, are formulated and developed with literary processes 

summarily borrowed from music.  The theme of Salomé is immediately announced by the 

Young Syrien: “Comme la princesse Salomé est belle ce soir!” And all of the tragedy 

evolves symphonically following this theme, onto which are grafted other agonizing and 

significant motifs: that of the moon and that of blood, of the pale moon which frightens 

the young page at the beginning of the tragic “score.”
234

 

 

In his second example, Canudo returned to the words of the Syrien which begin Salomé and 

traced their appearance throughout the work as a textual leitmotif: 

The beginning theme: “Comme la princesse Salomé est belle ce soir!” was transformed in 

the mouth of the prophet: “Quelle est cette femme qui me regarde?”  It reappears in the 
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 “Une petit [sic] symphonie parlée.”  Canudo, 763. 
232

 “Son génie d’analyse et de construction...L’incantation charnelle.”  Canudo, 763 and 766. 
233

 “Chaque moment atténuée et ennoblie par l’expression verbale, par l’enchaînement musical du dialogue.”  

Canudo, 763.  
234

 “Dans l’Éventail de lady Windermere le motif de l’éventail prend dans l’œuvre la place enchaînée d’un motif 

musical dans une partition; dans Salomé deux thèmes principaux, celui de la beauté de Salomé and celui de la 

bouche de Iokanaan, sont posés et développés avec des procédés littéraires sommairement empruntés à la musique.  

Le thème de Salomé est immédiatement annoncé par le jeune Syrien: ‘Comme la princesse Salomé est belle ce soir!’  

Et toute la tragédie évolue symphoniquement à la suite de ce thème, sur lequel se greffent d’autres motifs 

angoissants et significatifs: celui de la lune et celui du sang, de la lune pâle qui effraie le jeune page aux débuts de la 

‘partition’ tragique.”  Canudo, 766. 
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conclusion, in the last command of the Tetrarque, in the last chord of this harrowing 

Symphony of Desire: “Tuez cette femme!”
235

 

 

Other critics called attention to Wilde’s use of textual leitmotifs and several, including Daudet 

and Bidou, even included extensive quotations from Salomé in their articles in order to 

demonstrate this technique.  Bidou also noted the “images playing in [Wilde’s] speech” and “the 

beauty of the language [that] envelops” the play.
236

 

Several critics were quick to point out that Wilde had composed Salomé in French, “our 

holy language” according to Edmond Stoullig, and under the influence of the French literary 

Symbolists (Stoullig noted the continual repetition of phrases in Salomé as reminiscent of the 

style of Maeterlinck, a point made often by critics).
237

  Many critics noted the structural 

repetition achieved in Salomé through the “purposefully repeated phrases” (Swing for Gil 

Blas).
238

  De Flers described the “literary procedures” that achieved the “desired effects” through 

the “repetition of the same word or the same phrase.”
239

  Vestris went so far as to parody 

Salomé’s characteristic repetition in his own writing, beginning two sequential paragraphs in his 

article with the words, “Cela est terrible.  Cela est d’une beauté terrible,” that recall the haunting 

refrain in Salomé first uttered by the Page (“Il peut arriver un malheur.”).
240

  Bidou noted this 
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 “Le thème du début: ‘Comme la princesse Salomé est belle ce soir!’ s’était transformé dans la bouche du 

prophète: ‘Quelle est cette femme qui me regarde?...’  Il réapparaît, en concluant, dans le commandement du 

Tétrarque, dans le dernier accord de cette atroce Symphonie du Désir: ‘Tuez cette femme!’”  Canudo, 766. 
236

 “Les images se jouent dans son discours…La beauté du langage enveloppe.”  Bidou, 124. 
237

  “L’auteur anglais avait pris la peine d’écrire en notre saine langue française.”  Edmond Stoullig, “Le Semaine 

théâtrale,” Le Monde artiste 52, no. 24 (15 June 1912): 374.  Stoullig did not, however, approve of what he saw as 

Wilde’s appropriation of Mauice Maeterlinck’s original style.  Though several critics appreciated the characteristics 

of Wilde’s prose that I (and they) have identified as “musical,” this was not the only or even the predominant 

sentiment.  As Sée (5) complained, the play gained nothing from its verbosity. 
238

 “Ces phrases répétées à dessein.”  Swing, “Feuillets, La véridique histoire de ‘Salomé,’” Gil Blas 34, no. 12,904 

(14 June 1912): 1. 
239

 “Procédés littéraires, combien d’effets voulus, par le répétition du même mot ou de même phrase.”  De Flers, 5. 
240

 “It is terrible.  It is of a terrible beauty.”  Vestris, 4.  “Something terrible may happen.”  Oscar Wilde, Salomé 

(Paris: Librairie de l’Art Indépendant, 1893), 11.  Aubrey Beardsley and Oscar Wilde, Salome (Mineola, NY: Dover 

Publications, Inc., 1967), 3.  My thanks to Andrea Recek for bringing this moment of parody to my attention. 
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refrain in his own way by calling attention to the experience of hearing the music of Salomé’s 

dialogue, even in discourse between minor characters like Hérode’s soldiers: 

The soldiers speak.  With what strange aberration do they chant?  This conversation of 

the guards resembles the chant of the prophecies, Holy Saturday, by very pious clergy.  

One of these soldiers proclaims, in a mystic tone, that the prison is an old cistern.  Then a 

servant, in a yellow and green robe, stands on the pavement; he gives his response: “Cela 

doit être très malsain.”  The effect of this oremus is singular.  You add the voice of 

Iokanaan, which is that of M. Roger Karl, and which is not less solemn and which is a 

clamor.
241

  

 

Here Bidou heard Wilde’s musicality of language induce a mysterious, mystical atmosphere that 

evoked the sacred mood created during mass on Holy Saturday (interestingly, the same holiday 

Rimsky-Korsakov wished to suggest in segments of his Grande Pâque Russe).  For Bidou and 

others, the chant-like dialogue was emphasized by the timbre of the actors’ voices and how the 

actors musically shaped each phrase.  Critics applauded de Max’s vocal delivery in particular.
242

  

Schneider noted the importance in Wilde’s Salomé of the voice and vocal timbre, reminding 

audience members of the power Iokanaan’s voice exerted over Salomé in the play and the “pure 

words” with which he responded to her entreaties.
243

  Vestris described the “prophecies, 

                                                           
241

 “Les soldats parlent.  Par quelle étrange aberration les fait-on psalmodier?  Cette conversation de corps de garde 

ressemble au chant des prophéties, le samedi saint, par un clergé très pieux.  L’un de ces soldats proclame, dans ce 

ton mystique, que la prison est une ancienne citerne.  Alors un hygiéniste, en robe jaune et verte, assis sur le pavé, 

lui donne le répons: ‘Cela doit être très malsain.’  L’effet de ces orémus est singulier.  Ajoutez la voix de Iokanaan, 

qui est celle de M. Roger Karl, et qui n’est pas moins solennelle, et qui est une clameur.”  Bidou, 124.  In Salomé, 

the line quoted by Bidou is spoken by Le Cappadocien (Wilde, 17) and translated as “That must be a poisonous 

place in which to dwell!” (Beardsley and Wilde, 8). 
242

 These descriptions of de Max’s vocal delivery seem to contradict the more monotonous tone championed by 

Meyerhold.  De Max, an established and well-respected actor, most likely played Hérode in the more melodramatic 

style common to the late nineteenth-century theater with which he was accustomed.  Many critics disparaged 

Rubinstein’s speech as too monotonous, most likely not knowing of or appreciating the direction she had received 

from Meyerhold.  Though many reviews described her vocal tone unfavorably as nasal (Bidou commented on the 

actress “qui roule dans sa gorge des cailloux en guise de paroles et qui drape un texte mal compris dans un 

hiératisme nasillard,” 113) and with a heavy accent, several critics charitably noted that her dramatic delivery and 

her French pronunciation had improved since her debut in a speaking drama the previous spring (Le Martyre) and 

credited her studies with Bernhardt for the change.  
243

 “Paroles pures.”  Schneider, “Les Premières,” 3. 
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sonorous and troubling as irreducible blasphemies” issued by Iokanaan’s ineffable and 

mysterious voice.
244

 

Musicality in Rubinstein’s Production 

 

 Wilde’s Salomé, wrote Schneider, is: 

A rough stone which the jeweler has not worked and which can take its form through the 

intervention of a composer, a decorator, a director, or an interpreter.  It is this which 

explains the two very distinct physiognomies that it can don according to whether we act 

it with the music of M. Richard Strauss or the scenic artifice with which M. Léon Bakst 

and M. Sanine adorn it.
245

   

 

In the case of Rubinstein’s production, Schneider believed that Bakst and Sanine gave Wilde’s 

text a new form and “replac[ed] the composer” through the musicality of their mise-en-scène.
246

   

The conceptualization of Salomé by Bakst and Meyerhold, facilitated and augmented by Sanine, 

extended music past the realm of the audible and into the visual, uniting the production through 

synesthetic correspondences based in the mystic Symbolist understanding of music.  In replacing 

the composer, the designer and directors crafted Salomé musically and unified the different 

artistic genres involved in the production so successfully that reviewers noted their achievement. 

 The overwhelming praise for Bakst’s stage designs centered on his “polychromie,” daring 

contrasts, and “violent mixtures” of color, line, and shape, as well as the pervasive luxury, 

barbarity, and sumptuousness that inundated the production.
247

  The moon, seen in Bakst’s set 

sketch to dominate the mise-en-scène through its bright color, magnified size, and central 

position, acted as a visual analogue to this textual leitmotif in Wilde’s play, and descriptions of it 
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 “Ses prophéties, sonores et troublantes comme des blasphèmes irréductibles.”  Vestris, 4. 
245

 “Une pierre brute, que la joaillier n’a pas travaillée et qui prend sa forme par l’intervention d’un compositeur, 

d’un décorateur, d’un metteur en scène ou d’une interprète.  C’est ce qui explique les deux physionomies très 

distinctes qu’elle peut revêtir selon qu’on la joue avec la musique de M. Richard Strauss ou avec l’artifice scénique 

dont peuvent l’orner M. Léon Bakst et M. Sanine.”  Schneider, “Les Premières,” 3. 
246

 “M. Léon Bakst et M. Sanine…remplaçant ici le compositeur.”  Schneider, “Les Premières,” 3. 
247

 Schneider, “Les Premières,” 3.  “Ces violents bariolages d’art.”  G. [Gaston] de Pawlowski, “La Grande saison de 

Paris (Théâtre du Châtelet), ‘Salomé,’ Drame en un acte, d’Oscar Wilde. Musique de scène de Glazunov,” Comœdia 

6, no. 1,718 (14 June 1912): 3. 
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likewise dominated the general discussions of color and form in reviews.
248

  Schneider’s review 

for Comœdia contained a typical description: “A sinister moon, heavy with foreboding 

presentiments, shines in the bleak sky.”
249

  In the same critic’s review for Le Gaulois, Schneider 

further elaborated the effect of Bakst’s skyscape, describing how the designer had “situated [the 

stage] in this dream under a sky heavy with anxiety, before a bleak horizon.”
250

  Un Monsieur de 

l’Orchestre used some of the same adjectives as Schneider but more plainly stated the connection 

between Bakst’s décor and the affect created by Wilde’s text, writing: 

[The mise-en-scène] is deliberately heavy, evidently in order to express that fatality that 

weighs on the play.  It is opaque, somewhat imprecise, and poorly lit evidently in order to 

imply a blind passion.  As for the moon, it is exaggeratedly voluminous and surrounded 

by a somber ring the inverse of Saturn’s.
251

 

 

Other critics described Bakst’s use of lights, projections, or other stage technology to change the 

moon’s appearance as the performance progressed in order to visually reflect the development of 

this textual leitmotif.  “The lighting of the moon was visibly graduated and in the fashion of 

those pieces of glass that we slip one after another in a magic lantern,” wrote Edmond Sée for 

Gil Blas.  He also commented on the “immense” size and “reddish” color of the moon.
252

  Bidou 

recorded, “In the middle of the sky, on a profundity striped red and blue, a vast moon like a map 

of the world opens its misshapen globe, yellow and striated with blood.”
253

  “The décor presents 
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 Oddly, Delluc (831) described the moon as “trop slave.”  I can only assume that he linked the moon’s outlandish 

size and color to Bakst’s supposedly “Slavic” (i. e. exotic) artistic style.   
249

 “Une lune sinistre, lourde de mauvais présages, brille dans le ciel morne.”  Schneider, “Musique de scéne de 

Glazounow [sic]: Le mise en scène et les décors.” 
250

 “Bakst…a situé ce rêve sous un ciel lourd d’angoisse, devant un horizon morne.”  Schneider, “Les Premières,” 3. 
251

 “[La mise-en-scène] est volontairement lourd, pour exprimer évidemment que la fatalité pèse sur la pièce.  Il est 

opaque, assez imprécis, et peu éclairé, pour faire entendre évidemment que la passion aveugle.  Quant à la lune, elle 

est exagérément volumineuse et entourée d’un anneau sombre à l’inverse de celui de Saturne.”  Un Monsieur de 

l’Orchestre, 6. 
252

 “L’éclairage de la lune soit un peu visiblement gradué et à la façon ces verres que l’on glisse les uns après les 

autres dans une lanterne magique, cette lune immense et rougeâtre n’est pas loin de produire un certain effet.”  Sée, 

5. 
253

 “En plein milieu du ciel, sur la profondeur zébrée de rouge et de bleu, une lune vaste comme une mappemonde 

épanouit son globe difforme, jaune et strié de sang.”  Bidou, 124.  Bidou claimed that “cette figure démesurée 
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a heavy, zinc! sky in deep shades, black, violet,” wrote Swing, “where is immobilized, contrary 

to all believability, an enormous moon…submerged in ink.”
254

  Jean Cocteau recognized the 

correlation between the overwhelming size of the moon in Bakst’s scenery and Wilde’s text: 

“The excessive size of the moon explains the exaggerated importance attached to it by all these 

moon-struck people.”
255

   

The staging of Salomé also garnered comment for how it evoked Wilde’s text.  

According to Delluc, Sanine “marvelously adapted” the staging “to the style of the work.”
256

  

Schneider agreed and mused on Sanine’s task: “A true director necessarily doubles as a literary 

critic…It is essential that such a collaborator of the author can understand even the most subtle 

ideas of the original work.”
257

  Gaston de Pawlowski, the editor of Comœdia, implied that this 

“perfect” performance of Salomé brought the work as closely as possible from the dream to the 

stage.
258

  As for Rubinstein, reviews of her performance focused on her dancing in “La Danse 

des sept voiles.”  Une Monsieur de l’Orchestre, for one, noted how Fokine’s choreographic 

innovations were underscored by Rubinstein’s plastique: “She curiously dances ‘La Danse de 

sept voiles,’ happily replacing through passionate and very individualistic mime all the classical 

conventions of choreography.”
259

  Vestris seemed to intuit from her performance some of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
contredit effrontément le texte.”  The use of the moon as a textual leitmotif in Wilde’s Salomé obviously escaped 

Bidou. 
254

 “Le décor représente un ciel lourd de zinc! aux teintes épaisses, noires, violettes, où s’immobilise contre toute 

vraisemblance une lune énorme et comme submergée d’encre.”  Swing, 1.   
255

 Cocteau, 51. 
256

 “M. Alexandre Sanine stylisa incomparablement une mise en scène de luxe et de goût s’adapte à merveille au 

style de l’œuvre.”  Delluc, 831. 
257

 “Un vrai metteur en scène se double nécessairement d’un critique littéraire…Il est essentiel qu’un tel 

collaborateur de l’auteur ai pu comprendre jusqu’en ses plus subtils pensées l’œuvre originale.”  Schneider, 

“Musique de scéne de Glazounow [sic]: Le mise en scène et les décors.” 
258

 “L’interprétation donnée hier au Châtelet me paraît parfaite.”  Pawlowski, 3. 
259

 “Elle danse curieusement la danse des sept voiles, remplaçant heureusement par une mimique passionnée et bien 

personnelle toutes les conventions classiques de la chorégraphie.”  Une Monsieur de l’Orchestre, 6. 
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influences that Rubinstein would later describe as key to her artistic vision, noting that “Mlle 

Rubinstein has tonight left the Pre-Raphaelites and the Greeks [behind].”
260

   

Glazunov’s Music and the Pre-Performance Concert 

 “We convened at the Châtelet in order to see and to hear the Salomé of Oscar Wilde,” Un 

Monsieur de l’Orchestre began his review.
261

  With these words he called attention to both the 

visual and aural experience of attending Rubinstein’s Salomé.  As noted previously, many 

reviewers commented on the sound of this production created by the text’s musicality of 

language and the melodious declamation of the actors themselves.  Un Monsieur de l’Orchestre, 

however, was most likely referring not to the verbal music of the cast but to the music of 

Glazunov and the composers whose works were featured in the pre-performance concert.   

 To one reviewer, Glazunov’s incidental music for Salomé contrasted poorly with the 

music of Rimsky-Korsakov and Fauré which preceded it.  Comœdia published the only critique 

focused solely on the music in Rubinstein’s Salomé.  Louis Vuillemin (writing as “L.V.”)began 

his review by claiming that the reputation of Glazunov lost some of its brilliance when heard 

“next to his illustrious colleagues and compatriots.”
262

  Vuillemin described the Introduction et 

La Danse de Salomée unflatteringly as full of “common rhythms, without taste, and bourgeois.  

The melodic designs are almost nil.  In brief, the desirable ambiance does not exist.”
263

  Though 

Vuillemin panned Glazunov’s music as a “pale racket,” his criticism reveals his recognition that 

the play Salomé benefited from a musical atmosphere, a “desirable ambiance” that extended its 
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 “Mlle Rubinstein a laissé ce soir les Préraphaélites et les Grecs.”  Vestris, 4. 
261

 “Nous étions convoqués au Châtelet pour y voir et y entendre la Salomé d’Oscar Wilde.”  Un Monsieur de 

l’Orchestre, 6. 
262

 “Encore que Glazounow [sic] ait exercé grande influence sur l’évolution de l’école musicale russe, il brille, à côté 

de ses illustres confrères et compatriotes, d’un éclat sensiblement atténué.”  L.V. [Louis Vuillemin], “La Grande 

saison de Paris (Théâtre du Châtelet), ‘Salomé,’ Drame en un acte, d’Oscar Wilde. Musique de scéne de Glazunov: 

La musique,” Comœdia 6, no. 1,718 (14 June 1912): 4. 
263

 “La partition déposée par Glazounow [sic]…s’anime seulement de rythmes communs, sans saveur, et bourgeois.  

Les dessins mélodiques sont à peu près nuls.  Bref, l’ambiance désirable n’existe pas.”  L.V., 4. 
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inherent musicality.
264

  Rubinstein and her collaborators recognized this as well and sought to 

enhance the musical nature of Wilde’s play through their respective disciplines and the addition 

of instrumental music.  Other critics reacted to Glazunov’s music more positively.  Descriptions 

of Glazunov’s music as “colored” coincided with approving acknowledgements of the 

composition’s exoticism which, as previously discussed, saturated all aspects of the music 

including, but not limited to, orchestration, ornamentation, melody, rhythm, mode, and pitch 

collection.  Schneider heard “a series of pages of a very successful orientalism.”
265

  Un Monsieur 

noted “a chimed and tambourined performance.”
266

  Tellingly, Delluc related Glazunov’s music 

to the musicality of language in Wilde’s text, writing, “The musique de scéne of Glazunov, 

reduced to a prelude and the dance of seven veils, envelops the ardent rhythms in the artful 

drama of the poet.”
267

   

The inevitable comparisons between Glazunov’s music for Salomé and that of Strauss 

ranged from the positive to the negative, depending on the particular reviewer’s opinion of the 

1905 Musikdrama.  As with Vuillemin’s assessment, even negative reviews reveal an 

acknowledgement of the musical properties of Wilde’s text and the musically-informed 

production of Rubinstein and her collaborators.  Reviewers ill-disposed to Wilde’s play 

emphasized how Strauss’s music obscured the characteristic they loathed the most about Wilde’s 

Salomé: its strange text.  These critics acknowledged the musicality of language in Salomé by 

criticizing what others found to be its most “musical” qualities: structural repetition, elaborate 

soliloquies, textual leitmotifs, and the slow, fateful atmosphere created by these characteristics.   

                                                           
264

 “Pâle bastringue…Salomé a besoin d’énormément d’ambiance, voire même d’une ambiance ‘sonore!’”  L.V., 4.  
265

 “C’est une série de pages d’un orientalisme très réussi.”  Schneider, “Les Premières,” 3.  Interestingly, Schneider 

is the only critic of Rubinstein’s Salomé to use the words orientalisme and oriental (three times) to describe non-

visual aspects of the play. 
266

 “Une répétition carillonnée et tambourinée.”  Un Monsieur de l’Orchestre, 6. 
267

 “Une musique de scène de Glazounow [sic], réduite au prélude et à la danse des sept voiles, enveloppe de 

rythmes ardents le drame habile du poète.”  Delluc, 831. 
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Vuillemin continued his glaring critique of Glazunov’s music (and extended it to what he termed 

Wilde’s “élucubration”) through a comparison to the music of Strauss, saying, “It is important, in 

the interest of a serious performance, that the orchestra swallow the text as much as possible,” as 

Vuillemin claimed it did in Strauss’s composition.
268

  Daudet also turned to eating metaphors 

when claiming that Rubinstein’s Salomé failed because it had been “stripped” (“dépouillée”) of 

Strauss’s music.
269

  “In a spiced, saffroned, and peppered musical sauce like that of Strauss,” 

Daudet opined, “this poor poison is still hardly tolerable.  Served alone, it carried us back to the 

obsolete banter of the…soirées of the Symbolists and the Decadents.”
270

  Ed. S. of Journal des 

débats concurred and employed a clothing metaphor to note how Strauss’s music “heavily 

covered” Wilde’s text, but that in Glazunov’s composition “the bizarre and fanciful poem 

borrows from the music not a thick coat, but a simple scarf of gauze.”
271

  In similar but more 

approving terms, Pawlowski appreciated an opportunity to hear the play without Strauss’s music.  

