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Dear Wild Wildeans,  

It is (incredibly) 10 years since I first started publishing Wild About Wilde back in 

1986. In this space of time the interest in Wilde as a literary figure has grown 

immensely. Since 1986 we have had the publication of the major work on Wilde, 

Richard Ell mann's biography (1987) which, however flawed it may have been, 

placed Wilde in the forefront of Irish literature among Yeats and Joyce, a position 

many of us felt he already had but had been denied to him. Societies dedicated to 

Wilde have sprung up in th is time also. The Dublin Oscar Wilde society has been  

very active in having memorials established to Wilde and his family (see article on 

page 6) and the London Oscar Wilde Society is now starting a literary prize for 

work related to Wilde (details on pag e 11).  

In this issue we see how the performance of Wilde's work is becoming more 

important and much more commonplace than 10 years ago. What better way to 

celebrate 10 years of the publication than to concentrate on the live performance 

of Wilde's work? Leonora Obed sent in a fascinating follow -up to last October's 

interview with Steven Berkoff. She saw his Salomé while it was being performed 

in Edinburgh, Scotland, and has an interesting interpretation of his work on this 

Wilde play.  

There are some inter esting new works on Wilde recently published: an audio 

performance of the trials (details on page 13) and a new book by Richard Pine on 
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how being Irish affected Wilde's response to living among st the English (see page 

15).  

Moving along with technology, I would encourage anyone of you who wishes to get 

information on the publication, or to send in articles, to do so via my E -Mail address 

which I give on page 16.  

Thanks to all of you for making the 10 years possible by your support and 

enthusiasm for Oscar Wilde and his literary legacy.  

Best wishes,  

 

Carmel  
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Steven Berkoff' s Salomé  and the Antinomian Impulse  

 

Leonora Rita V. Obed  

 

Morality does not help me. I am a born antinomian. I am one of those who are  

made for exceptions, not for laws. But while I see that there is nothing wrong in  

what one does, I see that there is something wrong in what one becomes. It is  

well to have lea rned that.  

Wilde. De Profundis.  

Ernest: Ah! What an antinomian you are!  

Gilbert: The artistic critic, like the mystic, is an antinomian always. To be good,  

according to the vulgar standard of goodness, is obviously quite easy. It merely  

requires a certain amount of sordid terror, a certain lack of imaginative thought,  

and a certain low passion for middle -class respectability. Aesthetics are higher  

than ethics. They belong to a more spiritual sphere.  

 

Wilde. The Critic as Artist - Part II.  

         In the life and art of Oscar Wilde, the antinomian impulse is a recurring 

leitmotif. In De Profundis, Wilde seized the antinomian stance to defend his 

inimitable style and personality, which could not be defined within the boundaries 

of Victorianism. This iconoclasm is echoed by Gilbert, who likens the critical sphere 

to the mystical one. Li ke Wilde, Gilbert recognizes the value of exceptions: the 

ability to recognize the unlikely in the likely; hence, the spirit that unites the artist,  

the critic, and the mystic. In an article on the Oxonian milieu of Pater, Hopkins, 

and Wilde, Denis Donoghue notes the aesthetic roots of antinomianism:  

"Antinomian" is Pater's word: in Studies in the History of the Renaissance he uses 

it to mean not opp osition to orthodoxy but a quiet declaration of independence, a 

determination to stand apart from official values. Antinomian is not  

synonymous with antithetical. Antithetical means engaging in a conflict with 

official values; antinomian writers choose to  sequester themselves rather than 

accept those values or even challenge them. 1  

      On the fourteenth of November  1995 - on a windy evening typical of Edinburgh 

- I was able to witness a theatrical realization of Paterian  antinomianism. In 

Stephen Berkoff's decadent interpretation of Salomé -  which also appeared in New  
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1. Denis Donoghue, "The Oxford of Pater, Hopkins, and Wilde," Rediscovering Oscar Wilde . 

ed. C. George Sandulescu (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1994) 94 -117.  

