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The Invisible Dance: Persistence of the Turkish harem in Oscar 

Wilde’s Salomé  

 

by 

Fatma Tarlacı, MA 

SUPERVISOR: Elizabeth Richmond-Garza 

Various representations of the figure of Salomé and the Biblical legend have been 

produced in the European, specifically in the English literature and arts throughout the 

nineteenth century. Oscar Wilde’s 1891 dramatic version of the legend in many ways 

epitomizes the full potential of the legend and capitalizes on the period’s fascination with 

the Orient. The climax of the orientalism of the play, the Dance of the Seven Veils, offers 

a unique reflection on European fantasies about the harem and invites a comparison to 

Ottoman representations of this same cultural space.  

  This project seeks to analyze the relation between the Dance of the Seven Veils as 

presented by Wilde, and the figure of dancing woman in the harem of the Ottoman 

Empire. It is the slippage between the two which has informed various representations of 

the Oriental female figure in the West. The gap that emerges between the Western 

representations and the real practices in the harem, allows for a focused critique of 

Orientalist practices while recovering, in some ways, the actual experience of Muslim 

women.  

The vision of the harem that the Dance of the Seven Veils in Wilde’s Salomé 

offers is informed not by an actual encounter, but by the image of the harem as 

understood in nineteenth century English culture. At the same time, it participates in 

Victorian feminist debates on liberating the oppressed harem woman from her veils, her 

sexualization, and her objectification. Ultimately the dance functions as a reaffirmation of 

conventional gender roles as understood in Victorian society. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

When the English version of Oscar Wilde’s Salomé was published in 1894, 

Victorian society was not ready to experience a Biblical story through such a play that 

maintains a “lascivious” attitude strengthened mostly by Salomé’s sexually charged 

dance and Aubrey Beardsley’s illustrations which, for the society of the day, were 

shockingly designed. The Dance of the Seven Veils is one of the most famous scenes in 

Wilde’s Salomé.  In addition to its provocative potential, what probably makes the dance 

interesting for directors of the play is that Wilde offers no scenario to the audience. 

“Salomé dances the dance of seven veils” (Wilde 92) is the only stage direction he gives 

and this indeterminacy leaves a huge space for interpretation. The freedom offered to the 

directors of Salomé shows itself in various theatrical versions of the play. German 

composer Richard Strauss strikingly featured the Dance of the Seven Veils in his opera in 

1905. In Strauss’s production, Salomé takes off the seven veils as she dances and 

becomes half naked at the end of the dance. In 1989, Steven Berkoff, English director and 

writer, staged the play so that Salomé takes of layers of clothing but stays fully dressed. 1 

Both Strauss and Berkoff emphasize the sexuality of the dance in one way or another, 

embracing Wilde’s suggestive omission of stage directions about the dance as an 

opportunity for erotic spectacle.  

Designed as a symbolist experiment, Salomé is a play that allows many 

interpretations. It has received various criticisms from its being a mere imitation to its 
                                                
1 See Richard Allen Cave, Oscar Wilde: The Importance of Being Earnest and Other Plays. Ed. 
New York: Penguin, 2000. 380,386.   
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being too ambiguous. However, Wilde has often been praised for his play’s creative, 

innovative and modern qualities as well. The play speaks to the nineteenth century 

French Symbolist movement and to the late nineteenth century fin-de-siècle writers who 

were also associated with Symbolism and the Aesthetic movement. Wilde wrote Salomé 

while living in Paris in December of 1891. His allegiance to the French Symbolists and 

Decadents had been firmly established. The Symbolist and Decadent aspect of Salomé as 

well as the drama’s literary–historical background helps to understand the play because 

Symbolist style values fluidity and ambiguity in meaning, obscure references, and the 

idea that works must “suggest” through the correspondence between the visible and the 

invisible one. Although it overlaps with symbolism at some points, such as use of 

ambiguity and exoticism, decadence particularly emphasizes certain characteristics in a 

work of art such as eroticism — not necessarily an inquiry for carnal knowledge but an 

eroticism which is spiritually more productive by chastity — and interest in eccentricity, 

corruption and aestheticism.2 All these characteristics of these two movements help to 

pinpoint meanings embedded in the stylistic construction of the play. 

The late nineteenth century was also the time when the Orient, particularly the 

countries in the Middle East and in Asia, was often used in the literature of England, 

which was either written in or translated into English. The women of the East were 

depicted as exotic, sexual and mysteriously hidden behind their veils in their harems. One 

of the first initial sources for European ideas on the issue was The Arabian Nights 

                                                
2 See Charles Bernheimer. Decadent Subjects: The Idea of Decadence in Art, Literature, 
Philosophy, and Culture of the Fin de Siècle in Europe. Ed. Thomas Jefferson Kline and Naomi 
Schor. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002. 3. 
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Entertainments by Antoine Galland, which first appeared in French in 1707. Several 

translations exist in English. The most famous translation, made by the British Orientalist 

scholar Sir Richard Burton’s, was published in seventeen volumes in 1882–86. The 

Arabian Nights contains the stereotypes of promiscuous and perfidious females, which 

greatly affected the reading public. Many other translations of oriental tales that followed 

this, became the basis of the traditional Orientalist erotic image of the harem women. 

William Thomas Beckford’s Vathek: An Arabian Tale, translated from French into 

English by Samuel Henley and published in 1786, in which the protagonist Vathek 

“proposes with himself to visit the harem and repair to his charge of the ladies: to 

examine if they had been properly lubricated with the balm of Mecca” (Beckford 73), 

was one of the pioneers representing the erotic harem, which would be constantly 

repeated and aggrandized throughout the next century.  Lalla Rookh: An Oriental 

Romance (1817), a book length poem by Thomas Moore, became highly popular as soon 

as it was published. Consisting of four narrative poems with a connecting tale in prose, 

the poem tells the story of the beautiful princess of Delhi, Lalla Rookh, meeting her 

fiancé, the king of Bucharia, in the valley of Cashmere. In the last section “The Light of 

the Harem” (a pun on “delight of the harem”), the harem, described with various sensual 

images, is a place where the voices of “wilde and sweet/ The merry laughter, echoing 

from gardens, where the silken swing/ Wafts some delighted girl above/ The top leaves of 

the orange grove;” (Moore 242) come, and where “Son of Acbar” forgets all “the trophies 

of war” when he sees his love Nourmahal “With the Light of Haram” (243). An Irish 

poet, Moore was recognized in London society and became Lord Byron’s literary editor 
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and published Letters and Journals of Lord Byron, with Notices of His Life (1830).  

Byron advised Moore to “stick to the East”3 in his writing underlining the fascination of 

the time with the East. Unlike Byron, he had never visited the East, but like him, Moore 

was highly engaged with it in his works, guaranteeing his place among his 

contemporaries. He believed that not seeing the East was a distinct advantage for his 

writing on the East. For him, seeing would destroy his imagination, which is an example 

of the claims that English literary circles wrote their fantasies of the East rather than the 

reality of it. There were criticisms as well accusing the poem of having extremely 

sensuous imagery, which was popular at that time. British Review took the criticism of 

the poem further by claiming that the poem only talked about beautiful women, corporeal 

delights, baths, fountains, fruits, and flowers, which lead English society to assume that 

the East is like a paradise.4 Though representing only a small part of the literary corpus 

on the harem and the Orient in nineteenth century England, these examples take an 

important place among the documents, which manifest the European interest in the East. 

They also indicate the previously constructed conceptualizations of the harem and images 

of oriental women, and how they built the way for Salomé’s reception to roam around the 

harem.    

Informed by the representations of the Oriental female and the harem, the 

directors of Salomé orientalized her in almost all representations of the Dance of the 

                                                
3 See Byron’s Letters and Journals: The Complete and Unexpurgated Texts of All the Letters 
Available in Manuscript and the Full Printed Version of All Others. Ed. Leslie Marchand. 
Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard UP, 1973-1982. 101.  
4 See Brown, Wallace Cable. “Thomas Moore and English Interest in the East.” Studies in 
Philology. 34.4 (1937) 576-588. 581-583.  
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Seven Veils. Where does the sexuality of the dancing female come from and why does 

Salomé have to look oriental and seductive when she dances before the King? The 

dancing woman is one of the most painted and illustrated figures in Orientalist art. Her 

space, the harem, is the place where one can trace the origin of the stereotype of the half 

naked, exotic, sexual and oriental woman, who dances to entertain the Sultan or the king. 

This paper will examine how the Western artistic discourse forms the idea of the harem 

as opposed to what the harem was really like in the Ottoman Palace, and how Wilde’s 

Salomé fits into the stereotype of a dancing harem girl in her various representations in 

Europe. Informed by the comparison of reality and the representations of the harem, I 

argue that Wilde, and subsequent directors of his play, had a specific image of the 

Eastern woman; one highly informed by the image of the harem, created specifically by 

English writers and artists during the nineteenth century; in their minds when they 

portrayed Salomé. However, I will argue that although the subsequent representations 

mostly highlight the Orientalist elements in it, Wilde’s play is more of a critique of 

Orientalism than of an advocate of it. I will also trace the European image of the dancing 

harem girl to the Dance of the Seven Veils in Salomé and argue that while the dance 

indicates Wilde’s critique of gender roles as understood in Victorian society, his choice 

of a very brief stage direction for the Dance of the Seven Veils also functions as a mirror 

on which the Western fantasies of the harem may be reflected. The harem mentioned in 

this paper mainly refers to the Ottoman Imperial Harem in Istanbul, which existed 

between the sixteenth and early twentieth century.   
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Chapter Two: Wilde’s Literary Background and the Literary Discourse of the Late 

Nineteenth Century 

There are a number of settings of the Salomé legend created in the nineteenth 

century Europe, both in literature and in painting. As Richard Ellman states in his book 

Oscar Wilde (1988), “Salomé, having danced before the imaginations of European 

painters and sculptors for a thousand years, in the nineteenth century turned her 

beguilements to literature” (339). He makes it explicit that Wilde’s literary background 

ensures that he was aware of all the representations of Salomé in the process when he was 

trying to engender his play. Gustave Flaubert’s short story Herodias, which had appeared 

in his book Trois Contes in 1877, was only one of these representations. Wilde admired 

Flaubert’s works and his treatment of the ancient legend with its erotic depictions. 

However, the French Symbolist painter Gustave Moreau’s paintings of Salomé seem to 

have been much more influential in the genesis of Wilde’s Salomé. Moreau's Salomé 

Dancing Before Herod (1876) Figure 2.1, played a vital role in the conception of the 

legend for Wilde as well as for other writers of the period. Moreau's setting of Salomé's 

dance is not by any means a mere recreation of the Biblical legend: fantastic and 

subversive, she cannot be confined to one medium, one time, one place. Salomé, in this 

painting, is abstracted from Biblical tradition and placed in the Far East, as Peter Conrad 

states in his book Romantic Opera and Literary Form (1977).  In fact, Moreau’s 

paintings combine many different, even conflicting, spiritual and religious elements, 

which make Salomé a creature of many beliefs. Wilde’s Salomé is also a combination of 

various elements; her Oriental air, her sexual desires and her innocence, and the 
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ambiguity of her origin in the play all contribute to the making of a diverse character that 

fits perfectly in fin-de-siécle culture.  

