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Aubrey Beardsley’s 'irrelevant’ illustrations for Salome

OSHIRO Marie

Oscar Wilde's English translation of Salome was illustrated by Aubrey Beardsley and published by Elkin
Mathews and John Lane in 1894. Since Beardsley used numerous sexual motifs in his drawings, the publisher
required that Beardsley modify or replace his illustrations with other drawings. Beardsley submitted three
new drawings, The Toilette of Salome I, The Black Cape and Salome on a Settle, to the publisher. Wilde's play
was based on a story in the New Testament, but the three drawings are considered 'irrelevant’ to the story
because they did not depict scenes in the play or New Testament attire or interior accessories. A second piece of
evidence for this 'irrelevance' is Beardsley's letter to his friend, Robert Ross. Beardsley wrote that the three new
illustrations were ‘simply beautiful and quite irrelevant.

Focusing, however, on the contemporary elements that are shared in these three drawings, we find that
they imply a drama and an actress. Famous actresses in modern fashions appeared in posters and magazines at
that time, and their images spread over urban areas. Actresses and dramatic scenes often appeared in sketches
drawn by Beardsley around 1893, and these motifs were also used in the three 'irrelevant' illustrations. In this
article I discuss and interpret what these 'irrelevant’ illustrations aim to express by investigating Beardsley’s
sketches drawn by 1893 and his life in London and Paris.
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