York , London and Glasgow - the characters were beautifully clothed in black and 

white, yet their pale faces revealed a sense of weariness, of pleasure and decadence 

pushed to hackneyed limits. In contrast with the royalty and its followers was 

Jokanaan. Ragged  and primitive, he was often bathed in a warm, golden light that  

further emphasized the pallor of the others. Kneeling, he created his own space; 

his stillness and stasis seemed a silent rebellion against the fragile tiptoeing of the 

decedents. His strong , operatic timbre further underscored his aura of prophecy 

and moral vigilance, when juxtaposed with Berkoff  - Herod's stammering and 

elongation of vowels, and with the crowd's (Jews, Nazarenes, slaves) hysterical 

laughter, delicate gait and tragic chorus.   

      I argue that the beauty and formidability of Berkoff's rendition is rooted in its 

preservation of the characters antinomian positions. Wilde, in his own way, was 

more antinomian than antithetical. True to Pater, his Oxford tutor, he quietly, 

though  flamboyantly, declared his independence from Victorian values, even to the 

point of martyrdom. This is particularly evident in his confrontation with the 

Marquess of Queensbury; although friends warned him of the perils of challenging 

Bosie's father, Wild e, in the words of Ellmann, lived the second half of his life in 

top speed, taking on the mask of the scapegoat. If ever Berkoff's production inspires 

in one the beauty and delicacy of Wilde and his fin -de-siècle world, it is because the  

Paterian sense of  antinomian is prevalent. Every aspect of the production respects 

silence; that is, a quiet declaration of independence. From the deliberated, dance -

like steps of the entourage, to Salomé's surprisingly chaste dance, to Berkoff's oral 

gymnastics, the sense  of sequestered spaces and quiet rebellion is preserved. While 

Salomé, in her stark -white simplicity and singularity of vision (to kiss the head of 

Jokanaan) blends in with her decaying milieu, she increasingly becomes 

antinomian as she discovers her obses sive love for Jokanaan. Both Herod and 

Herodias  mistake Salomé's wish for the prophet's head as respectively, her wish to 

obey her unhappy mother, and her wish to destroy her stepfather, but this  

is not the case. Salomé's necrophiliac love stems not from rebellion, but from the 

creation of her own sequestered world - the compact space of Jokanaan's prison 

cell.  

        Salomé, unlike the static Jokanaan, depends upon mobility. Her martyrdom 

at the hands of the jealous Herod may also be seen as the destruc tion of motion, 

towards the stasis of enclosure; in her love for the prophet, she in turn imitates 

him. Jokanaan's kneeling position, outstretched arms and eloquent voice all signify 

the creation of independent spaces, from the physical to the aural. Salomé's 

tendency to wander and search for space makes her vulnerable to the charm of the 

prophet; unlike the 'tragic choir' whose nervous, peripatetic collectivity prevent 

them from creating individual voices and private spaces. The simplicity of the sets, 

and the marked differences between each character's method of motion and 

elocution emphasize the evolution of enclosure - the fact that certain characters 

become increasingly isolated as they seek solace in sequestered worlds.  
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      If anything, the Berkoff interpretation, by its inspired isolation - and thus 

emphasis - of Jokanaan, reveals two dominant strains of influence in Wilde's life: 

the decadent/aesthetic, a nd the religious/spiritual. In between the prophet and the 

decadent is Salomé, the figure of the human potential for good. Throughout the 

play, Jokanaan's existence carries compelling moral weight. When he speaks, he 

alone can inspire compassion; hence, Salomé's fascination, Herod's fear, and 

Herodias's mockery. His voice anticipates the modernist Other. As Edith  

Wyschogrod emphasizes in her book, Saints and Postmodernism:  Revisioning 

Moral Philosophy, the burden of moral weight is one characteristic of t he Other's 

effect on oneself; because the Other is different and is not oneself, then oneself can 

objectively view the Other's ethical example.  Salomé's realization of the banal 

state of her life is at the same time the abandonment of her will to the voic e of the 

