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Nazimova’s Veils

‘Salome at the Intersection

- of Film Histories

- With its early date and esoteric dura, Alla Na21mova s 1922 Salome seems to
guarantee ’ the h1stor1ca1 prescnce of lesbians i in film. Yet the film’s iconic
status itself deserves further 1nterpretat1on In his authorltatwe biography
Nazimova, Gavin Lambert acknowledges a spate of 19gos studies of fa-
mous theatrical and Hollywood lesbians; the 1mp11cat10n is.that an actress
like Nazimova owes any widespread contémporary interest in her story
to this sudden chic. The phenomenon represents a welcome lifting of the
gag order that has distorted the historical record of lesbian and gay lives,
but it makes asking methodological questions about writing the history of
sexuality and culture all the more necessary. The “outing” of Salome tends
to pop the film out of historical context. This essay approaches questions

of lesbian representability through Nazimova’s film and argues that while

Salome’s avant-garde pretensions have preserved its cult value and sexual
cachet, interesting historical dimensions of gender, sexuality, and ethnicity,
as well as of authorship, art, and entertainment have remained obscured.
In what follows, I hope to indicate how current film scholarship might re-
contextualize the film; however I'also want to maintain the importance of
Salome’s notoriety as a starting point for a queer historiography that could
illuminate Nazimova’s contribution as a lesbian auteur.

This once-celebrated stage and.screen star made herself visible in her
own time through one of late- nmeteenth— and early-twentieth-century
Western high culturc s, most overexposed icons of sexualized femininity,

Salome, the blbhcal princess who danced for the head of John the Bap- |
tist. Nazimova’s film adaptation of Oscar Wilde’s 1893 play turned out to

be ill timed and ﬁnanmally and professmnally disastrous, but her tribute
to the gay 189os resonates in this later turn-of-the-century moment. Re-
cent studies of the cinema of the 1910s and 1920s bring out the important

role of women filmmakers in the period and stress the receptivity of female.
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choices expressed female sexuality and social aspirations and at the same
time “contained” and dictated the limits of female transgression —the era’s
popular vamp type illustrates this paradox well? Nazimova, in taking on
the role of Salome, participated in this wider solicitation of female audi-
ences and pal.d tribute to notorious stage actresses and dancers before her

- who had made Salome their own. As writer, producer, and, evidence sug-

gests, de facto director of the film, Nazimova also affiliated herself with
Oscar Wilde —with his authority as well as with his notoriety. Hers was a
twentieth-century, decadent, American, cinematic, woman-made Salome.

If lesbianism signifies here, it is at the intersection of these discourses, or

veils. My metaphor is meant to emphasize both the lack of transparency in
interpretive acts and the aesthetic dimensions of historical performances.
Salome can be illuminated by current film research in a number of ways.
These include the centrality of the star system and its articulation of female
sexuality with the cinema as alternative public sphere (in Miriam Hansen'’s
phrase); women’s economic and creative power as filmmakers in equy cine-
matic production; Hollywood orientalism as thematic and aesthetic and as
discourse operating in the construction of American ethnicities; the inter-
textuality of silent cinema; and new periodizations of the American avant-
garde and of Hollywood modernism. These are shorthand designations
and T will not be able to pursue all of them in this context. What I hope to
emphasize is how particular aspects of the film appear or disappear under
different critical gazes, suggesting ways that strategies of veiling and un-
veiling characterize lesbian authorship and historical interpretation alike.
Available, mostly cinephilic accounts of her film—as “cult” or camp favor-
ite, Wildean, tribute, or protounderground film —can be destabilized by

' feminist work on silent-film history, and perhaps some of the premises of

that new historiographic work tested in turn. In the next section, I offer
an overview of the film and its place in Nazimova’s career. Then I go on to
introduce several approaches to Salome, starting with its latter-day recep-
tion and then turning to contextualizing theories. I argue that the Salome
intertext should be seen in relation both to women-oriented film culture
and to Wilde as an authorial precedent. Nazimova’s film is an effort toward,
a unique event in, female movie modernism.

Alla Nazimova’s Salome sometimes seems like a hallucination of film his-
tory. The independent film’s release was delayed by United Artists for
nearly a year. Finally, the film premiered in New York on New Year’s Eve

1922; there was a second midnight screening. On an art nouveau set “with

audlences emcrglng 1nto the modern ) l—’artlcular star personae and story

silver cherries bobbing im her hair, the face of a petalant imp-and-a-pertly——
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1. Portrait of Nazimova

boyish frame”? the forty—two—ycar old star portrays Oscar Wilde’s heroine
asa fourtéen-year-old, dancing the dance of the seven veils in what the New
_ York Times revmwcr p¢r11aps unchgmtably characterized as “an exceedingly
tame and not remarkably graceful performance that Herod wouldn’t have
given standing room in his 'kingd:Om for.”# Nazimova, hitherto a popu-

lar box-office draw, though one thfcaténing to become too powerful or

too “temperamental” for mainstreain tastes, lost most of her financial re-
sources and a great deal of her proféssional standing with the film’s box-
office failure. She left Hollywood and returned to the stage; her later film
appearances were infrequent. :

Salome was not without defenders. The New York Times itself applauded
itas an “unusual and . . . visually satisfying spectacle” and Robert E. Sher-
wood called it “exceptional in every no;eworthy'sense,” continuing, “The
persons responsible for ‘Salome’ deserve the whole-souled gratitude of
everyone who believes in the possibilities of the movies as an art.” But
Photoplay and other mass-market pﬁblicatiohs warned audiences that the
film was “bizarre.” In a time of increasing censorship, some of this negative
sentiment was generated by the source material.

Salome follows Wilde’s text closely, emphasizing the play’s stylization
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and repetitions, its air of doom and decadence. The well-known story 1s
this: The heroine’s desire is ignited by the ascetic Jokanaan (John the Bap-
tist, played by Nigel de Brulier), who has been imprisoned by King Herod
(Mitchell Lewis). The king, though married to Salome’s mother, Herodias
(Rose Dione), cannot stop leering at the young princess. When the prophet
refuses Salome’s advances, she agrees to Herod’s lustful entreaties that she
dance for him —at a price. After the dance of the seven veils, she names her
fee, demanding the prophet’s head. Her mother applauds her; Herod is ap-
palled. He keeps his oath, but when Salome satisfies herself by kissing the
severed head, he orders her death. In three remarkable costume changes,
Nazimova shifts from pert and boyish dancer to a diva of the grand gesture
who, drawing her peacock cloak over the head, ducks under for the kiss
with a shudder of orgasmic pleasure.

