
  

  

  

        

                            

                    

              

                         

                               

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Oscar Wilde’s only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), is a superb example of late-Victorian Gothic fiction. It ranks alongside Robert Louis 
Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886) and Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897). 

The 19th century was a practical, business-like time. It was marked by urbanization, industrialization, function, and an emphasis on wealth. The 
middle class rose in power during this period. As is common historically, when one social trend emerges, other movements arise to push in opposite 
directions. Early in the century, England saw romantics embracing nature as an alternative to industry. Just after the middle of the century, the 
aesthetic movement emerged. Members of the aesthetic movement believed in the motto popularized by French poet Théophile Gautier: "Art for 
art's sake." The Victorians valued art that supported a useful social cause or that carried a moral message. For the aesthetics beauty was enough in 
itself. Wilde was strongly influenced by this movement. He knew people, like art critic Walter Pater, who helped shape the movement in Britain. 
Pater influenced Wilde heavily, and Wilde took the critic's book on the Renaissance with him when he travelled. He even went so far as to memorize 
sections of the volume.  A skilled author, Wilde incorporated the aesthetics' philosophy of beauty in The Picture of Dorian Gray while also critiquing it 
in the same work. After Dorian, Lord Henry Wotton is the most important character in the novel, and he spends more time explaining his philosophy 
than Dorian does his. Lord Henry is a dandy who places a great deal of importance on keeping up appearances and engaging in leisurely pursuits. 
The philosophy he articulates is very much an aesthetic one. In Chapter 2 he gives a speech to Dorian in Basil's garden that changes Dorian forever by 
awakening him to the power and importance of his own beauty, saying, among other things, "And beauty is a form of genius—is higher, indeed, than 
genius, as it needs no explanation. It is of the great facts of the world, like sunlight." This is an unflinching celebration of sensual beauty. However, 
Wilde follows this by showing Dorian living this philosophy and ruining many lives in the process. 

While much of The Picture of Dorian Gray delights in the beautiful and the intoxicating indulgence of the senses – the novel’s opening paragraph for 
example describes the heady pleasures to be derived from the scents of roses and lilacs – it can be argued that Wilde intended his book neither as a 
celebration of decadence nor as a fable about the perils of its excesses. As Wilde states in the preface to the novel ‘There is no such thing as a moral or 
an immoral book. Books are well written or badly written. That is all’. In other words, any moral disgust or vicarious pleasure derived from the book 
reflects more upon us as readers than it does on the novel itself. The book is a tale, pure and simple. It is we, the readers, who force it to bear the 
weight of a moral dimension.  The idea lying behind Aestheticism, the controversial theory of art that was newly fashionable at this time, was that art 
should be judged purely by its beauty and form rather than by any underlying moral message (‘art for art’s sake’). This is exemplified in the novel by 
the dandyish Lord Henry Wotton. Lord Henry advocates the hedonistic pursuit of new experiences as the prime objective in life. In his view, ‘one could 
never pay too high a price for any sensation’ (ch. 4). Dorian, although seduced by Wotton’s poisonous whisperings, is increasingly interested in the 
moral consequences of his behaviour. He stands before his decaying portrait, comparing the moral degradation as depicted in oil with his 
unblemished innocence as reflected by the mirror. The contrast gives him a thrill of pleasure: ‘He grew more and more enamoured of his own beauty, 
more and more interested in the corruption of his own soul’ (ch. 11). Dorian – via his wish to remain handsome, while the painting bears the weight of 
his corruption – muddies the boundary between art and life, aesthetics and ethics. The painting is made to serve a moral purpose, being transformed 
from an object of beauty into a vile record of guilt, something ‘bestial, sodden and unclean’ (chapter 10). This tainting of the picture perhaps 
constitutes, for the aesthete, Dorian’s greatest crime – namely the destruction of a beautiful artwork. 

 

Paintings often play a sinister role in Gothic fiction. The first Gothic novel, Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764) includes a figure stepping 
from a painting and into reality while Melmoth the Wanderer (1820), written by Oscar Wilde’s great-uncle Charles Maturin, describes the haunting 
gaze of a portrait as it follows the viewer around a room. The picture hidden in Dorian’s attic may be the most disturbing portrait in Wilde’s book, but 
it is not the only canvas in the novel which provides a pointer to Dorian’s behaviour. At one point Dorian walks through the picture-gallery of his 
country home, looking at the portraits of his ancestors: ‘those whose blood flowed in his veins’. The saturnine and sensuous faces stare back at him, 
causing Dorian to reflect whether ‘some strange poisonous germ crept from body to body till it had reached his own?’ (ch. 11). This poses the question 
as to whether Dorian is free to determine his own actions, and is thus entirely responsible for his behaviour, or whether his actions are dictated by his 
genetic inheritance – an inheritance, as the faces of his ancestors indicate, ‘of sin and shame’. The eminent mental pathologist Henry Maudsley wrote 
in his book Pathology of Mind (1895): ‘Beneath every face are the latent faces of ancestors, beneath every character their characters’. This idea 
already seems present in much Gothic fiction, including Wilde’s novel. 