“Until now,” Pawlowski wrote, “the poem of Oscar Wilde…has been masked from us by music.  

It is Richard Strauss that we have applauded.”
272

  With the musical interpretation “imposed” by 

Strauss on Wilde’s Salomé removed, “the spectators experienced some astonishment in finding 

then at the theater a naked play” in which they could actually hear the text.
273
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 “La partition déposée par Glazounow [sic] le long de l’élucubration d’Osar Wilde…Il importe, dans l’intérêt 

d’une représentation sérieuse, que l’orchestre mange le texte le plus possible.”  L.V., 4. 
269

 Daudet, 1. 
270

 “Dans une sauce musicale pimentée, safranée, poivrée comme celle de Strauss, ce piètre poison est encore à peu 

près tolérable.  Servi seul, il nous reporté à des plaisanteries surannées aux soirées…des symbolistes et des 

décadents.”  Daudet, 1. 
271

 “Naguère, M. Richard Strauss l’a fortement couverte de musique, lui premier.  Cette fois le poème bizarre et 

fantaisiste emprunte à la musique non pas un épais manteau, mais une simple écharpe de gaze.”  Ed. S., “Théâtres, 

Théâtre du Châtelet: Salomé, d’Oscar Wilde, musique de Glazounow,” Journal des débats 124, no. 166 (15 June 

1912): 3.  
272

 “Jusqu’à présent, en effet, le poème d’Oscar Wilde écrit cependant en français, nous avait été masqué par la 

musique.  C’est Richard Strauss que nous avons applaudi.”  Pawlowski, 3. 
273

 “Les spectateurs éprouveraient quelque étonnement en retrouvant ensuite au théâtre la pièce toute nue.”  

Pawlowski, 4. 
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The Introduction et La Danse de Salomée also suffered in comparison to the almost hour 

long concert that preceded the play.  The pre-performance concert (which lasted almost as long 

as the play itself, according to Sée) received unanimous praise from critics who described it 

favorably even when failing, in some cases, to mention Glazunov’s music at all.
274

  Critics 

invoked similar adjectives to describe Rimsky-Korsakov’s and Fauré’s music, respectively.  La 

Grande Pâque Russe and the excerpts from Le Coq d’or were to Sée “bold,” “voluptuous,” and 

“wild,” to Schneider and Stoullig “picturesque,”  and to Vestris, “beautiful.”
275

  Contrastingly, 

critics described Fauré’s incidental music as “delicious” (Stoullig, Schneider, Un Monsieur de 

l’Orchestre), “subtle and quivering” (Sée), and “peacefully and graciously French” (Vestris).
276

  

Vestris seemed to hear the music as Rubinstein intended: as an extension of the play and 

production’s musicality.  After briefly describing the concert, he noted “the other [music], so 

severe, of Glazunov, that moved” the audience members to attend to the events occurring on 

stage.
277

  He continued: “[The spectator] is caught up in the tragic atmosphere, created by the 

opulent beauty on the stage, like loose hair that is caught in the wind during a wild ride.”
278

  The 

audience members, to Vestris, found themselves carried away, perhaps to the inoy svet, by 

Rubinstein’s musically-informed production. 
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 Sée, 3.  Sée informs us that Rubinstein’s production of Salomé lasted exactly sixty-two minutes, which, for him, 

was sixty-two minutes too long.  He lamented that the play did not begin with Hérode’s line, “Tuez cette femme!,” 

the last line of Salomé.   Sée did, however, enjoy the pre-performance concert. 
275

 Sée, 4, Schneider, “Les Premières,” 3, Stoullig, 374, and Vestris, 4.   For L.V. (4), who seemed unwilling to be 

pleased with any part of Salomé, the selections were merely “répertoriennes”; his opinion was decidedly in the 

minority.  
276

 Stoullig, 374, Schneider, “Les Premières,” 3, Un Monsieur de l’Orchestre, 6, Sée, 4, and Vestris (“Puis celle si 

paissamment et gracieusement française de Gabriel Fauré”), 4. 
277

 “Puis l’autre, si âpre, de Glazounov [sic], ont ému.”  Vestris, 4. 
278

 “C’est qu’il est pris par l’atmosphère tragique, créée par l’opulente beauté de la scène, comme les cheveux 

dénoués sont pris dans le vent d’une course folle.”  Vestris, 4. 
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Conclusion 

 Salomé closed after its six scheduled performances at the Théâtre du Châtelet.  

Rubinstein did not revive it again as a whole, choosing instead to occasionally perform “La 

Danse des sept voiles” as a solo act.
279

  Regardless of any failures on the part of the production, 

the Paris Salomé had faced stiff competition from the masterpieces recently premiered by the 

Ballets Russes in the same theater: Le Dieu bleu (premiered 13 May), Thamar (20 May), 

L’Après-midi d’un faune (29 May), and Daphnis et Chloé (8 June), all starring either Vaslav 

Nijinsky or prima ballerina Tamara Karsavina.
280

  Though the circumstances of Salomé’s 

performance may not have been ideal, reviews demonstrate that at least some critics experienced 

something akin to what Rubinstein and her collaborators desired.  From their exposure to mystic 

Symbolism in the heyday of its popularity, this group of artists developed a total work of art 

from a synthesis of media that evoked the synesthetic correspondences championed by 

Baudelaire, Ivanov, and Wilde himself.  The common link between Wilde’s text, Bakst’s décor, 

Meyerhold’s mise-en-scène, Fokine’s choreography, and Rubinstein’s performance was music, 

and each contributor strove with his or her materials to emulate its medium and message.  The 

musically-informed conception of Salomé developed in St. Petersburg in 1908, made overt by 

chance circumstances there, and then deepened by musical additions in Paris in 1912 resulted in 

a performance that, as Pawlowski imagined, “would, without doubt, have delighted its 

author.”
281

 

 

                                                           
279

 Garafola (“Circles of Meaning,” 44) notes that an article in Rech’ (9 September 1912) states that Rubinstein 

intended to bring both Hélène du Sparte and Salomé to St. Petersburg that November.  It does not appear that these 

performances took place. 
280

 And all being performed at the Théâtre du Châtelet with mise-en-scène by Bakst and (except for Faune) 

choreography by Fokine!  The Ballets Russes’s season in 1912 also included performances of ballets premiered in 

previous seasons: L’Oiseau de feu, Le Spectre de la rose, Danses du Prince Igor, Narcisse, Petrushka, and 

Shéhérazade.  The Ballets Russes’s season ended three days before Salomé premiered. 
281

 “Cette interprétation…eut, sans nul doute, ravi l’auteur.”  Pawlowski, 3. 
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CHAPTER 5 

MUSIC AS MEDIATOR BETWEEN LANGUAGE AND DANCE IN 

SCHMITT’S LA TRAGÉDIE DE SALOMÉ 

In its perfection of evocation, only the Dance is capable, by the conciseness of its 

writing, to translate the fleeting and the sudden into the Idea – such a vision 

encompasses all, absolutely all, the Spectacle of the future. 

Stéphane Mallarmé 

 

In 1912, Vaslav Nijinsky choreographed and danced the lead role in his L’Après-midi 

d’un faune, created to the music of Claude Debussy’s 1894 symphonic poem, Prélude à l’après-

midi d’un faune.  Debussy himself composed his music in response to Stéphane Mallarmé’s 

poem, “L’Après-midi d’un faune,” published in 1876.  When discussing the creation of Faune, 

Nijinsky, however, dismissed any connection between his choreography and Mallarmé’s poem, 

claiming that he had never read the poem and had instead utilized Debussy’s music alone as the 

impetus for his choreography.
1
  In Literature, Modernism, and Dance, literary scholar Susan 

Jones writes that Nijinsky’s assertion of unfamiliarity with the text of Mallarmé’s poem is at 

odds with the reality of Nijinsky’s choreography which captures not only the general mood of 

the poem but also aligns with its structure.
2
  Jones continues:  

But even if Nijinsky’s proximity to Mallarmé had been acquired at second hand, through 

the medium of the music, it might still be argued that Nijinsky shared with Mallarmé a 

compositional style.
3
  

 

The brevity of Jones’s parenthetical remark, “through the medium of the music,” belies its 

intriguing content.  What does Jones mean when she says Nijinsky “acquired” his knowledge of 

                                                           
1
 This anecdote is reported in many accounts of Faune’s conception and creation; perhaps the earliest print source is 

that of Arnold Haskell who heard the anecdote from Sergey Diaghilev’s confidante, Walter Nouvel: “Finally 

[Diaghilev and Léon Bakst] agreed on Mallarmé’s Ecologue, of the existence of which Nijinsky was not aware till 

the work was completed, and Debussy’s music.”  See Arnold Haskell, Diaghileff: His Artistic and Private Life 

(London: Victor Gollancz, Ltd., 1935), 246. 
2
 Susan Jones, Literature, Modernism, and Dance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 40.  Jones cites Jennifer 

Dunning’s research on Nijinsky’s Faune.  For more information see Jennifer Dunning, L’Après-midi d’un faune: 

Vaslav Nijinsky, 1912 (Highstown, NJ: Dance Horizons, 1983). 
3
 Jones, 40. 
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Mallarmé’s poem “through the medium of the music”?  Is it possible for a written text to be 

transferred “through the medium of the music” into the movements of a dance? 

The aesthetics of Symbolism held that this was indeed possible through the synesthetic 

correspondences thought to exist between artistic media and sense perception.  The French 

literary Symbolists themselves believed it was more than possible – it was vital for the revival of 

French poetry that poets incorporate essential qualities from the other artistic genres into their 

works.  This aspiration, however, resulted in a puzzling contradiction.  How can we reconcile the 

paradox created when a literary movement such as Symbolism aspires to the aesthetics of a 

wordless genre such as dance?  In this chapter I suggest a possible means of reconciliation 

through a reevaluation of Symbolist thought on the musicality of language.  Because of the 

reciprocal correspondences believed by the Symbolists to exist between sensory perceptions, 

music could act as the medium through which language and dance approached each other; music 

could be the space where, to use Mallarmé’s term, “écriture corporelle” (“corporeal writing”) 

would occur.
4
  Through an exploration of the relationship between music, language, and dance in 

Symbolist aesthetics, particularly as conceived by Mallarmé, I demonstrate how musicality of 

language could reconcile poetic writing with corporeal writing.  Florent Schmitt and Loïe 

Fuller’s 1907 ballet-pantomime La Tragédie de Salomé provides an ideal case study.  Through 

an examination of the creation, contents, and reception of this Oscar Wilde-inspired score, I 

show how music could be understood as a mediator between language and dance.   

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4
 Stéphane Mallarmé, “Ballets,” in Igitur; Divigations; Un Coup de dés (Paris: Gallimard, 1976), 192. 



254 
 

Dance as Metaphor 

In her investigation into Symbolism’s influence on fin-de-siècle choreography, scholar of 

French literature Dee Reynolds describes dance as the “quintessentially Symbolist art form.”
5
  

Mallarmé concurred, referring to dance as the “theatrical form of poetry par excellence.”
6
  

Mallarmé valued dance because of its ability to suggest, rather than define or, in his own words, 

“To paint, not the thing itself, but the effect that it produces.”
7
  As the world of the Idée could not 

be accessed directly through language as traditionally understood, Mallarmé believed that direct 

access could be achieved through sensory perception; gazing upon the continual transformation 

of a dancer absorbed in her dance, for example, could reveal the Idée.
8
  In his 1886 article, 

“Ballets,” Mallarmé discussed, with a noticeable trace of envy, the ease with which a dancer’s 

body could:  

Sugg[est], through the miracle of shortcuts or leaps, with a corporeal writing what it 

would take in paragraphs of dialogue as well as in descriptive prose to express in script: a 

poem set free from any scribe’s device.
9
  

 

The dancer absorbed in her dance was therefore a symbol, a metaphor for the Symbolist ambition 

to evoke an effect through the written word.
10

  For Mallarmé and other Symbolists, the dancing 

                                                           
5
 Dee Reynolds, “The Kinesthetics of Chance: Mallarmé, Un Coup de dés, and Avant-Garde Choreography,” in 

Symbolism, Decadence, and the Fin de Siècle: French and European Perspectives, ed. Patrick McGuinness (Exeter: 

University of Exeter Press, 2000), 90. 
6
 “La forme théâtrale de poésie par excellence.”  Mallarmé, “Considérations sur l’Art du Ballet et la Loïe Fuller,” 

National Observer 19, no. 234 (13 May 1893): 651. 
7
 “Peindre, non la chose, mais l’effet qu’elle produit.”  Mallarmé, “À Henri Cazalis (Tournon, 30 octobre 1864),” in 

Correspondance complète, 1862-1871, ed. Bertrand Marcel (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1995), 206.  Italics in 

original. 
8
 And it is always “her” dance, as many scholars have discussed.  See, for example, Julie Townsend, The 

Choreography of Modernism in France: La Danseuse, 1830-1930 (London: Maney Publishing, 2010). 
9
 “Suggérant, par le prodige de raccourcis ou d’élans, avec une écriture corporelle ce qu’il faudrait des paragraphes 

en prose dialoguée autant que descriptive, pour exprimer, dans la rédaction: poème dégagé de tout appareil du 

scribe.”  Mallarmé, “Ballets,” 192.  
10

 Françoise Meltzer, “Writing and the Dance,” in A New History of French Literature, ed. Denis Hollier 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 818.  I would like to thank Steven Huebner for bringing this 

essay to my attention and for his invaluable advice regarding the paper upon which this chapter is based. 
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body demonstrated how to connect with the Idée through suggestion or, in the writers’ case, 

through evocative language.  

Mallarmé’s ideas about dance were influenced by Loïe Fuller (1862-1928), an American 

expatriate in Paris who revolutionized concepts of theater.  Though not a trained dancer, Fuller 

combined her ingenuity with technological know-how to create synesthetic spectacles that 

inundated her audience in as many sensory experiences as possible.  Draped in long white robes 

against a black velour background, Fuller swirled and glided in the dark, lifting the fabric of her 

costume over her head with the aid of long bamboo sticks sewn into her sleeves.  A notable 

inventor, Fuller patented several technological devices designed for use in the theater including 

an overhead lantern projector that sent colored lights and objects dancing across her swirling 

robes.
11

  In a 1907 interview with Mallarmé disciple Camille Mauclair, she described her work in 

Symbolist and synesthetic terms:  

My art derives from a sense of joy, and here I mean that it has the capacity to instant 

oblivion, soaring into another world…I use live colors, colored scents aroused by a ray of 

light…Why shouldn’t I render into the visible realm that which we dream of?
12

 

 

In this description, Fuller revealed something akin to the Symbolist system of correspondences 

as the basis of her performance aesthetic – during her dance, sounds, sights, and scents evoked 

each other interchangeably, revealing a glimpse of “another world.”
13

  Mallarmé commented on 

                                                           
11

 Rhonda Garelick, “Electric Salome: Loïe Fuller at the Exposition Universelle of 1900,” in Imperialism and the 

Theatre: Essays on World Theatre, Drama, and Performance, ed. J. Ellen Gainor (London: Routledge, 1995), 96.  

Garelick relates how Fuller designed and built the projector herself, cutting the glass panels by hand and painting 

them with pigments dissolved in a gelatin mixture of her own invention.  Naoko Morita states that Fuller sometimes 

printed photographs of the moon or clouds on the glass panels.  These types of innovations led the press to refer to 

Fuller as a “modern Salomé.”  See Naoko Morita, “An American in Paris: Loïe Fuller, Dance, and Technology,” in 

A ‘Belle Epoque?’: Women in French Society and Culture, 1890-1914, ed. Diana Holmes and Carrie Tarr (New 

York: Berghahn Books, 2006), 120. 
12

 Loïe Fuller, quoted in Ann Cooper Albright, Traces of Light: Absence and Presence in the Work of Loïe Fuller 

(Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2007), 141. 
13

 Because Fuller did not incorporate scent into her mise-en-scène, I believe that she refers here to the possible 

olfactory sensations that could be aroused in the minds of audience members in response to the evocation of other 

sensory phenomena on the stage.   



256 
 

her intoxicating combination of music, dance, and mise-en-scène in an 1893 article, describing 

the sight of the dancer who represents the Idée:  

This transition from sonorities to silks (is anything a better material in resembling 

Music!) is, uniquely, the spell wielded instinctively by Loïe Fuller.
14

   

 

As literary critic Frank Kermode would later write, Fuller represented for Mallarmé “the spirit of 

an unborn aesthetic…a kind of spatial equivalent of Music.”
15

  Fuller herself characterized her 

art in musical terms, explaining how she visualized the music that accompanied her dance and 

sought to capture its structure and motion.  As Fuller said in a 1914 interview:  

I aim only to give a harmonious impression by trying to render the spirit of the music…I 

try to follow the musical waves in the movements of the body and colors…Music is the 

joy of the ears; I would wish to make it a feast for the eyes as well…to make it visible.
16

 

 

In her memoirs, Fuller confidently stated that she had accomplished this feat, writing, “It is 

generally agreed that I have created something new, something composed of light, color, music, 

and the dance.”
17

   

In their descriptions of her synesthetic dances, Mallarmé and Fuller hint at a possible  

resolution to the contradiction inherent in the Symbolists’ desire to convey qualities of dance in 

                                                           
14

 “Cette transition de sonorités aux tissus (y a-t-il, mieux, à un gaze ressemblant que la Musique!) est, uniquement, 

le sortilège qu’opère la Loïe Fuller, par instinct.”  Mallarmé, “Autre étude de danse: Les fonds dans le ballet,” in 

Igitur; Divigations; Un Coup de dés (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1976), 199.  Sebastian Trainor sees Fuller’s dance 

as described by Mallarmé as “ultimately materializing” the music.  See Sebastian Trainor, “Loïe Fuller’s ‘Orgy of 

Color’: Modernity, Eternity, and the Folies-Bergère,” in Women in the Arts in the Belle Epoque: Essays on 

Influential Artists, Writers and Performers, ed. Paul Fryer (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 

2012), 102. 
15

 Frank Kermode, “Poet and Dancer Before Diaghilev,” Partisan Review 28 (1961): 70.  Townsend concurs: 

“Fuller’s performance seems to give Mallarmé access to a heretofore inaccessible consciousness.  The idea is 

present in the mind but inaccessible except through the sensory experience of watching Fuller perform.”  See 

Townsend, “Alchemic Visions and Technological Advances: Sexual Morphology in Loïe Fuller’s Dance,” in 

Dancing Desires: Choreographing Sexualities On and Off the Stage, ed. Jane C. Desmond (Madison: University of 

Wisconsin, 2001), 87.  
16

 “Je ne vise qu’à donner une impression d’ensemble en cherchant à rendre l’esprit de la musique…Je cherche à 

suivre ainsi les ondes musicales dans les mouvements du corps et dans ses couleurs…La musique est la joie des 

oreilles, je la voudrais aussi le régal des yeux…la rendre picturale.”  Fuller, quoted in Covielle, “Danse, musique, 

lumière, chez la Loïe Fuller,” L’Éclair 27, no. 9,294 (8 May 1914): 8.  
17

 Fuller, Fifteen Years of a Dancer’s Life with Some Account of Her Distinguished Friends (New York: Dance 

Horizons, 1977), 62.  Fuller first published her memoirs in French under the title Quinze ans de ma vie in 1908.  She 

published her own English version in London and Boston in 1913. 
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their poetic writing—music.
18

  Historian Richard Cándida Smith comes tantalizingly close to this 

revelation in his own writings on Fuller:  

In movement [Fuller] had become the essence of words, of signs, of images, of thought 

disengaged from any practical reference including the jump from a sound to a concept.
19

   

 

I argue that in Symbolist aesthetics the “jump from a sound to a concept” could occur because of 

the musical nature of language as both sound and semiosis.  In accordance with their 

conceptualization of the artistic genres as corresponding, analogous systems, Symbolists 

believed it was possible to proceed from poetry to dance through music by moving further along 

an imagined continuum from meaning toward sound and association.  An evocative, suggestive 

language created by emphasizing its sonic qualities and adopting characteristics of music could 

therefore approach dance by transferring its essence into musical sound. 

Loïe Fuller as Salomé 

In 1907 none other than modern dance pioneer and Mallarméan muse Loïe Fuller cast 

herself as Salomé in a new ballet-pantomime.  Richard Strauss had premiered his controversial 

Salome in Paris in May 1907, and it is probable that the ever industrious Fuller wished to ride the 

most recent (and highly lucrative) wave of salomanie then sweeping Europe.  Whatever her 

reasons, Fuller was returning to an old friend in the character of Salomé.  In 1895, two years 

after her arrival in Paris, Fuller danced as Salomé to music composed and conducted by Gabriel 

Pierné based on a scenario written by legendary poet and librettist Armand Silvestre with the 

assistance of C. H. Meltzer.  The prominent stage designers Auguste-Alfred Rubé and Georges 

Rochegrosse created the mise-en-scène and the costumes for the 4 March 1895 premiere at the 

                                                           
18

 Sally R. Sommer notes that though Mallarmé was not the first Symbolist writer to review Fuller’s work, his 

descriptions “became the prototypical Symbolist position on her art.”  See Sally R. Sommer, “Loïe Fuller’s Art of 

Music and Light,” Dance Chronicle 4, no. 4 (1981): 394.  Italics in original. 
19

 Richard Cándida Smith, Mallarmé’s Children: Symbolism and the Renewal of Experience (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 1999), 71. 
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Comédie-Parisienne.
20

  The circumstances of this early Salomé’s genesis remain vague, but 

Fuller’s collaboration with these celebrity artists demonstrates the artistic respect and financial 

clout Fuller had quickly earned after her arrival from the United States.  The Pierné Salomé, 

billed as a pantomime in two acts, four tableaux, and a prologue, featured Fuller’s characteristic 

lighting and costuming innovations.  The pantomime closed after eight weeks, though Fuller 

combined sections of the dances to form popular new works; the “Danse du soleil” from Pierné’s 

Salomé, for instance, became the celebrated “Danse de feu.”
21

  Though reviews unanimously 

praised the technological wonder of her mise-en-scène, the criticism regarding her performance 

was decidedly mixed.  With his characteristically sharp tongue, Jean Lorrain described Fuller in 

Pierné’s Salomé as “slow, ungracious, and sweating…With the gestures of an English boxer and 

the physique of Oscar Wilde, this is a Salomé for drunken Yankees.”
22

  Even though Silvestre 

and Meltzer’s scenario plot resembled Flaubert’s short story “Hérodias” more than Wilde’s play, 

the equivalency in the public mind between Wilde and his anti-heroine was already well-

established. 