Alla Nazimova was a legend of American silent cinema of the outsized
style and stature that Sunsez Boulevard’s (dir. Billy Wilder, 1950) Norma

‘Desmond memorializes. Indeed the faded star’s planned comeback in that

film is what could only turn out to be 4 monumentally outdated treatment
of the Salome story. A Russian Jew who apprenticed with Stanislavsky at
the Moscow Art Theatre (an episode she embellished later), Nazimova
(born Mariam Edez Adelaida Leventon in 1879) arrived in New York in
1905 with the early Zionist play The Chosen People. She rapidly learned En-
glish and became the American stage’s foremost interpreter of the greqt
female roles of Ibsen and Chekov. In 1917 the thlad@lp/zm Telegraph remi-
nisced: “It soon became ‘the thing’ to see Nazimova in a matinee per for-
mance of Ibsen. . . . Her Hedda and Nora became the talk of the town and
were discussed in great detail by fair young critics, who raved about symbol-
ism, universality and dramatic influence.”® In the 1910s Nazimova became
one of the first Broadway actresses to match and even surpass her stage suc-
cess when she became a screen star, reportedly drawing the highest salary
in Hollywood from Metro, and creating the type of European exotic with
which Pola Negri and, in a different way, Garbo and Dietrich would later
become identified. Her fan base, like that of most female stars, was female,
whether she performed on stage or screen. The Washington Star reported
in 1917: “Ten years ago Alla Nazimova played to an audience of Smith Col-
lege girls and went to their dormitory after the play. Sitting before the fire,
she answered their . . . questions about the stage. She has had deep interest
in college girls.”” Later Motion Picture Mczgazme referred to her “seemingly
overwhelming appeal for the feminine sex.”® She produced her own films
at Metro, and although her persona differed considerably from contempo-
raries such as Lois Weber and Mary Pickford, it is worth considering these
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Women prod;ﬁceré as part of a common phenomenon of the period. Nazi-
mova was also well known for her extravagant entertainments at her Sunset
Boulevard estate, the Garden of Alla, which in 1927 became the hotel Gar-
den of Allah. Ata penod when the movie colony was becommg established

as the “dream factory, Nazimova helped define the components of its life-
style—a heady mix of opulence and orientalism, Eurocentric hlgh-culture
pretensions and Cahforma new thought’ -—everythmg from spiritualism
to diet fads. Fan mangmes reported that her swimming pool—supposedly
de51gned in the shape of the Black Sea—was ‘crowded w1th Hollywood
ingenues. ”9, , ,

If her Hedd'l and Nora are now forgotten Nazxmova is remembered
for those1 1ngenues In 1916 in Wh’lt Lambert calls “her ﬁrst known lesbian
aﬁalr—wlnch 1s not to, say that it Was her ﬁrst she met and was brleﬂy
involved with Mercedes de Acosta, who'in her 1960 memoir Here Lies the
Heart notorlously, if obhquely, details’ her relatlonshlps with Garbo and
Dietrich, as well as her alhances w1th Nazimova and many others."” Nazi-
mova was also involved w1th Eva le Gallienne (who was to- have a more
lasting liaison with de Acosta) a id latet in 928, ]omed le Gallienne’s in-
fluential (and famously sapphlc) New York theatrical company, the Civic
Repertory Nazimova’s h1ghly pub11c1zed artistic collaborauon—rumored
affair —with flamboyant. de51g : 'horeographer Natacha Rambova (née
W1n1fred Shaughnessey) culr on Salome. There
area few important relanonshlps with men; most notable and enduring is

nated in the pair’s worl

what was publicly understood as a marriage to her leading man and busi-

ness-manager, minor English actor and Salome’s credited director Charles -
Bryant (Nazimova had:never.divorced an otherwise inconsequential Rus-.

sian husband). Nazimova spent the last sixteen years of her life with an-
other protegée, Glesca Marshall. As Elaine Marks asserts in her study of

lesbianism and French literature: “Name-dropping in this instance is an
essential preliminary activi’ty,for if Gomorrah, as Colette observed in a
criticism of Proust, is not nearly as vast or as well organized as Sodom, it
is nonetheless a small, cohesive world 1 1n wh1ch connections between bed
and text are numerous,” ! . : .

Perhaps it was Nazimova’s outrageous behav1or, or pelhaps it was the
threat of her power or desire for artistic autonomy, that eventually led to
her parting of ways with Metro. She formed her own production com-
pany, initially with the idea of combining several shorts in one “repertoire”
film.*? Ultimately Nazimova spent $400,000 of her own money on two
projects with. personal significance. Unfortunately only tantalizing pro-

duction stills remain of Nazimova's 1922 hilm ot Ibsen’s A Doil’s House,

her signature stage vehicle. The film was generally well reviewed, with
ome criticism of the star’s attempts at acting girlish at the beginning of
he film that anticipates certain assessments of her Salome: For both films
she enlisted the design and choreography talents of Rambova, who had de-
gned str'ikingly antirealist sets for Nazimova’s 1921 production of Camille
Metro, the star’s lastfilm at the studio. Camille had helped launch Ram-
bova’s husband-to-be, Rudolph Valentino, as Armand opposite Nazimova.
azimova’s association with Valentino ensures her place in Hollywood
gend; not Ohly Rambova but another of Nazimova’s lovers, Jean Acker,

azimova employed a talented professional, Charles Van Enger, as cine-
atographer. She used the pseudonym Peter M. Winters for her scenarios.
Ithough 'B'rya'nt, the man known as Nazimova’s husband, is credited with
oth films’ direction, he appears to have been director in name only. Per-
ps Nazimova wished to defuse criticism that she had received at the end
“her Metro years for overreaching, but the star clearly had full authonty
1 her independent productions.”

‘Oscar Wilde characterized the subject of his play as “a woman dancing
ith her bare feet in the blood of a man she has craved for and slain,”*and
ie grande dame Nazimova turned in a stunningly stylized portrayal of the
enage femme fatale. Her choice of subject matter was not obscure, but
production’s loyalty to the play was notable. Rambova’s art direction
nd costume design were directly inspired by Aubrey Beardsley’s famous
lustrations of the play’s first English edition. The film used only two, de-
antly antirealist sets. Beardsley’s black-and-white color scheme and cir-
ular motifs were picked up in visual excesses such as African American
ourt slaves in Marie Antoinette wigs. But if Beardsley had upstaged or
ocked the play’s author in his graphic rendition of Salome, as many have
rgued, Rambova’s visual design amounts to full collaboration in the film’s
esthetic—and in its unmistakable homoeroticism.!® The film’s faithful-
ess in depicting the desire of Wilde’s Page (Arthur Jasmina) for the Young
yrian (Earl Schenck), and Nazimova’s casting decisions — although Lam-
ert was not able to confirm the rumor of an all-gay cast, he suggests that
everal principles and extras were gay men and lesbians '*—were matched
y visual ambiance such as the painted nipples on the Syrian, the Execu-
oner’s (Frederick Peters) bold S/M look, Jokanaan’s uncanny asceticism,
d Nazimova’s gamine minitunics. The film was atleast as much designed
directed; who can say which of the two women had the idea to feature
rag queens at Herod’s court? Though a striking visuality was quite ap-