 

Figure 2.1 Gustave Moreau, Salomé Dancing before Herod. 1876. 
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Joris-Karl Huysman’s novel À Rebours (1884), translated as Against Nature gives 

a detailed description of the Salomé paintings and her dance, as well as its effect on the 

viewer.5 The novel was an inspiring influence on Wilde (Ellmann 253, 340). In addition 

to these works, French Symbolist poet, Stéphane Mallarmé, plays an important role in 

Wilde’s perception of the Salomé character. By 1890, symbolism, not decadence, was the 

trend of the day. In the preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), Wilde 

acknowledged the primacy of symbolism: “All art is at once surface and symbol. Those 

who go beneath the surface do so at their peril. Those who read the symbol do so at their 

peril.”  These lines manifested his appreciation of Mallarmé, whom he had visited when 

he was writing the preface (Ellmann 335). Mallarmé's theories of poetics and literature 

were to shape Wilde's outlook as well, and it is thus no surprise to find that his Hérodiade 

(1869), a lyrical drama telling the tale of Herodias's marriage to Herod, bears certain 

similarities to Wilde's drama. This was, in fact, the reason for the criticism of Wilde’s 

being derivative. However, although Wilde benefited from many other treatments of the 

Salomé legend, his creativity is striking. He expanded the setting of his drama from many 

legends and histories and created his characters in an incredibly diverse way.  In 

particular, the distinct qualities of Herodias and Salomé do not resonate with any of the 

earlier representations of these characters. In many of the earlier works, including the 

original Biblical text, Salomé played a minor role, a young girl obedient to her mother’s 

wishes. In Wilde, however, Salomé is extremely self-aware and even powerful. 

Appropriately Herodias, not Salomé, features in the title of almost all of the earlier 
                                                
5 Joris-Karl Huysman Against Nature. Trans. Margaret Mauldon. New York: Oxford UP, 1998. 
45.  
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treatments. In Wilde’s play, Moreau’s paintings, and Huysmans’s novel however, Salomé 

becomes the incarnation of a troubling purity and power. However, she embodies erotic 

potential by veiling her pubescent and chaste body only so as to unveil and seduce Herod 

to get what she wants. The meaning of the veil for English society at that time, as 

discussed in section eight is closely connected to the harems of the East, especially that of 

the Ottoman Empire.    

These interpretations tighten the connection between Salomé and the figure of the 

dancing harem girl. Moreau’s paintings, portraying Salomé as an odalisque,6 primarily 

influence the reception of Salomé in Europe as an Oriental, sexual and dangerous beauty. 

Moreau's Salomé Dancing before Herod (1876) steered not only Wilde’s construction for 

the play but Salomé's interpreters as well. Moreau's setting of Salomé's dance does not 

merely recreate the Biblical legend but abstracts her in an Orientalist fashion from 

Biblical tradition and sets her in the geography of the Orient. In the aforementioned 

painting, he portrays Salomé in Hagia Sophia in Istanbul. Wilde was highly influenced by 

Moreau’s paintings of Salomé in ways as concrete as the selection of the colors black, red 

and gold for his staging. Flaubert’s works considerably affected Wilde’s perception of the 

East as well. Flaubert’s interest in the Orient is present in almost all of his works. In his 

book Orientalism (1979), Edward Said mentions Flaubert’s Orientalist representation of 

the East referring to Salomé.  

For Nerval and Flaubert, such female figures as Cleopatra, Salomé, and 
Isis have a special significance; and it was by no means accidental that in 

                                                
6 Definition of odalisque in The Oxford English Dictionary Online: An odalisque is a female 
slave or concubine in a harem, especially in the seraglio of the Sultan of Turkey. In extended use: 
an exotic, sexually attractive woman; a representation of a sexually attractive figure in art.  
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their work on the Orient, as well as their visits to it, they pre-eminently 
valorized and enhanced female types of this legendary, richly suggestive, 
and associative sort (180) 
 

Flaubert introduced the figure of Kuchuk Hanem, whose Turkish name means ‘Little 

Lady,’ to the literary discourse, but only later, like so many syncretic Orientalists, stated 

that she is actually from Damascus.  In his book Flaubert in Egypt: A Sensibility on Tour 

(1979), Kuchuk Hanem is a belly dancer, whom Flaubert encountered on his visit to 

Egypt. He describes her dance in sexually charged terms:  

She held out her two long arms, black and glistening, shaking them from 
shoulder to wrist with an imperceptible quivering, moving them apart with 
soft and quick motions like those of the wings of a hovering eagle. 
Sometimes she bent completely over backwards, supporting herself on her 
hands in the position of the dancing Salomé (154-55) 

 

Salomé, dancing like Kuchuk Hanem, became a key figure in Flaubert’s Herodias and 

Temptation of Saint Anthony (1874), in both of which works she is presented as the 

Oriental and eroticized dancer. The description of her dance focuses on how sexually 

charged it is. In Herodias, the dance of Salomé is reminiscent of the depiction of Kuchuk 

Hanem.    

Immediately the damsel began to dance before the tetrarch. Her slender 
feet took dainty steps to the rhythm of a flute and a pair of Indian bells.  
… The attitudes of the dancing nymph now denoted overpowering 
lassitude. Her bosom heaved with sighs, and her whole being expressed 
profound languor, although it was not clear whether she sighed for an 
absent swain or was expiring of love in his embrace. With half-closed eyes 
and quivering form, she caused mysterious undulations to flow downward 
over her whole body, like rippling waves, while her face remained 
impassive and her twinkling feet still moved in their intricate steps. … 
The dancer was Salome, the daughter of Herodias, who for many months 
her mother had caused to be instructed in dancing, and other arts of 
pleasing (46) 
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Not only the text of Wilde’s Salomé but also the subsequent productions of it were 

informed by a wide literary corpus on the figure of Salomé and its emphatic exocitizing 

of the oriental female dancer. 

The Western constructions of the harem women in Egypt and Turkey in the 

nineteenth century such as paintings like Gerome’s The Dance of the Almeh (1866) and 

Marinelli’s The Dance of Bee in the Harem (1862), were familiar to Wilde. Frederick 

Lewis’s painting The Harem (1850) was exhibited in London and attracted considerable 

critical attention.  In the painting, Lewis depicts an eunuch showing a naked female slave 

to a Sultan and the other women in the harem. Two years later, Charlotte Brontë wrote 

Villette (1853), in which the heroine Lucy Snowe is forbidden to look at a French salon 

painting of an odalisque, as it is unsuitable for a woman to gaze at an eroticized female 

body. The book Romance of a Harem, translated into English from French by Clarence 

Forestier-Walker and published in London in 1904, talks about how the women in the 

Imperial harem had nothing to do but to worry about their beauty and sensual pleasures. 

The book is full of detailed descriptions and picturesque language related to bodies and 

erotic females, which actually reveals the extent to which Forestier-Walker adopted the 

male, eroticized, Oriental lens through which he was conditioned to observe the women 

in the harem. For some mysterious reasons, the translator feels the urge to convince the 

reader to believe that “the story in the book is entirely true” and states this claim 

repeatedly in the two-page preface of the book. The author’s concern about the veracity 

of the content of the book makes the reader question the claimed actuality even more and 

reveals the author’s insecurity about the truth of his claims. The book describes dancing 
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harem girls, as one can imagine considering the historical context of the book, as 

extremely beautiful, sensual and exotic. Cehere, a Circassian, who has just become a 

harem girl, is described while performing “her first dance” before the prince and some 

other men in the palace. The curious gazes mentioned in the passage actually reveal the 

gaze of a well-read nineteenth century European author.   

She was to dance for the first time, and though she was not exactly pretty 
she had a charm about her. She had many hopes of pleasing the Khedive, 
and though that if she were so, her master would offer her as a present to 
Ismael. She entered the Salle du Divan in charge of a eunuch, who pointed 
out to her the Khedive, the princes and princesses who were in the centre 
of a brilliant circle. …everyone looked at her with considerable curiosity, 
her breast rising and falling tumultuously, making the sequins and jewels 
with which she was covered sparkle in  the light. Suddenly her eyes lit up 
and shaking her shoulders, she advanced with the undulating movement of 
a snake to the very feet of the Khedive, and throwing her body backwards 
with wonderful grace, she inundated the carpet with her beautiful hair, 
which floated out and sank round her like a shadow (36) 
 

Whether the story is “entirely true” or not, the depiction of the dance is highly eroticized 

by the narrative and creates another fantasy for the readers who can never see a harem 

girl dancing with their own eyes. Aware of this fact, the narrator seems to engage his 

skills to embellish the scene to suit the expectations of the Western mind. These are only 

a few examples of how nineteenth century English literature and European art, all 

available to Wilde both in French and in English, provide almost inexhaustible source on 

the Orient and the harem from which Wilde could construct his own version of Salomé. It 

is hard to refute Salomé’s correlations with the representations of the Orient in English 

and French literary discourse of the nineteenth century. To do so would underestimate 

Wilde’s awareness of his time’s literary movements.  
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 In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, numerous examples of travel literature 

on Ottoman harems were produced in England and the rest of Europe. However, when 

dealing with travelers’ accounts of the Ottoman harem one should be very careful in 

assess their accuracy. Most of the travel narratives on the Imperial harem such as the 

Turkish Embassy Letters of Lady Montagu, whose reports may be considered as an 

inspiration for subsequent Orientalist art, do reflect the influence of the interest of the 

time. On the one hand, in her letter to Mrs. Thistlethwayte she criticized the hearsay 

knowledge about the harem as narrated by travelers in their inaccurate reports:  

You will, perhaps be surprised at an account so different from what you 
have been entertained with by the common voyage writers, who are very 
fond of speaking of what they do not know. It must be under a very 
particular character, or on some extraordinary occasion, that a Christian is 
admitted into the house of a man of quality; and their harems are always 
forbidden ground (Warncliffe 312) 
 

On the other hand, she did not hesitate to bend to truth when it served her purpose. This 

was the case when she described the Ottoman women in her visit to a bath in Sofia. She 

was painting an odalisque with her words. 

The first sofas were covered with cushions and rich carpets, on which sat 
the ladies, and on the second their slaves behind them, but without any 
distinction of rank by their dress, all being in the state of nature, that is, in 
plain English, stark naked, without any beauty or defect concealed. … I 
perceived that the ladies with the finest skins and most delicate shapes had 
the greatest share of my admiration, though their faces were sometimes 
less beautiful than those of their companions. To tell you the truth, I had 
wickedness enough to wish secretly that Mr. Jervas7 could have been there 
invisible. I fancy it would have very much improved his art to see so many 
fine women naked in different postures, some in conversation, some 
working, others drinking coffee or sherbet, and many negligently lying on 

                                                
7 Charley Jervas was a pupil of Sir Godfrey Kneller. He was the friend of Pope and much 
celebrated for his portraits of females. The beauties of his day were proud to be painted by his 
hand (quoted in Warncliffe 285-286). 
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their cushions while their slaves (generally pretty girls of seventeen or 
eighteen) were employed in braiding their hair in several pretty manners 

(Ibid., 285–286) 
 

Not Mr. Jervas, but rather the French painter Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres made her 

wish come true, when his imagination was fueled by the scene described in the excerpt, 

and he painted Le Bain Turc [The Turkish Bath] 1862 Figure 2.2.8  

 

Figure 2.2 Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres, Le Bain Turc [The Turkish Bath] 1862. 