It seems that Fuller believed that her 1907 reincarnation as Salomé called for a new 

scenario and new music.  She therefore discarded Pierné’s score as well as that of Jules 

Massenet’s opera Hérodiade (1881) which the composer in his admiration for the American 

                                                           
20

 Unfortunately, Gabriel Pierné’s score for Salomé exists only in fragments, including a portion of a rehearsal score 

and part of a piano reduction in manuscript form, currently held by the descendants of Pierné in the Fonds 

d’archives privé Gabriel Pierné.  See Clair Rowden, “Loïe Fuller et Salomé: Les Drames mimés de Gabriel Pierné et 

de Florent Schmitt,” in Musique et chorégraphique en France de Léo Delibes à Florent Schmitt, ed. Jean-Christophe 

Branger (Saint-Étienne: Publications de l’Université de Saint-Étienne, 2010), 225. 
21

 Fuller was a muse for many artists and craftsman at the fin-de-siècle.  Her “Danse de feu” alone inspired color 

lithograph posters by renowned poster artists Jules Chéret, Georges Meunier, and Jean de Paléologu (“PAL”) and an 

1897 bronze sculpture by Pierre Roche.  See Richard Nelson Current and Marcia Ewing Current, Loïe Fuller: 

Goddess of Light (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1997), page 5 in the section of colored illustrations 

without page numbers.  
22

 “Lourde, disgracieuse, et suante…avec des gestes de boxeur anglais et la physique d’Oscar Wilde, c’est une 

Salomé pour Yankees ivres.”  Jean Lorrain, Poussières de Paris (Paris: Ollendorf, 1902). 
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dancer had offered for her use without payment of royalties.
23

  She commissioned a scenario 

from Robert d’Humières, director of the Théâtre des Arts where her new work would appear, and 

music from the composer Florent Schmitt.
24

  In commissioning new music, Fuller moved away 

from her past performance aesthetic in which she danced to pre-existing music like Richard 

Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries.”
25

  Fuller not only discarded her previous musical repertory – 

she created what contemporary critic Jules Claretie referred to as an “unforeseen Salomé” by 

commissioning orchestral music from a young member of the modernist musical circle and a 

winner of the Prix de Rome, Florent Schmitt.
26

  Schmitt came to the public’s attention with the 

1906 Conservatoire premiere of Psaume XLVII which combined sections of music worthy of 

Schmitt’s noted reputation as a timbral innovator and as a debussyste: a composition 

characterized by unconventional harmonies, unusual rhythms, and bold orchestration not 

previously heard in musical settings of religious texts.
27

  The selection of Schmitt by Fuller 

continued her turn towards modern composers interested in the theatrical avant-garde.
 28

  

                                                           
23

 Current, 198.  A recent documentary on Fuller claims that problems with copyright prevented her from using 

Pierné’s music but this assertion is contradicted in the 1907 letter from Jean Forestier to Schmitt quoted later in this 

article.  See Michael Dutka, dir., Loïe Fuller: Dancing the Light Fantastic (Momenta Productions, 2010), DVD 

13935R. 
24

 Sommer has proven that, in spite of scholarly statements to the contrary, Fuller had fine musical tastes that 

stemmed from her childhood in a musical family.  Fuller began her career on the vaudeville circuit and consequently 

used popular tunes in her most early performances.  Her first Salomé to music by Pierné initiated her turn towards 

“serious” music, after which she choreographed her dances exclusively to the music of composers like J. S. Bach, 

Hector Berlioz, Charles Gounod, Felix Mendelssohn, Léo Delibes, and Edvard Grieg.  Her commission for Schmitt 

is a further example of this turn.  Bud Coleman reminds us that Fuller’s use of symphonic music for modern dance 

choreography antedates that of Isadora Duncan and Ruth St. Denis.  See Bud Coleman, “The Electric Fairy: The 

Woman Behind the Apparition of Loïe Fuller,” in Staging Desire: Queer Readings of American Theater History, ed. 

Kim Marra and Robert A. Schanke (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002), 333. 
25

 Garelick, Electric Salome: Loïe Fuller’s Performance of Modernism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2007), 32. 
26

 “Je crois bien que la Salomé de Loïe Fuller va ajouter une Salomé imprévue à toutes les Salomés que nous avons 

pu voir.”  Jules Claretie, “La Vie à Paris,” Le Temps 47, no. 16,938 (8 November 1907): 2.  Claretie was a dramatic 

critic, journalist, and novelist who also wrote libretti such as that for Massenet’s 1894 La Navarraise.  He managed 

the Comédie-Française from 1885 until his death in 1913.  Both Claretie and his wife were close personal friends of 

Fuller. 
27

 Schmitt was a member of the Apaches, a group of young, avant-garde composers, musicians, poets, and artists 

who met informally to discuss music and play new compositions.  The Apaches were united by their fervent 

partisanship of Debussy and, in particular, his Pelléas et Mélisande.  For more information on the Apaches, see Jann 

Pasler, “La Schola Cantorum et les Apaches: L’Enjeu du pouvoir artistique ou Séverac, médiateur et critique,” in La 
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 On 23 August 1907, Jean Forestier, a mutual friend of Fuller’s and Schmitt’s, wrote to 

the young composer and extended the dancer’s request for a new score: 

Miss Fuller thought of you immediately and very fortunately d’Humières happens to have 

heard your concert at the [C]onservatoire and would be very happy for your 

collaboration.
29

 

 

Forestier extended to Schmitt the commission by Fuller for an hour’s worth of music for dance 

and pantomime, “without words or song.”
30

  He proposed October 1907 for the premiere, though 

in actuality the first performance would not occur until 9 November, mostly because of technical 

difficulties associated with Fuller’s new inventions for the mise-en-scène.
31

  As documented by a 

note in the autograph score, Schmitt composed the music for Le Tragédie de Salomé during the 

months of September and October 1907.
 32

   

Robert d’Humières’s Scenario 

On 14 December 1900, Robert Ross, the executor of Wilde’s estate, wrote to a friend 

about the playwright’s recent death in Paris.  Ross listed “various poets and literary people” who 

came to Wilde’s room in the Hôtel Alsace to pay their last respects; among them was Robert 

d’Humières (1868-1915), unknown to Ross and equally little known today, though his translation 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Musique: Du Théorique au politique, ed. Hugues Dufourt and Joël-Marie Fauquet, 313-343 (Paris: Aux Amateurs 

de Livres, 1990). 
28

 Some composers were, like Fuller, writes Margaret Haile Harris, “continuing to work towards a synthesis of 

sounds and color.”  Margaret Haile Harris, Loïe Fuller: Magician of Light (Richmond, VA: The Virginia Museum, 

1979), 28.  Haile Harris’s booklet accompanied a loan exhibition of art works inspired by Fuller, hosted by the 

Virginia Museum, 12 March-22 April 1979. 
29

 “Miss Fuller a aussitôt aussi pensé à vous, et, fort heureusement d’Humières se trouve avoir entendu votre concert 

du conservatoire et serait très heureux de votre collaboration.”  Jean Forestier, “Lettre à Florent Schmitt (Neuilly-

sur-Seine, 23 août 1907),” in Lettres autographes 39, no. 187, Département de la musique, Bibliothèque nationale 

de France, Paris, 2. 
30

 “Ni paroles ni chant.”  Forestier, 2.   
31

 Déborah Bonin cites a letter from Schmitt to the music critic Tancréde Visan advising him to learn before 

travelling to the theater whether or not the premiere would be again delayed for technical reasons.  Déborah Bonin, 

“Salomé dans la France musicale au début du XXe siècle: Approche comparative de La Tragédie de Salomé de 

Florent Schmitt et de Salomé d’Antoine Mariotte” (PhD diss., Université Paris-Sorbonne, 2011), 357. 
32

 Florent Schmitt, La Tragédie de Salomé, op. 53, Facsimile of manuscript orchestral score (Argelès Longchamp, 

September-October 1907), Magasin, cote MICROFILM Res A 732a/ Opéra 446, Département de la Bibliothèque-

musée de l’Opéra, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris, 250.  The score of the original, ballet-pantomime version 

of La Tragédie de Salomé has never been published. 
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into French of Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book is still in print.
33

 A member of the lesser 

nobility, d’Humières left his position as a military officer to pursue his love of theater.  He 

traveled widely, visiting the United States, India, Japan, and most of Europe and the Middle East.  

He also published his own stories and poems, as well as reviews and translations of works by 

contemporary writers like Joseph Conrad and H. G. Wells.  D’Humières’s career in the theater 

began in 1894 when his fairy tale La Belle au bois-dormant was performed at the Symbolist 

Théâtre de l’Œuvre, the same theater where Wilde’s Salomé received its premiere in 1896.
34

  

D’Humières served as interim director of the Théâtre des Arts from 1907-1909, a task that 

involved directing, translating, administrating, and making scenery for the up-and-coming 

theater.
35

  In a 1921 article in Mercure de France, Mauclair described how d’Humières left the 

theater in 1909 to its new director, Jacques Rouché, “regenerated…after having shown the public 

and critics the way” through productions of Bernard Shaw, Wilde, Frank Wedekind, Leo 

Tolstoy, and traditional Japanese plays.
36

 

At first appearance, d’Humières’s scenario seems extremely different from Wilde’s play.  

The plot deviates greatly from Wilde’s and has more in common with both the biblical accounts 

of John the Baptist’s beheading and Gustave Flaubert’s 1877 short story, “Hérodias.”  The plot 

of d’Humières’s scenario revolves around a series of dances performed by Salomé for Hérode at 

the instigation of her mother, Hérodias.  Hérodias despises Jean for accusing her of adultery and 

wishes to use her husband’s infatuation with Salomé to destroy the prophet.
37

  As Salomé 

finishes her most sensual dance, Hérode rips off her final veil, and Jean steps in to cover Salomé 

                                                           
33

 Robert Ross, “Letter to More Adey (14 December 1900),” in The Complete Letters, 1221.  
34

 Camille Mauclair, “La Vie, l’œuvre, et l’exemple de Robert d’Humières,” Mercure de France 32, no. 547 (1 April 

1921): 28.  La Belle au bois-dormant was co-written with Henry Bataille. 
35

 “Après deux telles années, Robert d’Humières lui laissait un théâtre régénéré, dont le public et la critique avaient 

appris le chemin, et de précieux exemples.”  Mauclair, 30. 
36

 Mauclair, 30.  D’Humières died in battle at the front in April 1915. 
37

 D’Humières referred to the character of John the Baptist as “Jean.”  Wilde referred to him as “Iokanaan.”  For 

clarity, I will use “Jean” when discussing Fuller’s ballet-pantomime and “Iokanaan” when discussing Wilde’s play. 
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with his cloak.  Furious, Hérode orders Jean’s execution, and Salomé finds herself the unwitting 

pawn in her mother’s plan.  In a moralizing finale, Salomé is haunted by multiplying visions of 

Jean’s severed head.
38

  The palace then collapses during a wild storm and crushes Salomé.
39

   

D’Humières’s affinity for literary Symbolism is readily apparent in his scenario for Le 

Tragédie de Salomé, published in the Théâtre des Arts program for Fuller’s 1907 

performances.
40

  The influence of Wilde’s play on the scenario is seen in d’Humières’s 

musicality of language, created, as in Wilde’s play, through structural repetition and the use of 

textual leitmotifs.
41

  D’Humières structured the ballet as a repetitive series of allegorical dances 

set, symbolically, in seven tableaux, accompanied by scenes of pantomime.  In his scenario, each 

dance corresponds to an aspect of Salomé’s character as it develops over the course of the ballet 

(see Table 5.1).   

Table 5.1. Structure of La Tragédie de Salomé scenario and symbolism of the dances.  

Tableau Title of sections Symbolism of dances 

I
er

  [mimed scene] 

II
e
 La Danse des Perles Dance of Pearls: Joyful innocence 

III
e
 La Danse du Paon Dance of the Peacock: Arrogance 

IV
e
 La Danse des Serpents Dance of Serpents: Innate evil 

                                                           
38

 This may reference Gustave Moreau’s “L’Apparition” (1876), a Symbolist painting of Salomé confronting Jean’s 

severed and levitating head.  Wilde admitted Moreau’s painting as an influence on his play.  The floating head may 

also reference Mallarmé’s Hérodiade.  In the final section of Mallarmé’s prose-poem, entitled “Cantique de saint 

Jean,” Jean himself narrates the events of his decapitation, after which his head appears floating in the sky.  See 

Mallarmé, Selected Poems, trans. C.F. MacIntyre (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1957), 42-45. 
39

 Rowden (231) emphasizes the lack of contemporary critical reviews that describe Fuller’s portrayal of Salomé as 

sexual.  Fuller actively promoted her performances as “family friendly”; her shows at the Comédie-Parisienne were 

the first matinées at that theater, scheduled in the afternoon so that women and children could attend. 
40

 Robert d’Humières, La Tragédie de Salomé, reprinted in Clair Rowden, “Loïe Fuller et Salomé: Les Drames 

mimés de Gabriel Pierné et de Florent Schmitt,” in Musique et chorégraphique en France de Léo Delibes à Florent 

Schmitt, ed. Jean-Christophe Branger (Saint-Étienne: Publications de l’Université de Saint-Étienne, 2010), 257-260.  

Multiple versions of La Tragédie’s scenario exist, some more similar to the original ballet-pantomime than others.  

The discussion here refers only to the original 1907 ballet-pantomime scenario as published in the Théâtre des Arts 

program. 
41

 Though the musicality of language in Wilde’s play, not its plot, most influenced d’Humières when he crafted his 

scenario, this did not prevent critics from equating the two works as by 1907 Wilde’s Salomé had eclipsed all other 

versions of the story in the public’s imagination. 
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V
e
 *Les Enchantements sur la mer 

La Danse de l’Acier 

*Chant de Aïça 

The Enchantments of the Sea [mimed scene] 

Dance of Steel: Cruelty 

Song of Aïça [mimed scene] 

VI
e
 La Danse d’Argent Dance of Silver: Sensuality 

VII
e
 La Danse de la Peur Dance of Fear: Fear 

 

*Described in scenario but only titled as such in 

Schmitt’s autograph score 

 

 “La Danse des Perles” symbolizes her child-like nature at the ballet’s opening.  “La Danse du 

Paon” symbolizes Salomé’s growing arrogance and featured Fuller in a costume made of 4,500 

peacock feathers.
42

  “La Danse des Serpents” represents Salomé’s seductive nature, “La Danse 

de l’Acier” her cruelty, and “La Danse d’Argent” her powerful sensuality.  Finally, there is “La 

Danse de la Peur” in which Salomé sinks into delirium as the decapitated head of Jean appears 

floating all around her (thanks, of course, to Fuller’s invention, the overhead lantern projector). 

In d’Humières’s scenario, some symbols act in isolation, such as the pearls and serpents 

in their respective dances.  The symbols that contribute to the scenario’s musicality of language, 

however, act as textual leitmotifs, changing over the course of the ballet-pantomime to reveal 

inherent yet obscured relationships between characters and actions.  For example, d’Humières 

framed “La Danse de l’Acier” by an intriguing symbol treated as a textual leitmotif that creates 

one of the most characteristically Symbolist moments in the scenario.  After the end of “La 

Danse des Serpents,” d’Humières evoked a dream-like sequence of visions in the waters of the 

Dead Sea: 

Then, on the Cursed Sea, some mysterious lights move, seemingly born from the depths; 

the architecture of the engulfed Pentapolis is vaguely revealed under the waves; it is as if 

ancient crimes recognize and invite Salomé as a sister.  It is like a projection on a magic 

mirror of the drama that plays in the minds of [Hérode and Hérodias] sitting there in the 

night.
43

 

                                                           
42

 This dance was perhaps inspired by Aubrey Beardsley’s drawing for Salome, “The Peacock Skirt.”  See Aubrey 

Beardsley and Oscar Wilde, Salome (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, Inc., 1967), 2. 
43

 “Alors, sur la mer Maudite, des lumières mystérieuses s’émeuvent, semblent naître des profondeurs, les 

architectures de la Pentapole engloutie se révèlent confusément sous les flots, on dirait que les vieux crimes 
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In typically Symbolist fashion, d’Humières never specified whether the sea visions witnessed by 

Hérode and Hérodias occur only in their minds or are visible for all the characters to witness.  

Though ancient and mystical places are topics of discussion in Wilde’s Salomé, this sea scene, 

referred to in future versions of the scenario as “Les Enchantements sur la mer,” was entirely the 

product of d’Humières’s imagination.
44

  The “Pentapolis” seen under the waves refers to the 

biblical kingdoms that, according to the Old Testament, God sunk in the Dead Sea as punishment 

for the wickedness of their inhabitants.
45

   

D’Humières evoked the visions under the Dead Sea both before and after “La Danse de 

l’Acier.”  After “La Danse de l’Acier,” the scenario states that Hérode: 

Sees again on the sea the enchantments where the intimate desire that arouses them unites 

with the evil and seducer vow that emerges from the waves where the punished cities 

sleep.  The appearance of the play of light is less terrible now than sensual.  Some bits of 

old orgy songs, strangled by the rain of bitumen and cinders on the terraces of Sodom and 

Gomorrah, exhale unintelligibly.  Some brief measures of dance, some shivers of stifled 

cymbals, some clapping of hands, some sighs, an insane laugh that bursts forth…
46

 

 

Here the sea visions evoke a sensuality not described previously, a sensuality that introduces 

Salomé’s most erotic dance, “La Danse d’Argent.”  The visions of “Les Enchantements sur la 

mer” therefore serve both structurally (in their repetition as a frame around “La Danse de 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
reconnaissent et invitent Salomé fraternelle.  C’est comme une projection sur un miroir magique du drame qui se 

joue dans les cervelles du couple assis là dans la nuit.”  D’Humières, 259.  The use of simile here, prefaced with the 

phrases “on dirait” and “C’est comme,” is reminiscent of similar similes in Wilde’s Salomé. 
44

 The title “Les Enchantements sur la mer” was used in the version of the scenario published with the 1911 concert 

suite Schmitt created from excerpts of his ballet-pantomime music.  In the 1907 autograph score, however, the title 

is written over the corresponding music (see Example 5.4), suggesting that d’Humières originally considered calling 

this section of the scenario “Les Enchantements sur la mer,” but, for whatever reason, did not include the title in the 

scenario published in the program. 
45

 See Genesis 14 and Deuteronomy 29: 23 (New King James Version). 
46

 “[Hérode] voit recommencer sur la mer les enchantements où s’unissent le désir intime qui les suscite et le vœu 

maléfique et tentateur surgi des flots où dorment les cités punies.  L’aspect des jeux de lumière est moins terrible à 

présent que sensuel.  Des lambeaux de vieux chants d’orgie, étranglés par la pluie de bitume et de cendres aux 

terrasses de Sodome et de Gomorrhe s’exhalent confusément.  Des mesures brèves de danse, des frissons de 

cymbales étouffées, des claquements de mains, des soupirs, un rire fou…” D’Humières, 259. 
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l’Acier”) and as a symbolic image treated as a textual leitmotif, the meaning of which changes 

with the circumstances of its appearance. 

Florent Schmitt’s Score 

From the time he began composing La Tragédie de Salomé, Schmitt (1870-1958) found 

circumstances at the Théâtre des Arts less than ideal.  As demonstrated in the most famous piece 

of his fledgling career, Psaume XLVII, Schmitt was a brilliant orchestrator who preferred 

composing for a large ensemble with a wide variety of timbral choices.  The small size of the 

auditorium in the Théâtre des Arts confined Schmitt to an orchestra of around twenty instruments 

and this after d’Humières, at Schmitt’s urging, enlarged the orchestra pit by expanding it under 

the stage.
47

  The final instrument roster included flute/piccolo, oboe/cor anglais, clarinet, 

bassoon, two horns, trumpet, two trombones, percussion, harp, and strings.
48

  The small orchestra 

did not, however, prevent Schmitt from creating the unusual timbres and depth of sound now his 

trademark: in a typical review after the premiere, Henry Gauthier-Villars of Comœdia described 

Schmitt’s “nearly miraculous orchestration” and “treasure of timbres.”
49

 

The music of La Tragédie features few sections in which the entire ensemble plays; 

Schmitt reserved tutti sections for important dramatic moments in the ballet-pantomime.  Instead, 

most of the score features instrumental solos with sparse chordal accompaniment (especially 

when leitmotifs are stated) or choirs of instrument families juxtaposed against each other.  

Schmitt emphasized woodwind timbres by giving many initial statements of leitmotifs to these 
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 D’Humières, “Lettre à Florent Schmitt (Paris, 21 septembre 1907),” in Lettres autographes 154, no. 186, 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, Département de la musique, Paris, 1. 
48

 These are the instruments as called for in the autograph score.  In a letter to Schmitt from the beginning of 

September 1907, d’Humières refers to twenty-two musicians; another letter, dated 21 September, refers to twenty.  