The Picture of Dorian Gray provides both a standard ‘Gothic’ account of Dorian’s actions – the supernatural picture and the lascivious ancestors 
gazing from their portraits – but also a forward-looking scientific rational for his depraved desires, namely the importance of inheritance in 
determining behaviour. Dorian resembles his mother physically, inheriting from her ‘his beauty, and his passion for the beauty of others’ (ch. 11), while, 
as his corruption accelerates, the twisted portrait in Dorian’s attic increasingly resembles his wicked grandfather. This latter idea suggests Dorian is a 
scientific case study, as well as a moral one. Throughout the book Lord Henry treats Dorian as a beautiful subject upon which to experiment – partly 
via his encouragement of Dorian to pursue a philosophy of pleasure, and partly through a call to social evolution – a wish to abandon the restraints of 
Victorian morality on the grounds that sin and conscience are outmoded primitive concepts to be swept aside in the pursuit of new sensations. Lord 
Henry locates progress in the overcoming of hereditary fears: ‘Courage has gone out of our race … The terror of society, which is the basis of morals, the 
terror of God, which is the secret of religion – these are the two things that govern us’ (ch. 2). His call to youth is a call to courage. Dorian’s ultimate 
failure to live up to Lord Henry’s ideals is due to his inability to escape his conscience as depicted in the portrait. By attempting to destroy the 
painting, and thus free himself from the constant reminder of his own guilt he, ultimately, manages only to destroy himself. It also succinctly sets forth 
the tenets of Wilde’s philosophy of art. Devoted to a school of thought and a mode of sensibility known as aestheticism, Wilde believed that art 
possesses an intrinsic value—that it is beautiful and therefore has worth, and thus needs serve no other purpose, be it moral or political. This attitude 
was revolutionary in Victorian England, where popular belief held that art was not only a function of morality but also a means of enforcing it. In the 
Preface, Wilde also cautioned readers against finding meanings “beneath the surface” of art.  

 

The Picture of Dorian Gray first appeared in the July 1890 number of Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine and immediately 
caused an outcry due to its perceived references of homosexual desire. The review in the Scot’s Observer memorably 
described the book as having been written for ‘outlawed noblemen and perverted telegraph-boys’ – a reference to a 
recent scandal involving a homosexual brothel in London’s Cleveland Street. In response to such hostile criticism Wilde 
considerably amended the text and a longer, noticeably ‘toned-down’ version of the book was published by Ward 
Lock and Co in April 1891. It is this later version that forms the standard text of the novel. Even so 
the Lippincott’s version was used by opposing counsel in evidence against Wilde in two of his trials in an attempt to 
show him guilty of ‘a certain tendency’. For many people Oscar Wilde the artist – with his flamboyant public persona 
and his secretive private life – and his novel with its two distinctly different versions and its duplicitous central character 
mirrored each other from the start.  The aphorisms that make up the “Preface” of Wilde’s novel were his response to 
those critics who had denounced the immorality and unhealthiness of this story after its scandalous first appearance 
in Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine. However, for all its transgressive delights, The Picture of Dorian Gray could easily be 
read as a profoundly moral book, even a cautionary tale against the dangers of vice.  

Its assault on repressive Victorianism was immediately controversial. Though appreciated by some, the novel provoked 
hostile reactions from many members of the British press. The outcry prompted Wilde to cut portions of the text when 
he later prepared it to be published as a book, but, in fact, the version originally published by Lippincott's had already 
been subject to censorship. The vast majority of Stoddart’s deletions were acts of censorship, bearing on sexual matters 
of both a homosexual and a heterosexual nature. Much of the material that Stoddart cut makes the homoerotic 
nature of Basil Hallward’s feelings for Dorian Gray more vivid and explicit than either of the two subsequent published 
versions, or else it accentuates elements of homosexuality in Dorian Gray’s own make-up. But some of Stoddart’s 
deletions bear on promiscuous or illicit heterosexuality too – Stoddart deleted references to Dorian’s female lovers as 
his “mistresses,” for instance -- suggesting that Stoddart was worried about the novel’s influence on women as well as 
men. Stoddart also deleted many passages that smacked of decadence more generally. 

 

Oscar Wilde was born on October 16, 1854, in Dublin, Ireland. He was educated at Trinity College in Dublin and at Magdalen 
College, Oxford, and settled in London, where he married Constance Lloyd in 1884. In the literary world of Victorian London, Wilde 
fell in with an artistic crowd that included W. B. Yeats, the great Irish poet, and Lillie Langtry, mistress to the Prince of Wales. A 
great conversationalist and a famous wit, Wilde began by publishing mediocre poetry but soon achieved widespread fame for his 
comic plays. The first, Vera; or, The Nihilists, was published in 1880. Wilde followed this work with Lady Windermere’s Fan (1892), A 
Woman of No Importance (1893), An Ideal Husband (1895), and his most famous play, The Importance of Being Earnest (1895). 
Although these plays relied upon relatively simple and familiar plots, they rose well above convention with their brilliant dialogue 
and biting satire.  In 1891, the same year that the second edition of The Picture of Dorian Gray was published, Wilde began a 
homosexual relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas, an aspiring but rather untalented poet. The affair caused a good deal of 
scandal, and Douglas’s father, the marquees of Queensberry, eventually criticized it publicly. When Wilde sued the marquees for 
libel, he himself was convicted under English sodomy laws for acts of “gross indecency.” In 1895, Wilde was sentenced to two years of 
hard labour, during which time he wrote a long, heart-breaking letter to Lord Alfred titled De Profundis (Latin for “Out of the 
Depths”). After his release, Wilde left England and divided his time between France and Italy, living in poverty. He never published 
under his own name again, but, in 1898, he did publish under a pseudonym The Ballad of Reading Gaol, a lengthy poem about a 
prisoner’s feelings toward another prisoner about to be executed. Wilde died in Paris on November 30, 1900, having converted to 
Roman Catholicism on his deathbed. 