                                                
8 See Isobel Grundy. Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. New York: Oxford UP, 1999. 138.   
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There are some exceptions, however, to the fantasies of the English travel writers. 

In 1854, Miss Julia Pardoe, the daughter of an English army officer, who spent almost 

fifteen months in Istanbul in 1835, published her travel narrative The City of the Sultan: 

Domestic Manners of the Turks in which she recounts her experience in Turkey and 

repeatedly talks about the exotic “loveliest houries” (28) she sees in the Imperial harem. 

However, what distinguishes Pardoe from former and contemporary travel writers is her 

meticulous attention to accuracy in her writings. In reference to the bathing scene she 

wrote, “I should be unjust did I not declare that I witnessed none of that unnecessary and 

wanton exposure described by Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. Either the fair 

Ambassadress was present at a peculiar ceremony, or the Turkish ladies have become 

more delicate and fastidious in their ideas of propriety” (Pardoe 49). In her book, Pardoe 

presents many remarks about the privacy of the Ottoman people and the questionable 

accuracy of European travel writers when she explains the reason for the scantiness of her 

information on certain issues related to the lives of Ottoman people at the time. The 

limited access to certain spaces in the Ottoman harem was also underlined in Aslı 

Sancar’s, Turkish writer and professor of women studies, The Ottoman Women: Myth 

and Reality (2007).  

The Ottomans were extremely private people. They exercised great 
propriety regarding their personal lives. Ottoman women were sequestered 
in the harems, which were deemed to be sacred spaces, and they had close 
social contact only with their immediate male blood relatives such as 
brothers and fathers or their husbands and fathers-in-law. Male foreigners 
were never allowed to enter the harem, so it would have been virtually 
impossible for a male European traveler to give a firs-hand account of 
women and life in an Ottoman harem. He would have had to rely, instead, 
on what he had read about them in other sources, hearsay from other 
foreigners or his won fantasy. Even foreign women were admitted to the 
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harems with great discrimination. They needed well-placed diplomatic 
connections to be accepted into the harems of the Ottoman elite (10) 

 
Thus most of the travel narratives in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which 

provided the basis for following literary and artistic representations of the harem, do not 

qualify for what they claimed that they were doing, that is, to represent the harem of the 

East.  

 

The Origin and the Literary Corpus of Salomé   

 
Deriving from the Bible, the Salomé legend was a prominent one both in literature 

and in the visual arts until the end of the Renaissance. Wilde’s play epitomizes its revival 

in the nineteenth century, the era of Europe's colonial expansion into the Orient, and 

retains the influence of its Orientalist context. From Gustave Moreau to Joris-Karl 

Huymans, from Oscar Wilde to Richard Strauss and the actresses who played Wilde’s 

Salomé such as Ida Rubinstein and Maud Allan, all contributed to an early twentieth 

century phenomenon of Salomé, Salomania, a Salomé craze at whose center lay a 

fascination with the Dance of the Seven Veils. Beyond the eroticism of the dance, this 

fascination was at the core a result of its association with the Orient. “…Orientalism, (in 

Salomé) was essentially hedonistic, a retreat from the realities and restraints of the 

contemporary world into an exotic and mostly imaginary Other. Salomé emerged as a 

leading Orientalist figure, an archetype of the sybaritic, bodily and sexual” (Caddy 38).  
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Chapter Three: The Dance of the Seven Veils and Its Oriental Other: Belly Dance 

 
The Dance of the Seven Veils in Salomé lies at the center of Orientalism. In 

Edward Said’s theory of Orientalism, the East was like a symbolic stage that the West 

watched at many cultural levels. It was also associated with being female with all her 

exotic, mysterious and sexual features (Said 1, 188-190). The Orient was considered as 

something to be seen and objectified. What came out from this cultural voyeurism 

illustrated itself in various productions of Western arts, from the paintings of odalisque to 

literature on the Orient. Salomé epitomizes Orientalist representation. At the climax of 

the play, however, Wilde places the Dance of the Seven Veils and the kissing of the head 

as a reward for the dance. The dance is present in the original Biblical story about the 

execution of John de Baptist, but the Dance of the Seven Veils in Salomé is also 

historically reminiscent of actual belly dances from the Middle East.  

Belly dancing or The Belly Dance has often been called the “oriental dance” in 

Western cultures (Helland 128); this name suggests an exotic dance that originated 

elsewhere. In Turkish, belly dancing is called “Oryantal dans,” which can be roughly 

translated as “oriental dance.” Belly dancing is designed particularly for the female body, 

with an emphasis on abdominal muscles, hip and chest moves. It is firm and corporal, 

traditionally practiced with bare feet connected to the ground. It is a dance characterized 

by smooth, flowing, complex, and sensual movements of the torso, alternated with 

shaking and shimmy type moves. Belly dancing costumes are often colorful, flowing 
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garments, accented with flowing scarves and veils, as well as exotic jewelry.9 Though the 

Dance of the Seven Veils and the belly dance may not share the same choregraphy, these 

two forms of dance can easily be associated: they both refer to the oriental dance; their 

representations are often sexual, and the use of “veil” connotes the sense of an exotic, a 

mysterious and seductive female. The accustomed connotation between belly dancing 

and exotic harems and oriental women is largely due to the Romantic representations of 

the Orient and the harems of the Ottoman Empire in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

century by Western artists (Said 118). Moreover, the orientalization of the belly dance in 

the West might have taken a lot from Wilde’s Salomé and from its following 

representations. Shay argues that romanticizing and orientalizing have always been in 

parallel with the belly dance in the West. “Caliphs, sultans, sheiks, slave girls, veils, 

harems filled with scantily clad beauties, caravans, and mosques and minarets are 

familiar images in moving pictures, Broadway and Las Vegas performances, and the 

many publications for belly dance” (27). Thus, this association again highlights the roots 

of the Dance of the Seven Veils in the dancing harem girl.   

The history of belly dancing goes back to prehistoric times and coincides with the 

emergence of Islam (Helland 129). Therefore, the influence of the spread of Islam on the 

history of belly dance cannot be underestimated. During the crusades of the Muslims, the 

dances of encountering cultures were exchanged and both Islam and the belly dance 

moved beyond Arabia. As some dance historians argue, Islamic polygamy and the harem 

life may have given life to belly dancing in the Middle East (129). The association of 

                                                
9 International Academy of Middle Eastern Dance Online.  
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belly dancing with the harem leads all the sexual connotations of the harem to be 

reflected in the dance as well. The use of veils as an accessory for the dance and the 

veiling of harem women make the connection even stronger. Therefore, dance is 

considered as a representation of the erotic nature of the harem. Moreover, in Western 

thought the belly dance has flourished in the harems which, from an Eastern perspective, 

were considered to be places to protect women. This misinterpretation of the harem is 

reflected in the belly dance as well.  

 

The Veil 

 

In Islamic Ottoman culture, women were considered sacred and the veiling of 

women was a form of protection from the external gaze, so the veil of belly dancing and 

the Dance of the Seven Veils in Salomé are associated with the harem. In time, belly 

dancing became both an art form and a sexual expression, which inspired the imagination 

of European artists particularly in the nineteenth century. The Orientalist images of 

odalisques (such as in the paintings by Ingres, Delacroix, Gerome and Matisse), dancing 

harem girls and veiled women populated the European artistic discourse and continue to 

dominate it even today. In her book Colonial Fantasies: Towards a Feminist Reading of 

Orientalism (1997), Meyda Yegenoglu connects the veil to colonial fantasies of the West 

through post-colonial and feminist discourse and argues that the veiled women of the 

Orient increase the desire to penetrate the veiled surface of the Other (98). On the other 

hand, the veil served as a protection from the colonial gaze in both literal and symbolic 
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senses. The Topkapi Palace had many visitors from around the world during the reign of 

the Ottoman Empire and the male visitors were not allowed to see the women in the 

harem.10 As a result of this, the women gained a habit of covering the entire body 

including their faces: “…increased foreign presence (foreign visitors coming to the 

Topkapi Palace) was often a precursor to increased seclusion. Without realizing that 

veiling and seclusion were regularly utilized by diverse Middle Eastern populations as a 

form of resistance to foreign colonial intervention” (Lewis 98).  Unveiling the primary 

reasons behind veiling reveals paradoxical conceptualization of the veil. Veiling was 

considered to be a way of covering oneself in order not to reveal the sexual appeal of the 

female body to the male gaze (women were considered to be the representation of the 

honor of the male, who is responsible for the female such as a husband, father or brother. 

So if the woman causes another man to desire her sexually it was an insult to her male 

relatives). In the Western Orientalist imagination, however, it functioned to highlight the 

very sexual appeal and was loaded with erotic meanings. In their article “Orientalism: 

From Veiling to Hyperveiling” Macmaster and Lewis state that “The stricter the control 

of women's appearance the more it was assumed to be a corollary of hidden delights and 

the licentious activities of the harem” (126). The discrepancy between the reason for the 

practice of veiling in the harem and the way it is interpreted by Western artists requires 

particular emphasis in order to understand that the representations of the Dance of the 

Seven Veils are informed by these misinterpretations.  

In her book Sisters of Salomé (2002), Toni Bentley, a dancer herself, comments 
                                                
10 See Ilber Ortayli. Topkapi Palace: Milestones in Ottoman History. New York: Blue Dome 
Press, 2009.  
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on the role of the veil in Salomé’s dance: “The great paradox of the veil − that which 

conceals yet invites revelation − is crucial to the meaning of Salomé’s dance” (32).  

Bentley’s description of the harem resonates with the Western fantasy of the harem. 

Moreover it is important to emphasize her sense of the harem woman and the veil, which 

echoes in Wilde’s Salomé as well:  

In Eastern harems, women are veiled like nuns while their bodies are 
receptacles for male desire. Veils conceal but penetrable. …And then 
comes Wilde’s Salomé unveiling herself, in a defiant act of will, 
controlled not by others but by her own hand. It is in her dance that the 
veils of concealment − of chastity, of marriage, of mourning, of sex, of the 
harem − are discarded (32)  
 

The veil metaphor connects Salomé to the harem and to the Orient. In fact, the Dance of 

the Seven Veils does that almost single-handedly. While highlighting the erotic power 

Salomé gains when she takes off her veils, Bentley maintains the poorly informed images 

of the harem, which have been carried along for centuries by a number of Western artists 

who had never been to the harem. Ella Shohat underlines this kind of hearsay knowledge 

and argues that Wilde’s Salomé epitomizes it.  

The topos of the harem in contemporary popular culture draws, of course, 
on a long history of Orientalist fantasies. Western voyagers had no 
conceivable means of access to harems. Yet Western texts delineate life in 
the harems with great assurance and apparent exactitude, rather like 
European Orientalist studio paintings, for example the famous Turkish 
Bath (1862), which was painted without Ingres ever visiting the Orient. 
…(paintings) served largely to authenticate an a priori vision. Inspired by 
the Arab popular tradition of fantastic tales, the travelers recounted the 
Orient to fellow-Westerners according to the paradigms furnished by 
European translations of A Thousand One Nights tales which were 
translated quite loosely in order to satisfy the European taste for a 
passionately violent Orient. This Orient was perhaps best encapsulated in 
the figure of Salomé, whose Semitic origins were highlighted by the 19th 
century Orientalist ethnographic vogue (72) 
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Shohat summarizes the significance of Wilde’s play, its representation of a long Western 

tradition, and its far-reaching impact on various reproductions created in the following 

decades. In fact, when Salomé was staged in Paris in 1909, the designers did not have 

much difficulty selecting the costume for Ida Rubinstein (Figure 3.1), who played 

Salomé, because the representations of the Orient and the harem had already become 

codified and taken their place in French culture.  