arried Valentino, and there are sex scandals attached to both alliances.) -

propriate for and common in films of the period, Salome’s artiness made
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it an oddity. P0551bly because of the flm’s excesses s and fear of censorship,
or possibly because of a dispute with Nazimova arising from their need to
exercise control over an 1ndependent production, United Artists delayed
and finally mrshandled its limited release. The result was financial disaster
and mixed critical reception., Naz1mova never produced ag"un 7o
Salome is early 19205 Hollywood decadence self—conscxously rendered.
The ambitions a pair of female modesnists had for cinemaasanart formare
pinned on a notorious. text written by, the very type of the modern homo-
sexual, While it was certainly astar veh1cle evenavanity producnon its de-
sign and staging emulated European art cinema, which had recently made
its mark in the United States with the release of The Cabinet of Dr. Cali-
gari (dir. Robert Wiene, 1919), as well as experlmental theatrical and dance
sources. Such Hollywood avant- garchsm would have few successors. Cer-
tainly, the film’s pervasive aesthetic'of gender- bendmg wouldn’t be seen
again in American film for decades. In the very year of the film’s produc-
tion, Will Hays came to Hollywood to establish industry self-censorship.

Henceforth stars’ contracts included a moral turpitude clause to distance

film production froma wave of major drug, sex, and murder scandals, most
notoriously the trials of Fatty Arbuckle Indeed mitich of Salome’s promo-

tion and reception struggled to emphas1ze its tastefulness and lack of of-
fense to censors. This historical juncture proved to bea turning point for |

women directors, scenarists, and producers in Hollywood;.whose power

declined prec1p1tously after the wat'and, 1ron1cally, comadentally with the

achievement of women’s 5L1Hrage Undoubtedly the fa11ure of Nazimova’s
film and her subsequent echpse add to its myth.

“Nazimova’s Veils” is not a phrase méant to suggesr merely that the actress’s
achievement has remained shrouded in the cinematic past and is in need
of uncovering. Although the m'lgmtude of her stardom on both stage and
screen does make her subsequent obscunty notable, she is present in all
the standard Hollywood histories. Certamly the vicissitudes of her career
were documented extensively in the contemporary press. Even the identi-
ties that were not proclaimed aloud in such sources—lesbian, Jew, writer-
director —have not preciéely been hidden from 'éubsequent generations

who cared to look for them: Rather I invoke the veil as an epistemologi-

cal figure something like the closet; the way Nazimova is remembered has
meaning that resonates beyond the s1mp1e act of exposing her sexual and
affective affinities. The veil has spec1ﬁcally feminine and orientalist conno-
tations that make it a more apt trope for Salome than the closet would be.

__ Thehomo sexuaLsecre Ltheclosel;ﬁguresusxeded.l&th1s text bv the Dubhc
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sexualization of the female body. The acts of revelation and silence clus-
tering around Szlome and its star are multiply and unpredictably bound
up with changing historical constructions of homosexuality and gender,
ethnicity and agency. Nazimova’s “veils” trace the contours of these contra-
dictions.

Nazimova’s outing was a standard, though notan unambiguously queer-
positive, gesture before the phenomenon had a name—the word “les-
bian” is almost always coupled with mentions of Nazimova in contempo—
rary accounts. She is gratuitously though accurately referred to as “Nancy
Reagan’s lesbian godmother” in biographies and video guides. Perhaps
Nazimova’s exoticized p'ersona allowed for the production and othering
of lesbianism that kept other female Hollywood stars safe from the ap-
pellation and recuperable for wholesome heterosexuality. Kenneth Anger
makes the following comparison: “[Dietrich’s] passel of girlfriends was
dubbed Marlene’s Sewing Circle. They were not lesbians, like Nazimova’s
gang, but good-time Charlenes who, like Marlene, swung both ways.” 8
Dietrich here is rendered nearly as American as apple pie. Nazimova’s
vaguely orientalized persona also veiled her identity as a Jew —though
she did not advertise this ethnicity, she was always identified as of Rus-
sian nationality and could not be assimilated within nativist codes of white
femininity. Nazimova'’s veils allure us today as her challenge to notions of
core identity and transparent meaning; but we can also consider how her
identities informed her film’s difference in ways that have not previously
been addressed. Perhaps the accoutrements of aestheticism hid in plain
view a more subversive project to claim the right to public authority. Per-
forming as a signature role Salome, the Jewish princess who died for her
perverse desire, could be construed as a layered act of coming out. After
discussing how contemporary and cult impressions of the Alm veil —that
is, suggest but also obscure—this authorial act, I turn to discourses that
informed the film’s historical emergence.

Notably, Nazimova has been veiled as an author through the latter-day
reception of her film and through the relationship to Oscar Wilde, for camp
and aestheticism both enhance and undermine the lesbian specificity of her
authorial performance. Lesbianism is too easily assimilated to the more de-
fined gay male aesthetic in this case, and Wilde as a presence overwhelms
the precarious authorial position of a powerful female performer-turned-
producer in the Hollywood of the 1g10s and early 1920s. Nazimova’s film
has been to a large extent preserved and put into circulation in the last sev-
eral decades via its revival in the late 1960s. The New York Times advertised
a presentation of a-forty-five-minute version in 1967. The screening was
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presented by silent- ﬁlm collector Raymond Rolnuer in con]unctron with
an exhibition of’ Be’trdsley s, drawmgs Tt prov1ded the occasron for a U.S.
visit from Wilde’ s son Vyyyan Holland, whose translation of the play the
program credits as the basis for the print’s titles. In his progr'un notes, Ro-
hauer recounts gaining interest in the ﬁlm locnrng the orrgrrnl camera
" negative,and obtunrng the exlnbmon rrghts from Nazimova’s executrix.!
The contemporary perceptlon of the film has been shaped by the aes-
thetic and social evaluations of that trme and cultural context. Some
sources, such as this pronouncement on the Gecasion ofa London screening
around the same time, believe that ‘S[Llome stands forth from the welter
of ephemeral productrons of the past as one of the few American pictures
made with the sincere purpose of creatmg a work of art,”20 whereas others
echo Bosley Crowther who, reviewing the filmin 1967, called Salome, “One
of the silent movies’‘more notorious Trffany lamps relic of a style of artsy
acting that blazes as present day camp.”? Arguably it is exactly the film’s
sincerity of artistic purpose that'makes it ‘camp. In her 1964 “Notes on
‘Camp, ” Susan Sontag defines the sensibility in part as “failed serious-
ness.”?? Crowther’s comparison of the film to'a Tiffany lamp—a notorious
one at that—betrays the inflience of Sontag s.definition: Tiffany lamps
and the drawings of Aubrey Beardsley are featured in her sarnphng of “the
canon of Camp.”? : R T
Saying the film is campy is not exactly the same thrng as saymg it is gay.
Sontag herself is circumspect,about this issue. “The peculiar relation be-
tween Camp taste and homoséxu‘ality has to'be explained,” she writes, but.
since she concedes this point.in‘number fifty-one of her fifty-eight notes,
the only appropriate response is, “Indeed.” "Per'h'aps herﬁe’s's"ay’s dedication
to Oscar Wilde stands in for such an explanation. However, it seems evi-
dent that the mid-to-late-1960s revival of Salome established the film’s gay
reputation. Crowther may describe Nazimova’s film without reference to