There is no explicit homosexuality in the edition of The Picture of Dorian Gray most people read. However, there is extensive 
homoeroticism and implied or suggested homosexual activity. This starts in Chapter 1, when Lord Henry Wotton and artist Basil 
Hallward discuss a painting of Dorian Gray. They linger on Dorian's beauty, and Basil reports going pale when Dorian first met his 
eyes. After Basil introduces Lord Henry to the flesh-and-blood Dorian, he continues to work on a portrait of the young man. Lord 
Henry doesn't focus on the painting but instead stares at the beautiful Dorian. There is an atmosphere of possessiveness among the 
three men, along with a jockeying for position, which makes more sense if readers assume physical attraction.  Later in the 
book, Chapter 12, Wilde comes close to making Dorian's homosexual activity explicit. Basil asks Dorian, "Why is your friendship so 
fatal to young men?" and says there are rumours about Dorian—"stories that [he has] been seen creeping at dawn out of dreadful 
houses and slinking in disguise into the foulest dens in London." Period reviewers found the novel scandalous and immoral because 
of these insinuations. One reviewer linked the novel to a famous homosexual incident from the period: the "Cleveland Street Affair," 
involving English aristocrats frequenting a male brothel. More generally, homosexuality played a major role in Wilde's life, and he 
was carrying on a so-called unseemly relationship with the younger poet, Lord Alfred Douglas. Britain's attitude toward 
homosexuality also shapes this novel.  Homosexual activity was considered a criminal act in Britain and was punishable by death 
until 1861. Such consequences are a glaring violation of human and civil rights. Sexual activities between consenting adult men 
remained punishable by prison terms into the mid-20th century. In the latter half of the 20th century, Britain's Sexual Offenses Act 
decriminalized homosexual activity, and associated legislation has lowered the age of consent to 16. 
 

https://www.coursehero.com/lit/The-Picture-of-Dorian-Gray/chapter-2-summary/
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The Picture of Dorian Gray is the only novel published by Oscar Wilde. The novel is considered to be one of 
the most controversial literary works of the 19th century. In his novel Wilde uses his three main characters to 
reflect the battle of good and evil that exists in every man. The conflict of choosing between good and evil 
exists in every human with free will. This essay explores how the battle between good and evil is represented 
in the characters of Basil Hallward and Lord Henry Wotton in The Picture of Dorian Gray. It also discusses 
how Dorian Gray represents the everyman that deals with the battle of having to choose a side between 
good and evil. The Picture of Dorian Gray is a story about the spiritual journey of Dorian Gray, a beautiful 
young man tempted by the concept of eternal youth and beauty. Wilde uses personal experience and 
different literary themes to create his novel. In the novel there are elements of gothic fiction, aestheticism and 
the Faustian bargain. Faust and The Picture of Dorian Gray have many similarities, both in the structure of 
the stories, as well as in themes and plot. This essay looks at the similarities and differences between the 
corresponding representatives of good and evil, Lord Henry and Mephistopheles, Basil, the Lord and the three 
angels and Dorian Gray and Faust. This essay explores how Wilde uses the similarities and differences to 
Goethe’s Faust and the Book of Genesis from the Old Testament to add emphasis to the moral opposites of 
good and evil in his novel. 

 

According to the Bible When God created the world he made everything in pairs and doubles, the doubles are opposites that counteract each other. The 
battle between good and evil exists in every human with freewill. 

In his first and only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, author Oscar Wilde uses his main character, Dorian, to represent the everyman who faces the dilemma 
of having to take a side of either good or evil. Evil forces tempt Dorian and a battle begins between good and evil over Dorian’s soul. Wilde uses the 
characters in the novel to represent the battle. Wilde was influenced by Goethe’s play Faust, and there are similarities and differences between the 
corresponding representatives of good and evil, Lord Henry and Mephistopheles, Basil, the Lord and the three angels and Dorian Gray and Faust. Faust and 
The Picture of Dorian Gray have many similarities, both in the structure of the stories, as well as in themes and plot. The characters correspond with each 
other, not only in personality and actions but also their relationships. Faust and Dorian both suffer from the great desire of wanting more than life has to 
offer. Without fully realising the consequences, they both go beyond human limitations to try and fulfil their wishes. Both stories represent the battle between 
good and evil, they can be looked at as cautionary tales of what can happen if a person yields to the temptation of evil and proving that happiness is not 
found in beauty or pleasure. Faust, also know known as Faustus or Doctor Faustus, is a character in books, poems, films, operas and plays. These different 
versions of Faust are all based on the hero of one of the most durable legends in Western folklore and literature. Faust was a German necromancer or 
astrologer who in exchange for knowledge and power sold his soul to the Devil. Mephistopheles is the spirit of the Devil in Faust. Many authors have based 
their work on the legend of Faust and it has become somewhat of a theme in literature. The act of selling one’s soul to the Devil has become known as the 
Faustian Bargain or Faustian Pact. Not all stories of Faust have the same ending. The legend of Faust is based on one or two men who died around the year 
1540. Not much is known about him or them, except an evil reputation.  The story of Faust has become the prototype for the “pact with the Devil” theme in 
literature, however The Book of Job contains a pact with the Devil, although it is not quite the same as in Faust. The theme of the Book of Job is the eternal 
problem of unmerited suffering and it is named after its main character, Job. The Book of Job questions if God is good and almighty why would he do bad 
things to his loyal servants. Similar to Faust, The Book of Job includes a prologue in Heaven, a conversation between God and Satan. God is very pleased 
with Job and He asks Satan his opinion on Job. Satan says that the only reason Job is such a loyal servant to him, is because God has blessed Job with so much. 
Satan and God then make a deal, Satan can punish Job and try to turn him from God and test his faith. God believes that Job will remain a good servant. 
This is very similar to the conversation and pact between the Lord and Mephistopheles in Faust, which also takes place in heaven. Both Faust and Dorian 
make a pact with the Devil. In Job’s case the pact was made between God and Satan, Job did not know or understand why all these bad things were 
happening to him. Dorian and Faust may not have realised the bad consequences of their pact. Job can be looked at as a fable, an example of how his faith 
and goodness is rewarded by God. While Faust and Dorian Gray are cautionary tales of what can come from making a pact with the devil. 