Other, or Jokanaan. Her subsequent martyrdom is an extension of antinomianism, 

a trait shared by saints and by Wilde, who experienced his own  

martyrdom for sexual, artistic and Hibernian liberation. The notion of 

abandonment to the voice of the O ther is represented by the piano  

accompaniment in the Berkoff production: its Satie -like spell reminds audiences of 

the importance of aural hypnosis, the fact that the antinomian impulse is realized 

not only in sequestered spaces, guttural intervals and v ariance of light, but in the 

enigmatic sphere of music . As Gilbert notes in The Critic as Artist Part I, "This is 

the reason why music is the perfect type of art. Music can never reveal its ultimate 

secret."  

The spell of other voices, the secrecy of enclosed spaces, such is the fascination that 

Salomé has for Jokanaan and his strangeness. By emphasizing the uniqueness of 

each and every type of space, the oral, the aural, the visual, the peripatetic, Berkoff 

th us activates the antinomian impulse that unites Salomé with the spirit of its  

author, Oscar Wilde.  

Leonora Rita V. Obed lives in Edinburgh, Scotland. She is a doctoral candidate at 

the University of Edinburgh. Her thesis is on Oscar Wilde.  

For an intervi ew with Steven Berkoff see Oct. 1995, # 19 issue  of WAWN.  
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A Wilde Day in Dublin as Speranza is Honoured  

J.D. Murphy  

 

          On Monday February 3 rd 1896, Jane Francesca, Lady Wilde died. Her death 

certificate records the cause of death as sub -acute bronchitis. One hundred years 

later we turned out in large numbers at the Wilde family vault in Mount Jerome 

Cemetery, Dublin, Ireland to honour the memory of this remarkable woman.   

           Merlin Hol land privately financed a window pane in Poets' Corner, 

Westminster Abbey, in memory of his grandfather, Oscar Wilde. Others wishing to 

be associated with this commemoration sent subscriptions to help fund the 

installation. The cost of the window was comfo rtably exceeded, and Merlin decided 

to use the surplus to pay for a plaque to Speranza in Dublin. The American College, 

Dublin, which occupies the former Wilde residence at 1 Merrion Square, joined in 

the initiative. Mrs. Mary O'Rourke, deputy leader of Fi anna Fail, unveiled the 

white marble plaque, and spoke of the fiery nationalist poetry of Speranza and her 

colourful life in Dublin. Merlin Holland spoke of his great -grandmother and his 

grandmother, Constance, and reminded us that circumstances had preven ted both 

from being interred in native soil. Merlin was accompanied by his charming wife, 

Sarah and his son, Lucian.  

          Ulick O'Connor recited Oscar's sonnet "Helas!'. The attendance included 

Marie Gavan Duffy, granddaughter of Sir Charles Gavan Du ffy of The Nation. 

Lady Wilde once stood up in court and claimed authorship of patriotic writings for 

which Duffy was being prosecuted. Three ambassadors were there: Mrs. Jean 

Kennedy -Smith (U.S.A.), Mrs. Veronica Sutherland (UK) and Mr. Barry 

Mawhinney (C anada). Others taking part included Joy Melville biographer of 

Speranza, Noreen Doody, P.J. Lynch and Mary Norris of the Dublin Oscar Wilde 

Society. Julia Rosenthal and Jeremy Mason represented the London Oscar Wilde 

Society. Professor Davis Coakley, whose  book The Importance of Being Irish, 

merited the 1995 Oscar Wilde Literary Award (Dublin Society) renewed old 

acquaintanceships. It was a nice, crisp, dry day so it was quite pleasant to linger 

in the sunshine and swap anecdotes and reminiscences, but the next item on the 

programme beckoned.  

          Next stop was number one Merrion Square for lunch, wine and  

                                                                                                             (cont. on page 8)  
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Dympna Murphy, Sarah Holland, J.D. Murphy, Merlin Holland and 

Lucian Holland in Speranza's room at No.1 Merrion Square, Du blin, 

3rd February 1996.  

 

 