D’Humières, “Lettre à Florent Schmitt (Paris, 9 septembre 1907)” and “Lettre à Florent Schmitt (Paris, 21 

septembre 1907),” in Lettres autographes, 154, no. 182, 1, and no. 186, 1, Bibliothèque nationale de France, 

Département de la musique, Paris.   
49

 “Pour un orchestre de vingt musiciens…Florent Schmitt a réalisé une orchestration presque miraculeuse…D’un 

bout à l’autre de la partition, abondent les trouvailles de timbres.”  Henry Gauthier-Villars, “Théâtre des Arts, La 

Musique,” Comœdia 1, no. 41 (10 November 1907): 2. 
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instruments, most notably to the cor anglais, the reedy timbre of which contributes to the 

exoticism that is one of the score’s most recognizable features.  Schmitt further indulged in 

exoticism by setting many leitmotifs in the Phrygian and Lydian modes and shaping them in 

winding, incantatory phrases that feature augmented intervals and chromatic ornaments.  The 

composer also judiciously utilized whole tone scales and chords.  At the time of its premiere, 

critics recognized the musical innovations of Schmitt’s score such as the use of a 3 ½ / 4 meter in 

“La Danse d’Argent” and, in “La Danse de la Peur,” dissonant and accented block chords set in 

syncopation that, some scholars claim, influenced Igor Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du printemps 

(1913).
50

  

The only extant score of the ballet-pantomime La Tragédie is a facsimile of the autograph 

score used by Désiré-Émile Inghelbrecht, a friend of Schmitt’s whom the composer asked to 

conduct for the Théâtre des Arts performances.
51

  Currently housed in the Bibliothèque-musée de 

l’Opéra in Paris, the score is in Schmitt’s hand with some performance notations added by 

Inghelbrecht.  Study of Schmitt’s score for La Tragédie reveals that, though structured mostly in 

accordance with d’Humières’s scenario, some discrepancies between the two appear.  Schmitt 

copied portions of the scenario above the music in his score, and his notes do not always 

correspond with the scenario or with Inghelbrecht’s rehearsal markings.  Some of the differences 

between the score and the scenario are consequential as they alter the ballet’s structure.  For 

example, Schmitt begins La Tragédie with a “Prélude,” certainly conventional for a ballet-

pantomime but not mentioned in d’Humières’s scenario.  Schmitt also divides the action of 

d’Humières’s first tableau into two parts which Schmitt refers to as the first “mouvement” and 
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 See, for example, Martin Cooper, French Music from the Death of Berlioz to the Death of Fauré (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1978), 149.  In 1911, Schmitt dedicated his Tragédie concert suite to Stravinsky, a fellow Apache.   
51

 Désiré-Émile Inghelbrecht, Mouvement contraire: Souvenirs d’un musicien (Paris: Éditions Domat, 1947), 238.   

Inghelbrecht was also an Apache. 
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second tableau.  This results in different divisions of the ballet-pantomime in the score and the 

scenario.  Some of the names of the dances also differ in the score from those in the scenario (see 

Table 5.2). 

Table 5.2. Differences in structure between d’Humières’s scenario and Schmitt’s score. 

D’Humières’s scenario in the Théâtre des Arts 

program 

Schmitt’s autograph score 

 Prélude 

 

 1
er
 Mouvement 

 

I
er

 Tableau II
e
 Tableau 

 

II
e
 Tableau: “La Danse des Perles” III

e
 Tableau: “Ier Danse (joyeuse)” 

 

III
e
 Tableau: “La Danse du Paon” IV

e
 Tableau: “Danse du Paon” 

 

IV
e
 Tableau: “La Danse des Serpents” V

e
 Tableau: “Danse des Serpents” 

 

V
e
 Tableau: “La Danse de l’Acier” VI

e
 Tableau: “Les Enchantements sur la mer,” 

“Danse de l’Acier,” “Chant d’Aïça” 

 

VI
e
 Tableau: “La Danse d’Argent” VII

e
 Tableau: “Danse blanche,” “Danse de 

l’Effroi” 

 

VII
e
 Tableau: “La Danse de la Peur” 

 

 

 

La Tragédie de Salomé begins with an extensive “Prélude,” twenty-eight pages of music 

which evoke the mysterious and ominous atmosphere described in the scenario yet received no 

mention in the Théâtre des Arts’s program.  This “Prélude,” then, evoked a space and time 

before the events described in the scenario.  In her discussion of Prélude à l’après-midi d’un 

faune, musicologist Carolyn Abbate draws attention to Debussy’s choice to write a prelude for 

Mallarmé’s poem instead of an orchestral adaptation of the poem itself.  For Abbate, Debussy’s 

music is “separate from the mystery described by Mallarmé and possessed of a wholly 
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independent capacity to stir mental flights.”
52

  Though Schmitt, unlike Debussy, did go on to 

create music meant to correspond with the actions in d’Humières’s scenario, his “Prélude” for La 

Tragédie provided a medium in which to follow his own “mental flights” in the creation of an 

atmosphere suggested by d’Humières’s Symbolist story and musical language. 

The basses, cellos, and bassoon immediately generate the haunting mood of the F minor 

“Prélude” with a motive characterized by an ornament of a minor second set in a thirty-second 

note rhythm; this ornament eventually becomes a hallmark of the leitmotif that dominates the 

“Prélude.”  In m. 9, the cor anglais introduces this “Prélude” leitmotif, a long melody that 

extends over two phrases.  Over the next eight measures, the cor anglais plays the entire 

leitmotif, which quickly dissolves into motivic fragments developed across the orchestra.  

Example 5.1 shows the first phrase of the Prélude leitmotif.    

Example 5.1. Prélude leitmotif played by cor anglais, p. 5, m. 19-21. (Time signature is 6/4.)
53

 

 

 

Bibliothèque-musée de l’Opéra, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

 

The elaboration of this leitmotif generates the form of the “Prélude”; the leitmotif is developed 

over the course of the movement through modulation and changes in affect caused by different 

orchestration, articulation, ornamentation, and accompaniment.  The music of the “Prélude” 

seems to grow organically, swelling and then ebbing in dynamic intensity and speed of 

modulation and surface rhythm.   

The effortless development of the “Prélude” is interrupted briefly at two measures before 

[5] on p. 12, marked by Schmitt in the score as “1
er 

Mouvement.”
54

  Schmitt initiated an abrupt 
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 Carolyn Abbate, In Search of Opera (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 146. 
53

 All score examples are used with the permission of the Bibliothèque nationale de France. 



269 
 

change to an affect that, though quiet, vibrates with energy.  The music modulates from Gb 

major to C major, is reduced to a sparser texture that emphasizes the shimmering timbre of the 

harp, and shifts to a piano dynamic.  At [5] + 1-2, the upper strings, now muted and divided into 

six parts, play a series of ninth and thirteenth chords; in each of the two measures that make up 

this segment, this series of chords crescendos to forte and decrescendos back to pianissimo.  The 

quiet rumble of the timpani and a pianissimo A held by the cellos and basses provide the only 

accompaniment (see Example 5.2).  As quickly as it came, this segment of music, so different 

from what precedes and follows it, disappears, and development of the “Prélude” leitmotif once 

again dominates the score.  The segment, which I refer to as the “Mer” music, does not return 

during the remainder of the “Prélude.”  As of yet, the “Mer” music has no significance to the 

listener but it will return at a key moment in the ballet where its function as a musical symbol 

becomes apparent. 

Example 5.2. Mer music in “Prélude,” p. 12, [5] + 1. (Time signature is 6/4.) 

 

 
 

Bibliothèque-musée de l’Opéra, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
54

 Schmitt, 12. 

Violin 1 

 

Violin 2 

 

Viola 
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La Tragédie’s score evokes the musicalized poetics of Symbolism and mirrors prominent 

musical features in the scenario.  For example, the structural repetition that characterizes 

d’Humières’s scenario carries over into Schmitt’s score.  The score follows the scenario’s 

repetition of six allegorical dances linked by moments of pantomime.  The structural repetition, 

however, goes much deeper in Schmitt’s score than in d’Humières’s scenario and better 

replicates the saturation of repetition, at micro and macro levels, found in Wilde’s Salomé.  

Schmitt achieves this saturation through his sophisticated manipulation of leitmotifs, such as the 

leitmotif that represents Salomé, first introduced in the second tableau (marked by the rectangle 

in Example 5.3; the oval marks a fragment of the leitmotif that will be discussed later in the 

chapter).  Because Salomé makes her first appearance as this leitmotif reaches its climax in its 

first hearing (p. 46, [20] + 7), the listener associates this leitmotif with Salomé. 

Example 5.3. First appearance of Salomé leitmotif, p. 44, [19] + 4. (Time signature is 4/4.) 

 

 

Bibliothèque-musée de l’Opéra, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

 

The most evocative music Schmitt composed for La Tragédie is that of the sixth tableau 

(the fifth tableau in d’Humières’s scenario) featuring “Les Enchantements sur la mer.”  The 

annotations made by Schmitt in the score reveal the composer’s recognition of this evocative and 

symbolic moment in the scenario which he then emphasized in his composition.  Table 5.3 

 

Violin 1 

Violin 2 

Viola 

Cello 

Bass 
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presents the text from d’Humières’s scenario that corresponds to the annotations made by 

Schmitt in the score for the sixth tableau (my English translation appears in italics). 

Table 5.3. Text of VI
e
 Tableau in scenario and score. 

Scenario in Théâtre des Arts program:  

 

V
e
 Tableau 

 

Schmitt’s annotations in autograph score: 

 

VI
e
 Tableau 

 

Les ténèbres enveloppent Hérode perdu dans des 

pensées de luxure et de crainte, tandis qu’Hérodias, 

vigilante, l’épie.  

 

The darkness envelops Hérode, lost in thoughts of 

lust and fear, while Hérodias, vigilant, watches 

him. 

 

 

 

[p. 152] Hérode est perdu dans ses pensées de 

luxure et de crainte, Hérodias immobile et vigilante 

reste à ses côtés dans la ténèbre qui les enveloppe. 

 

Hérode is lost in thoughts of lust and fear; 

Hérodias, immobile and vigilant, remains at his 

side in the darkness that envelops them. 

Alors, sur la mer Maudite, des lumières 

mystérieuses s’émeuvent, semblent naître des 

profondeurs, les architectures de la Pentapole 

engloutie se révèlent confusément sous les flots, on 

dirait que les vieux crimes reconnaissent et invitent 

Salomé fraternelle. 

 

Then, on the Cursed Sea, some mysterious lights 

move, seemingly born from the depths; the 

architecture of the engulfed Pentapolis is vaguely 

revealed under the waves; it is as if ancient crimes 

recognize and invite Salomé as a sister. 

 

C’est comme une projection sur un miroir magique 

du drame qui se joue dans les cervelles du couple 

assis là dans la nuit. 

 

It is like a projection on a magic mirror of the 

drama that plays in the minds of the couple sitting 

there in the night. 

 

La musique commente la fantasmagorie 

démoniaque.   

 

The music comments on the demonic 

phantasmagoria.  

 

[p. 154] Les enchantements sur la mer
55

  

Sur la mer maudite les lueurs mystérieuses 

s’agitent, semblant naître des profondeurs. 

 

 

 

 

On the cursed sea, mysterious lights move, 

seemingly born from the depths. 
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 These words alone in Table 5.3, “Les enchantements sur la mer,” are in Inghelbrecht’s hand. 
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Un changement brusque de tonalité et de rythme 

après une gradation d’angoisse marque la 

réapparition de Salomé, dans une lumière nouvelle 

éblouissante et métallique. 

 

An abrupt change in tonality and rhythm before a 

gradation of anxiety marks the reappearance of 

Salomé in a new light, dazzling and metallic. 

 

 

 

[p. 170] Salomé réapparaît dans une lumière 

nouvelle. 

 

 

Salomé reappears in a new light. 

La Danse de l’Acier [p. 177] Danse de l’Acier 

 

Froide et sinistre d’abord, cette danse qui exprime 

la cruauté après le maléfice et l’orgueil, s’achève 

souple, chaude et voluptueuse…Salomé s’abat aux 

pieds d’Hérode qui se courbe pour la saisir… 

 

Cold and sinister at first, this dance expresses 

cruelty, then evil and pride; it ends supple, warm, 

and voluptuous…Salomé falls at the feet of Hérode 

who bends forward in order to seize her… 

 

 

 

 

 

[p. 198] Salomé [illegible] s’abat aux pieds 

d’Hérode. 

 

 

 

Salomé falls at the feet of Hérode. 

Jean s’interpose d’un geste grave.  Colère 

d’Hérodias.  Le Tétrarque retombe comme une bête 

domptée.  Salomé a disparu dans le palais, Jean 

s’est reculé dans l’ombre. 

 

 

 

 

 

Jean comes between them with a grave gesture.  

Rage of Hérodias.  The Tetrarque falls back like a 

tamed animal.  Salomé has disappeared into the 

palace; Jean recedes into the shadow. 

 

[p. 199] Celui à se laisse comme pour l’étreindre.  

Il repousse Hérodias qui tente d’arrêter son geste. 

 

[p. 200] Jean s’avance grave et impérieux et lui 

effleure le bras – Hérode, comme une bête 

domptée, retombe sur le trône.   

 

[p. 201] Jean recule lentement dans l’obscurité. 

 

He leans forward in order to embrace her.  He 

pushes aside Hérodias who attempts to stop his 

action.   

 

Jean advances, grave and imperious, and touches 

his arm – Hérode, like a tamed animal, falls back 

on his throne. 

 

Jean recedes slowly into the shadow. 

 

Haletant, muet, Hérode, l’œil perdu vers l’horizon, 

voit recommencer sur la mer les enchantements où 

s’unissent le désir intime qui les suscite et le vœu 

maléfique et tentateur surgi des flots où dorment les 

cités punies.  L’aspect des jeux de lumière est 

moins terrible à présent que sensuel.  Des lambeaux 

de vieux chants d’orgie, étranglés par la pluie de 

bitume et de cendres aux terrasses de Sodome et de 

Gomorrhe s’exhalent confusément.  Des mesures 

 

[p. 202] Les enchantements sur la mer reprennent, 

moins terribles à présent que renouvelés.  

 

The enchantments on the sea begin again, less 

terrible now that renewed. 
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brèves de danse, des frissons de cymbales 

étouffées, des claquements de mains, des soupirs, 

un rire fou qui fuse…Puis une voix monte de 

l’abîme… 

 

 

 

Panting, mute, Hérode, his eye lost in the direction 

of the horizon, sees again on the sea the 

enchantments where the intimate desire that 

arouses them unites with the evil and seducer vow 

that emerges from the waves where the punished 

cities sleep.  The appearance of the play of light is 

less terrible now than sensual.  Some bits of old 

orgy songs, strangled by the rain of bitumen and 

cinders on the terraces of Sodom and Gomorrah, 

exhale unintelligibly.  Some brief measures of 

dance, some shivers of stifled cymbals, some 

clapping of hands, some sighs, an insane laugh that 

bursts forth…Then a voice ascends from the 

abyss…     

 

 

 

[p. 208] Une voix derrière la scène (1) 

 

[as a footnote] (1) Chant d’Aïça – recueilli sur les  

bords de la Mer Morte par Salvator Peïtavi 

 

A voice from off stage (1) 

 

(1) Song of Aïça – collected on the banks of the 

Dead Sea by Salvator Peïtavi  

 

D’Humières set the scene for this tableau by describing Hérode and Hérodias sitting 

immobile in the enveloping darkness as the visions of lights and the sunken structures of Sodom 

and Gomorrah appear on the surface of the Dead Sea (or, perhaps, only in the minds of the king 

and queen).  According to the memoirs of the conductor, Inghelbrecht, the actors playing the 

royal couple remained still during this music as lights and projected images danced over them.
56

  

Schmitt titled his corresponding music for this moment “Les Enchantements sur la mer,” words 

that d’Humières did not use to describe the sea visions until the end of the sixth tableau, after 

“La Danse de l’Acier.”  Schmitt therefore recognized the importance in the scenario of the 

structural repetition caused by the appearance, disappearance, and then reappearance of “Les 

Enchantements” and decided to compose and then repeat music evocative of the images of 

Pentapolis.  

                                                           
56

 Inghelbrecht, 240. 
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Schmitt’s music for “Les Enchantements sur la mer” evokes that of Debussy, the 

composer most admired by the young Schmitt, more than any other music in the score.  On p. 

154, muted, divisi high strings play ninth and thirteenth chords, articulated in tremolo and 

supported by a pedal tone in the cellos and basses.  The affect changes dramatically from that of 

the previous music, a shift accomplished by the suddenly pianissimo dynamic and sparse texture 

of the Mer music, last heard in the “Prélude.”  The shimmering timbre produced by the high 

strings’ tremolo as well as a rocking motion generated by a regular crescendo and decrescendo, 

suggests the lights playing on the surface of the Dead Sea (“des lumières mystérieuses 

s’émeuvent”).  Following these measures of Mer music (p. 154, [93] + 5-6), Schmitt introduced a 

leitmotif that evokes the architecture of the submerged cities in d’Humières’s scenario (“les 

architectures de la Pentapole”).  The leitmotif ([93] + 7-8) is characterized by an interval of a 

rising major second and a dotted rhythm.  The cor anglais, supported by the muted horns, 

presents this first hearing of the leitmotif.  Example 5.4 shows the Mer music (marked by the 

rectangle), followed by the “Architecture” leitmotif (marked by the oval). 

The music of the sixth tableau continues, introducing, altering, juxtaposing, and 

sometimes combining the Mer music and the Architecture leitmotif.  On p. 156 ([94] + 5), the 

flute plays a slightly altered version of a fragment of Salomé’s leitmotif (marked with an oval in 

Example 5.3), and the piano dynamic, soft timbre of the flute, and smooth swells of the melodic 

phrases recapture the impression of innocence first associated with the princess at the beginning 

of the ballet.  The fragment joins the aural evocation of the “drame qui se joue dans les cervelles 

du [Hérode et Hérodias] assis là dans la nuit” and changes meaning and affect through 

association with the other musical symbols in “Les Enchantements.”   
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Example 5.4. Mer music and Architecture leitmotif, p. 154, [93] + 4. 

 

 

Bibliothèque-musée de l’Opéra, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 
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The climax of “Les Enchantements” occurs moments before the character Salomé 

“réapparaît dans une lumière nouvelle,” as Schmitt wrote in the score, to dance “La Danse de 

l’Acier.”  The colored lights and projections described by Inghelbrecht continued to play across 

the stage, accompanied now in the music by trills, first in the strings and then in the woodwinds, 

trumpet, tam-tam, and cymbals (p. 168, [99] + 3-5).  The altered fragment of the Salomé 

leitmotif plays in the bassoons, trombones, and low strings.  Marked élargissez (broadening) the 

fragment sounds ominously, now in the minor mode and with the dissonant accompaniment of 

the other orchestral voices.  The change in timbre, mode, and accompaniment to the fragment of 

the Salomé leitmotif demonstrates how Schmitt utilized traditional leitmotivic techniques to 

corrupt the lyricism and innocence of the original leitmotif, thus evoking the foreboding vision 

that is “invitent Salomé fraternelle.”  The corrupted Salomé leitmotif then crescendos to a 

terrifying cadence on the downbeat of [99] + 6, punctuated by a strike of the tam-tam and 

crowned by the Architecture leitmotif, linking Salomé and the underwater ruins of Pentapolis at 

the climax of “Les Enchantements” (see Example 5.5: the oval marks the fragment of the Salomé 

leitmotif that corresponds to that marked in Example 5.3; the square marks the beginning of the 

Architecture leitmotif). 

Example 5.5. Fragments of Salomé leitmotif and Architecture leitmotif, p. 168, [99] + 3. 

 

Bibliothèque-musée de l’Opéra, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

 

Violin 1 

Violin 2 

Viola 

Cello 

Bass 
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Following “La Danse de l’Acier,” the scenario calls for a return of “Les Enchantements 

sur la mer.”  This time, however, d’Humières expanded the description of the visions seen by 

Hérode on the water’s surface: “L’aspect des jeux de lumière est moins terrible à présent que 

sensuel.”  On p. 205 ([129] + 4), the tremolo heard as an introduction to the corrupted fragment 

from the Salomé leitmotif returns briefly.  After one measure the music crescendos to a climax 

on the Architecture leitmotif.  In this second iteration of “Les Enchantements,” a fortissimo 

statement of the Architecture leitmotif is followed by a gradual reduction in sound.  The 

diminishing dynamic accompanies a slower tempo as the orchestral voices disappear one by one.  

Soon only pedal tones, occasionally marked by a rising and falling half step, remain and combine 

with a soft roll on the timpani and a harp arpeggio.  The affect becomes more sensual, and the 

Architecture leitmotif, now played quietly by the clarinet, takes on a voluptuous character, 

tingeing the once-terrifying music of “Les Enchantements” with eroticism.   

At this moment, Schmitt introduced a complex and multi-faceted musical symbol: the 

“Chant d’Aïça” (p. 208, [130] + 8) (see Example 5.6: the beginning of the “Chant” is marked by 

the rectangle).  Schmitt composed this music for a single soprano voice singing on the vocable 

“ah” from “derrière la scène” (“off stage”), the only time that a human voice is heard in the 

entire ballet.  The “Chant” shares the same opening rhythm, a sixteenth note followed by a dotted 

eighth note, as the Architecture leitmotif, though here the opening interval is a half step, not a 

whole.  Originally heard over an open fifth pedal in the upper strings, this meandering melisma 

of circulating half step motion colors the ballet-pantomime with its plaintive lament.  The 

melody oscillates between a raised and lowered third scale degree which, along with 

asymmetrical phrasing, the eventual addition of augmented intervals, and the small range, 

contributes to its exotic character.  This moment in the music suggests what d’Humières 
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described as “des lambeaux de vieux chants d’orgie…s’exhalent confusément” and is one of the 

synesthetic elements that is evoked here in the scenario along with the sound of insane laughter 

and the smell of cinders. 

Example 5.6. First phrase of “Chant d’Aïça” melody, p. 208, [130] + 8. 