 

The battle between good and evil starts in a garden, both for Adam and Eve as well as Dorian, the Garden 
of Eden and the garden at Basil’s house. Basil is like God the creator, Dorian acts as the first man so innocent 
and pure and Lord Henry acts as the serpent. The serpent is the tempter that persuades Eve to eat from the 
forbidden tree in Eden. The Book of Genesis speaks about relationships, mainly those between God and 
humankind and between human beings. Wilde uses the relationship between Lord Henry, Basil and Dorian 
to reflect the battle of good and evil. The relationship of the three characters resembles relationships in the 
Book of Genesis. Therefore highlighting the contrast of good and evil that the relationship and characters 
represent. 

 

The stories of Dorian Gray and Faust share many similarities, especially when it comes to the plot, relationships between the main characters and the characters themselves. The stories also share literary themes; in both works we can find Gothic elements, the double life 
theme, also known as the doppelganger theme and of course they share the Faustian Bargain. Wilde was influenced by the Faustian theme. He began with a familiar and classic theme in literature, of a young man selling his soul in exchange for eternal youth. He then 
gave the theme a new form, which came from localizing this theme in the contemporary controversy of art versus life. Even though Wilde is using a common theme in literature it is reduced to the simple polarity of aesthetic and hedonistic pleasure versus morality. “Of the 
metaphysical breadth of Goethe’s Faust little remains except the basic conflict between good and evil. In The Picture of Dorian Gray Oscar Wilde wrote the Faust that suited him” (Kohl 162). The main focus of both works is the decline of the main character. The fall of 
innocence for Dorian is symbolized by his infatuation with himself. The fall of Faust is his want for more knowledge than is available for a human. Faust and Dorian both go on a journey of some type. For Faust it is a physical journey and for Dorian it is a spiritual journey. 
Dorian and Faust are both men of means and have attained either economic or intellectual freedom, which makes the fall from grace available to them, according to Joyce Carol Oates’s theories (424). Faust has mastered philosophy, medicine and theology and Dorian is 
a very beautiful young man who inherited money from his grandfather. Despite that, neither of them is satisfied with what they have. Dorian and Faust both desire more than life has to offer. Their desires are so strong that they are willing to sacrifice their souls for their 
wishes to be granted. Dorian wishes for eternal beauty and youth while Faust hopes to gain eternal experience and knowledge (Kohl 162). Faust and The Picture of Dorian Gray are both divided into two parts. In the first part of Dorian Gray the main character wishes for 
eternal beauty and he meets and falls in love with Sibyl Vane. He also meets Lord Henry and falls under his influence. In the first part of Faust, the main character also meets his love, Gretchen and makes his pact with Mephistopheles. In part two of both works Faust and 
Dorian both go on a bad road that leads to their destruction. Dorian’s love for Sibyl Vane and her tragic end corresponds to the story of Gretchen in the tragedy of Faust. Gretchen and Sibyl both fall head over heels in love; however, Faust and Dorian do not return their 
love. The rejection drives them both to madness and in the end they both take their own lives. James Vane, Sybil’s brother who tries to avenge his sister and dies while trying, has his counterpart in Valentin, Gretchen’s brother who has a similar fate (Kohl 162). Joyce Carol 
Oates writes that in Dorian Gray the consequences of a Faustian pact with the Devil are “dramatized, but the Devil himself is absent” (424). However, there are many similarities between Mephistopheles and Lord Henry. Faust makes a deal with Mephistopheles and signs 
a contract with his blood, while Dorian’s wish was an innocent remark made in the company of friends, including Lord Henry. Dorian: “If it were I who was to be always young, and the picture that was to grow old! For that - For that -I would give everything! I would give 
my soul for that!” (Wilde 17-18). Dorian does not know he is entering into a deal with the Devil. There are no signs of the wish being granted until later in the novel, the night he breaks off the engagement to Sybil Vane and he notices changes in the portrait (Wilde 58-59). 
The Picture of Dorian Gray and Faust represent the battle between good and evil, a battle every person encounters in life. Dorian and Faust even mention this divide: “Each of us has heaven and hell in him, Basil” (Wilde 100); “Two souls, alas! Are lodged in my wild 
breast”. Which evermore-opposing ways endeavour” (Goethe 60). The battle between good and evil in Dorian Gray begins when Dorian, Basil and Lord Henry, first meet all together. Henry breaks the promise he made to Basil, not to spoil Dorian and straight away 
Dorian falls under his influence. The battle in Faust begins when the Lord and Mephistopheles make their deal in heaven. In the original version of The Picture of Dorian Gray there was a passionate and erotic link between Basil Hallward and Dorian Gray. In the revised 
version, the emphasis falls on Basil’s idealism, his sense of responsibility and his good nature. Wilde stresses the destructive side of Lord Henry – his irresponsibility and his cynicism. That way he shows the reader the clear contrast between Lord Henry and Basil, thereby 
bringing out the moral alternative that they represent (Kohl 142). 

 

God created the world in doubles and opposites. He made the opposite of good and evil however humans did not know about it until the serpent convinces Eve to eat from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. The battle 
between good and evil is a common theme in literature, as well as a battle that still exists in the world today. In his only Novel Oscar Wilde draws on different literary themes, sources and personal experience. The novel 
contains many themes, motifs and allusions. Wilde uses The Faustian bargain and the battle between good and evil, two very common literary themes. He uses the Faustian bargain to add emphasis on Dorian’s dilemma of 
having to choose a position between Basil and Henry. His allusions to Biblical text and Faust make the battle fairly evident to the reader. Wilde uses the Faustian bargain and Biblical text to show the Basil and Lord Henry 
represent the opposite forces of good and evil and that Dorian represent the everyman struggling with that battle. THE MYTH OF FAUST  - The story is allegorical and it can be interpreted as a 19th century version of the 
myth of FAUST , the story of a man who sells his soul to devil so that all his desired can be satisfied. The picture represents Dorian’s soul, which records the signs of experience, the corruption, the horror and the sins concealed 
under the mask of Dorian timeless beauty.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