homosexuality. But 1 detect an implicit avowal of the coninection 1n hisvery

disdain for the ﬁlm His review continues: “Don’t take this old film too
serrously Jt'sa preposterous bit of | pretense-—rn its day regarded by seri-
ous critics as a hmp prece of studro fashloned Art.” What i is connoted in an
attack on a woman’s work as hrnp 2 The “ gayness > of a camp film like
Salome —like the gayness " of Wilde — may go without saying, but this very
“obviousness,” carried in the male-oriented homophobic epithet “limp,”
renders the meaning of Nazrmova s lesbianism, and how she used the film
to configure it, less hrstorrcally leglble _
We would do better tolook to Kenneth Anger thanto the New York Times
for 1nsrght into camp sens1brhty and for a fuller appreciation of Salome’s
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artistry. The gay avant-garde filmmaker and “magick” practitioner all but
defines cinematic camp in his scandal compendium Hollywood Babylon,
the French publication of which shortly preceded Salome’s revival and Son-
tag’s essay. Anger’s work made a kind of gay-inflected excess characteristic
of Hollywood —of “studio fashioned Art” —as a whole. The gay male af-
filiation Crowther hinted at is marshaled explicitly in Anger’s canonization
of Nazimova’s film. He reports that she “employed only homosexual actors
as ‘homage’ to Wilde,” and his pronouncement has become central to the
lore of the film2* It is in part in homage to Wilde that the exfravagantly
lized Salome has maintained a steady gay cult following in recent de-
es: Yet if it is unintentional camp that is produced by what might be
alled the failed seriousness of Nazimova'’s interpretation of Wilde’s highly
self—conscrous literate work, then an attribution of conscious authorship
to Nazimova becomes somewhat compromised. Nazimova is certainly not

ignored in this cult celebration; she is honored as a diva, of course, and her
own deviant sexual identity seems to earn her bonus points in Anger’s re-
ception. But, [ argue, her agency is veiled by her gender. As a woman, she

1s a spectacle, or at best she is seen as paying homage to Wilde rather than
s making her own contribution.

Andrew Ross understands camp as a response to aesthetic forms that cor-
respond to an earlier mode of cultural production; these “become available,

- inthe present, for redefinition according to contemporary codes of taste.” %

Thus a typical assessment from a recent screening: “In the annals of film

hlstory, ... Salome stands out like a shriek at an afternoon tea. ... As the
i wicked Salome the great dancer [sic}/actress Alla Nazimova often looks
:and acts like the Bride of Frankenstein, moving stiffly and dreamily under

the madly stylized coiffure erupting from her head.”? If camp evaluations
since the film’s 1960s revival have the virtue of celebrating Nazimova’s ex-
cess—keeping her daring before us—they fall short of illuminating the
situation of women and. Hollywood, sex and power in 1922. In the context
of this essay, I can do little more than point to new directions in film histo-
riography that might help us reconstruct and analyze these conditions of
production and reception. My aim s to begin to restore the film’s historicity
while preserving its strangeness.

Salome’s status in film hlstory as a curio might be modified by placing it

among attempts to define an early American avant-garde. Whereas France

and Germany developed distinct art cinemas in the 19105 and 1920s, it
is generally accepted that in the United States the rapid establishment
of an industrial model eliminated experimentation. But Jan-Christopher
Horak’s anthology Lovers of Cinema: The First American Film Avant-Garde,
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1919-1945 draws more meamngful conrections between the Uruted States
and Europe and begms to map historical precedents to the acknowledged
avant- garde that emerged w1th the WOI'l.\ of Maya Deren and others in
the 194082 Salome is thusan’ 1mportant touchstone what reviewers saw as
bizarre about Rambova's ‘designs, or strange about the film’s 2 1ct1ng style
and pace, can be reevaluated as partofa genumely avant-garde experiment.
C.-A. Lejeune descrlbes quxmova s chfference from her peers in a 1931

proﬁle

Her face was'always-a fine mask. .. . It was her body that was her language,
and a body trained and persuaded to the limits of the camera. Her gestures
had been shaped in‘the flat, not inthe 10L1nd, and always with a sense of pat-
tern; she knew every: pose and poise of expression in two dimensions— how
to use limbs:and throat and t1lted head to strengthen and complete the design

on the screen28 .

The pictorial qualities Lejeune highlights were fundamental elements not
only of Nazimova’s work but of Rambova’s modernist desxgns

Locatmg Salomé i in terms of its aesthetic difference cer tainly makes sense
in light of the “artiste” 1mage Naz1n1ova herself cultivated. A characteristic
profile shortly after her arrlval in Hollywood tells us: Naznnova doesn’t
speak of her venture into picture ‘work as the ‘movies’; she calls it photo-
drama. Neither does she think she has sacnﬁced her ideals; but rather,
she talks of creative principles as serious as does the sculptor painter or
COmposer. She actually C'lllS it an art.” % Rambova s pretensxons went even
further. In her contnbutmn to Lowm of Cinema on the limits of experi-
mentation within the class1cal Hollywood parad1gm Kristin Thompson
cites Saiome as a fa1rly extr,’me ex*unple of the * m1ld modernism” that
was 1ncorporated into the 1ndust1y in the 1920s, part1cularly through set
and costume design. Thompson concedes that the film “shifts the usual
classical emphasis on the primacy of the narrative system,” which here is
subordinated o the spectacular sets and to an overall emphasis on design.
Yet in Thompson s functionalist terms, the film’s “innovations are moti-
vated largely by the simple and familiar story” and its “sets and stylized
acting seek to create an overall.toné of decadence appropriate to the play.”*
Concepts such as “motivated” innovation and “appropriate” decadent tone
neutralize the film’s transgressiveness—and that of its literary source—
and awkwardly press the film into the service of a teleological narrative of
Hollywood’s aesthetic norms. Its difference is recontained.