 

 
 

Bibliothèque-musée de l’Opéra, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 
 

As mentioned earlier, Schmitt’s commission for La Tragédie de Salomé as described in 

Forestier’s August 1907 letter specifically called for music “ni des paroles ni de chant.”  Schmitt 

most likely ignored this request and chose on his own to include the sound of an unseen voice in 

the ballet.  A note in Schmitt’s hand in the score provides evidence for this and suggests that 

d’Humières accommodated the composer’s request by adding a corresponding phrase to the 

scenario: “Puis une voix monte de l’abîme.”  On the bottom of page 208 of the score, Schmitt 

inscribed a footnote: “Chant d’Aïça – recueilli sur les bords de la Mer Morte par Salvator 

Peïtavi.”  Schmitt came across this exotic melody in the 15 July 1906 issue of Le Mercure 

musical in which Peïtavi, a priest and amateur musician, described his “musical soirée” in the 

Holy Land (see Figure 5.1).
57

   

Figure 5.1. Transcription of initial phrase of “Chant d’Aïça,” Le Mercure musical (15 July 1906).
58 

 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 

                                                           
57

 Salvator Peïtavi, “Une Soirée musicale au désert (Notes du voyage),” Le Mercure musical 2, no. 14 (15 July 

1906): 49-53. Schmitt most likely brought this article to the attention of d’Humières as portions of the scenario seem 

to be inspired by Peïtavi’s descriptions.   
58

 Peïtavi, 50. 
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Peïtavi related how he had heard a Palestinian man “sing a song from his village” on the banks of 

the Dead Sea.
59

  Set in an “Arabian mode,” this “strange” and “mystic” music reminded Peïtavi 

of that played by the whirling dervishes on their “tapered flutes.”
60

  Schmitt had himself heard 

the dervishes’ music during the travels afforded him by the Prix de Rome, and perhaps the 

comparison made by Peïtavi inspired Schmitt to re-work the priest’s transcription into a musical 

symbol for La Tragédie’s score. 

After its initial hearing in the unaccompanied soprano voice, the “Chant d’Aïça” is 

repeated in full by the high strings before a duet develops between the voice and strings in a sort 

of call and response that elaborates upon the “Chant” melody.
61

  Motives derived from the 

“Chant d’Aïça” generate the themes in the next dance, “La Danse d’Argent,” referred to as 

“Danse blanche” in Schmitt’s score.
62

  Salomé removes her veils over the course of this dance 

that most directly corresponds to “La Danse des sept voiles” in Wilde’s play.  The motives 

derived from the “Chant” link Salomé’s dance of seduction to the depraved music issuing from 

beneath the Dead Sea in Hérode’s aquatic visions.  The “Chant d’Aïça” thus acts as a musical 

symbol that links Salomé’s most sensual dance with the scenario’s description of “des lambeaux 

de vieux chants d’orgie” and the voice that “monte de l’abîme.” 

The symbolism of the “Chant d’Aïça,” however, extends beyond the narrative events of 

d’Humières’s scenario and into the heart of Wilde’s Salomé.  In Wilde’s play, Iokanaan is first 

introduced as a disembodied voice emanating from a cistern (the stage directions in the play 

                                                           
59

 “Chanter un air de son village.”  Peïtavi, 50. 
60

 “La mode arabe…cette musique étrange…mais légèrement mystique des derviches tourneurs en train d’évoluer au 

son des flûtes fuselées.”  Peïtavi, 50.  
61

 In the concert suite derived from the ballet-pantomime score, Schmitt reorchestrated the “Chant d’Aïça” for a trio 

of female singers, perhaps linking the haunting voices through an intertextual reference to the wordless female choir 

in Debussy’s “Sirènes,” the third movement of his Nocturnes (1899). 
62

 In the  concert suite, “La Danse d’Argent” is called “La Danse des Éclairs,” perhaps because the symbolism of the 

color silver, when not accompanied by Fuller’s mise-en-scène, did not, for Schmitt, effectively evoke lightning. 
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itself first reference him as “La Voix d’Iokanaan”).
63

  This single human voice, which sounds to 

Salomé like “les cris rouges des trompettes,” is the first characteristic of Iokanaan’s to entrance 

Salomé.
64

  Upon hearing his voice, she instructs the Syrien to bring the prophet up from the 

depths to speak with her.
65

  His “étrange voix,” she says, “m’enivre.”
66

  The sound of Iokanaan’s 

voice, whose damning words against Hérodias caused his imprisonment, precipitates the series of 

events that lead to his beheading.  At the end of the play, Salomé cradles Iokanaan’s severed 

head and describes his voice through a typically synesthetic, Symbolist metaphor:  “Ta voix était 

un encensoir qui répandait d’étranges parfums, et quand je te regardais j’entendais une musique 

étrange!”
67

  As Abbate has observed, Symbolist theater at the fin-de-siècle “had a great fondness 

for offstage voices.”
68

  Through “Chant d’Aïça,” Schmitt partakes symbolically in the “musique 

étrange” of Wilde’s prose, combining it with the other elements of the score – structural 

repetition and the development of leitmotifs and musical symbols – to evoke the musicality of 

language that characterizes both Wilde’s Salomé and d’Humières’s scenario. 

Critical Reception 

La Tragédie de Salomé premiered on 9 November 1907.
69

  Critics were universal in their 

praise for Fuller’s technological innovations (see Appendix B, Table B.4 for a list of articles 

consulted).  In his memoirs, the ballet-pantomime’s conductor Inghelbrecht described a “giant 

kaleidoscope” that projected “above the Dead Sea [in ‘Les Enchantements sur la mer’] clouds 

                                                           
63

 Wilde, 14.  
64

 Wilde, 34.  “The red blasts of trumpets.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 23. 
65

 Wilde, 23. 
66

 Wilde, 23 and 30.  “His strange voice…is as music to mine ear.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 14 and 20.  This final 

sentence is one of the few lines altered by Wilde in his English translation. 
67

 Wilde, 82.  “Thy voice was a censer that scattered strange perfumes, and when I looked on thee I heard a strange 

music.”  Beardsley and Wilde, 65. 
68

 Abbate, 149. 
69

 Rowden, 232.  Fuller’s ballet-pantomime was the third act in an evening of theatrical entertainment that included 

the comedies Sensationnel Article by G. Casella and A. de Fouquières and Le Dernier Troubadour by Maurice 

Soulié and Jean Thorel.  Music by Grieg, W.A. Mozart, Gabriel Fauré, and Mikhail Glinka played between acts 

according to Gaston Carraud in La Liberté (12 November 1907).   
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and flames, flowers and scarves, glacial landscapes, butterflies and cut-off hands” as well as “the  

decapitated head of Jean” during the final “Danse de la Peur.”
70

  Gauthier-Villars described this 

moment when the “vengeful apparition” of Jean’s head appeared, stating, “Here, the poet and 

musician have shown themselves worthy of Gustave Moreau.”
71

  Nozière of Gil Blas wrote of 

the lightning in “La Danse d’Argent” as created by “a magician; [Fuller] held at her fingertips 

the divine spark which, all of sudden, is a source of supernatural light.”
72

      

In his review of La Tragédie for Comœdia, Louis Schneider noted the Symbolist and 

synesthetic elements of Fuller’s performance.  “It is the cinematography of d’Humières[’s 

scenario],” he wrote, describing how Fuller’s mise-en-scène evoked the imagery of the text.
73

  

Indeed, the visual aspect was integral to the original audience’s experience of La Tragédie and 

key to Fuller’s performance aesthetic in general.  Her fame rested on her lighting innovations and 

other theatrical inventions which, when combined with music and dance, created the Symbolist 

theater experience she overtly sought to create.  Critics recognized and discussed the Symbolist 

characteristics of La Tragédie, calling attention to, for example, the Symbolist aesthetic 

cultivated by d’Humières through the musicalized language of his scenario.  Gauthier-Villars of 

Comœdia stated that through suggestion, ideas are “express[ed] in Robert d’Humières’s scenario, 

                                                           
70

 “C’est ainsi que, de son kaléidoscope géant, nous vîmes projeter au-dessus de la mer Morte des nuages et des 

flammes, des fleurs et des écharpes, des paysages glaciaires, des papillons et des mains coupéees…la tête de Jean 

décapité…”  Inghelbrecht, 239.  Inghelbrecht’s descriptions are not always flattering.  He also mentions projections 

of “salamis,” in, as Rowden (234) has noted, a poor play on words.  Inghelbrecht (240) is also derisive in his account 

of “La Danse du Paon” in which he claims Fuller’s tail of 4,500 peacock feathers became wedged in a doorway on 

stage and had to be freed by frantic stage hands.  Inghelbrecht’s memoirs were published in 1947 and perhaps reflect 

an effort on his part to make their reading more interesting or humorous.  Critics’ accounts from the time are not 

nearly as disparaging 
71

 “La vengeresse apparition de la tête coupée! Ici, le poète et le musicien se sont montrés dignes de Gustave 

Moreau.”  Gauthier-Villars, 2.  See note 39. 
72

 “Magicienne, elle tient au bout de ses doigts l’étincelle divine qui, tout à coup, est une source de lumière 

surnaturelle.”  Nozière [Fernand Weil], “Le Théâtre,” Gil Blas 28, no. 10,244 (10 November 1907): 3.  Fuller held 

two mechanisms in her hands that, when brought together, caused a spark of light to descend down a wire anchored 

above the stage. 
73

 “C’est la cinématographe d’Humières.”  Louis Schneider, “Théâtre des Arts,” Comœdia 1, no. 41 (10 November 

1907): 2.   
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written in a language that does not resemble the language of ordinary scenario creators.”
74

  To 

this critic, the supporting characters of La Tragédie became symbols themselves, “tak[ing] part 

in the action with such discretion that they almost seem to be part of the scenery as symbols and 

not to live around Salomé.”
75

  The audience seemed equally drawn into the dream produced by 

Schmitt, d’Humières, and Fuller, causing Nozière to write: 

[D’Humières] has tried to make clear the symbolic meaning of this adventure…behind 

the legends and behind the history…Everyone is content…to remain immobile while 

watching Loïe Fuller.
76

 

 

Critics described Schmitt’s music as a “disconcerting score,” “ nostalgic…a long 

lament,” “melancholic,” and a “sumptuous symphony.”
77

  Though Schmitt’s score does have 

some pictorial moments (for example, the rapid, descending scales and timpani rumble that 

depict the storm in the final scene), contemporary reviews testify that critics chose to receive the 

work as a whole in terms of its Symbolism.
78

  When combined with the spectacle of lighting 

effects orchestrated by Fuller, her team of electricians, 650 lamps, and fifteen projectors, 

Schmitt’s music completed the theatrical experience initiated by Fuller’s mise-en-scène and 

d’Humières’s scenario (see Figure 5.2).
79

   

                                                           
74

 “S’exprime le scénario de Robert d’Humières, rédigé dans une langue qui ne ressemble pas à l’idiome des 

ordinaires fabricants de scénarios.”  Gauthier-Villars, 2. 
75

 “Hérode, Hérodias, et Jean-Baptiste prennent part à l’action avec une discrétion telle qu’ils semblent presque faire 

partie du décor à titre de symboles, et non vivre autour de Salomé.” Gauthier-Villars, 2. 
76

 “[D’Humières] ait essayé de dégager la signification symbolique de cette aventure…derrière les légendes et 

derrière l’histoire…Tous ces personnages se contentent…de rester immobiles, en regardant la Loïe Fuller,”  

Nozière. 
77

 “Partition déconcertante” (G. Davin de Champclos, “Les Avants-Premières, Au Théâtre des Arts,” Comœdia 1, 

no. 35 (4 November 1907): 2), “La musique nostalgique…C’est une longue plainte” (Nozière, 3), “Une musique 

mélancolique” (Guy Launay, “Au Théâtre,” Le Matin 24, no. 8,657 (10 November 1907): 4), “Somptueuse 

symphonie” (Gauthier-Villars, 2). 
78

 In French Opera at the Fin de Siècle, Huebner (100) has explored how critics chose to understand certain works 

within a selected framework, in spite of evidence that supported other interpretations.  See, for example, his 

discussion of the critical reception of Massenet’s Esclarmonde.   
79

 I do not wish to suggest that Schmitt’s avoidance of blatant pictoriality and commitment to musical evocation in 

this score is novel or the direct result of his familiarity with Symbolist aesthetics.  I do wish to suggest, however, 

that Schmitt’s composition of evocative music in La Tragédie de Salomé well served d’Humières and Fuller’s 

overtly Symbolist project.    
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Figure 5.2. “Les Résistances: Notre collaborateur Pierre Souvestre, Mme Loïe Fuller, M. Millard, 

ingénieur, M. Holleck, ingénieur,” Comœdia (4 November 1907).
80

 

 

 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 
 

“The situations are enhanced by the music of M. Florent Schmitt,” wrote Addé for Le Gaulois, 

“exquisite and erudite at the same time.”
81

  Gauthier-Villars’s especially noted the 

correspondence between Schmitt’s score and d’Humières’s scenario in the music for “Les 

Enchantements sur la mer.”  When describing Schmitt’s music, Gauthier-Villars quoted 

d’Humières’s text from the corresponding section of the scenario: “Admirably, Florent Schmitt’s 

music comments on this ‘demonic phantasmagoria’ where it corroborates with the energy of the 

dark pages, evoking the numerous cataclysms in the course of the drama.”
82

  Even Édouard 

Trogan of Le Correspondant, who found Schmitt’s score generally to be “one of the most 

irritating imaginable,” concluded: 

The music of M. Schmitt has been well adapted to this drama of unhealthy obsession…It 

corresponds exactly with its purpose which is to highlight the phrases of the struggle 

                                                           
80

 Anon., “Les Résistances: Notre collaborateur Pierre Souvestre, Mme Loïe Fuller, M. Millard, ingénieur, M. 

Holleck, ingénieur,” Comœdia 1, no. 35 (4 November 1907): 2. 
81

 “Les situations sont rehaussées par une musique à la fois exquise et savante de M. Florent Schmitt.” Addé, 

“Courrier des Spectacles, La Soirée, Au Théâtre des Arts,” Le Gaulois 42, ser. 3, no. 10,984 (10 November 1907): 3. 
82

 “Admirablement, la musique de Florent Schmitt commente cette fantasmagorie démoniaque, où corrobore 

l’énergie des pages sombres évoquant les cataclysmes nombreux au cours du drame.”  Gauthier-Villars, 2.   
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between the power of the spirit represented by the prophet and the power of the flesh 

represented by Salomé...It irritates often, but it is never indifferent, nor banal.
83

 

 

Fuller felt that the music composed for her by Schmitt was indeed something new; after an 

interview with the dancer before the premiere, Comœdia’s G. Davin de Champclos wrote, “Loïe 

Fuller said to me yesterday, it is the ‘music of sensation,’ something also very new – the 

tremolos of the avant-garde.”
84

 

Fuller herself received mixed reviews of her dancing.  Some critics, such as Edmond 

Stoullig in Les Annales du Théâtre et de la Musique: 1907, enthusiastically praised it.  He described 

her dancing as “so strangely captivating” that it “transmitted to us shivers of fright.”
85

  Gauthier-

Villars reflected the synesthetic aspects of Fuller’s performance in his article through his use of 

musical terms to describe how Fuller danced across her innovative mise-en-scène:  

Through the wonderful visual harmony that this Salomé realizes, perpetually and without 

effort, which plays with all the fiery symphony of the prism, which streams over her body 

in dazzling arpeggios of molten gems, Loïe Fuller seems well destined to become the 

interpreter who would finally transpose for the eye the nuanced dream of contemporary 

symphonists.
86

 

 

As musicologist Clair Rowden has discussed, most unfavorable reviews of La Tragédie 

focused on the unfortunate differences, at least according to some, between Fuller’s physique 

                                                           
83

 “Une des plus énervantes qu’on puisse imaginer…La musique de M. Schmitt était très bien adaptée à ce drame 

d’obsession maladive…Elle répond exactement à son objet qui est de souligner les phrases de la lutte entre le 

pouvoir de l’esprit représenté par le prophète, et le pouvoir de la chair représenté par Salomé…Elle énerve souvent, 

mais elle n’est jamais indifférente, ni banale.”  Édouard Trogan, “Les Œuvres et les hommes, Chronique du monde, 

de la littérature, des arts, et du théâtre,” Le Correspondant  79, no. 4 (25 November 1907): 819-820.  Trogan’s poor 

opinion of Schmitt’s score was definitely in the minority.  The critic claimed to dislike Schmitt’s music because of 

its seeming inability to cadence on the expected harmonies in the expected places (820): “Elle semble avoir pour 

principale caractéristique d’approcher toujours de ‘l’accord’ où l’oreille sera satisfaite, sans l’atteindre jamais.”   
84

 “Me disait hier la Loïe Fuller, c’est de la ‘musique de sensation,’ quelque chose de très nouveau également – des 

trémolos d’avant-garde.”  Davin de Champclos, 2. 
85

 “Très étrangement captivant…nous transmet des frissons d’épouvante.”  Edmond Stoullig, “9 novembre,” in Les 

Annales du Théâtre et de la Musique: 1907, ed. Edmond Stoullig and Édouard Noël (Paris: Ollendorff, 1908): 470. 
86

 “Par la merveilleuse enharmonie visuelle que réalise perpétuellement et sans effort cette Salomé qui joue avec 

toute la symphonie flamboyante du prisme, qui fait ruisseler sur son corps d’éblouissants arpèges de gemmes en 

fusion, la Loïe Fuller semblait bien destinée à devenir l’interprète qui transposerait enfin pour l’œil le rêve nuancé 

des symphonistes contemporains.”  Gauthier-Villars, 2.  
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and dancing abilities and that of the traditional ballerina at the Opéra.
87

  Louis Laloy of Le 

Mercure musical, for example, complained, “It is an aberration pure and simple that Mme Fuller 

has desired to show her arms and her face because she is visibly embarrassed.”
88

  Though always 

of full figure, Fuller usually swathed her body in enormous veils that obscured her form (see 

Figure 5.3).   

Figure 5.3. “La Tragédie de Salomé,” Comœdia (10 November 1907).
89

 

 

 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris.  
 

Her dancing also consisted of the manipulation of those veils, not the standardized movements of 

ballet.  Part of her popular appeal lay in her deliberate self-effacement and generally perceived 

lack of eroticism, both of which were at odds with a portrayal of history’s most famous seducer.  

Fuller, however, still had her fans.  “She has executed these dances with a prodigious sense of 

rhythm and a wonderful suppleness,” gushed Nozière.
90

  For Claretie, the discussion was mute.  

“A dancer? No,” he wrote, “Loïe Fuller is rather a priestess of beauty…She evokes the dream of 
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pure form.”
91

  La Tragédie de Salomé closed after its scheduled run and was not revived by 

Fuller.
92

 

Because Fuller’s choreography is no longer extant, we cannot, unfortunately, search for 

any knowledge of Wilde’s text that Fuller may have “acquired through the medium” of Schmitt’s 

music, as we can with Nijinsky’s Faune.  The actual steps were not notated, and scholars are 

limited to descriptions of Fuller’s performance in memoires and press clippings.  The words of 

Claretie suggest, however, that for some viewers the musicality of language in Wilde’s Salomé 

might have been transferred to Fuller’s dancing.  In Le Temps, Claretie described Fuller’s dance 

with a symbol drawn, seemingly unintentionally, from Wilde’s Salomé: the textual leitmotif of 

the dove.  Claretie wrote:  

[It was] Salomé dancing…whose hands, mobile, expressive, tender, or menacing hands, 

hands all white, hands like the tips of birds’ wings, emerged from the clothes [and] gave 

themselves all the poetry of the dance.
93

   

 

To at least one viewer, Fuller’s Salomé danced with, in Wilde’s words, “Ses petites mains 

blanches s’agitent comme des colombes.”
94

  For Claretie, it seems, the musicality of Wilde’s text 

was transferred through Schmitt’s music into the movements of Fuller’s dance. 

Danced Revivals 

 In a letter to d’Humières dated September 1909, Schmitt confided that he had begun the 

process of turning his score for their ballet-pantomime into a concert suite.
95

  Schmitt drastically 
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reduced his original score for La Tragédie, cutting an hour’s worth of music in half by excising 

the majority of the dances.  The size of the orchestra was greatly expanded.  The new score 

called for piccolo, two flutes, two oboes, cor anglais, two clarinets, a bass clarinet, two bassoons, 

a sarussophone (a sort of oboe and bassoon hybrid created in the mid-seventeenth century), four 

horns, three trumpets, three trombones, a tuba, full percussion, two harps, and strings in five 

parts.
96

  Additionally, Schmitt now composed the “Chant d’Aïça” for a choir of female voices 

that engage in a polyphonic rendition of the folk song.  In May 1910, two parts of the new suite, 

“Prélude” and “La Danse des Perles,” were performed once more under the baton of 

Inghelbrecht at the annual concert of the Société nationale de musique.  After this performance, 

Auguste Sérieyx directly compared Schmitt’s music to the Salomé operas of Strauss and Antoine 

Mariotte in his review for L’Action française, writing that Schmitt’s score was “better realized 

than that of both” his predecessors.
97

   

When Schmitt finished his concert suite in 1911, it consisted of two movements: the first 

movement contained music from the “Prélude” and “La Danse des Perles” and the second music 

from “Les Enchantements sur la mer,” “La Danse des Éclairs” (formerly “La Danse d’Argent”) 

and “La Danse de l’Effroi” (formerly “La Danse de la Peur”).  Schmitt premiered his op. 50 in 

January 1911 at the Théâtre du Châtelet where it was played by the orchestra of the Concerts 

Colonne, conducted by Pierné (the composer of Fuller’s 1895 Salomé music).  Most critics 

praised Schmitt’s music.  J. Jemain concluded that the finished concert suite demonstrated: 
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…refinement of rhythms and harmonies, fierce coloration, and, like their fateful 

instrumentation, [the dances] are also of personal and profound origins.  A frank success 

saluted this score of rare difficulty.
98

  

 

When published soon after, the score for La Tragédie de Salomé, op. 50 contained a new, 

truncated version of d’Humières’s scenario.  This version removed the descriptions of the cut 

dances but remained almost exactly the same as the original for the sections of the ballet-

pantomime that remained in the concert suite.  In its new guise, Schmitt’s music was performed 

in France with regularity before the mid-twentieth century; this is the version of La Tragédie that 

is most often heard today.
99

 

 The music of this concert suite provided the inspiration for three newly choreographed 

ballets in the years between its publication in 1912 and the end of World War I.  In April 1912, 

Jaques Rouché organized a two night “Concerts de Danse” at the Théâtre du Châtelet featuring 

the dancer Natalia Trouhanowa.
100

  To the choreography of Ivan Clustine, the resident 

choreographer for the Opéra, Trouhanowa danced to four musical works for orchestra written by 

contemporary French composers: Istar by Vincent d’Indy, La Péri by Paul Dukas, Adélaïde, ou 

le langage des fleurs by Maurice Ravel, and segments of the concert suite version of La Tragédie 

by Schmitt (see Figure 5.4).
101

  The composer of each work conducted his own piece, and each 

was set to different mise-en-scène designed by contemporary French artists.
102
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Figure 5.4. “La Tragédie de Salomé,” Comœdia (24 April 1912).
103

 

 

 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris.  
 