 

Figure 3.1 Ida Rubinstein as Salomé, photographed by M. Evans, 1909. 

 

What helped the designers to redefine the image of the female body and her ‘essential’ 

identity was a scenography of the Orient. Although Orientalism had been a familiar trope 
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of French visual culture throughout the nineteenth century, it was given new impetus by 

the appearance in 1899 of J. C. Madrus’s translation of The Thousand and One Nights” 

(Caddy 47).  The West had all the necessary information to give Salomé, a fictional 

character, a personality and an imagined reality. The veil was a primary vehicle to 

connect the Dance of the Seven Veils to the veiled women of the harem and belly 

dancing, simultaneously eroticizating the dance.  

It is not only the veil, however, that makes the dancing sexually attractive for 

male spectators. Looking or gazing is another phenomenon that eroticizes the act of 

dancing. In fact, in the case of Salomé, Wilde foreshadows the significance of looking 

and watching in the opening of the play, much before the audience knows about the 

dance. The Young Syrian looks at Salomé and the Page of Herodias looks at the moon, 

which is white like Salomé. Salomé seduces the Syrian to make him bring Jokanaan from 

the cistern in return for her look and says, “You will do this for me, Narraboth… and 

tomorrow… I will look at you… maybe I will smile at you. Look at me Narraboth, look 

at me” (75). Herodias is uncomfortable about the way Herod constantly gazes at Salomé. 

“You must not look at her! You are always looking at her!” (80). Wilde’s Dance of the 

Seven Veils reinforces the focus of the text on voyeurism of a particular sort. Salomé’s 

dance is about the unveiling of an alien body; she that is oriental and female, which 

allows the Western gaze to project sexuality onto the image of the harem woman. 

Therefore, the implication of the harem entails both the idea of looking and being looked 

at. Salomé performs her dance for Herod, who desires her and sees her dancing as a 

consummation of that desire. Mimicking the oriental fantasies regarding the harem 
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women the viewer and Herod become the Sultan who can command a view of the dance. 

In fact, Herod’s incestuous gaze on Salomé, and Salomé’s uncontrollable desire for 

Jokanaan are complementary perversions of erotic desire both kinetically staged in the 

dance itself.  In this context, as Davinia Caddy also argues, the dance becomes a 

spectacle; “Salome as performer; Herod (and the audience) as voyeur; music oscillating 

somewhere in between” (3). In this voyeuristic scene, Herod personifies the Western eyes 

on the Orient. Salomé, on the other hand, opens herself up to the gaze; however, in 

Berkoff’s version of the play where Salomé mimes stripping away layers of clothing 

while remaining fully dressed, Herod sees only what he wants to see. The Western eyes 

see a naked, sexual and Oriental female body in his imagination of the harem, like Herod 

and the audience see Salomé naked. Giving no details about the dance in his stage 

directions and allowing a world of interpretation about the dance, Wilde actually waits 

for the West to stage its own fantasies about the Orient in the theatrical productions of his 

play. Albeit with troubling implications, what the West projects onto the Dance of the 

Seven Veils and onto the harem attests to the incredible capacity of Western imagination 

to fill in a troubling gap in Wilde’s text with a complex array of fantasies.  

 

The Allegory of the Veil 

 

Although the social and political meaning of the veil has recently been politicized 

in Western societies with the emergence of Islamism and the images of oppressed women 

and terrorism, veiling remains able to prompt erotic images of harems and Turkish baths. 
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In the occidental imagination, considering the artistic literary atmosphere of the 1890s, 

when the Orient and its harems constituted a space to write aforementioned fantasies, the 

sexual connotations of the image of veiled women played a prominent part mirroring the 

physical repression of Western women in fin-de-siècle culture. Wilde’s emphasis on 

veiling and his invention of the title of the dance depend upon the erotic images of harem 

women and the promise of these women becoming available to Western eyes.   

Veiling functions as a metaphor, both denying access and exciting curiosity about 

the Oriental female in Western imagination. Being veiled sets up the expectation that 

“she will eventually reveal her body” (Dox 60). The very object of the veil itself comes 

with Western connotations.  Macmaster and Lewis argue that the image of the veil both 

in texts, paintings and photographs is strategically placed to signify a much wider field of 

religious, social, and cultural practices which include purdah, the harem, polygamy, a 

repressive political order based on the subjugation of women, Oriental despotism, sadism 

and lasciviousness (1). Can one assume that all these representations are the distorted 

images of the harem refracted through Western fantasies? Or how much of these 

representations reflect the truth behind the walls of veils surrounding the Ottoman harem? 

What were the real harem women and harem life like? How much do representations of 

the harem in Western discourse really represent it? Looking for answers to these 

questions, I will examine the sources, which give detailed accounts of the harem both 

from Western and Eastern points of view in chapter five. 

 

The Veil as the Fetish  
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Interpreting the veil as a fetish object helps to explicate its conceptualization in 

the given context. Fetishism has more than one definition today. In psychiatry, it is one of 

the Paraphilias, a group of sexual conditions including exhibitionism, voyeurism, 

pedophilia, masochism, sadism, and transvestic fetishism (cross-dressing) (Logan 17). In 

the analysis of culture and economics, Karl Marx theorizes the fetish in his analysis of 

commodity fetishism, by which he means the way that capitalism promotes the 

fetishization of commodity11. In sexual fetishism, the subject has “recurring, intense 

sexually arousing fantasies, sexual urges, or behaviors involving the use of nonliving 

objects (such as the veil).”12 Current psychoanalytic theory and criticism of the fetish is 

derived from Freud, who saw the fetish as an eroticization of objects that served to 

protect the subject against an unacceptable psychological reality. For Freud, the fetish 

acts as a symbolic veil, which covers over female sexual difference (or lack). The term is 

generally used to refer any unreasonable fixation on an object or idea. The veil of the 

harem women, or the female from the Orient, functions as a fetish in Western 

representations of the veiled women. Therefore, the veils that Salomé is supposed to 

remove when she dances for Herod function, quite literally, as the fetish, which disguises 

through artifice the difference of women’s sexuality. The Dance of the Seven Veils is 

also a dance of gender and desire. The veil in the dance becomes an object of fetish, as 

the veils remain arouse desire to see through what blocks the sight. Acting like a stripper, 

                                                
11 Karl Marx Capital: A Critique of Political Economy. Trans. Ben Fowkes. Vol. 1. New York: 
Vintage, 1977. 1. 
12 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders: 
DSM-IV-TR. 2000.  
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Salomé is meant to display her body for the watching man. Desiring to see her getting 

gradually naked, Herod also represents a cultural fixation with the female body, which is 

hidden under the veils. A fetishistic pleasure operates on the male audience of the play, 

who can identify with Herod, and who is informed by the relation of the veil to the harem 

and of the harem to the imagined sexual practices and images of sexually available 

concubines and odalisques.  

 

Salomé and the Freudian Fetish  

 

Salomé, however, goes beyond Freud and emphasizes the heterogeneity of the fin-

de-siécle imagination, insisting on various fetishistic representations of androgynous 

bodies. These representations do not coincide with Freudian interpretation of fetish and 

they foreground the irreducibility of the Decadent to the phallocentric Freudian fetishism. 

In order to assess Wilde’s work we must look elsewhere. Contemporary critical theory 

has developed various conceptual approaches to the fetish that resist Freudian definition 

of the fetish as being reducible to the phallic absence. In his definition of the fetish, Freud 

declares that it is “a substitute for woman’s (the mother’s) penis,” (Freud 152) which is 

highly significant in childhood. Salomé combines Salomé’s transgressive and prominent 

desire with a homosexual decadent imagery, so as to trouble Freudian reductionism. 

Wilde’s decadent imagination seems to present unorthodox variations on certain 

psychoanalytic norms such as the fetish. While never fully reflecting the Freudian fetish, 

however, Salomé does symbolically castrate Jokanaan and herself as martyrs to the 
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heteronormative order, which is restored in the closure of the play. While Salomé 

embodies the male fantasy of the fetish that is both desired and feared (Stratton 102), the 

play itself may suggest a more complex view of gender and sexuality, even though that 

potential remains unrealized.  

The reinstatement of the phallocentric order at the very end of the play may 

reflect Wilde’s concern about the social reactions to the play. Indeed, the closure of the 

play retreats from the critique of norms by reaffirming the fetish as a castration anxiety. 

In fact, Wilde adds the last sentence of Herod, “Kill that woman!” (99), only in the final 

manuscript of the play trying to make it fit in the very end of the page.13 However, the 

end does not cast a shadow on the decadent audacity of the play at all. Despite the 

normative ending and the Freudian paradigms of fetishism, male heterosexual desire, and 

the theory of castration anxiety, which are represented by Herod and are central to the 

Oedipal complex, are undermined, in fact parodied, through Salomé’s substantial desire. 

In marked contrast to the heterosexual perversions of the play, the homosexual 

undertones both complicate the text and reflect the attitude of Victorian society toward 

homoeroticism. Herod was deeply moved when the young Syrian killed himself, as “He 

was fair to look upon. He was even very fair. He had very languorous eyes” (81). The 

intimation of same-sex desire becomes more explicit when the Page of Herodias, the 

admirer of the young Syrian, learns that the young Syrian commit suicide. “I gave him a 

little box of perfumes and earrings wrought in silver… Well, I knew that the moon was 

                                                
13 The manuscripts of the play can be found at Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at 
Austin. These manuscripts were written in French. No matter how good his French was, Wilde 
was concerned about his language skills, and he asked his friends to proofread the play for its 
possible language mistakes.  
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seeking a dead thing, but I knew not that it was he whom she sought. Ah! Why did I not 

hide him from the moon?” (79). While the relationship remains latent and ends in 

tragedy, the very possibility of such homoerotic ideas liberates the play from the 

dominant heterosexual desire of Victorian society. Moreover, the death of the Young 

Syrian and Salomé seemingly confirms that there is no permission for non-English or 

alternative views to make their voice heard in Victorian society. However, the voice is 

heard by feminists of the time.  
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Chapter Four:  The Dance of the New Woman  

 

If Salomé tentatively explores unorthodox masculinities, it is equally preoccupied 

with the representation of women. The New Woman14 emerged as an intriguing image for 

the feminist ideal and an often-used literary type in the 1890s. In many ways, the Salomé 

figure was a precursor for the New Woman, who unveiled herself for the sake of 

liberation from male authority. In fact, the Dance of the Seven Veils, which depicted a 

woman moving freely and dancing as opposed to Victorian women whose bodies were 

stabled in corsets, became a metaphor for liberating the female body from the repression 

of the society.  