Yet we should be wary of encouraging Salome’s simple introduction into
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ognition too could come at the expense of queer visibility. Formalist anc |

|
|
|
|
l
i
l
|

romantic models of avant-garde practice and authorship, and strict typolo f
gies and criteria of admittance to the alternative canon, have often down |
played the gayness and mutual influence of films from James Watson anc |

Melville Webber’s Loz in Sodom (1930) to the work of Anger, Warhol, anc

other contributors to underground cinema. Even popular magazine cover- |

age hints that Rambova and Nazimova’s collaboration is responsible for |

the “bizarre” elements of Camille and Salome, and this coding of sexua
deviance as artistic flamboyance deserves attention.

Morever, I agree with Thompson that the film cannot be set in direct |

opposition to Hollywood product. Most importantly, it is crucial to ac-;

knowledge that the film’s search for a filmic language to express female
desire had affinities with the goals of more commercial Hollywood pro-
duction of the 1g10s; far from losing its avant-garde stamp through such
a repositioning, Salome could be seen as linking up artistic modernism
with mass-media solicitation of female desire, making the female artist
persona visible in/as the spectacularized, performing female body. Femi-

nist film scholars, among them Miriam Hansen and Shelley Stamp, have
documented the importance of female audiences to the emerging narra- |

tive, visual, institutional, and broad cultural forms of the cinema of the
silent era. The stress Thompson places on the “assimilable” modernisms
of set and costume design (and one might extend this, as Gaylyn Studlar
doesin her work discussed below, to dance) ought to be considered in terms
of these discourses’ privileged relationship to women (and indeed to gay

men). Once again we are faced with a paradox of interpretation: is Salome |

considered a “milder” attempt at avant-gardism because it is trivialized by
the association of design and dance with women and the masses; or might
the film’s ambitions indicate that the particular kind of modernism so in-
tegral to the movies was emblematically female?

The work of Miriam Hansen provides background for these questions.
In Babel and Babylon, Hansen argues that during the transition to what
we call the classical period, the cinema functioned as an alternative pub-

lic sphere —a unique experience of modernity — for women. The discourse |

of consumerism “cater[ed] to aspects of female experience that hitherto
had been denied any public dimension,” Hansen argues. Commercial-

ized leisure provided a newly gender—.integrated public space that built on |

consumer culture’s transformation of the female private sphere3! “More
than any other entertainment form, the cinema opened up a space—a so-
cial space as well as a perceptual, experiential horizon —in women’s lives,”

a newly expanded formal “avant-garde” canon, not least because this rec-

Hansen writes.?2 Having outlined cinema’s “chameleon” res ponse,in-the—
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transmonal pCl‘IOCl to a modermty in WlllCl’l the soc1al reorgamzatmn of
gender was. cruc1al I—Iansen has turned to. quesuonmg the status of clas-
sical cinema 1tself In recent work on the movies as Vernacular or popular
modermsm, she argues that too heavy a stress on the “classical” in I—lolly-
wood cinema ignores the fact that its very medium and mode of expres-
sion belong irrevocably to modermty 3 Ilollywood s “mass production of
the senses” can be taken to express a cultural logrc of modernlty that takes
new relations of productlo,n and consumptlon into account in"'ways high
modernism could not: The challengmg of the modernist canon through
questions of consumerism and miass culture has been an important direc-
tion in femlmst stud1es Hansen s the51s though not empha51zmg gender
at this juncture, prov1des crucial s support for such Work '

The artistic and hterary modernism with which Salome allles itself would .

seem to be distinct. from vernacular modermsm however ‘the film’s fin
de siécle homage was dated even in 1922. A common criticism is that the
film is hardly a movie; its aesthetié is one of stasis and pantomime (and the
repetitions in the play s langmge which are incorporated, although to a
lesser extent, in the more conclensed film’s titles, seem to reiterate this). Yet
Wilde’s symbohst ambrtrons in the play could be seen as ﬁttmg with the
cinema’s synestheuc capacmes s—here moblhzed in ways that attempt to
speak to the embodied experlence of women in this period. Nazimova was
astar of sensational filins; she was ‘marketing her independent productions
to the audience shé had already attracted (even in the theater she played
to the masses, touring with'a repertory in vaudev1lle) Rambova and Nazi-
mova were enthusrastlc about turning the ﬁlm medlum toartistic purposes;
but they must also have been interested in turning art into an expeuence
well rendered by Hansen’s phrase ‘mass production of the senses.”
Salome’s debt to Beardsley s erotic and styllzed drawmgs might have de-

parted from I—Iollywood practrce of 1tsera, butattempts were made tointe-
grate the il with the consumerism’ that drove Hollywood’s fascination -

with design* The very same“Salome hat” described. above, iri the 1991
review from the L.A. Wee/(ly, as-a “madly styllzed coiffure eruptmg from
[Nazimova’s] head” was heralded in a London press release during the
film’s first run in tlus fashion: “Thé Salome headdress Wrth its myriad tiny,
white pearls that in the light seem moon- 51lve1ed and- stand upright on
flexible stems, is apparently to'be long with us.”3 I-I1gh modernism and
mass culture are brldged in this self—consc1ous promotion of European in-

Auence: “There is the best of reasons to belreve Nazrmova s‘Salome, which .

made 1ts mark on students of motion prctures when it had its premiere
in this country w1ll in the roundabout way of passage through London
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2. Nazimova in her
distinctive Salome

headdress (1922).

and French appearances, lmperatively influence fashions in America at an

carly date.” The reference to “students of motion pictures” injects a note of
serious culture without compromising the film’s populism. Similarly, Le-

3]eune s tribute to Nazimova opens with a memory of encountering both
‘her charwoman and “a certain learned professor . . . engrossed in a book

on philology” waiting outside a cinema for the premiere of a new Nazi-
mova film3® The intertextual figure of Salome herself may be one of the
most productive intersections of a high-culture fascination coded male and
avernacular, sensory, consumerist modernism coded female. I first explore
this figure and then turn to the related and similarly intertextual discourse
of stardom.
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«  Iftoday we recognize the ﬁgureof Salome asaestheticism’s touchstone —
Wilde’s interest followed that qf Moreau,Huysmann, and Flaubert among
others, and Strauss’s widely produced opera based on Wilde’s play brought
the obsession into the tWﬁntiét,lj ‘century —the fgnizﬂe tradition of appro-
priating Salome 1s now alm‘o,s'ty fpfgopferi. In her e‘svsay, “ ‘Oilthzilomeing '
Salome’: Dance, the New Woman, and Fan Magazine Orientalism,” Gay-
lyn Studlar writes cornpéllingl'y' of the promincrit cultural role of dance in
the reconfiguration of gender in the early twentieth century. Specifically,
she explores dance i{cvonoér'aphy‘in' the movies and in fan magazines ad-
dressed to female audiences, noting the emphasis on the sensuality of move-
ment, costume, and the B‘dd)},.Da_lr‘lcé’s‘ high-art connotations were also cru-
cial in the appeal to women. ‘St_ud‘l“ar: points out: “Dance as a ‘classic’ art
stood as an ideal symbolic merger between traditional middle-class female
gentility and contemporary ideals of feminine freedom from bodily and
imaginative restrain.ts‘.”37 Nazimova 1s oftgn misremembered as a dancer -
in contemporary tributes, and Rambova, as Studlar puts it, “became the
ultimate High-Art Dance Vamp” in the popular press.® '