Trouhanowa was no stranger to portrayals of Salomé; she had danced “La Danse des sept 

voiles” for the Paris premieres of both Strauss’s and Mariotte’s operas.  Rowden has recently 

revealed the extent to which Trouhanowa  respected the Symbolist elements in La Tragédie’s 

score and scenario as well as thode in Fuller’s original synesthetic performances.  The dancer 

communicated by letter with both Schmitt and d’Humières to gain advice for her performance 

from La Tragédie’s creators.
104

  She wisely did not attempt to replicate Fuller’s lighting and 

projections but instead represented the symbols found in the original ballet-pantomime through 

dance, performing, for example, an “incense dance” to evoke the textual and musical images of 

“Les Enchantements sur la mer.”
105

  Trouhanowa’s dancing seemed to some critics to 

successfully unfiy symphonic music and dance.  Pierre Lalo lauded the performance, writing it 

was “like a synthesis of the art of our time.”
106

  The critics, however, universally panned Maxime 

Dethomas’s mise-en-scène.  The incongruity between La Tragédie’s music and Dethomas’s 
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scenery perhaps contributed to the lack of this new ballet’s long-term success.  After the 1912 

“Concerts de danse,” Trouhanowa’s version of La Tragédie was not performed again.   

 The following spring La Tragédie was revived once more, this time for the 1913 season 

of the Ballets Russes.  Letters between Stravinsky and Schmitt reveal that it was the Russian 

composer who brought Schmitt’s concert suite to the attention of Diaghilev.
107

  Throughout 

1912, Stravinsky wrote to Schmitt of his efforts to have a performance of La Tragédie scheduled 

for the next year.  In January 1913, Stravinsky finally requested the composer’s official 

permission: Diaghilev had acceded.
108

  D’Humières’s original scenario, however, was to be 

discarded.  “It is not La Tragédie de Salomé of d’Humières but the music of Florent Schmitt that 

we have the intention to play,” Stravinsky wrote.
109

  In response d’Humières asserted to Schmitt 

that he would not be denied a chance to participate in this new reincarnation.
110

  His efforts 

proved successful, and the 1913 program for La Tragédie of the Ballets Russes featured a 

completely new, more enigmatic and overtly Symbolist version of the scenario by d’Humières.  

Oddly, this new scenario completely eschewed the original plot.  Instead, in the Ballets Russes’s 

production, Salomé danced in a dream-like state in a world outside of space and time (it is 

suggested that the entire ballet may be a dream of Salomé’s), remembering the actions that led to 

Jean’s death.  A troupe of dancers in black face accompanied her, eventually overwhelming the 

solo dancer. 

 Tamara Karsavina, the prima ballerina of the Ballets Russes, was cast as Salomé.  

According to her memoires, Karsavina was feeling eclipsed by the stardom of Nijinsky and 
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believed that in response to her dissatisfaction Diaghilev had “commissioned Salome, a ballet 

entirely for me.”
111

  (Stravinsky’s letters prove that this was not true, whatever Diaghilev led 

Karsavina to believe.)  Michel Fokine had also felt pushed aside by Nijinsky’s growing influence 

and had left the Ballets Russes the previous spring.  With Fokine gone and Nijinsky too busy at 

work on choreography for Le Sacre, Fokine’s protégé, Boris Romanov, was left to choreograph 

La Tragédie.  Sergey Soudeikine, a designer heavily influenced by Russian Symbolism, created 

the sets.
112

  Soudeikine’s pen and ink drawings of the costumes published in Comœdia illustré 

and publicity photographs of Karsavina in costume reveal the heavy influence of Aubrey 

Beardsley, the illustrator of Wilde’s 1894 English publication of Salome, on Soudeikine’s 

interpretation (see Figure 5.5).   

Figure 5.5. “Mlle T. Karsavina dans La Tragédie de Salomé,” Comœdia (14 June 1913).
113
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Karsavina wore black and white costumes decorated with the sensuous curves of Beardsley’s art 

nouveau aesthetic.
114

  Dance critic André Levinson reported that the dance began with Karsavina 

descending an immense staircase.  Initially covered in a long cloak, each step revealed “her 

delicate knee where Soudeikine had, by hand, painted a rose.”
115

 

 The Ballets Russes’s La Tragédie opened at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées on 12 June 

1913.  Any possibility of its success had been dashed a week before by the 29 May premiere of  

Le Sacre du printemps; critics and audiences, overwhelmed by the novelty and innovation of Le 

Sacre, barely noticed La Tragédie.  Although Schmitt’s score was heralded as “masterful,” 

critics found Karsavina’s performance lacking.
116

  Louis Vuillemin specifically compared 

Karsavina’s dancing to Schmitt’s score unfavorably: “The choreographic version of Salomé that 

the ‘Ballets Russes’ have imagined will never give new sensations to the admirers of [Schmitt’s 

music.]”
117

  In his memoires, the dancer Serge Lifar condemned Romanov’s choreography as 

“rudimentary” and solely derivative of Fokine.
118

  When Diaghilev reprised La Tragédie in April 

1914, it again received negative reviews, now mostly disparaging the “infantine Symbolism” of 

Soudeikine’s mise-en-scène.
119

  The opaque language and plot effacement in the new scenario 

also dismayed audiences, and the ballet was dropped from the repertory.   

In 1919, Schmitt’s music for La Tragédie’s concert suite was revived one more time for a 

newly choreographed version at the Paris Opéra.  Rouché, now the Opéra’s director, recruited 
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Ida Rubinstein to dance as Salomé.  Like Fuller and Trouhanowa before her, Rubinstein had 

already performed as Salomé.  Rouché scheduled the Opéra premiere of La Tragédie de Salomé 

for 1 April 1919.  The ballet was part of a charity show meant to raise money for the recently 

liberated départements of Paris.  The choreography for the ballet was created by Nicola Guerra 

and featured complex footwork en pointe (a type of dancing totally new to Rubinstein).  This 

was a first in danced performances of La Tragédie.  All previous Salomés had danced La 

Tragédie in their bare feet in the “modern” style of dance championed by Fuller, Isadora 

Duncan, and Ruth St. Denis.  Additionally, Wilde’s Salomé stipulates that Salomé dances “La 

Danse des sept voiles” in her bare feet.
120

  René Piot designed the mise-en-scène.  Like his 

predecessors, Piot turned to La Tragédie’s Symbolist origins for inspiration.  In the dance he 

referred to as “La Danse des Apparitions,” for example, Piot projected “immense heads 

[appearing] like meteors” onto the stage back drop.
121

  Critics again reacted poorly to La 

Tragédie’s danced performance, citing the discrepancies between the dance, scenery, and 

d’Humières’s scenario as well as deriding the dancing en pointe as anachronistic and 

irreconcilable with the biblical setting.
122

  This version, however, entered the Opéra repertory 

and was performed occasionally until mid-century.  Today La Tragédie de Salomé is almost 

exclusively performed in the concert hall; as d’Humières wrote prophetically to Schmitt in 1913, 

“Your beautiful music alone remains.”
123

   

Conclusion 

 In his review for Comœdia, Gauthier-Villars concluded: 
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Florent Schmitt’s score is not one of those which can easily be externalized in 

movements and inflections.  All trembling with interior life and contained ardor, the 

composer’s idea…has something tense, concentrated, and profound about it that does not 

give itself away all of a sudden and does not immediately translate into physical lines and 

shapes.
124

  

 

Gauthier-Villars’s words call attention to the evocative nature of La Tragédie’s score, the very 

quality the Symbolists most admired about music and wished to integrate into their poetics.  This 

proposed integration into poetic writing of qualities associated with music and dance resulted in 

contradiction.  For many Symbolists, however, resolution became a possibility through a 

musicality of language that relied on the reciprocal correspondences believed to exist between art 

forms to transfer the essence of a text into other media through the appropriation of musical 

characteristics.  In this way, the musicality of language in d’Humières’s La Tragédie de Salomé 

could acquire, through the mediation of Schmitt’s score, reconciliation with the “corporeal 

writing” of Fuller’s dancing body.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

CONCLUSION 

 
A faceless voice has spoken in the night...Did I not hear the fated words? 

Shall I find the paths of the wonders of the shadow? 

Paul Valéry 

 

On 23 June 1931, Les Ballets Ida Rubinstein premiered a new work by Arthur Honegger 

on the stage of the Paris Opéra.
1
  Amphion combined declamation, recitative, operatic vocal 

music, chorus, and orchestra with gesture and dance to tell a story loosely based on the Greek 

myth of Amphion, the demi-god who built the temple to Apollo at Thebes by enticing the rocks 

to move in response to the music issuing from his lyre.  This theatrical work, classified in the 

secondary literature as a melodrama, a ballet, and an oratorio, was written by the poet and 

essayist Paul Valéry in 1922, though he had been considering the project since the 1890s.  As a 

young Symbolist poet, Valéry experimented with the sonic and structural properties of the 

French language and eventually came to see analogous relationships between the structures of 

language, music, and architecture.  Valéry cultivated his ideas on a Symbolist correspondence 

between these arts in his preliminary sketches for Amphion and approached Claude Debussy in 

1894 to discuss collaborating.
2
  Though nothing came of his overtures to the composer, Valéry 

never forgot Amphion, and he eventually contacted Rubinstein who agreed to produce it as well 

as commission Arthur Honegger to write its music.
3
  Rubinstein starred as Amphion in a 

production designed by Alexandre Benois, an original member of the Mir iskusstva circle and a 

founder of the Ballets Russes, and choreographed by Léonide Massine, also of the Ballets 

Russes, who used human bodies to represent the temple’s building blocks.   
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 Amphion exemplifies the continued influence of Symbolism on music, drama, and dance 

during the interwar years, adapted, however, to the aesthetic goals of a new generation.  In this 

dissertation I have worked to demonstrate how the tenets of literary Symbolism affected a wide 

range of music at the fin-de-siècle, including pieces with sound worlds much different from those 

of Debussy’s Faune and Pelléas.  These include examples as varied as the dark, dense 

atmosphere of Mariotte’s Salomé and the heavily dissonant and rhythmically complex music of 

Schmitt’s La Tragédie.  I have posited that paying closer attention to the literary contexts of 

music, and considering especially the musicality of language in source texts, works 

constructively as a means for identifying music that can be examined through the lens of a 

Symbolist aesthetic.  This lens can be applied to a much larger repertory than previously 

considered; it can therefore offer us new insight into the composition, creation, and performance 

of works in a variety of musical styles developed well into the twentieth century, such as the 

neoclassicism of 1931’s Amphion.   

I began this study by considering the relationship between text and music in the often 

enigmatic aesthetic philosophy of Symbolism, a topic that continues to attract scholarly inquiry 

in a variety of disciplines.  One of these fields of inquiry concerns the nature of Symbolism’s 

influence on musical construction at the fin-de-siècle.  I have posited answers to some of the 

questions that arise from this topic, demonstrating how musical composition was influenced by 

Symbolist thought on music, most notably through a response by some composers to a Symbolist 

musicality of language.  I use the phrase “musicality of language” to reference three distinct but 

related ideas.  Firstly, I utilize this term to signify the privileging of the sonic qualities of words 

over their semantic qualities by Symbolist writers as well as the composers who eventually set 

their poetic works to music.  Under the influence of Debussy’s text-setting innovations in Pelléas 
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et Mélisande, Mariotte and Strauss, for example, responded to Wilde’s Symbolist text by 

composing monotonous, recitational melodic lines constructed of rhythmic motives set in small 

pitch intervals or repeated pitches; these composers were guided above all by a desire to replicate 

in French singing the natural stress patterns of French speech.  Furthermore, these composers 

privileged specific vocal timbres and styles of declamation that they heard as more “poetic” than 

“operatic.” 

 Secondly, musicality of language refers to how composers responded to the adoption by 

Symbolist writers of techniques used in the structuring of musical composition, specifically 

repetition and the development of textual leitmotifs.  When composers such as Mariotte, Strauss, 

Glazunov, and Schmitt chose to set Symbolist texts like Wilde’s Salomé to music, they 

responded by imitating the musically-influenced style of Symbolist writing through musical 

means.  In orchestral music that did not accompany text, like Glazunov’s incidental music or 

Schmitt’s ballet-pantomime, composers used episodic forms to evoke particular affective or 

narrative elements of the source text.  In both orchestral music and operatic music like Mariotte’s 

and Strauss’s operas, composers incorporated leitmotifs and musical symbols that could be 

understood in the Symbolist sense as multivalent and revelatory through a network of connected 

meanings.  Though reflective of Richard Wagner’s influence in music at the fin-de-siècle, 

leitmotivic development can also be understood as a response to a Symbolist musicality of 

language. 

 Lastly, the artists, dancers, and directors who collaborated in the production of these 

Symbolist-inspired works for the stage extended the concept of musicality of language out of the 

aural and into the realm of the visual.  This visual musicality contributed to the creation for 

audience members of a multisensory theatrical experience that the collaborators hoped would 
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engender a glimpse of the Idée.  Meyerhold, Fokine, Rubinstein, Bakst, and Fuller, for example, 

worked in their own disciplines to create such an atmosphere through stylized gesture and 

declamation, evocative movement, developments in stage technology, and manipulation of color 

and line in costumes and scenery. 

The predominant view held by contemporary scholars of history, literature, and music, 

that Symbolism faded away with other nineteenth-century relics during World War I and in its 

immediate aftermath, can be challenged by examining the influence of a Symbolist musicality of 

language on later musical works.  Ballets and hybrid works created by the competing companies 

of Diaghilev and Rubinstein offer a place to start the search for music which may benefit from an 

examination rooted in the musicalized poetics of Symbolism.
4
  Rubinstein continued to 

commission works that defied traditional genre classifications such as Perséphone (1934) with 

music by Igor Stravinsky, text from the former Symbolist poet André Gide, and choreography by 

Kurt Jooss; recitation and dance were combined with orchestral music, a baritone soloist, a full 

chorus, and a boys’ choir.  Stravinsky and George Balanchine’s Apollon musagète (premiered by 

the Ballets Russes in 1928), based on a scenario by the composer that explored the relationship 

between dance, poetry, and mime, continued to combine artistic media in new and exciting ways, 

within, in this case, the idiom of classical ballet and neoclassical music.  The briefly viable but 

innovative Ballets Suédois also produced works in the 1920s that reveled in the correspondences 

between speech, music, dance, and the visual arts, often choreographed to compositions by the 

members of Les Six.  Many of the same individuals involved in these productions also 

experimented in film and film music, an entirely new art form that earlier artists like Fuller had 

recognized, even in its infancy, as offering unique possibilities for Symbolist-inspired creation; 

                                                           
4
 Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes continued to perform as a company until the impresario’s death in 1929. 
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the study of early film music may also therefore benefit from a methodology based in musicality 

of language. 

At mid-century, Symbolism and especially the writings and philosophy of Stéphane 

Mallarmé influenced another young group of composers.  Prominent among them was Pierre 

Boulez whose Pli selon pli: Portrait de Mallarmé (1962) for soprano soloist and orchestra set 

poems that spanned the length of Mallarmé’s career.  The five movements of Pli selon pli 

explore innovative timbral combinations of voice and instruments within a reified style that 

features both serialist techniques and moments of indeterminacy.  In composing this work, 

Boulez closely studied the sonic qualities and poetic syntax of Mallarmé’s verse in order to 

incorporate these characteristics into his music.  Although often classed alongside other post-war 

serialist pieces, Pli selon pli holds the potential to reveal new insights when viewed through the 

lens of Symbolism. 

The influence of Symbolist aesthetics and philosophy on musical composition and 

dramaturgical practice may have reached its peak during the fin-de-siècle but reorienting our 

attention to an understanding of this influence rooted in musicality of language opens up a whole 

century of music and theater to previously unrecognized insights.  How were the musicalized 

poetics and dramaturgy of Symbolism received by later generations?  How did these composers 

and performers in inter- and post-war France respond to and interpret Symbolist aesthetics?  

More specifically, how did musical compositions inspired by Symbolist texts continue to be 

influenced by a musicality of language, perhaps adapted to new musical styles such as the 

neoclassicism of Honegger’s Amphion or the serialism of Boulez’s Pli selon pli?  By exploring 

musical works of the twentieth century through the previously little-utilized lens of Symbolism, 
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unknown secrets of this music may be, in Mallarmé’s words, revealed “pli selon pli” (“fold by 

fold”).
5
  

                                                           
5
 Stéphane Mallarmé, “Remémoration d’amis belges,” in Œuvres complètes, Vol. 1, ed. Bertrand Marchal (Paris: 

Gallimard, 1998), 32.  Boulez took the title of his 1962 composition from this poem but did not set its text. 
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Date Work (composer) Genre Venue Performer of 

Salomé role 

(dancer if different)  

Additional information 

1896      

11 Feb Salomé Drame  Comédie-

Parisienne, Paris 

Lina Munte Wilde’s play staged by Lugné-Poe 

and Théâtre de l’Œuvre to protest 

Wilde’s conviction  

 

1905      

9 Dec Salome (Strauss) Musikdrama Hofoper, Dresden Marie Wittich  

(Bianca Froelich) 

Sung to German libretto by Strauss 

created from Lachmann’s German 

translation of Salomé 

 

1907      

25 Mar Salomé (Strauss) Drame musical Théâtre royal de la 

Monnaie, 

Brussels 

Mariette Mazarin 

(Aïda Boni) 

Sung to French libretto by Strauss 

and Rolland created from Wilde’s 

Salomé 

 

29 Apr Salomé (Strauss) Drame musical Petit Théâtre, Paris Lucy Isnardon Sung to Strauss/Rolland libretto in 

private performance sponsored by 

Le Figaro  

 

8 May Salome (Strauss) Musikdrama Théâtre du 

Châtelet, Paris 

Emmy Destinn 

(Natalia 

Trouhanowa) 

 

Sung by imported German cast to 

original German libretto 

9 Nov La Tragédie de 

Salomé (Schmitt) 

Ballet-

pantomime 

Théâtre des Arts, 

Paris 

 

 

 

 

Loïe Fuller Scenario by d’Humières; 

Choreography by Fuller 
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1908      

30 Oct Salomé (Mariotte) Tragédie lyrique Opéra nationale de 

Lyon 

 

S. de Wailly French libretto by Mariotte created 

from Wilde’s Salomé 

20 Dec Salomé (Glazunov) Drame with 

musique de 

scéne 

 

St. Petersburg 

Conservatoire 

 

Ida Rubinstein Performed without text; 

Choreography by Fokine 

 

1910      

21 Apr Salomé (Mariotte) Tragédie lyrique Théâtre-Lyrique 

municipal de la 

Gaîté, Paris 

Lucienne Bréval 

(Natalia 

Trouhanowa) 

 

 

6 May Salome (Strauss) Musikdrama Paris Opéra Mary Garden Sung to French, versified libretto 

translated from German by Joseph 

de Marliave 

 

May La Tragédie de 

Salomé (Schmitt) 

 

Concert suite Paris  Two selections performed by 

Orchestre de la Société Nationale  

29 Nov Salomé (Mariotte) Tragédie lyrique Opéra de Marseille 

Théâtre municipal 

 

Garchery 

(Lucy Maire) 

 

1911      

8 Jan La Tragédie de 

Salomé (Schmitt) 

 

Concert suite Théâtre du 

Châtelet, Paris 

 Concert suite premiered by 

Orchestre de Concerts Colonne  

7 Apr Salomé (Mariotte) Tragédie lyrique Théâtre-Lyrique 

municipal de la 

Gaîté, Paris  

 

 

 

Lucienne Bréval  
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27 Nov Salome (Strauss) Musikdrama Paris Opéra Gemma Bellincioni Sung in Italian by Bellincioni; all 

other roles sung to Marliave  

libretto 

 

1912      

22 Apr La Tragédie de 

Salomé (Schmitt) 

Ballet Théâtre du 

Châtelet, Paris 

Natalia 

Trouhanowa 

Danced to music of concert suite 

as part of Trouhanowa’s Concerts 

de danse; 

New choreography by Clustine 

 

7 Apr Salome (Strauss) Musikdrama Opéra de Nice Mariette Mazarin 

 

Sung to Marliave libretto 

6 May Salome (Strauss) Musikdrama Paris Opéra Maria Kousnezoff Sung to Marliave libretto 

 

13 Jun Salomé (Glazunov) Drame with 

musique de 

scéne 

Théâtre du 

Châtelet, Paris 

Ida Rubinstein Text returned; Pre-performance 

concert of music by Rimsky-

Korsakov and Fauré 

 

10 Oct Salome (Strauss) Musikdrama Paris Opéra Mary Garden Sung to Marliave libretto 

 

20 Oct La Tragédie de 

Salomé (Schmitt) 

 

Concert suite Salle Gaveau, Paris  Performed by Orchestre de 

Concerts Lamoureux  

28 Oct Salomé (Mariotte) Orchestral 

excerpts 

Salle Gaveau, Paris  “Prélude” and “La Danse des sept 

voiles” performed by Orchestre de 

Concerts Lamoureux 

 

1913      

22 Jan Salome (Strauss) Musikdrama 

 

Paris Opéra Maria Labia Sung to Marliave libretto 

7 May Salome (Strauss) Musikdrama Paris Opéra Mary Garden, 

Maria Kousnezoff 

Sung to Marliave libretto; Lead 

role taken over by Kousnezoff 

beginning 28 May 
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12 Jun La Tragédie de 

Salomé (Schmitt) 

Ballet Théâtre du 

Champs-Élysées, 

Paris 

Tamara Karsavina Danced to music of concert suite 

as part of Ballets Russes season; 

New scenario by d’Humières; 

New choreography by Romanov 

 

1914      

15 Feb La Tragédie de 

Salomé (Schmitt) 

Concert suite Casino de Paris  Performed by Orchestre de 

Concerts populaires  

 

 

23 Feb Salome (Strauss) Musikdrama Théâtre royal de la 

Monnaie, 

Brussels 

 

Francès Rose 

(Cerny) 

Performed as part of Strauss 

festival 

18 Apr La Tragédie de 

Salomé (Schmitt) 

Ballet Monte Carlo Tamara Karsavina Truncated version of Romanov’s 

ballet performed after which 

Diaghilev removed it from the 

repertory 

 

24 Apr Salome (Strauss) Musikdrama Opéra nationale de 

Lyon 

 

Maria Kousnezoff Sung to Marliave libretto 

1917      

4 Nov La Tragédie de 

Salomé (Schmitt) 

Concert suite Salle Gaveau, Paris  Performed by orchestras of  

Concerts Colonne and Lamoreux, 

combined due to war 

 

1919      

1 Apr La Tragédie de 

Salomé (Schmitt) 

Ballet Paris Opéra Ida Rubinstein Danced to music of concert suite; 

New choreography en pointe by 

Guerra 

 

 



306 
 

2 Jul Salomé (Mariotte) Tragédie lyrique Paris Opéra Lucienne Bréval, 

Lucy Isnardon 

(Delsaux) 

 

Lead role taken over by Isnardon 

beginning 24 July 

 

 

 



307 
 

 
 

APPENDIX B 

 

CRITICAL RECEPTION: JOURNAL ARTICLES CONSULTED 
 



308 
 

Table B.1. Antoine Mariotte, Salomé.  
 