In her article “Dancing around Orientalism,” Donnalee Dox argues that the 

Western productions of the Other “exocitize the Middle East as they reconstruct and 

experiment with traditional dances of Middle Eastern cultures on Western stages for 

Western gazes” (54). However, the performance of belly dancing in the West embodies a 

central paradox: while invoking Orientalist tropes in its appropriation of Middle Eastern 

dances, it is a form of women's empowerment that destabilizes Western patriarchy. The 

empowerment of the dancing female in Western productions, which Dox also refers to in 

                                                
14 Gail Finney defines “New Woman” in her article “Ibsen and Feminism”: “The New Woman 
typically values self-fulfillment and independence rather than the stereotypically feminine ideal 
of self-sacrifice; believes in legal and sexual equality; often remains single because of the 
difficulty of combining such equality with marriage; is more open about her sexuality than the 
'Old Woman'; is well-educated and reads a great deal; has a job; is athletic or otherwise 
physically vigorous and, accordingly, prefers comfortable clothes (sometimes male attire) to 
traditional female garb.” The Cambridge Companion to Ibsen. Ed. James Mcfarlane. Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1994. 95. Henrik Ibsen’s plays center around the theme of the epiphany of the 
New Woman.  
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her article, is compatible with Salomé, as she is aware of the power of her dance over 

Herod and makes use of it. Moreover, as Salomé dances, she comes out of her “veils,” 

which, according to Western feminist interpretations, embody the symbol of the 

patriarchal repression of women in the harem. Therefore, liberating the veiled women in 

the name of progress is a feminist attitude and it seems to be foregrounded by the New 

Woman (Yegenoglu 39-42).   

The Dance of the Seven Veils, which is often conflated with belly dancing, 

creates a cultural phenomenon in which female body is liberated from patriarchal 

oppression. More than a century after Victorian feminists, the dance became popular for a 

second time during the 1970s as a part of a modern feminism that embraced the revival of 

interest in belly dancing as a liberation. Anthony Shay and Barbara Sellers-Young 

explain how the long history of the belly dance, starting with Salomé’s interpretation of it 

as unveiling the oppressed women, has turned into a feminist weapon in the West. “In the 

beginnings of the “belly dance movement,” this once unacceptable presentation of the 

female body became a powerful means of transcendence as a group of women decided to 

redefine the belly dance as a symbol of personal and sexual liberation” (17). Regardless 

of the later concerns of the belly dance movement and the imitations of Wilde’s Salomé 

with its potential empowerment of the dancer, such rereadings cannot rescue the play 

from once again placing the exotic dancing woman figure on display as an object. For 

this reason, no matter how much Salomé seems to free the secluded Eastern woman from 

her repression, give her the freedom to control the external gaze, and take on the role of 

the subject of experience rather than the object of a gaze, her necessarily oriental features 
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place her back in the Orient, where, she remains a fantasy of desire and an object of pity. 

Dox’s own essay reveals this uneasiness as she considers the contemporary Western 

practitioners of the oriental dance who continue “to dance around Orientalism,” (58) 

simultaneously seeking to appropriate Orientalism and permitting it an encore. 

Wilde’s omission of the stage direction for the Dance of the Seven Veils and his 

figure of Salomé are more telling than what he actually states in the play. The Biblical 

story of John the Baptist is mentioned in two gospels: Mark and Matthew. The name, the 

Dance of the Seven Veils is not mentioned at all. The story in the gospel of Mark, which 

is the richer one, is almost as brief as Wilde’s stage direction of the dance. According to 

it, the dancer “…came in, and danced, and pleased Herod and his guests.” Looking at the 

actual words in the Bible helps us see how capacious Wilde’s creative skills are. 

Moreover, it also tells us how imagination can function as a chain adding rings to itself 

with the help of little inspiration. The Western imagination shapes and structures the 

sexuality of Salomé with a similar kind of inspiration. René Girard discusses the amount 

of information about the story given in the Bible. “Our direct information is minimal, and 

yet the dancer and her dance have always fired the erotic and aesthetic imagination of the 

West. …Why this fascination?” (311). Girard answer his own question with his theory of 

desire which starts with Herod desiring his brother’s desire and Salomé embodying her 

mother’s desire. What might Wilde’s desire have been that conditioned him to write his 

play in such a way? According to Bentley, Wilde saw Salomé from a woman’s point of 

view, shared her desires and identified with her (30). Here, the New Woman embodied in 

the image of Salomé dropping her harem veils, liberating herself from her patriarchal 
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chains and embodying a new identity conforms with Wilde’s own situation. In tandem 

one might see the tragic homoerotic subtext as another projection of unrealizable desires. 

Wilde’s homosexuality was unacceptable in British society and through each of these 

young characters, most of all Salomé herself, Wilde was reacting against the society that 

was not willing to accept his sexual identity. The Oriental veil provided the symbolic 

cover for Wilde’s own desires, for Wilde also made the audience acknowledge desires for 

otherness; here the double otherness of the Oriental female.     

Early Orientalist assumptions about dancing can be found in Curt Sach’s book 

World History of Dance (1937), which is still used in some institutions for dance. Sachs’s 

book is considered highly problematic by today’s dance professors (Shay and Sellers-

Young 20), however it has had a considerable influence on the construction of the 

Orientalist views in the discourse of dance since its publication. In Sach’s work, the 

Orient is sexual, sensual, religious, all dancers are girls, and all dance have religious 

significance (Sach’s 218–223). Sach assumes a male audience for female dancers as the 

context is in the Orient. For Sach, the Dance of the Seven Veils and belly dancing would 

be female dances performed for males. However, feminist arguments about dance see 

dancing highly differently than Sach did.  

Wilde wanted his Salomé to be both chaste and erotic. Asking a friend for advice, 

Wilde said “Don't you think she would be better naked? Yes, totally naked, but draped 

with heavy and ringing necklaces made of jewels of every colour, warm with the fervour 

of her amber flesh ... Her lust must needs be infinite, and her perversity without limits” 

(quoted in Puffett 3). A half naked Salomé in jewels at the outset of the twentieth century 
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would not find her way into a theatre, and Wilde may not have heard about Romance of a 

Harem at all, but the intention for eroticizing the dance implies a lot about Wilde’s 

knowledge of the image of dancing harem girl. In fact, he knew more about the harem 

than his contemporaries, and Wilde seems to make his European audience realize their 

own fantasies about the harem. Not all the harem women were sexually available to the 

Sultan or any other men, yet the fantasies of European men made them seem so. Wilde’s 

Salomé dances, not totally naked but with naked feet, perfumes and jewels. “I am waiting 

until my slaves bring perfumes to me and the seven veils, and take of my sandals” (Wilde 

91). Strauss, aware of Wilde’s image of Salomé as erotic but also decent, commented on 

how Salomé should perform her dance in his opera: “The dance should be purely oriental, 

as serious and measured as possible, and thoroughly decent, as if it was being done on a 

prayer mat” (quoted in Tydeman and Price 130). Bentley devotes her book Sisters of 

Salomé to Wilde’s Salomé and her “sisters” (Maud Allan, Mata Hari, Ida Rubinstein, 

Colette), who maintained the figure of Salomé as sexual, oriental and dangerous. The 

book focuses on how the Dance of the Seven Veils functions as a personality for Salomé 

and makes her into a femme fatale in literary and cultural phenomena.  

 

The New Woman and The Victorian Women  

 

The harem is often used as an epitome of the strict regulation of proper gender 

roles not only in the East, but also within Victorian culture. In the late Victorian England, 

the debate about women’s place in the society came into question as a result of 
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increasingly influential feminist movements. According to Diane Robinson-Dunn, the 

harem of the East, specifically the Ottoman-Turkish harem, played a significant role for 

Victorians as they defined their own gender roles. She argues in her book The Harem, 

Slavery and British Imperial Culture (2006) that “both feminists and those who opposed 

to them found meaning in the harem, which they applied to their own circumstances and 

employed in pursuit of their own political goals” (115). The manner of understanding and 

representation of the harem prominently informs the society’s perception of the 

institution.  

 By the end of the nineteenth century the question of women’s place in society had 

become a political issue in England. At that time, the meaning of the word “feminist” was 

mostly understood as Jane Rendall defined it in her book The Origins of Modern 

Feminism: Women in Britain, France and the United States, 1780-1860 (1985). Feminist 

women were those “who claimed for themselves the right to define their own place in 

society,” as well as the men who sympathized with them.15 Some of the main issues 

about which Victorian feminists were concerned included the right to property, access to 

higher education and suffrage. These sought a more active role in society and politics 

outside of the home. The movements challenged “couverture, or the idea that females 

should live under the protection or tutelage of some man, usually a husband or father” 

(Robinson-Dunn 116). The harem was defined by its private nature and by the idea that 

those within the harem were controlled and protected by men. The signification of the 

harem is an obvious point of departure in the tradition of feminist arguments. In fact, in 
                                                
15 Jane Rendall. The Origins of Modern Feminism: Women in Britain, France and the United 
States, 1780-1860. London: Macmillan, 1985. 1-2.  
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England, the thought that the harem paralleled patriarchal gender relationships 

characterized by couverture had a long tradition, and was widely used by feminist 

groups. In his article “The Slave-Woman in the Harem,” Malcolm Kelsall discusses how 

Mary Wollstonecraft in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) compares the 

institution of marriage as practiced in England to the slavery of the Muslim harem 

(Malcolm 316), and how “the slave in the harem” is a vehicle for her comparisons in her 

feminist writings.  In The Subjection of Women (1869), suffragist John Stuart Mill 

criticizes the education available to women in England by likening it to the training given 

to an odalisque, and the Englishwoman’s acceptance of her condition to the resignation of 

“the women in the harem of an Oriental” (144).   

In 1882, In England married women gained right to own property in their own 

names. Property reform was exceptional and highly significant because it gave wives a 

separate identity from their husbands. The opponents of this right warned against the 

dangers of New Woman, who was emerging.16 The warning did not go unnoticed and a 

feminist stated in Westminster Review that “A Turkish father asked to unlock the harem 

door and allow his daughter to go unveiled would have said the same” (quoted in 

Robinson-Dunn 117). For the advocates, these reforms were making the difference 

between the slave harem women and themselves more visible. To define the ideal English 

woman, feminists of the late Victorian era drew a contrast with its Other — to the harem 

woman.  

                                                
16 Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates. 145. 14 May 1857, col. 275. 
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Suffragists, who later gathered under the National Union of Women’s Suffrage 

Societies (1897), also used the image of the harem woman to make their case. They 

argued that denying women the right to vote would make the people of England like the 

degenerate Muslim societies where “women in the harem are deprived of all liberties.”17 

The first bill of the Suffragists also states that “in Turkey men are effeminate because 

women are practically enslaved”18 and that not only women but also men of England 

would benefit from the suffrage bill because “women’s enfranchisement would give the 

English male a companion superior to the Muslim woman of Istanbul.”19 In her article “ 

‘Purdah’ in the House of Commons,” Mabel Shannan Crawford argues that the grating 

which separated the Ladies’ Gallery from the rest of the House of Commons symbolized 

women’s seclusion, and it serves to further the seclusion of women from politics and the 

government. She likens the grating to the practice of seclusion in the harem and states 

that the grating “degrades the womanhood of England to the low status of their sex in 

Oriental countries” (363).   