Salome dancers were a craze in the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, and the figure “became [one of | _t_hevr'epresentational foundations for
Hollywood’s proliferation of vamps.in :tl'ieAlate 1g1os and 1920s,” accord-
ing to Studlar?® Canadian dancer Maud Allan caused a senisation in 1905
19077 with her much emulated “Vision of Salome” dance, and “Salomania”
spread: “By the summer of 1908,” dance historian Elizabeth Kendall writes,

“Mlle. Dazie [of the Ziegfeld Follies], was [training and . .. ] sending ap--

proximately 150 Salomes every month into the nation’s vaudeville circuits,
each armed with the same routine —an incoherent mix of gestures and un-

dulations addressed to a pap-i,er'—'mache head.”*.The year 1908 saw a Vita-

graph production of Salome; aﬁdﬁzid_di-l%ibrial film versions followed. Female
vaudeville and early film audiences watched sensational renditions of the
dance of the seven veils that ‘éigriiﬁ'é'd» and embodied female desire and
expressiveness, andithey_ imitated t_héj_dance in private theatricals. By pro-
ducing her own version of Salome; Nazimova added another dimension
of agency to spectators’ active viewing and dancers’ making the role their

own through performance. Coming late in the cycle, her film inevitably

made use of earlier versions —those of male modernists as well as those of

modern women.

The Salome story revolves around the gaie——Salome arrests the circuit’

of gazes objectifying her (Herod’s, the Young Syrian’s) and uses her to-be-
Jooked-at-ness to-get her will in the dance of the seven veils. She looks at

Jokanaan and desires him; her nature is trarrsfornred-by-the-admission-of——
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desire her look entails; she enumerates his body parts in a reversal of the
fragm.entatiori so often visited on the female body; her punishment for ap-
- propriating ;lle gaze is absolute. The male artist, Linda Saladin argues
. often found his substitute in the “mythologization of femininity,” and thi;
took on favored form in “the myth of Salome, used to obsessive ,lengths in
the late nineteenth century.”*! The femme fatale was a way of s.ymbolizing
th.e mysteries of the artist’s own act of creation; her perversion of procre-
ative power was sublimated in his art. In Nazimova’s production, both the
character’s and the artist’s transgressive acts are present; the appropriation
of the gaze is their common mode. One striking sequence encapsulates the
film’s thematizing of the gaze, extending to that of the narrational role of
_the gaze behind the camera. A petulant Salome looks across the terrace

- toward the cage over the cistern where the prophet is incarcerated, and her

gaze is followed by an extreme close-up of the lock on the gate. She next
lqoks over at the Young Syrian, who is huddling with the Page who loves
him, the men depicted in a two-shot that appears frequently in the film
(fig. 3). This gaze is followed by a close-up of the key tucked in tlte sash
at the Syrian’s waist (fig. 4). Next Salome, in profile and on point exag-
geratedly bends her head forward, staring with great concentration’ at her
target, and the next shot is a remarkable frontal extreme close-up of her
eyes, the frame masked so they appear, heavily outlined with makeup, in
a bar across the center of the screen (fig. 5). ’

In a film featuring mainly long—shot tableaux on a dominating set, the
use of point-of-view editing and extreme close-ups— particularly the ’shot
of Nazimova’s eyes—underscores the trallsgreséive looking and desire that
drive the film. Her gaze is castrating; the Young Syrian will kill himself
ta_fter surrendering the key. The scene’s stylized posing also shows that the
influence of dance is not restricted to the choreographed set piece, the dance
of the seven veils. Nazimova is the object of the gaze, certainly; yet her
small, lithe figure in a straight, short sheath offers a different versi(’)n of the
spectacle of the female body. And although we look with her at Jokanaan
neiFher he nor the other men are coded as conventional objects of femalé
desire. Variety complained that “the heroic figures were givena decided ap-
pearance of effeminacy and the slaves of color were beefy instead of muscu-
lar.”*? The film’s circuit of looks demands a powerful and unusual alliance

- among filmmaker, heroine, and female spectator.

.'1'"hus despite the Salome figure’s association with a male literary tra-
dition, portraying the role in a star vehicle was also an attempt to solicit
the historical female film audiences who, Studlar emphasizes, were pas-
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3. The Young Syrién and the
Page who is devoted to him
shrink from Salome’s desire.

4. The key that Salome needs -
in order to release Jokanaan,

singled out by her gaze.

5. Salome’s gaze stands in for
the gaze of Nazunova as
filmmaker.

and orientalism in the pe’riod. The “fit” between Nazimova’s star persona
and the role of Salome can help us read her significance, for, as Richard
Dyer and others have argued stars powerfully express cultural contradic-
tions around gender sexuahty, race, and ethnicity.*® The tra ansgressiveness
of Salome’s desire is consonant with Nazimova’s “for eign” persona.* Such
connotations are evident i inan item appearing well before Nazimova went
to Hollywood: “there are crmcs who contend that . . . the art of the actress
has been seriously hanchcapped by an apparently studious avoidance of
roles that are ent1rely free from a note of n]OIbldI'leSS >4 The morbldness
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6. Nazimova dances the dance of the seven veils (Salome, 1922).

of Ibsen’s new woman (the term was also associated with lesbianism in the
period) would soon be transferred to that of the screen’s avatar of the femme
fatale, the vamp. Yet as much'as Nazimova’s exoticness and inscrutability
overlap with the vamp persona, she also departs from the type. Her Rus-
sianness is played up in almost all accounts; her national identity facilitated
high-art connotations more easily than did the Arabic trappings of vamps
such as Theda Bara, although I would argue that Nazimova’s Jewishness,
veiled behind her Russianness, provided an orientalist link. Nazimova’s
publicity insists on calling her Madame; “unusual” and “temperamental”
are frequent epithets. She is above all an artist, and the press surrounding
her independent productions gave this aspect of her persona even more em-
phasis. Mozion Picture World felicitously describes Salome as “One of the
most artistic screen portrayals along the line of what is popularly termed
‘high art””46 In keeping with this notion, Salome’s deal with Herod —
whom she tricks with her dance so that she can call the shots—might be
seen as allegorizing Nazimova’s transition from performer to filmmaker.¥