At the opening of the novel, Dorian Gray exists as something of an ideal: he is the archetype of male youth and beauty. As 
such, he captures the imagination of Basil Hallward, a painter, and Lord Henry Wotton, a nobleman who imagines 
fashioning the impressionable Dorian into an unremitting pleasure-seeker. Dorian is exceptionally vain and becomes 
convinced, in the course of a brief conversation with Lord Henry, that his most salient characteristics—his youth and 
physical attractiveness—are ever waning. The thought of waking one day without these attributes sends Dorian into a 
tailspin: he curses his fate and pledges his soul if only he could live without bearing the physical burdens of aging and 
sinning. He longs to be as youthful and lovely as the masterpiece that Basil has painted of him, and he wishes that the 
portrait could age in his stead. His vulnerability and insecurity in these moments make him excellent clay for Lord Henry’s 
willing hands. Dorian soon leaves Basil’s studio for Lord Henry’s parlour, where he adopts the tenets of “the new 
Hedonism” and resolves to live his life as a pleasure-seeker with no regard for conventional morality. His relationship with 
Sibyl Vane tests his commitment to this philosophy: his love of the young actress nearly leads him to dispense with Lord 
Henry’s teachings, but his love proves to be as shallow as he is. When he breaks Sibyl’s heart and drives her to suicide, 
Dorian notices the first change in his portrait—evidence that his portrait is showing the effects of age and experience while 
his body remains ever youthful. Dorian experiences a moment of crisis, as he weighs his guilt about his treatment of Sibyl 
against the freedom from worry that Lord Henry’s philosophy has promised. When Dorian decides to view Sibyl’s death as 
the achievement of an artistic ideal rather than a needless tragedy for which he is responsible, he starts down the steep 
and slippery slope of his own demise. As Dorian’s sins grow worse over the years, his likeness in Basil’s portrait grows more 
hideous. Dorian seems to lack a conscience, but the desire to repent that he eventually feels illustrates that he is indeed 
human. Despite the beautiful things with which he surrounds himself, he is unable to distract himself from the dissipation 
of his soul. His murder of Basil marks the beginning of his end: although in the past he has been able to sweep infamies 
from his mind, he cannot shake the thought that he has killed his friend. Dorian’s guilt tortures him relentlessly until he is 
forced to do away with his portrait. In the end, Dorian seems punished by his ability to be influenced: if the new social 
order celebrates individualism, as Lord Henry claims, Dorian falters because he fails to establish and live by his own moral 
code. 

 

Lord Henry is a man possessed of “wrong, fascinating, poisonous, delightful theories.” He is a charming talker, a famous 
wit, and a brilliant intellect. Given the seductive way in which he leads conversation, it is little wonder that Dorian falls 
under his spell so completely. Lord Henry’s theories are radical; they aim to shock and purposefully attempt to topple 
established, untested, or conventional notions of truth. In the end, however, they prove naïve, and Lord Henry himself fails 
to realize the implications of most of what he says. Lord Henry is a relatively static character—he does not undergo a 
significant change in the course of the narrative. He is as coolly composed, unshakable, and possessed of the same dry wit 
in the final pages of the novel as he is upon his introduction. Because he does not change while Dorian and Basil clearly do, 
his philosophy seems amusing and enticing in the first half of the book, but improbable and shallow in the second. Lord 
Henry muses in Chapter Nineteen, for instance, that there are no immoral books; he claims that “[t]he books that the 
world calls immoral are books that show the world its own shame.” But since the decadent book that Lord Henry lends 
Dorian facilitates Dorian’s downfall, it is difficult to accept what Lord Henry says as true. Although Lord Henry is a self-
proclaimed hedonist who advocates the equal pursuit of both moral and immoral experience, he lives a rather staid life. 
He participates in polite London society and attends parties and the theater, but he does not indulge in sordid behavior. 
Unlike Dorian, he does not lead innocent youths to suicide or travel incognito to the city’s most despised and desperate 
quarters. Lord Henry thus has little notion of the practical effects of his philosophy. His claim that Dorian could never 
commit a murder because “[c]rime belongs exclusively to the lower orders” demonstrates the limitations of his 
understanding of the human soul. It is not surprising, then, that he fails to appreciate the profound meaning of Dorian’s 
downfall. 

 

Basil Hallward is a talented, though somewhat conventionally minded, painter. His love for Dorian Gray, which seems to 
reflect Oscar Wilde’s own affection for his young lover, Lord Alfred Douglas, changes the way he sees art; indeed, it defines 
a new school of expression for him. Basil’s portrait of Dorian marks a new phase of his career. Before he created this 
masterwork, he spent his time painting Dorian in the veils of antiquity—dressed as an ancient soldier or as various 
romantic figures from mythology. Once he has painted Dorian as he truly is, however, he fears that he has put too much of 
himself into the work. He worries that his love, which he himself describes as “idolatry,” is too apparent, and that it betrays 
too much of himself. Though he later changes his mind to believe that art is always more abstract than one thinks and 
that the painting thus betrays nothing except form and color, his emotional investment in Dorian remains constant. He 
seeks to protect Dorian, voicing his objection to Lord Henry’s injurious influence over Dorian and defending Dorian even 
after their relationship has clearly dissolved. Basil’s commitment to Dorian, which ultimately proves fatal, reveals the 
genuineness of his love for his favorite subject and his concern for the safety and salvation of Dorian’s soul. 