In the debates on the right to higher education, feminists used harem as a counter-

image to make their cases. Informed of the harem by the questionable knowledge of 

English travel writers many feminist women of England felt sure that the harem was a 

place where no educational activity for women could occur. Women in the harem were 

denied education and mental improvement and therefore subject to “the slavery of the 

mind” (Harvey 91). Robinson-Dunn further explores how the harem became significant 

                                                
17 “The Women’s Suffrage Bill 1: The Enfranchisement of Women” (1868). Fortnightly Review. 
268. 555-578.  
18 Ibid., 559 
19 “The Enfranchisement of Women” Fortnightly Review 1872: 62. 204-214.  
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in the feminist debates on education, as well as those on the right to property and 

marriage, which challenged the accepted gender roles in English society:  

Journal articles, travel narratives and missionary tracts all repeatedly 
portrayed harem life as unstimulating, dull and discouraging to any type of 
mental activity. These writings constructed a particular ideal of femininity 
in opposition to the figure of the Muslim woman, an ideal which required 
both education and the ambition that education brings (120) 

 

The image of harem was used not only to address specific feminist issues but to make 

general statements about the role of women in the Victorian society and politics as well. 

In this context, the harem was a “gilded bird cage” or a prison, where women have no 

rights or liberty. Therefore, the notion of unveiling and liberating the New Woman from 

oppression by the male authority is again in conversation with harem women.    

 

The Image of the Harem Helps Opponents of Victorian Feminists 

 

While feminists demanded that English women should be liberated from 

patriarchy by invoking the women of the Eastern harems, conservatives relied on the 

same analogy to oppose the feminist arguments. In both cases, the harem was a tool in an 

Occidental debate. The attacks on marriage by feminists were answered by 

representations of the polygynous harem where women had to share their husbands, and a 

contrast to the Christian-English ideal of monogamy was created. This sort of argument 

functioned as warnings to the angels in the Victorian houses.20 In this context, the harem 

                                                
20 For further discussion on this issue, see Reverend George Townsend’s A Cruise in the 
Bosphorus, and in the Marmora, and Aegean Seas.  London: SPCK, 1890.  
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was used to highlight the superiority of the monogamous marriage, as oppose to the 

polygynous secluded harem. The harem was considered a dangerous example that 

English feminists should keep in mind when they attacked to the institution of marriage. 

(The arguments that depicted the practice of marriage in the harem of the Ottoman 

Empire on the other hand, seem to lack knowledge about the cultural perception of the 

idea of family in Ottoman-Turkish society. The significance of family in the Ottoman-

Turkish culture requires further research, and is too broad to cover in the scope of this 

research.21)  

 According to the opponents of feminism, women should not have political power 

and should not interfere the affairs of the State. For this perspective, the image of Valide 

Sultan (the mother of the Sultan) was portrayed as a dangerous figure who had great 

influence on the Sultan and the Empire’s political affairs. This image connotes the 

possible consequences if she had come to hold administrative power. Contrary to the 

image of the Sultan, who controlled his harem with great masculine power, another 

image of the Sultan also emerged. The Ottoman Sultans were likened to the castrated 

eunuchs in the harem. Thus the male, emasculated by the harem, would only be a 

different kind of eunuch serving to the women of the harem (see section the Sultanates of 

Women). This transformation reflects the fear the men of England experienced in their 

encounters with the New Woman as they projected the possible destructive results of the 

                                                
21 For further information about the notion of family in the Ottoman society in Turkish, see Ilber 
Ortayli’s Osmanli Toplumunda Aile [Family in the Ottoman Society] Istanbul: Pan Yayincilik, 
2000. The book provides a comprehensive study of the Ottoman understanding of family.  A 
more complete work on the Ottoman Empire is Halil Inalcik. Ottoman Civilization (2003). 
Published in English by The Republic of Turkey Ministry of Culture.  
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the New Woman in the political sphere. For the mentality of the period, even illegitimate 

female influence let alone having official political rights, where “the proper gender roles” 

are not maintained, would jeopardize the welfare not only of English men but also of the 

nation itself. According to this view only patriarchal ruling could protect women from 

being abused like those in the harem. When this notion is put in the content of Wilde’s 

play, it is not surprising to see Salomé as a New Woman, who, if she unveils herself, 

could decapitate the male authority, which is to say to castrate both men and the nation.    

 The image of the harem helped define the “Englishness” of English women and 

the proper gender roles in late Victorian society. The representations and depictions of 

the harem were central to feminist debates both pro and con. Both sides of the arguments 

used the image of the harem to distinguish the English identity from what was considered 

Eastern or Islamic. The image of the oppressed harem influenced the new political and 

literary perspectives of the century. The misrepresentation of the Orient and the harem 

however, was more about utilizing it for English men and feminists’ own purposes than 

about misunderstanding it. This section explored how the image of the harem had a 

substantial place in Victorian society, which most probably informed Wilde’s perception 

of the harem and veiling and the reception of the play.  Thus, both Victorian feminists 

and their opponents could interpret the Dance of the Seven Veils quite differently, though 

referring to the same harem. The next section will further comment on the interpretation 

of the dance as a forerunner of the New Woman.  

  



 

 41 

Chapter Five: Eastern and Western Conceptions of the Harem: What They See 

Behind the Veil 

 

In order to see the connection between The Dance of the Seven Veils in Salomé 

and the Western image of the Oriental women of the harem, which also shaped Salomé’s 

reception by the Western audience, one should closely examine the harem and its 

Western representations. Therefore, it is important to look at the Ottoman harem, which 

inspired the imagination of various European artists, such as Jean Auguste Dominique 

Ingres and Jean-Léon Gérôme, and writers to shape general assumptions about it. The 

idea of the erotic harem is largely a Western creation. Considering the dominancy of 

male painters, writers and artists in Europe in the late nineteenth — early twentieth 

century, the erotic harem image represents a masculine and sexually charged approach. 

Yet, some female travel writers such as Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, whose letters from 

Turkey and Turkish harems, are famous for their depictions of harem women as sensual 

and extraordinarily beautiful. Her letters spoke to the dominant notion of the Orient in 

England not only in the eighteenth century when she wrote her letters, but in the 

nineteenth century as well. Thus, they played a significant part in the literary corpus on 

the Orient. The letters inspired other British writers such as Lord Byron and were often 

referred to various nineteenth century English literary works.  

 

 A Counter Representation and Meaning of Harem and the Veil 
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The notion of harem as a sexualized realm of deviancy animated some European 

examples of Orientalism from fine art to operas, and novels to literature. However, 

examples of a counter image of the harem women also emerged. While the images of 

nude and passive women lying on sofas invade Western Orientalist paintings, Muslim 

painters imagine harem women as riding horses, armed with bows and arrows (Mernissi 

15). In her book Scheherazade Goes West: Different Cultures, Different Harems, Fatima 

Mernissi explores how eastern and western men load significantly different meanings to 

“sex” when it is related to harem. Although she seems to follow the limited binary nature 

of Saidian Orientalism, in which the West misunderstands the East, her argument on the 

meaning of the harem in the East, which escapes from western eyes, is helpful to 

understand the notion of the harem as understood in the East. According to Mernissi: 

The Westerner’s harem was “an orgiastic feast where men benefited from 
a true miracle: receiving sexual pleasure without resistance or trouble from 
the women they had reduced to slaves. …My harem was associated with a 
historical reality. Theirs was associated with artistic images created by 
famous painters such as Ingres, Matisse, Delacroix, or Picasso — who 
reduced women to odalisques — or by talented Hollywood movie-makers, 
who portrayed harem women as scantily clad belly-dancers happy to serve 
their captors (14).   

 

For Mernissi, Muslim artists are more “realistic” when they envision the harem as a 

source of eroticism. Many Arab, Mughal and Ottoman-Turkish painters and miniaturists 

such as Ottoman Osman Hamdi Bey, Abdulmecit Efendi,22 do not depict harem women 

                                                
22 Osman Hamdi Bey (1842- 1910) was a prominent Turkish painter and archeologist. He is the 
founder of Istanbul Archaeology Museums and Istanbul Academy of Fine Arts (in Turkish 
Sanayi-i Nefise Mektebi), which is the Mimar Sinan University of Fine Arts today. He went to 
Paris in 1860 to study law, however he pursued his interest in painting. For nine years, he was 
trained under French orientalist painters Jean-Léon Gérôme and Gustave Boulanger. He exhibited 
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as overly sexualized in their paintings. In fact, it is possible to find miniatures from 

Mughal miniaturists from the sixteenth century who depict harem women as guards of 

harems armed with bows and arrows.23 It was a real practice to have female guards at the 

gates of the harems of Mughal Empire (Figure 5.1).24 The most prominent difference 

between Muslim painters and Western Orientalist painters from sixteenth to nineteenth 

centuries is that Muslim painters represent women as active participants of daily life, 

while Western painters usually depict them dancing naked in a Turkish bath.  

                                                                                                                                            
three paintings at the 1867 Paris Exposition Universelle. Among his widely known painting is 
The Tortoise Trainer (1906) is housed by the Pera Museum in Istanbul. Contrary to his the 
paintings of his master  Gérôme, Osman Hamdi Bey’s paintings, depicting harem life and 
women, do not portray odalisques. Abdulmecit Efendi (1868- 1944) is the son of Sultan II. 
Abdulaziz. He was the founder and the first president of Osmanli Ressamlar Cemiyeti (Ottoman 
Painters Association 1908-1919). Like Osman Hamdi Bey, Abdulmecit Efendi does not have 
over-sexualized harem women paintings. One of his paintings Beethoven in the Harem, in which 
a harem woman is reciting his violin to Beethoven while other people are sitting next to them, is a 
good example of his attitude toward western depictions of harem women.  
23 See Butenschön, Life of a Mogul Princess, p.177; and Khan, Shah Jahan Nama, p.554. Various 
paintings depict the female guards of the emperor, princes or royal women. Randhawa, Indian 
Miniature Paintings, also shows the female bodyguards of Jahangir’s mother (pl. 4). See also 
Falk and Archer, Indian Miniatures, p.533/ pic.509iii (1653 Mewar); and p.469/pic.364 (1775 
Faruukabad). A painting in the same collection shows a female guard on horseback walking 
behind a palanquin carrying a lady (p.489/pic.374ii [c.1760 Murshidabad]). 
24 See Soma Mukherjee. Royal Mughal Ladies and Their Contributions. New Delhi: Gyan 
Publishing House, 2001. 38-39. 
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Figure 5.1 The attendants of a Mughal princess killing a snake. 1770. 

 

According to Mernissi, in their harems, “real or imagined,” Muslim men are 

insecure against the “uncontrollable feminine power,” which usually arises from 

women’s ability to have men do what women want them to do with their sexual appeal. 