At the crucial turning point of her film career, on the release of Camille
and her announcement of her intention to produce A Doll’s House and
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Salome independently (the phfiod of her partnership with Rambova), Nazi-
mova was interviewed by Gladys Hall and Adele Wh1tely Fletcher for
Motion Picture Mrzgazzzze The-encounter is mterestmgly framed by Hall’s
refusal to allow what one mlght call the Norma Desmond aspects of Nazi-
mova’s persona to be dispelled. At the premiere of Camille she stares at

Madame in the audience: “I'm not Jooking at a celebrity so much as at an
esthete...atragedienne ...a Woman of Sorrows,” and she is shocked when
the next day “Nazimova steps briskly into the room . . . in a blue tailored
suit,mannishly tailored. Her feetare shod inlow-heeled oxfords... her hair
is parted on the side, slech boy1sh "4 The star mforms the interviewers that
it is only on set that she is addressed as Madame her friends call her Peter,
and sometimes Mimi. The i interviewers “fcel ataloss. This is not the Nazi-
mova they had prematurely ‘v1smhzed No.incense wreathes in serpentines
about her deﬁmte boy1sh head ‘She wears no chiffons, no morb1d1txes she
thinks, succinctly, as-a man thmks Other proﬁles note Nazimova’s origi-
nality in dress, but few type her.new- woman persona through such mascu-
line iconography. Despite Nazunova s havmg concluded theinterview with
a “Peterish handshake,” Hall gocs off still muttering “sphinx of the marble
mien ... empress of hate . .. you turn men’s blood to ice.”*? Thus just before
Salome went into production; Nazimova’s star image was defined 1 in terms
of its contradictions; the aesi:hete qua fernme fatale méets the new woman
qua lesbian. Sexology’s characterization of the “mannish” woman as invert
was an accessible discourseduing this period —Nazimova even tells her
interviewers that her favorite reading is medical books30-At this juncture,
such contradictions were still rﬁ’ahageable, but with the film’s failure came
increasingly critical press coverage of the star,and the connotations of man-
nishness and of what a Phozoplay profile called “bizarrerie” or “diablerie”
were likely to have become more legibly lesbian! The Variety review of
the film brings issues of form), sexuahty, and lack of popu]ar acceptance
together: “Salome as a picture, is. going to pléase a few who are Nazimova
devotees, a few that like higher art in all its form perversions, and then its
box office value will end.”52 ‘Claiming this constellation of connotations
in her own way, Nazimova as artist and as unconventional, even deviant,
woman met in the Salome project..

-~ To take on the role of this particular femme fatale is also to take on the
legacy of the stars who had previously been identified with the figure and
thus to ally oneself with women-artists as well as female audiences, Espe-
cially when performed by a ]eW1sh celebnty, the ]ewmh princess became
a powerful vehicle for artlculatmg a modern sexual 1dent1ty First among
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hardt, who was in rehearsal with Wilde in 1892 when the production was
shut down by England’s examiner of plays. Sander Gilman notes that the

star “was represented as the quintessential ‘modern’ woman in the stereo- |

typical discourse of the late nineteenth century.”* Through readings of the
anti-Semitic elements of discourse on Bernhardt, he concludes that “La
Divine Sarah is the embodiment of the sexuality of the Jew and, therefore,
of the modernity which this sexuality comes to represent.”> Nazimova’s
selection of Wilde’s heroine is a way of afhiliating with and reinterpreting
from a female position the styles of European decadence and its figures belle
juive and lesbian, specific incarnations of the femme fatale. By virtue of her
own stage reputation, Nazimova exploits the high-art imprimatur of the
role as associated with Bernhardtand later with Ida Rubinstein, the Ballets
Russes star who was widely celebrated for dancing Salome.* Peter Wollen
details the importance of the Ballets Russes at the intersection of mod-
ernism and mass culture (pamcularly fashion), and Michael Moon builds
on this work to bring out the queer dimensions of the ballet’s legacy, in-
cluding that of Rubinstein’s lesbian fandom.’ Finally, Studlar stresses that
the Ballets Russes decisively influenced early-twentieth-century women’s
popular culture. Thus Nazimova’s movie version of Salome exploited an
emerging mass-cultural topos—a sexualized, crypto-Semitic, and crypto-
feminist other. Even the Hollywood Salome whose performance immedi-
ately preceded Nazimova’s could be considered as figuring her own Jewish-

ness as well as her sexual agency through the exotic, erotic persona. In 1918, !
]

quintessential vamp Theda Bara included a large-budget version of Salome
arho_ng the vehicles for her wildly popular femme fatale persona. While a
range of male authors, painters, and composers each had his Salome in the
fin de siécle period, powerful women performers intervened in their con-
struction of a female, Jewish other when embodying the role themselves.
Nazunova s performance must be situated in relation to other inter-
preters of the role, but her direction/production of her film distinguished
her Salome through a particularly canny affiliation to Wilde. T argued above
that Wilde tends to overshadow Nazimova in contemporary interpreta-
tions of the film; at the time of the film’s production, the connotations of the

“association were variable. Sometimes her fidelity to the play was declared

unique; at other times, the overfamiliarity of the play was grounds for dis-
missal of the film. In my view, a cross-gender identification with Wilde lent
Nazimova the discourse of aestheticism through which to make her origi-
nality and agency visible. She and Rambova are promoted in Allied’s press
release as “gifted young women artists”; the characterization is enabled by

stars associated Wlth the role 1s an actress Who never pl’lyed it: Sarah Bern-

the aura of Wilde’s “exquisite poem drama” and the reputation of Beards-
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ley’s illustrations. But of course Nazimova borrowed more than an artistic
srgnature from Wilde; she borrowed aqueer one. Putting herselfin Wilde’s
place, as opposed to just performrng in his text, she asserted her sexual dif-
ference. In this queer ‘film artrfact authorslup and performance intersect
in the star’s body. Wilde’s name is synonymous with homosexual perver-
sion; his heroine connotes sexual vomcrty Nurmova s vrs1b1hty depends
on her manrpulatlon of these veils. "

The metonymrc association of Salome’s 1mpersonator with the vice of
the play’s author had a prececlent the strange case of Maud Allan. Allan
had notably less control over the association with Wilde’s perversion than
did Nazimova, as it took on evxdentmy status in a court of law. As T noted
above, the Cmadran dancer S “Vrslon of Salome had been a phenome—
nal international success but it was “her appearance ina private London
production of Wilde’s play in 1918{11'“ provided one of the most bizarre
ep1sodes in Salome studres Noel Pemberton Billing, MP, suggested in
print—as part of his campaxgn t6 expose German sympathrzers dur1ng the
war —that those attending Allan’s performarice were themselves perverts,
hence traitors. (He claimed to have a black book containing the names of
forty-seven thousand such homosexuals/subve1 sives.) His dark intimations
appeared under the title “The Cult of the Clitoris.” Allan sued for libel and

lost, after some remarkable testiony that implied that if she knew what,

the word “clitoris” meant, she must be the i 1n1t1'1te of dangerous and sedi-

tious sexual practices. As Jennifer Trav1s recounts 1n her arncle on the trial,

Billing testified that Allan’s performance was desrgned so as to foster and
encourage obscene and unnatural practices among women.”% The “cult
of the clitoris” named an audience turned lesbian by a partitular interpre-
tation of a work of art. Nazimova weént into production a few years after
the Billing trial; I have no doubt that she was aware of this case that had
identified Wilde’s play with lesbianism by way of the actress’s reputatlon,
the play’s symbolism, and its content, the prmcess ’s sadlsm .
Obviously it was the strgma of the: play sauthor, the ﬁgurehead of the cult