  

The theme of the double is largely present in this story. The picture is not an autonomous self: it stands for the dark side of Dorian’s personality, his 
double he tries to forget locking it in the attic. The final stabbing of the picture can signify the triumph of art over life (It is not possible to live a life 
as a work of art): it is the picture that survives in the glory of beauty. But it can also means that it is impossible to lead a life pursuing sensual and 
beautiful sensations without taking any moral responsibility Finally the horrible corrupting picture can be seen as a symbol of the immorality and 
bad conscience of the Victorian middle class ,while Dorian and his pure , innocent appearance are symbols of bourgeois hypocrisy 

 

Wilde totally adopted “the aesthetic ideal” as he affirmed that his life was a work of art. He lived in the double role of the dandy and the rebel. 
The Wildean dandy is an eccentric aristocrat whose elegance and refined manners is a symbol of the superiority of his spirit with respect to the 
vulgar and common morality of the bourgeois Victorian society. The Wildean dandy used his wit to shock the vulgar materialistic middle class who 
devoted themselves to material progress. The dandy, on the contrary is not part of masses but he is an individualist, who demands absolute 
freedom of leading a life of sensations because the more sensations the dandy could absorb, the more perfect his personality would be. So life is 
identified with pleasure (the philosophy of a new Hedonism) and pleasure was an indulge in the beautiful. Wilde perceived the dandy and the 
artist as alien beings in a materialist world which couldn’t understand them. His pursuit of beauty leads to be isolated and ostracised in the 
Victorian society and after his years of prison for the accusation of homosexuality he turned out a broken man: his vicissitudes proved that only art 
survives people, art is eternal. 

 

Wilde epitomised the ideals of the Aesthetic Movement of the last decades of the century: he challenged the conventions of his time 
by cultivating an extravagant style of living. The search for Beauty in life was a constant in the Aesthetic movement that refused the 
didactic function of art, advocating the principle of “Art for art’s sake”. The contrast between art-life should be solved by making life 
as a work of art and by exalting the external form which can guarantee beauty. As Lord Henry states “only shallow people do not 
judge by appearances …the true mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible”. Wilde’s aestheticism was an attempt to cut free 
from the moral restraints and prejudices of Victorian society opposing “ a new Hedonism” Wilde refuses to subordinate ART to moral, 
didactic and religious ends , maintaining that ART has no other end but ITSELF: “ Art’s for art’s sake”. 

 

Walter Pater is regarded as the high priest of the Aesthetic Movement, the Movement of the last decades of the century, born in France with Théophile Gautier.  
The conclusions of his Studies in the History of the Renaissance is that the secret of happiness is in the absorption of beauty and life should be treated “in the spirit of 
art” .It is Life that should copy art and not he opposite, as nature’s imperfect design is far inferior if compared to the perfection of Art. The basic principles of his 
philosophy are his relativism and his individualism: the personal experience is the only criterion of judgement. Theories are useless, only impressions are real. But 
impressions are fleeting, personal, elusive. The true end of life is not the fruit of experience but experience itself that is the capacity of experiencing the greatest 
number of impressions. The finest sensations are to be found in art which, on the other hand, must not have any moral or didactic aim. He portrays the solitary 
aesthete who keeps separated from the vulgarity of the outside society. The reasons why the aesthetic trend spread so largely are not difficult to detect: the 
craving for excess; the fondness of irresponsibility; the interest in exoticism, represented the reaction to the repression of the instincts imposed by the Victorian 
mentality. The principle that art has no moral implication was the revolt against the heavy moral standards which were only exterior observances. The individual 
rebelled against the tyranny of the overpowering public opinion and demanded to assert himself unrestrainedly, indulging in any caprice of imagination. Wile was 
not the kind of man who would keep himself isolated from the vulgar society because he was eager for publicity, he looked at the world as a stage on which he 
intended to play a leading role: his eccentric behaviour, his refined and sophisticated manners, his brilliant and paradoxical conversation made him famous. 

 

The purpose of art is to have no purpose. In 
order to understand this claim fully, one needs 
to consider the moral climate of Wilde’s time 
and the Victorian sensibility regarding art and 
morality.  The Victorians believed that art 
could be used as a tool for social education and 
moral enlightenment, as illustrated in works by 
writers such as Charles Dickens . The aestheticism 
movement, of which Wilde was a major 
proponent, sought to free art from this 
responsibility. The aestheticists were motivated 
by a contempt for bourgeois morality—a 
sensibility embodied in Dorian Gray by Lord 
Henry, whose every word seems designed to 
shock the ethical certainties of the middle class—
and by the belief that art need not possess any 
other purpose than being beautiful. 

 

1. Illustrate the analogies between The strange case of Dr. Jekyll & Mr.Hyde and The Picture of Dorian Gray in 
relation to the theme of the double and the myth of FAUST.  

1. Can you define the Wildean dandy making references to the philosophy of the new Hedonism and Aesthetic 
creed?  

2. Illustrate the theme of the double and the myth of Faust as represented in The Picture of Dorian Gray  

3. Wilde can be considered the epitome of Aestheticism . Give reasons.  

4. “ There was a cry... The cry was so horrible in its agony ....a splendid portrait of their master ...a dead man 
...with a knife in his heart . He was withered, wrinkled and loathsome of visage” . Explain why these words 
taken from the end of the book The picture of Dorian Gray convey the final meaning of the novel  

5. Why is Lord Henry a central figure in the novel The picture of Dorian Gray?  

6. Bertha Mason in JANE EYRE , Mr. Hyde in THE STRANGE CASE OF DR. JEKYLL & MR. HYDE and the picture 
in THE PICTURE OF DORIAN GRAY can be considered mirrors of the protagonists’ subconscious feelings . 
Illustrate the theme of the double making references to the three different novels. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  “All art is quite useless,” claims Oscar Wilde as an introduction to his only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray (2). 
Contrary to this radical claim, however, Wilde’s ensuing story, a work of art, is immensely useful in painting a moral 
lesson: an example of the potentially fatal consequences of an unbalanced personality. Reading such a personality is 
most facilitated through the principles of psychologist Sigmund Freud and his theories on the id, ego and superego. 
Most notably, the story of Dorian Gray exposes how the willing allowance of the id to supersede the superego, 
resulting in a physically and mentally unhealthy devotion to the pleasure principle, can only end in destruction and 
can only be ended by the destruction of self. The titular portrait, then, exists to Dorian as a manifestation of his 
superego, with its gradual worsening an indicator of the severity of his unbalanced mind. 