Contrary to this claim, Westerners think of men as omnipotent, “self-assured heroes of 

their harems” (16). Even though it is possible to mention some indirect female 

dominancy in the household of the Ottoman Empire and support Mernissi’s argument to a 

certain extent, the strict patriarchal dominancy in the Ottoman-Turkish culture was 
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apparent.25 Thus an absolute masculine power over female members of an Ottoman 

family is accepted by Western Orientalists without questioning. For this reason, in 

Western imagination, the notion that men reign over obedient women is as attractive as 

the naked, sexually available harem dancers visualized in the supine, waiting position. In 

their aforementioned article, Macmaster and Lewis comment on the aforementioned 

appeal:    

European stereotypes of the harem rested on two interlinking themes, 
those of lascivious sensuality and despotic cruelty. Through the image of 
the violent and cruel sultan or sheik, who had, at his command, numerous 
wives and slave odalisques, the European male could indulge in fantasies 
of sexual domination and perversion while evading the restraints of 
repressive European Puritanism and Christian monogamy (122) 
 

The masculinity of the western visions of the harem and the harem as a secret, forbidden, 

and veiled space function as another motive for Western male artists to see the harem as 

overwhelmingly intriguing.  Thus by exposing the harem as a place where sensual 

women spend time by dancing, bathing, and eating luxurious food while they wait to 

satisfy their masters’ sexual desires, the Orientalist Western representation of harem 

satisfies its own fantasy about the veiled women; it imagines and illustrates the harem of 

its desires in order to penetrate the inaccessibility of the exotic and oriental woman.  

In her book Rethinking Orientalism: Women, Travel and the Ottoman Harem 

(2004), Reina Lewis offers a comprehensive study of the image of the Oriental woman 

and a detailed comparison between the Western notions of the Ottoman harem 

demonstrated in the various literary and artistic representations of the oriental woman and 

                                                
25 For further information about the pathriarchal rule in the Ottoman culture, see Ilber Ortayli. 
Osmanli Toplumunda Aile [Family in the Ottoman Society]. Istanbul: Timas Yayinlari, 2000. 
101-110.  



 

 46 

the real practices in the Ottoman harems. She challenges the idea of the Oriental woman 

and argues that it is “a constructed term of identification, not naturally given” (75). 

Moreover, the images of harems do not represent the real practices such as one man 

marrying hundreds of women in his harem: “Contrary to Western expectations, few 

harems housed more than one wife of any single man and those that were polygamous 

were usually restricted to two of the total of four wives permitted by religious law” (97). 

Concepts like polygamy and concubinage had become inseparable from the term “harem” 

in Western minds. At the outset of the twentieth century, new voices, both from the West 

and the East, started to challenge these associations. The English writer and journalist 

Ellison Grace expressed her experience of the Imperial harem in her book An 

Englishwoman in a Turkish Harem (2007). She opposed the Western image of harem 

women and tried to break the stereotype. In her book, she underlines the political and 

deliberate ignorance of the Western subjects toward the reality of harem: 

To the Western ear, to be staying in a Turkish harem sounds alarming, and not a 
little – yes. Let us confess it – improper. When, before I left my own country, I 
had the imprudence to tell a newspaper correspondent that I was longing to get 
back to the quiet harem existence, I was accused of “advocating polygamy”, for to 
the uninitiated the word ‘harem’ means a collection of wives legitimate or 
otherwise, and even the initiated prefers to pretend he knows no other meaning (2)   

 

Ellison’s remarks are informed by the oppression of women in Ottoman society and she 

worked for the liberation of women in Turkey; however, she was able to distinguish the 

misapprehensions in the West from the facts in the harem. The assumptions that have 

been mentioned so far structured the Western idea of Oriental women in the harem.  
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The Imperial Harem  

 

 The Imperial harem of the Sultans of the Ottoman Empire, which is also called 

the Seraglio in Europe, was located in the Topkapi Palace in Istanbul and was only one of 

the other harems of the Ottoman Empire in Istanbul. It is also called “Harem-i Hümâyûn” 

in Turkish meaning the House of the Sultan, where the Sultans of the Empire lived.  The 

Imperial Harem was divided into three sections: the first section, the antechamber, where 

the male slaves stayed, was not considered “the real harem”; there was not a single 

female lived or entered to this room. The second section, which was in the real harem, 

belonged to the concubines. The last section was where the wives, sons, daughters and 

relatives of the Sultan lived and were served by the concubines.26 In addition to the 

Ottoman harems, other harems are claimed to have existed in Persia, Iran and Egypt. 

However, the harem became known to the Western world mainly via the Ottoman 

Empire.  

 

The Issue of Female Seclusion 

 
As opposed to the nineteenth century European images of the harem as a place 

where women wait to be chosen by the Sultan to satisfy his sexual desires, the Ottoman 

harem was a place where the wife, mother, daughter, slaves, eunuchs, female relatives 

and servants of the Sultan lived (Durukan 9). Harem women were segregated from male 
                                                
26 See Ahmet Akgündüz. Tüm Yönleriyle Osmanlı’da Harem [Harem in the Ottoman Empire in 
All Its Aspects].  Istanbul: Timas Yayinlari, 1995.   
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populated environments because female seclusion in Islamic societies was, and is, a 

common practice due to various interpretations of Islamic rules and customs.27 In her 

book A History of Women's Seclusion in the Middle East: The Veil in the Looking Glass 

(2006), Ann Chamberlin explores the practice of the seclusion of women throughout the 

Middle East. According to her, the female seclusion may actually have empowered 

women in the past, and it may be less oppressing than outsiders think. Though she fails to 

provide convincing grounds for her argument that the repression has benefits for women, 

the book may lead readers to question one-sided interpretations of the female seclusion in 

Islamic Middle Eastern cultures. In the Ottoman Empire, which followed the Islamic rule, 

the harem functioned as a place to keep the women away from “haram”28 by preventing 

them from being seen by male strangers. Veiling was considered a kind of protection by 

covering the face of the women from strangers. In fact, the idea of the harem as a place to 

protect women from outside dangers was similar to the notion of the home where English 

women were supposed to belong in Victorian society. John Ruskin, the author of “Of 

Queen’s Garden,” who in 1864 wrote, “This is the true nature of home – it is the place of 

Peace; the shelter, not only from all injury, but from all terror, doubt, and division” (4). 

In the late nineteenth century, travel writers and painters from Europe who wrote 

about or depicted the harem, assumed that it consisted of only women because of the 

                                                
27 See Fatima Mernissi. Beyond the Veil: Male-Female Dynamics in Modern Muslim Society. 
Indiana: Indiana UP, 1987. 11-15.   
28 The word harem is derived from the Arabic word “haram” that which is unlawful. Thus a 
certain area around Mecca and Medina is haram; some things that are allowed elsewhere are not 
permitted here. Due to the sacredness of these holy places the word haram also came to mean 
“holy”, “protected” and finally “sanctuary”. Eventually it denoted that part of the Muslim 
household where the wife, her children and her servants lived (Durukan 7). 
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strict seclusion of women in the Ottoman society. However, the existence of seclusion 

also required the male presence in the harem. In fact, though usually segregated from 

females, the harem included the sons of the Sultan, while their mother (the first wife of 

the Sultan, who is also the Valide Sultan (the Queen Mother)29) educated them until they 

came to a certain age, male slaves, and castrated male eunuchs who were simply servants 

and messengers of the royal women in the harem.  

 

The Sultanate of Women: Reign of Harem Women 

 

More than a century long period called “The Sultanate of Women” 30 between the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was the period when the women of the Imperial 

                                                
29 The title is given both to the wife and the mother of the Sultan. The mother of a new sultan 
takes the title of Valide Sultan (Queen Mother) upon her son's accession and lives in the harem. 
She was paramount chief and ran the Harem and ruled over the members of the dynasty. Valide 
Sultans influenced the political life of the Ottoman Empire during various periods of history. 
They had the authority to regulate the relations between the sultan and his wive(s) and children. 
The Valide Sultan was a symbol of the Ottoman dynasty and wielded great power. Two of the 
famous Valide Sultans in the Ottoman Empire were Hurrem Sultan and Kosem Sultan whose 
dramatic influence on their son’s political affairs became well known both in the Empire and in 
the West. In numerous verses of Quran (etc. Surah Lokman and Surah Isra) and hadithes 
(traditional sayings of Prophet Mahomet), the significance of parents, especially that of mothers, 
is highly valued. In one of the hadithes, Prophet Mahomet says “The paradise is under the feet of 
mothers”(Hadith 9). So the social attitude toward motherhood, thereby toward Valide Sultan, was 
prominently respectful in the Ottoman Empire, which followed the Islamic tradition.  

 
30 The Sultanate of Women (Turkish: Kadinlar Saltanati) was an exceptional period when the 
Empire was almost entirely ruled by the Valide Sultan of the day by either having extraordinary 
influence of the Sultans’ political decisions or functioning as a real Sultanate like official regents 
to help their sons, who are too little to rule the Empire. Among these Sultanates are Hurrem 
Sultana (1510-1558), who is also known as Roxelana by Europeans, and who is the wife of 
Suleiman the Magnificent, Mihrimah Sultana (1522-1578), the daughter of Hurrem Sultana and 
Suleiman the Magnificent, who traveled with her father in almost all his campaigns and 
functioned as a Valide Sultan to his brother Selim II. Kosem Sultan (1589-1651) was another 
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Harem of the Ottoman Empire had exceptional political influence over the Empire. The 

Sultanates of this period influenced the political affairs of the Empire by either being the 

regent of their sons, who had to become the Sultan at a very early age, or by notably 

influencing the Sultan’s  (her husband’s) political decisions. When the prince, who was 

too young to rule the Empire but who had to accede to the throne due to the death of his 

father, his mother, the leader of the Harem, ruled the Empire. The Sultanate of Women is 

a particularly clear contrast to the Western stereotype of harem woman, who is a mere 

odalisque.  

 

The Life in the Harem 

 

Contrary to the general assumption in the nineteenth century Europe, women 

living in the harem were not living in idleness or voluptuousness. They were spending 

most of their time working and studying.  Most of the women in the harem were educated 

in literature, foreign languages, music and dance.31 In order to be promoted to higher 

positions in the harem, such as being the first maid of the Valide Sultan, harem girls had 

to study and educate themselves. The women in the Imperial Harem were considered to 

                                                                                                                                            
woman who ruled the Empire. She is considered to be the most powerful woman in Ottoman 
history. Kosem Sultan became Valide Sultan when her son Murad IV, Ibrahim I and her seven-
year-old grandson Mehmed IV reigned as Ottoman sultans. Nurbanu Sultan, the mother of Sultan 
Murad III, was another woman who functioned as a regent to his son during 1574-1583. For 
further information on the Sultanate of Women, consult Leslie P. Peirce. The Imperial Harem: 
Women and Sovereignty in the Ottoman Empire. New York: Oxford UP, 1993.  
31 See Gunsel Renda. Çaglar Boyu Anadolu’da Kadın / Anadolu Kadınının 9000 Yılı [Women in 
Anatolia / 9000 Years of the Anatolian Woman]. Istanbul: Kültür Bakanlıgı Yayınları, 1993. 146-
150.   
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be members of the family of the Sultan. Elder women raised young girls mostly 

according to Islamic rule teaching them religion and decorum. On the walls of the saloon 

called “Hünkar Sofası” in the Topkapi Palace, where women came together, there were 

verses of Quran and hadithes about the importance of family life, respect to elders, 

decency and manners.32  

Belly dancing was popular among women as a form of entertainment. Dancing for 

the men working for the empire or for the Sultan is mentioned mostly in Western sources 

on the Ottoman harem but it is barely mentioned in Turkish sources (Atasoy 34). 

However, it is possible to find sources by Turkish historians, who wrote just after Turkish 

Republic was established and who talked about the sexual practices of concubines and 

Sultans. These records from the early Republic are challenged by contemporary Turkish 

historians and claimed to have been political methods to assault the old regime.  