Date Author Article title Journal title Volume/Number Page numbers 

1907      

11 Sep Berr, Émile La Vie hors Paris Le Figaro 53, no. 254 1 

1908      

8 Mar  Vallas, Léon Chronique lyonnaise Revue musicale de Lyon 5, no. 21 614 

28 Oct   “Comœdia” à Lyon Comœdia 

 

2, no. 394 4 

31 Oct   “Comœdia” à Lyon Comœdia 

 

2, no. 397 5 

31 Oct  A.F.  Grand-Théâtre de Lyon La Dépêche de Lyon  1-2 

1 Nov  Bach-Sisley, Jean “Comœdia” à Lyon Comœdia 2, no. 398 5 

1 & 8 Nov  Vallas, Léon Chronique lyonnaise Revue musicale de Lyon 6, no. 3 & 4 103-105 

15 Nov  Roussel, Albert Les Premières Le Courrier musical 11, no. 22 637-638 

15 Nov  Vallas, Léon “Salomé” de A. 

Mariotte 

Revue musicale de Lyon 6, no. 5 129-136 

17 Nov  Lalo, Pierre La Musique Le Temps 48, no. 17,311 2 

25 Nov  Lalo, Pierre La Musique Le Temps 48, no. 17,319 3 

29 Nov  Lalo, Pierre À travers la presse Revue musicale de Lyon 6, no. 7 207-209 

1 Dec   Échos Mercure de France 19, no. 275 573-574 

1 Dec   Échos et Nouvelles 

Diverses 

Le Courrier musical 11, no. 23 688-689 

15 Dec  Calvocoressi, M.-D. 

[Michel-Dimitri] 

Comœdia Illustré en 

province 

Comœdia illustré 1, no. 1 27 

1909      

1 Jan  Pioch, Georges Chronique du mois Musica 8, no. 76 2 

1 Feb  Pioch, Georges Chronique du mois Musica 8, no. 77 18 

14 Mar  Vallas, Léon Chronique lyonnaise Revue musicale de Lyon 6, no. 22 655 

1 Apr  Stœcklin, Paul de ‘Chand d’Musique Le Courrier musical 12, no. 7 222-223 

1 Jun  Rolland, Romain À propos de quelques 

articles sur Richard 

Strauss 

Bulletin français de la S.I.M. 5, no. 6 513-528 

15 Jun  Moulenq, Jean La Saison lyrique, 

1908-1909 

Revue musicale de Lyon 6, no. 28 821 
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15 Jul  Rolland, Romain À propos de quelques 

articles sur Richard 

Strauss, Suite 

Bulletin français de la S.I.M. 5, no. 7 625-634 

Aug-Sept   À propos de Richard 

Strauss 

Bulletin français de la S.I.M. 5, no. 8-9 722 

1 Aug  Selon, Sauveur Le cas Mariotte-Strauss Le Feu  107-118 

15 Aug-15 Sept  Vallas, Léon La fin de l’affaire 

“Salomé” 

Revue musicale de Lyon 6, no. 30-31 873-881 

23 Aug  Basset, Serge Courrier des Théâtres Le Figaro 55, no. 235 

 

5 

23 Aug  Souday, Paul Les Deux Salomé Le Gaulois 44, no. 11,636 1-2 

Dec    Chronique lyonnaise Revue musicale de Lyon 7, no. 10 309 

1910      

 Brussel, Robert Théâtre-Lyrique de la 

Gaîté* 

   

 Coquard, Arthur “Salomé”* L’Écho de Paris   

 Hahn, Reynaldo Théâtre de la Gaîté* Le Journal   

 Intérim La Semaine théâtrale*    

 Mirande, Hippolyte La Semaine théâtrale*    

 Silvio La Soirée à l’Opéra 

municipal* 

   

1 Feb   Supplément musical Musica 9, no. 89 34-36 

1 Mar  Pioch, Georges Chronique de mois Musica 9, no. 90 34 

24 Mar  Devaux, Louis Opéra de Marseille*    

24 Mar  Stoullig, Edmond Théâtre de la Gaîté Les Annales du Théâtre et de la 

Musique: 1910 

36 342-347 

21 Apr   Gaîté-Lyrique Comœdia 4, no. 934 3 

22 Apr  L.H. Les Répétitions 

générales 

Comœdia 4, no. 935 2 

23 Apr  Aderer, Adolphe Premières 

Représentations 

Le Petit Parisien 35, no. 12,229 2 

23 Apr  B.M. [B. Marcel] Les Premières L’Humanité 7, no. 2,197 2 

23 Apr  Brussel, Robert Les Théâtres Le Figaro 56, no. 113 5 

23 Apr  Vuillemin, L. [Louis] Théâtre municipal de la 

Gaîté-Lyrique 

Comœdia 4, no. 936 3 
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24 Apr   Gaîté-Lyrique Comœdia 4, no. 937 4 

26 Apr   Gaîté-Lyrique Comœdia 4, no. 939 3 

26 Apr  Fourcaud, Louis de Musique Le Gaulois 45, no. 11,882 2-3 

30 Apr  Pougin, Arthur Semaine théâtrale Le Ménestrel 76, no. 18 138-139 

1 May  Dayrolles, Albert Musique Les Annales politiques et littéraires 28, no. 1,401 440-443 

1 May  Debay, Victor Théâtre lyrique de la 

Gaîté 

Le Courrier musical 13, no. 9 354-356 

1 May  Jullien, Adolphe Revue musicale Journal des débats 122, no. 120 1 

1 May  Pioch, Georges La “Salomé” de A. 

Mariotte 

Musica 9, no. 92 72 

4 May  Lalo, Pierre La Musique Le Temps 50, no. 17,841 3 

15 May  Vallas, Léon La “Salomé” française 

à Paris 

Revue musicale de Lyon 7, no. 27 809-814 

16 May  Marnold, Jean Musique Mercure de France 85, no. 310 354-356 

17 May  Lalo, Pierre La Musique Le Temps 50, no. 17,854 3 

1 Jun  Curzon, Henri de Les Deux Salomé Le Théâtre no. 275 6-15 

1 Jun  Sérieyx, Auguste Chronique musicale L’Action française 3, no. 152 3 

15 Jul  Carraud, Gaston Le Mois La Revue musicale S.I.M. 6, no. 7 323-331 

15 Nov  Mariotte, A. 

[Antoine] 

La Création de 

“Salomé” à l’Opéra de 

Marseille 

Massilia 3, no. 64 9 

25 Nov  Bohren, Georges Avant-Première*    

27 Nov  Laurens, Léopold Avant “Salomé”*    

29 Nov  Mariotte, A. 

[Antoine] 

“Salomé”* Le Théâtre   

29 Nov  P.H. La Répétition 

Générale* 

   

30 Nov  Bohren, Georges La Soirée théâtrale à 

Marseille* 

   

30 Nov  L.B. La Soirée à l’Opéra 

municipal* 
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1911      

8 Apr  L.V. 

[Louis Vuillemin] 

Reprise de Salomé à la 

Gaîté* 

 

 

   

1912      

28 Oct  Brussel, Robert Les Concerts*    

28 Oct  Vuillemin, Louis La Semaine musical*    

*Articles found in Dossier d’Œuvre: Salomé, poème d’Oscar Wilde, musique de Mariotte, Re 10.897, Département de la musique, Bibliothèque 

nationale de France, Paris. 

 

Table B.2. Richard Strauss, Salomé.  
 

Date Author Article title Journal title Volume/Number Page numbers 

1907      

3 Mar  La question “Salomé” Le Guide musical 53, no. 9 165-166 

10 Mar   Théâtre royal de la Monnaie L’Éventail 20, no. 27 1 

17 Mar   Choses de Théâtre L’Éventail 20, no. 28 1 

17 Mar  M.K. [Maurice 

Kufferath] 

Salomé Le Guide musical 53, no. 11 207-211 

24 Mar  Eekhoud, Georges Théâtre de la Monnaie – 

Salomé 

L’Éventail 20, no. 29 1-2 

24 Mar  M.K. [Maurice 

Kufferath] 

Salomé (Suite et fin) Le Guide musical 53, no. 12 227-229 

26 Mar  Schneider, Louis Salomé aux Bruxelles Gil Blas 28, no. 10,019 3 

26 Mar  Wolff, Charles Les Premières aux Bruxelles Le Gaulois 42, no. 10,755 3 

30 Mar Solvay, Lucien Correspondance de Belgique Le Ménestrel 73, no. 13 99 

31 Mar Eekhoud, Georges Théâtre de la Monnaie – 

Salomé (Suite) 

L’Eventail 20, no. 30 1 

31 Mar  J. Br. Salomé Le Guide musical 53, no. 13 253-255 

31 Mar  Lesbroussart, Henry Salomé L’Art moderne 27, no. 13 97-99 

1 Apr  Morrisseaux, F.-

Charles 

La “Salomé” d’Oscar Wilde et 

Richard Strauss au Théâtre de 

la Monnaie 

Le Thyrse 8 385-393 

14 Apr  Lesbroussart, Henry Salomé (Second article) L’Art moderne 27, no. 15 113-115 
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15 Apr  Van Den Borren, 

Charles 

Salomé Le Courrier musical 10, no. 8 242-245 

30 Apr  Lara, René Une audition de “Salomé” au 

FIGARO 

Le Figaro 53, no. 120 1-2 

 1 May Grétry, Félicien Salomé Musica 6, no. 56 71 

15 Jun Laloy, Louis La Mois, Musique nouvelle Le Mercure musical 3, no. 6 645-651 

1 Sept Curzon, Henri de Une Représentation de la 

“Salomé” de R. Strauss, chez 

M. Jacques Isnardon 

Le Théâtre 10, no. 209 126 

 
 
Table B.3. Aleksandr Glazunov, Introduction et La Danse de Salomée. 
 

Date Author Article title Journal title Volume/Number Page numbers 

1909      

19 Aug  Crispin Théâtres et Concerts Le Journal 18, no. 6,171 7 

22 Aug  Beaudu, Édouard Le Théâtre L’Intransigeant 29, no. 10,630 3 

22 Aug  Rantz, Pierre Réouverture de l’Olympia Comœdia 3, no. 692 2 

23 Aug  Delilia, Alfred Spectacles & Concerts Le Figaro 55, no. 235 5-6 

23 Aug  Strapontin Paris la nuit Gil Blas 30, no. 11,884 3 

4 Sept  Montesquiou, 

Robert de 

La Danse des sept voiles Gil Blas 30, no. 11,896 1 

11 Sept  Kendrew, Edward 

G. 

Ida Rubinstein, “Dance of the 

Seven Veils” 

Variety 16 14 

18 Sept   Variety Gossip The Era  20 

2 Oct   The Coliseum The Era  21 

13 Oct   “Like a Bubble and Like a Bee” The Sketch  8 

1912      

1912 Bidou, Henry La Saison de Paris; Salomé Journal des débats   

Jun Dale, Alan The Only Gil Who Ever Broke 

d’Annunzio’s Heart 

American-Examiner   

11 Jun  Bernstaam, Serge Le Monument d’Oscar Wilde Comœdia 6, no. 1,715 4 

12 Jun   Au Châtelet: La grande Saison 

de Paris 

Comœdia 6, no. 1,716 3 

13 Jun  Flers, Robert de Les Théâtres Le Figaro 58, no. 165 5 
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13 Jun Schneider, Louis Les Premières 

 

Le Gaulois 47, no. 12,661 3 

14 Jun   Dernière Heure théâtrale; 

Incidents au Châtelet 

L’Écho de Paris 29, no. 10,177 3 

14 Jun L.V. [Louis 

Vuillemin]  

La musique Comœdia 6, no. 1,718 4 

14 Jun  Pawlowski, G. de 

[Gaston] 

La Grande saison de Paris  Comœdia 6, no. 1,718 3-4 

14 Jun  Schneider, Louis La mise en scène et les décors Comœdia 6, no. 1,718 4 

14 Jun  Sée, Edmond Le Théâtre Gil Blas 34, no. 12,904 4-5 

14 Jun  Swing Feuillets Gil Blas 34, no. 12,904 1 

14 Jun Un Monsieur de 

l’Orchestre 

[Miguel Zamacoïs] 

Les Théâtres, La Soirée Le Figaro 58, no. 166 6 

 

14 Jun  Vestris Billet de minuit Comœdia 6, no. 1,718 4 

15 Jun   La Grande Saison de Paris Comœdia 6, no. 1,719 3 

15 Jun  Ed. S. Théâtres Journal des débats 124, no. 166 3 

15 Jun  Théâtres et Concerts Le Matin 29, no. 10,336 6 

15 Jun  Stoullig, Edmond La Semaine théâtrale Le Monde artiste 52, no. 24 374-376 

16 Jun  Daudet, Léon L’Autre Salomé L’Action française 5, no. 168 1 

17 Jun   Au Châtelet Comœdia 6, no. 1,721 3 

18 Jun   Au Châtelet Comœdia 6, no. 1,722 3 

19 Jun   Au Châtelet Comœdia 6, no. 1,723 3 

20 Jun  L.H. Vingt ans avant…Salomé au 

Théâtre de l’Œuvre et Salomé 

au Châtelet 

Comœdia 6, no. 1,724 2 

22 Jun   Échos Comœdia 6, no. 1,726 1 

Jul Le Rieur Dancing News Dancing Times 2 412-416 

1 Jul  Canudo [Riciotto] Le Théâtre d’Oscar Wilde Comœdia illustré 4, no. 18 763-766 

15 Jul Delluc, Louis Salomé: Drame en un acte 

d’Oscar Wilde 

Comœdia illustré 4, no. 19 831 
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Table B.4. Florent Schmitt, La Tragédie de Salomé.  
 

Date Author Article title Journal title Volume/Number Page numbers 

1907      

27 Oct  Théâtre des Arts Comœdia 1, no. 27 3 

28 Oct  Théâtre des Arts Comœdia 1, no. 28 3 

29 Oct  Théâtre des Arts Comœdia 1, no. 29 4 

30 Oct  Théâtre des Arts Comœdia 1, no. 30 4 

31 Oct  Théâtre des Arts Comœdia 1, no. 31 4 

1 Nov  Théâtre des Arts Comœdia 1, no. 32 4 

2 Nov  Théâtre des Arts Comœdia 1, no. 33 3 

3 Nov Davin de 

Champclos, G. 

La Rentrée de la Loïe Fuller Comœdia 1, no. 34 1 

4 Nov Davin de 

Champclos, G. 

Les Avants-Premières Comœdia 1, no. 35 2 

8 Nov Claretie, Jules La Vie à Paris Le Temps 47, no. 16,938 2 

8 Nov La Masque de 

Verre 

Échos Comœdia 1, no. 39 1 

9 Nov Davin de 

Champclos, G.  

Échos Comœdia 1, no. 40 1-2 

9 Nov Stoullig, Edmond 9 novembre Les Annales du Théâtre et de la 

Musique: 1907 

33 469-471 

10 Nov Addé Courrier des Spectacles Le Gaulois 42, no. 10,984 3 

10 Nov Davin de 

Champclos, G. 

La Soirée, chez la Loïe Fuller Comœdia 1, no. 41 2-3 

10 Nov F.N. [François de 

Nion] 

Les Premières L’Écho de Paris 24, no. 8,549 4 

10 Nov Gauthier-Villars, 

Henry 

La Musique Comœdia 1, no. 41 2 

10 Nov Launay, Guy Au Théâtre Le Matin 24, no. 8,657 4 

10 Nov Nozière 

[Fernand Weil] 

Le Théâtre Gil Blas 28, no. 10,244 3 

10 Nov Schneider, Louis Théâtre des Arts Comœdia 1, no. 41 1-2 

11 Nov Brisson, Adolphe Chronique théâtrale Le Temps 47, no. 16,941 1-2 

15 Nov A.V. Une tête à cent expressions Femina 164 507 
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16 Nov Chevalier, Paul-

Émile 

Semaine théâtrale Le Ménestrel 73, no. 46 363 

24 Nov Sergines Les Échos de Paris Les Annales politiques 25, no. 1,274 485-486 

25 Nov Trogan, Édouard Les Œuvres et les hommes Le Correspondant 79, no. 4 803-821 

15 Dec Laloy, Louis Art de la danse Le Mercure musical 3, no. 12 1309-1311 

1910      

1 Jun Sérieyx, Auguste Chronique musicales L’Action français 3, no. 152 3 

1 Aug Marnold, Jean Le Psaume XLVII et La 

Tragédie de Salomé 

Le Mercure de France 86, no. 315 538-543 

1911      

3 Jan  Musique et Concerts 

symphoniques 

Comœdia 5, no. 1,191 4 

9 Jan Brussel, Robert Les Concerts Le Figaro 57, no. 9 4-5 

12 Jan Lalo, Pierre La Musique Le Temps 51, no. 18,092 3 

14 Jan Jemain, J. Revue des Grands Concerts Le Ménestrel 77, no. 2 13 

1 Feb Vuillemin, L. 

[Louis] 

Les Grands Concerts Musica 10, no. 101 27 

1912      

18 Apr Nicolet Séances musicales Le Gaulois 47, no. 12,605 3 

19 Apr Galbat, Marcel Les Concerts de danse de Mlle 

Trouhanowa 

Comœdia 6, no. 1,663 1-2 

23 Apr  Châtelet Comœdia 6, no. 1,667 4 

23 Apr Nozière 

[Fernand Weil] 

Soirée parisienne Gil Blas 34, no. 12,852 5 

23 Apr Pioch, Georges Le Théâtre Gil Blas 34, no. 12,852 4-5 

24 Apr Brussel, Robert Les Théâtres Le Figaro 58, no. 115 4 

24 Apr Schneider, Louis La Mise en scène et les décors Comœdia 6, no. 1,668 2 

24 Apr Vuillemin, Louis Au Théâtre municipal du 

Châtelet 

Comœdia 6, no. 1,668 1-2 

25 Apr Schneider, Louis Concerts Le Gaulois 47, no. 12,612 3 

27 Apr Rameau Musiques Le Monde artiste 52, no. 17 261-262 

28 Apr H. de C. [Henri de 

Curzon] 

La Semaine Paris Le Guide musical 58, no. 17 334 

1 May Pillois, Jacques À propos d’un Concert de 

Danse 

Le Courrier musical 15, no. 8 266-268 
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12 May Sérieyx, Auguste Les Saisons musicales L’Action français 5, no. 133 4 

15 May Brussel, Robert De la musique et de la danse La Revue musicale S.I.M. 8, no. 5 56-60 

15 May Calvocoressi, M.-D. 

[Michel-Dimitri] 

Les Concerts de danse de Mlle 

Trouhanowa 

Comœdia illustré  638-639 

16 May Gauthier-Villars, 

Henry 

Musique Le Mercure de France 97, no. 358 411-416 

18 Jun Lalo, Pierre La Musique Le Temps 52, no. 18,613 3 

20 Jun Haller, Georges En marge d’un concert de 

danse 

La Phalange 7, no. 72 559-560 

1913      

11 Jun D’Humières, 

Robert 

La Tragédie de Salomé Comœdia 7, no. 2,079 4 

11 Jun Linor, G. Au Théâtre des Champs-

Élysées 

Comœdia 7, no. 2,079 3 

13 Jun Linor, G. Au Théâtre des Champs-

Élysées 

Comœdia 7, no. 2,082 3 

14 Jun Linor, G. Les Ballets Russes au Théâtre 

des Champs-Élysées 

Comœdia 7, no. 2,083 2 

16 Jun Vuillemin, Louis La Semaine musicale Comœdia 7, no. 2,084 4 

30 Jun P.M. Théâtre des Champs-Élysées Le Monde musical 12 198 

Jun/Jul  Chronique parisienne Revue française de musique 14 604 

5 Jul Debay, Jacques La Tragédie de Salomé Comœdia 7, no. 2,103 906-907 

1 Oct  Grovlez, Gabriel La Musique dans les partitions Musica 133 209 

1919      

2 Apr Un Fauteuil de 

balcon 

Le Gala de l’Opéra au profit 

des départements libérés 

Le Gaulois 34, no. 45,145 1 

5 Apr Banès, Antoine Courrier des Théâtres Le Figaro 65, no. 95 3 

7 Apr Pawlowski, G. de 

[Gaston] 

Les Premières parisiennes Le Journal 9,689 2 
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APPENDIX C 

 

MARIOTTE’S SALOMÉ: SCENE 7 ANALYSIS 
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 Text
1
 Leitmotifs and/or musical symbols;  

Other musical elements 

P. 423-

424, 

final 

pages 

of 

Scene 6 

 

Tout le monde s’écarte et la scène semble 

vide…La foule murmure longuement.  Les 

Nazaréens s’agenouillent et commencent 

à prier. 