Lord Henry leads both the characters in The Portrait of Dorian Gray and the reader of the same to believe that an 
imbalance of the id, ego and superego is desirable. The id, or instinctual desires, acts in opposition to the superego, or 
the recognition of the consequences– often times negative– which those desires will have. The ego, then, mediates the 
desires in accordance with the superego. With an ideal harmony between these three counterparts, a person is able to 
please him- or herself in ways which do not detriment the society or self, i.e. ways which are not destructive. Raise one 
of the triarchy to greater import than the others, though, and there will be destructive results to either others, self or 
both parties. Lord Henry suggests that “Nowadays most people die of a sort of creeping common sense,” instigating in 
the reader’s mind the notion that the superego– the human’s natural inhibition to elevating the id unreasonably– is in 
fact the cause of destruction, rather than an imbalance of the three parts (Wilde 40). Thinking of the superego as 
inherently destructive is a twisted and untrue idea, but it is enough to have Dorian consider abandoning the superego 
to allow his id to run free with his ego. Furthermore, Lord Henry’s assertion allows the reader to conceive how Dorian 
changes from a harmonious individual to a selfish, destructive man. The push that catalyses the change itself lie in 
Lord Henry’s words “I represent to you all the sins you have never had the courage to commit,” thereby giving both 
Dorian and the reader a manifestation of the id: Lord Henry Wotton (Wilde 76). With no one stepping forward 
to  vocalize for the superego, Dorian submits himself entirely to the id and disenfranchises his psychological checks and 
balances. 

The prominence of Dorian Gray’s id over his superego creates in him an unbalanced personality, which the reader 
observes manifested in his interminable devotion to the pleasure principle and the transformation of the titular 
portrait. Whereas the id has received a vocal representation, the superego has representation solely in Basil Hallward’s 
portrait of Dorian, just as Mark Edmundson interprets Freud’s theories in Group Psychology and the Analysis of the 
Ego: “we want to sink back into easy pleasures… by letting a masterly object take the place of the super-ego” 
(Edmundson 28). However, not only is this “masterly object” a non-vocal source, Gray actually locks the portrait away, 
thus removing it from the story and consequently the reader’s attention. Without the superego immediately present, 
the reader sees only the id and its pleasure principle in Dorian’s life save for the occasions when Dorian returns to the 
uppermost room and confronts his portrait– the manifestation of the superego and its reality principle. It is during 
these confrontations that Dorian (and thereby the reader as well) can observe the grotesque transformations of the 
painting which non-vocally urge Dorian to recognize the destructive consequences of his actions. The painting’s 
transformations are more than a simple moral compass, though: they are a representation of the man’s severe 
psychological un-health due to the imbalance between his id, ego and superego. Whereas the beautiful, unmarred 
painting is of Dorian in his natural, balanced state, the deformation of the painting mirrors the dissolution of Dorian’s 
harmonious psyche, exhibiting the supremacy in his mind of the destructively unrestrained pleasure principle. Dorian’s 
confrontations, then, do not serve well at all to reinforce the existence of the reality principle, as the narrator points 
out that Dorian, when thinking of the portrait, speaks with “the madness of pride,” and furthermore, the man himself 
attributes his perception of the portrait’s changes as a product of “that tiny scarlet speck that makes men mad” 
(Wilde 146, 88). Although to Dorian this explanation saves him from confronting his superego and its implicit 
consequences, to the reader the explanation serves as an example of the “delusions or hallucinations… [which] have 
their origins primarily in the fears and wishes within [the mentally ill]” (Brenner 2). As Dorian essentially admits that 
his desire for an imbalance in his id, ego and superego has made him mentally ill, the reader no longer even expects 
him to acknowledge the reality principle, leaving him solely with the id and pleasure principle and their destructive 
ends.  The reader finds in the imbalanced, mad antihero a life which, due to its subscription to the pleasure principle, is 
thus inescapably destructive to others and self alike. With the reality principle’s general absence from the novel, 
Dorian’s devotion to the pleasure principle leads to the deaths of his friends and acquaintances and ultimately Dorian 
himself. Since the mentally ill Dorian has no drive but for pleasure, he fails to sympathize with the needs of others and 
only cares for the immediate satisfaction of himself. When Sibyl admits that “I have not pleased you,” Dorian has no 
qualms about leaving his unpleasurable fiancé in her grief, and though after reflection he believes that reconciliation 
with her is possible, the reader knows by now that Dorian cannot be sincere about indefinite, committed relationships, 
only immediate gratification (Wilde 85). Hence, Sibyl’s suicide comes not as a surprise but rather as the obvious 
resolution of an encounter with the unbalanced Dorian and his formidable pleasure principle. After some time, Basil 
confronts Dorian with an entire list of victims:  Why is your friendship so fatal to young men? There was that wretched 
boy in the Guards who committed suicide. You were his great friend. There was Sir Henry Ashton, who had to leave 
England with a tarnished name. You and he were inseparable. What about Adrian Singleton and his dreadful end? 
What about Lord Kent’s only son, and his career?… What about the young Duke of Perth? (Wilde 144) 

 