The influence of Westernization attempts, adopted by the founder of Turkish 

Republic Mustafa Kemal Ataturk in particular, was considerable when the social 

practices and institutions of the Empire were disowned on the basis of modernization and 

formation of a modern state and society. The transformation from the Empire to the 

Republic was painful, and the difficulty of the process was felt in every aspect of social 

life. Taking Europe as an example of civilization, new reforms started to be employed. 

Most of the social practices of the old regime such as the institution of the harem, were 

condemned. Europe and its ideals were adopted in the new Republic. In this process, 

some Turkish historians and writers of the day were exposed to the harem fantasies of 
                                                
32 See Ahmet Akgündüz. Tüm Yönleriyle Osmanlı’da Harem [Harem in the Ottoman Empire in 
All Its Aspects].  Istanbul: Timas Yayınları, 1995. 75-82. 



 

 52 

Western writers. As a result of this, a self-Orientalization is seen in the Turkish side that 

accepts the image of erotic harem. As historical research has increased since the 1920s, a 

new approach disowning the Western harem has emerged. Thus, instead of presenting the 

harem as an erotic place, most of the later Turkish historical records underline the social 

role of the Ottoman harems.33 According to these records, harems in the Ottoman Empire 

were established as institutions where royal wives for royal men of the empire were 

raised. Turkish architect Mualla Anhegger-Eyüboglu, who specializes in the harem and is 

a feminist, abhorred all that the harem had represented for centuries, but as an architect 

she was mesmerized by harem’s function and structure. She led the restoration project of 

the harem. During the restoration, she dismantled the view that the function of the harem 

was principally to provide a setting for sexual indulgence. She regarded and presented the 

harem as a haven where children were raised with love and security (45). In the following 

translation, she explains that even the architecture of it would be enough to destroy 

European image of the harem:  

During my work at the restoration of the harem, I realized what was being 
said about it in Europe for centuries had nothing to do with reality. Harem 
was not an institution designed for the Sultan to sleep with whom he 
wishes. Its architecture does not allow it. The doors and the rooms in the 
harem designed in such a way that it was not possible for the Sultan to 
watch concubines for his pleasure. Concubines slept in the section 
allocated to them, which did not have access to the other sections where 
the Sultan inhabited. The wives, children and the mother of Sultan had 
their own rooms in a different part of the harem. The Sultan had his own 
private room. He had no access to the section for concubines. Harem was 

                                                
33 Ahmet Akgündüz’s book Islam Hukukunda Kölelik, Cariyelik Müessesesi ve Osmanlı’da 
Harem (The Institution of Slavery, Concubinage and Harem in Islamic Law) provides 
comprehensive information about the practice and function of the harem in the Ottoman Empire. 
Akgunduz argues that the Islamic law forbids illegitimate sexual relations and the Ottoman 
Sultans followed the religious law.   
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designed like a university. Concubines were the students. Most of them 
got married with the dower Sultans provided for them. They were 
educated and treated like orphans. They all wanted to be promoted in 
order to have a better position. To be promoted, they had to have a 
qualified education. …What has been written about them by Europeans 
are imaginary sights (53).  
  

The privacy of the harem life was extremely important in Ottoman culture as well as for 

the inhabitants of the harem, which justifies the Western fantasies about it, as it qualifies 

the inaccessibility of the harem.   

 

A Journal about the Harem 

 

In his book Bir Çerkes Prensesinin Harem Hatıraları (The Harem Memoirs of a 

Circassian Princess) (2004), the Turkish writer and historian Harun Acba edited the 

journal of his aunt, Princess Leyla Acba, who was a member of the Yıldız harem34, as the 

lady-in-waiting for the Nazikeda Kadınefendi (the wife of Sultan Vahideddin, the last 

Sultan of the Ottoman Empire), from 1919 to 1924. The book consists of Leyla Acba’s 

experience in the harem, which she describes as “the happiest time of my life”  (63). She 

emphasizes the secrecy of the members of the harem, which forbids the members to tell 

details about their life in the harem to their relatives, who live outside the harem, in order 

to prevent any possible conspiracy or assault to the Empire’s palace. The author notes 

that this was also Princess Leyla’s motivation for starting to write her memories of harem 

                                                
34 One of the Ottoman Harems in the nineteenth century, Yıldız harem is located in the Yıldız 
Palace in Istanbul. The rooms of the harem in this palace have recently been renovated and 
opened to public.  
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life (43). She wanted people to know the real life in Ottoman harem as opposed to the 

imagined realities of it, which she observed after she had to leave the harem. She 

received a good education there by studying foreign languages, music, painting and 

literature. Acba’s book provides primary information from within the Ottoman harem, 

which does not support the Western idea of sexually defined harem. Even though his 

source can only speak for the early twentieth century harem and cannot illustrate former 

living conditions in the harems of the Ottoman Empire, it provides first-hand information 

of the harem life without having concerns to be approved, as the author of the journal did 

not plan to publish her writings.  

 

Dress Code to Depict the Harem Women 

 

The fascination with the Orient and the female body, orientalized mostly through 

clothes, became highly popular in Europe in the nineteenth century. The Orientalist 

performances of Salomé were nourished by the orientalization of the Eastern female 

body. The Dance of the Seven Veils in Wilde’s play and in Strauss’s opera, which took 

its libretto from Wilde, became a transgressive pattern for the dancing Oriental woman, 

one which is reminiscent of the woman from the harem. Andrea Deagon examines 

Salomé’s famous dance in the context of the Oriental dance in her essay “The Dance of 

the Seven Veils: The Revision of Revelation in the Oriental Dance Community.” 

According to Deagon, the dance signified many things, among which there were the 

“ancient and oriental degeneracy, chaotic feminine sensual power,” and it has become 
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“something that modern Westerners know about the dance of the East (Deagon 243).  She 

discusses how Salomé was constantly reinterpreted to address complex issues of gender, 

power, sexuality, art, and foreignness in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. It 

was also the time when the veil came to be associated with the East, signifying 

effeminacy and sexual degeneracy. “The Veil’s enclosed sexuality became more exotic; 

the veiled feminine Other became less the chaste wife than the sensual odalisque” (246). 

These remarks show how the Dance and the veil reinforce the understanding of the harem 

as erotic.    
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Chapter Six: The Illustrations of Salomé  

 

Aubrey Beardsley illustrated Salomé in his drawings. Wilde called them  

“naughty sketches”. They depicted “Herod, Salomé and John, both sporting Medusa like 

tendrils and horns, androgynous face, …oozing with sexual innuendo” (Bentley 27). 

Beardsley was the only person who could illustrate Salomé in the way Wilde wanted her 

to be. On a copy of the French edition of the play, Wilde wrote “For Aubrey: for the only 

artist who, besides myself, knows what the dance of the seven veils is, and can see that 

invisible dance” (Holland & Hart-Davis 578). Wilde’s note clearly shows what he wanted 

his reader and audience to see in Salomé’s dance, when one sees Beardsley’s 

illustrations: gender and sexuality are not traditionally depicted. There was no pure 

representation of gender in the illustrations, and these characteristics were an open 

challenge to the proper gender roles as understood in Victorian society. The play itself 

has many distorted identities and unfixed gender and sexualities which make the 

illustrations a great match, as Beardsley repeats and accentuates these complexities in his 

illustrations of the play. As Linda Zatlin argues in Aubrey Beardsley and Victorian 

Sexual Politics (1990), Beardsley’s illustrations dare to challenge the Victorian sexual 

politics in the 1980s, not because of the graphic nudity he depicts, but because of the 

fluidity of the depiction of genders in them. The traditional Victorian masculinity, in 

which men dominate women, is ridiculed. These drawings depicting assertive and 

androgynous figures also represented new identity types in fin-de-siècle culture among 

which there are the New Woman and the Dandy. The juxtaposition of the figure of the 
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New Woman and of the decadent man poses as a threat to the Victorian woman and 

heterosexual men. It is not easy to locate a rigid polarity of the Victorian conception of 

gender in the illustrations as he quite skillfully plays with the idea of heterosexuality in 

them.  Zatlin states:  

In the Victorian mind woman is everything a man should not be: passive, 
illogical, emotional and incapable. To alter the cultural symbolism 
associated with women for so long, to imagine women as human beings, 
was to disrupt not simply the kind of communication carried out in 
Victorian social conventions but to question masculinity itself (204) 

 

Wilde’s approval of Beardsley’s sketches functions as his response to Victorian 

conceptualization of gender. Both artists agree in their non-normative perception of the 

sexuality.  

One of Beardsley’s illustrations is called The Stomach Dance, (Figure 6.1) in 

which Salomé is displayed in harem pants, her belly and breasts open.  If Beardsley is the 

only one who could understand what the Dance of the Seven Veils is, and if  The 

Stomach Dance gives Salomé the suitable outfit, Wilde’s Salomé is a sister of the harem 

girl, as understood in Europe. Moreover, Beardsley blurs gender distinctions by depicting 

Salomé with hair on her chest in the unexpurgated version of The Stomach Dance and by 

distorting the physical characteristics of them, which reveal their genders in all the other 

illustrations of Salomé.  
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Figure 6.1 Aubrey Beardsley The Stomach Dance, 1893. 
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 

 

Although it carries Orientalist elements in it, Wilde’s Salomé cannot be reduced 

to an Oriental play. In fact, the directors of the play and the literature written on it mostly 

focus on the Orientalist references in the play but non-Englishness, sexuality, and gender 

makes this play more. An Irish man in England at the end of the nineteenth century, 

Wilde himself was the Other. In Salomé, he wanted to show that Victorian society was 

not open to any alternative views related to gender, and sexuality. Thus a dancing harem 

girl had to be sexually available to reaffirm the fantasies of the harem. However, the 

chastity of Salomé failed this assumption and the non- heteronormative implications of 

the Page of Herodias and Herod ridiculed the proper gender roles as understood in 

Victorian society. Fascinating works have been done on the Orient but in order to 

understand the representations of the figure of Salomé and Wilde’s Salomé in particular, 

one needs to know the reality of the Turkish harem. Victorian feminists, as well as their 

opponents, used the image of the harem according to their arguments ignoring the real 

practices in the harem. The contributors of these debates also failed to see the similarity 

between the Ottoman harem and Victorian home.  

Salomé dancing the Dance of the Seven Veils resonates with the nineteenth 

century European image of a dancing harem girl in various representations of Wilde’s 

play. Wilde’s Salomé functions as an encapsulation of a period in which the Orient has 

been depicted enthusiastically but in a phantasmagorical manner. The harem is 

considered a place for sexual practices of Ottoman Sultans, and odalisques became its 
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embodiment in Europe. This imagined body is projected on Salomé and featured the way 

her dance is interpreted. Thus the play opened a way to other representations, which 

explore, challenge, and often reaffirm the figure of dancing Salomé as the ultimate 

Oriental beauty. Emerging from the earlier treatments of the theme of the Orient, the 

dance leaves a great space for manifestation of the fascination with the exotic Orient. 

Nourished by the notion of the eroticized harem girl, Salomé has also been a model for 

the new feminist woman. She unveiled herself through her dance, which became a 

symbol for the female liberation from patriarchy.  
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