 

[Everyone recedes, and the stage seems 

empty…The crowd murmurs at length.  

The Nazarenes kneel and begin to pray.] 

 

 

P. 425, 

first 

page of 

Scene 7 

Pendant toute la première partie de cette 

scène, des grands nuages passent dans le 

ciel, voilant par moment la lumière de la 

lune, mais sans la cacher complètement.  

(Les moments plus grande clarté doivent 

coïncider avec les passages où la harpe 

égrène ses sons harmoniques.) 

 

[Throughout the first part of this scene, 

large clouds pass across the sky, 

momentarily veiling the light of the moon 

but without obscuring it completely.  (The 

moments with the greatest light should 

coincide with the passages when the harp 

suffuses the atmosphere with its 

harmonics.)]   

 

 

P. 425, 

[139] 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elle s’arrête, en contemplation devant le 

sanglant trophée. Le cri de la foule à 

adoucit en un long murmure à bouche 

fermée, comme d’un chuchotement de 

prières. 

 

[She stops in contemplation before the 

bloody trophy.  The cry of the crowd 

softens into a long closed mouth hum, like 

a whisper of prayers.]    

 

Salomé:  Ah!  

 

-F minor cadence after previous scene in C minor 

-SATB chorus hums with closed mouths on 

sustained chords
2
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 The stage directions appear in italics in the table.  The English translation is in brackets.  I have translated the stage 

directions but the translation of Salomé’s text is taken from Aubrey Beardsley and Oscar Wilde, Salome (Mineola, 

NY: Dover Publications, 1967). 
2
 This wordless chorus may have been inspired by that of Claude Debussy in “Sirènes” or of Vincent d’Indy in 

Fervaal.  In Fervaal, a wordless female chorus introduces the oracle Kaïto.  The choruses of all three composers are 

meant to evoke the supernatural (as is that in Florent Schmitt’s concert suite version of La Tragédie de Salomé, 

discussed in Chapter 5); however, only Mariotte’s is scored for voices of both sexes.  Pierre Lalo poetically reported 

that the music of the unseen, wordless chorus seemed “s’exhaler des murs du palais.”  Pierre Lalo, “La Musique,” Le 

Temps, 50, no. 17,854 (17 May 1910): 3. 
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+ 3 

 

+ 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(dolce) Je baiserai ta bouche, Iokanaan!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Je te l’ai dit, n’est-ce pas?  

 

[Salomé:  Ah! (sweetly) I will kiss thy 

mouth, Iokanaan.  I said it; did I not say 

it?] 

 

-Salomé:  Fragment of Love leitmotif 

 

-Chorus:  Fragment of Love leitmotif in minor mode 

and a homophonic texture 

-Muted violas and cellos sustain F minor chord and 

are the only instrumental accompaniment 

 

P. 426 

 

+ 7 

 

 

 

 

+ 10 

 

Je te l’ai dit?  Eh bien!  

 

je la baiserai, maintenant.   

 

Je la mordrai avec mes dents, comme on 

mord un fruit mûr, 

 

 

 

 

[Did I not say it?  Well!  I will kiss it 

now.  I will bite it with my teeth as one 

bites a ripe fruit.] 

 

 

 

-Salomé:  Motive A and B of Fate leitmotif 

 

 

 

 

-Instruments drop out; only chorus provides 

accompaniment 

 

P. 427 

 

 

 

 

+ 17 

Tu n’as pas voulu de moi!  Iokanaan!  Tu 

m’as dit des choses infâmes!  (plus agité)  

Tu m’a traitée comme une courtisane, 

comme une prostituée, 

 

Moi, Salomé, fille d’Héro- 

  

 

[Thou wouldst have none of me, 

Iokanaan.  Thou didst speak evil words 

against me.  (more agitated)  Thou didst 

bear thyself toward me as to a harlot, as to 

a woman that is a wanton, to me, Salomé, 

daughter of Hérodias,] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-Violas and cellos again play F minor chord 

-Harp harmonics begin 

 

 

P. 428 

 

+ 19 

 

 

 

 

[140] 

dias, princesse de Ju- 

 

dée!   

 

 

Eh bien!   

 

(farouche) Iokanaan!  moi!  je vis encore!  

Mais toi, tu est mort et ta 

 

 

-Basses and cellos begin Fate leitmotif, articulated 

with tremolo 

 

 

 

-SAT voices sustain minor third (F-Ab) as bass 

voices sing Fate leitmotif 
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[princess of Judea!  Well, (wildly) 

Iokanaan!  me!  I still live, but thou art 

dead and thy] 

 

 

P. 429 

 

 

 

+ 5 

tête m’appartient.  Je puis en faire ce que 

je  

 

 

veux.  Je puis la jeter aux chiens et 

oiseaux de 

 

 

[head belongs to me.  I can do with it 

what I will.  I can throw it to the dogs and 

to the birds of] 

 

 

 

 

 

-Chorus sings rising chromatic scale on “Ah” 

-Divisi strings play fragments of Fate leitmotif, 

predominantly Motive A 

 

P. 430 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+ 8 

 

 

 

 

+ 10 

l’air! 

 

Salomé saisit le bouclier et se penche sur 

la dépouille sanglante, mais elle semble 

défaillir, et déposant son fardeau sur le 

bord de la citerne, elle s’agenouille 

devant la tête du prophète… 

 

Ah!  

 

Iokanaan!  Iokanaan! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[the air! 

 

Salomé seizes the shield and bends over 

the bloody remains, but she appears to 

swoon and, depositing her burden on the 

edge of the cistern, she kneels before the 

head of the prophet… 

 

Ah!  Iokanaan!  Iokanaan!] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-Chorus and orchestra drop out 

-Flute, solo clarinet, and solo violin play Fate 

leitmotif 

-Cellos and basses hold pedal point on Ab 

 

-Violas and cellos play tremolo G 

 

 

P. 431 

 

 

+ 11 

 

 

 

…reprenant, avec une passion 

concentrée, son ardente imprécation. 

 

Tu as été le seul homme que j’ai aimé!  

Tous les autres hommes m’inspirent du 

dégoût… 

 

 

 

 

-Flute plays Motive A of Fate leitmotif 

-Harp glissando 

-Divisi strings play fragments of Love leitmotif 
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+ 14 

 

+ 15 

Mais  

 

toi! tu étais 

 

 

[…resuming, with a concentrated 

passion, her ardent imprecation. 

 

Thou wert the man that I loved alone 

among men!  All other men were hateful 

to me.  But thou wert] 

 

-Silence  

 

-Salomé:  Triplet rhythm from Motive B of Fate 

leitmotif 

 

P. 432, 

[141] 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+ 2 

 

 

+ 5 

 

beau!   

 

 

 

 

Ton corps 

 

 

 

 

 

était une tour d’argent ornée de boucliers 

d’ivoire.   

 

 

 

 

 

Il n’y avait rien au 

 

[beautiful!  Thy body was a tower of 

silver decked with shields of ivory.  There 

was nothing in the] 

 

-Key change to D minor  

-Texture reduced to Salomé’s voice, second violins, 

and first cellos 

-First cellos play first phrase of a melody sung by 

Salomé to Iokanaan in Scene 3 on the text “Ton 

corps est blanc comme le lys…” [Thy body is white 

like the lilies of the field], (p. 145, [41] + 5); this 

melody returns throughout Scene 3 as Salomé 

praises Iokanaan’s hair and mouth  

 

 

-First violins repeat first cellos’ phrase 

 

 

-Key change to Eb minor 

-Divisi high strings repeat “Ton corps…” phrase 

with staggered entrances 

 

 

P. 433 

 

 

+ 10 

monde d’aussi noir que tes cheveux!  dans 

le monde tout en- 

 

tier, 

 

 

 

[world so black as thy hair.  In the whole 

world] 

 

 

 

 

-Key change to D major 

-Thicker texture as winds and horns enter 

-Divisi cellos repeat “Ton corps…” phrase 

 

P. 434 

 

+ 13 

il n’y avait rien d’aussi rouge que ta  

 

bouche!  Ta 

 

 

 

 

-First violins and flute play rising chromatic scale in 

high tessitura  

-Scale followed by fermata notated over rests 
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[there was nothing so red as thy mouth.  

Thy] 

 

 

P. 435, 

[142] 

voix était un encensoir qui répandait 

d’étranges par- 

 

 

 

[voice was a censer that scattered strange] 

 

-Texture reduced to tremolo, divisi violas (marked 

Chaleureux [warmly]) and continuous harp 

arpeggios 

-Salomé:  Love leitmotif 

 

P. 436, 

+ 4 

fums!  et quand je te regardais, j’enten- 

 

 

 

 

[perfumes, and when I looked on thee I 

heard] 

 

-Reduced texture continues with addition of solo 

horn, clarinet, and cor anglais playing fragments of 

Love leitmotif 

-Salomé:  Love leitmotif continued 

 

P. 437 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+ 9 

dais une musique é- 

 

trange!  Ah!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[a strange music.  Ah!] 

 

 

 

-Oboe plays fragment of Love leitmotif 

-First violins play rising chromatic scale in high 

tessitura 

-Continued tremolo in violas 

 

-Solo cello plays “Ton corps…” phrase, marked 

expressivo 

-Texture further reduced to staccato repeated notes 

in flutes  

 

 

P. 438 

 

 

+ 11 

 

+ 13 

Pourquoi ne m’as-tu  

 

 

pas regardée, Iokanaan??   

 

Derrière tes mains et tes blas- 

 

 

[Wherefore didst thou not look at me, 

Iokanaan?  With the cloak of thine hands, 

and the cloak of thy blasphemies] 

 

 

 

 

-Salomé: Motives A and B of Fate leitmotif 

 

-Salomé: Beginning of Love leitmotif, slightly 

altered 

P. 439 

 

+ 15 

phèmes (animez) tu as caché ton vi- 

 

sage;  

 

 

 

-Accompaniment by strings only 
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tu as mis sur tes yeux le ban- 

 

[(lively) thou didst hide thy face.  Thou 

didst put upon thine eyes the covering] 

 

 

 

P. 440 

 

[143] 

deau de celui qui veut voir son Dieu!   

 

Eh bien, tu l’as vu, ton Dieu, Iokana- 

 

 

[of him who would see his God.  Well, 

thou hast seen thy God, Iokanaan,] 

 

 

 

-Solo violin plays Fate leitmotif in a high tessitura, 

marked lentement and expressivo 

-Harp harmonics begin again 

 

P. 441 

 

+ 5 

an.  Mais moi, moi!   

 

Tu ne m’as pas 

 

[but me, me, thou didst never] 

 

 

 

-Salomé:  Motive B from Fate leitmotif 

 

P. 442 vue – si tu m’avais vue, tu m’aurais 

aimée.  Moi je t’aime,  

 

Iokana- 

 

[see.  If thou hadst seen me thou hadst 

loved me.  I love thee, Iokanaan…] 

 

-Flute plays slightly altered variation of Fate 

leitmotif 

 

P. 443, 

[144] 

an…et je t’ai aimé! 

 

 

 

Salomé se relève, et s’empare du bouclier 

avec une passion sauvage.  Elle le presse 

contre elle et soulève la tête en la saissant 

par les cheveux.  La lune s’est voilée de 

nouveau, mais les flambeaux et les 

torches jettent de sinistres lueurs rouges. 

 

Je t’aime en- 

 

[and I loved thee. 

 

Salomé rises and grabs the shield with a 

wild passion.  She presses it against her 

and lifts the head by seizing it by its hair.  

The moon is veiled again but the 

candelabras and the torches cast sinister 

red lights. 

 

I love thee yet,] 

 

-First violins, flute, and oboe play beginning of 

“Ton corps…” phrase rapidly (phrase cut and 

rhythmically accelerated to fit into two measures) 
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P. 444, 

+ 5 

core, Iokanaan, je n’aime qui toi, et plus 

rien ne saurait apaiser mon dé- 

 

 

[Iokanaan.  I love only thee and nothing 

can appease my desire.] 

 

-First violins repeat beginning of “Ton corps…” 

phrase with harmonization by second violins, violas, 

first bassoon, and oboe 

 

P. 445 

 

 

 

[145] 

sir!! 

 

 

 

(Avec une expression de douloureux 

abattement) 

 

Que ferais-je, maintenant, Iokana- 

 

[(With an expression of aching 

despondency) 

 

What shall I do now, Iokanaan?] 

 

-Flute and oboes repeatedly play the beginning of 

“Ton corps…” phrase 

-Chorus returns singing sustained chords on “Ah” 

 

-Texture reduced to Salomé’s voice, chorus, and 

sustained F major chord in low strings 

P. 446 an? 

 

 

 

Mais une nouveau avec une passion 

ardente. 

 

J’étais une princesse et tu m’as dédaignée; 

j’é- 

 

[But again with an ardent passion. 

 

I was a princess, and thou didst scorn me.  

I was] 

 

-Chorus begins closed mouth hum 

-Clarinets and bassoons play the beginning of “Ton 

corps…” phrase 

P. 447 tais une vierge, et tu m’as déflorée; j’étais 

chaste, et tu rempli mes veines de 

 

[a virgin, and thou didst take my virginity 

from me.  I was chaste, and thou didst fill 

my veins with] 

 

 

P. 448,  

+ 9 

 

 

 

[146] 

 

 

feu!   

 

Ah!   

 

 

Pourquoi ne m’as tu 

 

 

 

 

-Second cellos and basses play rhythm of Motive B 

from Fate leitmotif, marked tenuto, on F# 

 

-Second cellos and basses move down a half step to 

F as key changes to F minor 
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+ 2 pas regar- 

 

[fire.  Ah! Wherefore didst thou not look 

at me] 

 

-Salomé:  Begins Motive A of Fate leitmotif 

 

P. 449 

 

 

 

+ 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+ 8 

dée,  

 

Iokana- 

 

an?   

 

 

 

 

si tu m’avais regardée, tu m’aurais aimée!   

Je sais bien que tu m’au- 

 

rais aimée, 

 

 

[Iokanaan?  If thou hadst looked at me 

thou hadst loved me.  I know that thou 

wouldst have loved me,] 

 

-Salomé:  Completes Motive A 

 

-Salomé:  Motive B of Fate leitmotif 

 

-All instruments drop out; chorus is only 

accompaniment, repeating the first phrase of the 

Love leitmotif in the minor mode and in harmony 

with staggered entrances  

 

 

 

 

-Salomé:  First phrase of Love leitmotif but in minor 

mode 

 

P. 450 

 

+ 10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+ 12 

 

[147] 

 

 

et le mystère de l’amour 

 

est plus grand que le mystère de la mort… 

 

 

Le ciel se dégage de nouveau.  La lune 

éclaire Salomé, adossée au mur de la 

citerne, tenant la tête sanglante dans ses 

bras.  Salomé fait face au fond de la 

scène, et sa voix semble venir de très loin.  

 

Il ne faut regarder que l’amour! 

 

Hérode se lève, en 

 

 

[and the mystery of Love is greater than 

the mystery of Death. 

 

The sky clears anew.  The moon lights 

Salomé, leaning on the wall of the cistern, 

holding the bloody head in her arms.  

Salomé faces the back of the stage, and 

her voice seems to come from far away. 

 

 

-Salomé:  Repeat of first phrase of Love leitmotif in 

minor mode 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-Harp harmonics return 

 

-Texture reduced to timpani, violas, and lower 

strings 
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One need only look on love!
3
 

 

Hérode rises,] 

 

P. 451 

 

 

 

+ 3 

proie à la plus folle terreur: il jette sur sa 

tête un pan de son manteau et n’ose plus 

regarder Salomé. 

 

 

 

 

[prey to the wildest terror: he throws part 

of his cloak over his head and no longer 

dares to look at Salomé.] 

 

 

 

 

 

-Bassoon begins melody with jerking rhythm similar 

to that in Hérode’s leitmotif 

 

P. 452, 

+ 9 

Hérode:  Manassé!  Issachar!   

 

 

 

[Hérode:  Manasseh, Issachar,] 

 

-Music becomes increasingly agitated; texture 

becomes fuller as majority of orchestra enters on 

fragments of Hérode’s leitmotif 

 

P. 453, 

[148] 

Osias!  éteignez les flambeaux!  Cachez la 

 

[Ozias.  Put out the torches!  Hide the] 

 

 

P. 454 lune, cachez les étoiles!  Cachons-nous 

dans notre pa- 

 

[moon!  Hide the stars!  Let us hide 

ourselves in our palace.] 

 

 

P. 455 

 

 

lais!   

 

 

 

P. 456 

 

+ 17 

 

 

Les rois de la terre commencent à avoir  

 

 

[The kings of the earth shall be] 

 

 

 

-Accompaniment reduced to second clarinets, 

bassoons, and trombones marked lent et soutenu 

 

P. 457 

 

[149] 

peur!!! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-Fate leitmotif played in full by horns, first trumpet, 

and trombone, marked fortissimo 

-Strings play chromatic runs on thirty-second notes 

underneath brass 

                                                           
3
 Not included in Wilde’s English translation. 
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Les serviteurs traversent la scène dans 

toutes les directions.  Les invités et la 

cour disparaissent.  On éteint les 

flambeaux.  Un grand nuage noir passe 

sur la lune.  La scène est complètement 

noire.  Hérode commence à monter 

l’escalier. 

 

[afraid. 

 

The servants cross the stage in all 

directions.  The guests and the court 

disappear.  They extinguish the 

candelabras.  A large black cloud passes 

over the moon.  The stage is completely 

black.  Hérode begins to climb the 

staircase.] 

 

P. 458  -Fate leitmotif played several times by brass, each 

time beginning a half step higher than before 

-Very dense, highly contrapuntal and dissonant 

texture in other instruments 

-Crescendo to fortissimo 

 

P. 459  -Cont. 

 

P. 460, 

+ 7 

 

 

[150] 

Soudain, du fond de l’obscurité sort la 

voix de Salomé. 

 

 

Le voix de Salomé:  Ah! j’ai baisé ta 

 

 

[Suddenly, from the depths of the 

darkness comes the voice of Salomé. 

 

The voice of Salomé:  Ah!  I have kissed 

thy] 

 

-Texture abruptly reduces to pedal point in second 

clarinets, bassoons, trombones, and basses; timpani 

roll 

 

-The voice of Salomé:  Fragment of Love leitmotif 

-Only accompaniment is sustained B in basses 

 

P. 461, 

+ 1 

bouche, Iokanaan!  j’ai baisé ta bouche… 

 

 

Il y avait une âcre sa- 

 

[mouth, Iokanaan.  I have kissed thy 

mouth.  There was a bitter taste] 

-Fate leitmotif begins in flute and ends in first 

clarinet 

 

P. 462 

 

+ 7 

veur sur tes lèvres!  é- 

 

tait ce la saveur du sang?  mais peut-être 

 

 

-Second violas and first cellos play beginning of 
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[on thy lips.  Was it the taste of blood?  

But perchance] 

 

Fate leitmotif with tremolo articulation 

-Other strings hold sustained pitches, also 

articulated with tremolo 

 

P. 463 

 

+ 11 

 

 

 

+ 12 

est-ce la saveur de l’am- 

 

our?   

 

On dit que l’amour  

 

à une âcre saveur.  Mais qu’importe?  

qu’importe?   

 

[it was the taste of love.  They say that 

love hath a bitter taste.  But what matter?  

What matter?] 

 

-Solo cello plays beginning of Love leitmotif 

 

-First clarinet plays beginning of Fate leitmotif 

 

 

 

-Tremolo in high strings 

 

P. 464 

 

 

 

 

+ 14 

 

 

+ 15 

 

 

+ 16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+ 17 

Un rayon de lune vient éclairer Salomé, 

penchée sur la tête d’Iokanaan! 

Hérode est parvenu au haut de 

l’escalier… 

 

La voix de Salomé:  J’ai baisé ta  

 

 

bouche, Iokanaan…. 

 

 

J’ai baisé ta bouche… 

 

 

 

il se retourne en un geste tragique, et 

voyant Salomé:  

 

 

Hérode:  Tuez cette femme! 

 

 

 

 

[A ray of moonlight illuminates Salomé, 

leaned over the head of Iokanaan!  

Hérode has reached the top of the 

staircase… 

 

The voice of Salomé:  I have kissed thy 

mouth, Iokanaan, I have kissed thy 

 

 

 

 

 

-The voice of Salomé:  Beginning of Love leitmotif 

-Harp harmonics begin 

 

-Solo viola, muted, plays beginning of Love 

leitmotif 

 

-Motive B of Fate leitmotif 

-Solo violin, muted, begins the lilting melody 

associated with Salomé as part of the Coulisse 

music, in very high tessitura and pianissimo 

-Music grows slower and quieter 

 

 

 

-Hérode: Abruptly cuts off lilting melody, fortissimo 

-Fermata under instructions, “Court silence” [Short 

silence] 
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mouth. 

 

He turns in a tragic gesture and seeing 

Salomé: 

 

Hérode:  Kill that woman!] 

 

P. 465, 

[151] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+ 2 

Les soldats se précipitent et écrasent sous 

leurs boucliers Salomé, fille d’Hérodias, 

princesse de Judée.  La lune est cachée de 

nouveau – La scène est sombre – On voit 

seulement luire des armures et des  

épées et le rideau tombe sur l’obscurité 

totale. 

 

 

 

[The soldiers rush in and crush beneath 

their shields Salomé, daughter of 

Hérodias, princess of Judea.  The moon is 

hidden anew – The stage is dark – One 

sees only the shining of the armor and the 

swords, and the curtain falls on total 

darkness.] 

 

-Full orchestra enters, fortissimo 

-Thick, highly contrapuntal texture 

-Motive B of Fate leitmotif repeats throughout 

orchestra 

 

 

 

 

-Trumpets play Motive B of Fate leitmotif 

 

P. 466  -Cont. 

 

P. 467, 

+ 9 

 

+ 10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-Full orchestra plays repeated chords, marked tenuto 

and fortissimo 

 

-Resolution to F minor, marked as accented and 

with tremolo in the low strings 

-Timpani roll 

-Cadence repeats three times, fermata marks final 

cadence 
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