S of sodomy, that set the drama in motion. (Wilde was imprisoned duung his

play’s Paris premlere and never saw it. performed ) A common reading of
Salome sees the transgressive sexuality of the heroine as an encoding of the
author’s homosexuality, and a homophobic reading views the punishment
with which it concludes as just. Jane Marcus, in a passionate early 1970s
defense of the play’s feminism, “Salome: The Jewish Princess Was a New
Woman,” insists that Wilde drew a “link between the suﬁering artist and
the aspiring woman.”*® Elaine Showalter queries, “Is the woman behind
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widely circulating photograph that is credited as Wilde himself costumed
as his heroine.” Nazimova’s auteuristimpersonation of the heroine can also
be seen asa reading of Wilde’s'identification with Salome.

Lesbianism, not “visible” in her performance even as her costumes spec-
tacularize her putative lover’s designs, is another veil that opens on further
discrepancies. Generally accepted as the firstlesbian filmmaker, Nazimova,
like Salome, solicits our gaze at what appears to be an obvious feminine
spectacle in order to enact a duplicitous female desire and subjectivity. She
further encodes and veils her lesbian authorship by appropriating the au-
thority of Oscar Wilde and the discourse of aestheticism. Her performance
of lesbian authorship is also an authorization of lesbian performativity.

William Tydeman and Steven Price’s thorough study of the production
llistory of Wilde’s play includes a very insightful reading of Nazimova’s
film, asserting that “the return to Wilde and Beardsley . . . represents .
the first attempt fully to integrate a common reading of the play’s sexual
subtext with a design concept and performance style fully informed by that
subtext.” Their important observation nevertheless begs the question for
me of how “the play’s sexual subtext,” if understood as male homosexuality,
might signify in the hands of a lesbian auteur. I have been implying that
autonomous (albeit destructive) female sexuality, male homosexual noto-
riety, and a bid for female authorial recognition converge to provide the
conditions of lesbian representability in the film. Tydeman and Price con-
tinue their evaluation of Nazimova’s effort: “That [the film] attempts this
[presentation of the sexual subtext on the level of production] covertly, and
in Hollywood, makes it possible to see Nazimova’s Salome as a coded act

of resistance to perhaps the most influential contemporary medium in the
regulation of sexual behavior.” 61 T would add that it is crucially the regu-
lation of female sexuality that is contested in the film, and, according to
scholars such as Hansen, in the public sphere of silent cinema. Nazimova
may be using Wilde to resist Hollywood, as the authors imply, to style her-
self as an auteur, and to make her deviant sexual identity visible, as I have
argued. But 1mportantly sheis also usxng Hollywood, with its mass female
audience in mind.

AsT have reiterated, Nazimova was a star with a large female fan base—
she confided to Hall and Fletcher in Motion Picture Magazine that “most of
her friends are young gi‘rls.”ﬁ2 This attempt to exploit the popular female
audience in relation to what aimed to be a new discourse on both sexu-
ality and film art is to me what is most exciting about the film and most
darmg about Nazunova s aesthetic bid. Hence the chsappomtment of the

Salome’s veils the innermost bemg of the male artist?” and reproduces a
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reach female audiences—who had a demonstrated taste for Salomes, at
the time of its release—it did not reach them later, in its 1960s revival or
its gay film festival afterlife. Rétrospective programming requires a certain
connoisseurship that has not been built into the history of lesbian spectator-
ship. But Nazimova seemed explicitly to be trying to fashion such taste,
perhaps such an audience, among her fan base. I like to imagine an alter-
native history origindting in a silent-ilm-era “cult of the clitoris” —that is, -
a history that recognizes the possibility of lesbian identifications forming
among female film audiences.53 Fascinatingly, Salome has been kept visible
by its “queerness”—in both senses, strangeness and gayness. It is now pos-
sible to nuance that visibility in relation to histories of female sexualities,
ethnicities, and subcultures. While there is no denying that Nazimova’s at-
tempt to queer the ft_émale nialss.cu_l'tvure of her er;i through an avant-garde
experiment failed spectacularly, the utopian' desire to exploif the modernist
clements of the popular medium on:behalf of marginal subjects is memo-
rialized in the film’s cult following. "~ "

Feminist scholars have identified the veil as.a'double-edged figure of
feminine masquerade. The veil incités the desire to see, attracts the gaze
and blocks its penetration, covers the woman and gives her cover to look.
The set piece of Salome is the dance of the seven veils, a performance that
so blinds Herod with lust, and binds him within a male code of honor;
that he grants Salome’s desires for the head of the one who refused to re-

turn her look. The woman gets what.she wants through a performance of

femininity; a similar play of receptivity and agency, surface and depth, is at
work in Nazimova’s veiling of authorial control in her visibility as star. As
I have argued, Nazimova’s use of stardom as a vehicle for authorship be-
comes a complex performance, involving appropriation of traditional male
authority via Wilde as well as intertexts and collaborations through which
a lesbian signature can be decoded. What remains fascinating is the ways
the performance and the audience to which it was directed did and did
not match up. Like Salome’s, Nazimova’s ti‘ahsg;ession is significant, her
defeat cautionary. : R - =

There is a notable gap in Wilde’s pléy: he provided no stége directions
for the dance of the seven veils. Its performance thus functions as a kind °
of supplement. Sometimes in stagings of Strauss’s opera, a second Salome
substitutes here, adding an interesting twist to the seduction. In other con-
texts it is exclusively through dance that the performer makes the role her
own. Reviewing Nazimova’s film on its release, the New York Times was
disappointed that her dance was so unreveéling: “But someone may reply
that the real dance wouldn’t be allowed, and that if it were decent people
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wouldn’t want to look at it. Exactly. The real Salome is impossible on both
counts.”® Nazimova reveals the possibilities of a spectacularly fake, con-
structed Salome, one unconstrained by what is allowed or by what decent
people might want to look at. In homage, rather than an act of stripping
back successive veils, our present-day interpretation of her film’s multilay-
ered performance must consist in their artful arranging.
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