The reader knows by now that Basil’s plea for Dorian to recognise the reality principle– that he needs to moderate his pleasure-seeking to avoid 
claiming more victims– comes as a threat to Dorian’s id and consequently must be snuffed out; just so, Dorian murders Basil in a show of fanatical 
devotion to the pleasure principle, which thusly claims another victim through its acolyte. Still unchecked, the id drives Dorian to further destruction 
which eventually must culminate in his own demise.  Dorian Gray can only stop his pleasure principle’s destructive rampage by allowing it to claim his 
own life. Dorian himself never realises this; however, his necessary sacrifice is apparent to the reader after he continuously resolves to change his 
pleasure-seeking ways before reconsideration and rejoicing in the tragedies which he sows, such as calling his brief escapade with Sibyl a “marvellous 
experience” and wondering “if life has still in store for me anything as marvellous” (Wilde 100). Indubitably, when the narrator begins to expose 
Dorian’s thoughts, claiming that “he would never again tempt innocence. He would be good,” the reader recognizes not an impending change but 
rather more destruction (Wilde 212). Dorian’s subsequent attempt to temper his pleasure principle once and for all cannot be successful, just as all 
other efforts conceived from his alleged changes of heart have not succeeded; without the superego to influence him, Dorian cannot truly abandon his 
idish desires. Because change is impossible for the story’s main character, the story’s only possible resolution is the death of Dorian. Just so, in his final 
attempt to “be good,” Dorian ends up killing himself along with his id and its desires, and too– finally– the destruction which accompanied them. 
Consequently, the work of art which his destructive, pleasure-seeking nature tainted so vilely returns to its normal, beautiful state; it no longer portrays 
a man whose unrestrained id led him into unfathomable destruction, but a man who allows his superego to temper his id and thus is psychologically– 
and physically– healthy.  Though the ruin of Dorian Gray may seem to the reader too harsh given his efforts to change his hedonistic ways, he or she 
understands that the once-innocent man’s death is necessarily tragic in order to make the “useless” art piece’s moral lesson impactful. Whether 
coincidence or– more probably– principle, Wilde’s sole novel provides a legitimizing study for a psychoanalytic reading of literature, and Freud’s 
theories place Dorian Gray in an illuminating psychological context. Through psychoanalysis, the reader finds him- or herself within the troubled mind 
of a young man instead of an implausible fantasy. Once acknowledged, the troubling story of this troubled, id-dominated mind, mirrored by a work 
of art that portrays the man’s psychological state instead of his physical one, leads the reader to the conclusion that the quest for unrestricted pleasures 
ends only in destruction. The story therefore warns readers against treating others’ humanity as a means to self-serving pleasure instead of an 
immutable reality to avoid a fate such as Dorian’s. 

  

 

Literature has often found it useful to employ ideas and terminology from psychoanalysis, and vice versa. 
Psychoanalytic critics of Dorian Gray have found a fruitful crossover in the work of French psychiatrist Jacques 
Lacan (1901–81). In 1949 he began to explore ‘the mirror stage’ in human development. As he points out, a baby 
of around six months, still unable to stand independently and held tightly by an adult, will become entranced 
by his or her image in the mirror. The baby is still uncoordinated, its hands flailing aimlessly, and experiences its 
own body as fragmented and uncontrollable. In contrast, the image seems whole and in command of itself. To 
deal with its fear and rage at confronting a superior ‘rival’, the baby identifies with it, and remains trapped in 
fascination with the illusory image forever. Lacan describes the recognition of the self in the mirror as ‘jubilation’ 
– a sense of mastery – but as the baby realises how fragile its own mastery is compared to the power of the 
adult holding it up to the mirror, it is devastated. Throughout our lives, we continue to experience the baby’s 
sense of loss and are haunted by the hopeless desire of the mirror stage. 

This process can be seen in Dorian’s own relationship to his portrait, in front of which he flushes with pleasure as 
he 'recognise[s] himself for the first time'. The picture is at once his rival, with the eternal youth he can never 
have and inspiring his murderous rage, and an object of desire that he refuses to give up to Lord Henry. Loving 
it and hating it, he can never let it go: it is himself. But he also believes, like the baby confused by the apparent 
wholeness of its image, that it has a power he does not have, and at times imagines that it is making demands 
on him to kill or to confess his sins.  Dorian also experiences a distorted version of what Lacan called entry into 
the Symbolic order. Lacan describes the roles of Father and Mother in initiating the child as a speaker of 
language (both terms are used symbolically, rather than to denote the actual biological parents). It is the 
Father who bears the true responsibility because he possesses the phallus while the mother does not; thus the 
Father makes the child aware of difference, the basis on which language is founded. 

Dorian is an orphan. He knows his mother only through paintings, which show her in disguise – dressed as a 
Bacchante, for example – and without Dorian. He has, however, several men to fill the role of father: the 
elderly, cruel Kelso, the image of what he does not wish to be; the detached Lord Henry, who tells him to treat 
others like works of art, with no more capacity for feeling than images in a mirror; and Basil, who in a sense 
‘fathers’ him more than once. Basil triggers a second ‘birth’ in Dorian by creating the painted image that allows 
his body to enjoy an eternal youth. Through murdering Basil (as Oedipus murdered his father) after eighteen 
years of changeless good looks, Dorian embarks on a third phase of life. Despite his name (‘Basil’ derives from 
the Greek for ‘king’) and his attempts to make Dorian do right, Basil cannot impose the law because he cannot 
impose difference. He has painted his love into the picture – Dorian’s mirror – so completely that his own self 
cannot be disentangled from Dorian’s. Lacking both mother and father (in the symbolic sense) Dorian is 
condemned to eternal desire, with no chance of true adulthood. He never fully enters into language by 
articulating new ideas, but simply parrots Lord Henry. And without the Law that a less blindly adoring Basil 
might have brought him, he retains all the selfish amorality of a baby.  Lacan claimed (in Écrits: A Selection, 
trans. Alan Sheridan, 1977, p. 1) that his writings were not meant to be intellectually understood, but that 
reflections upon them would produce a meaningful effect in the reader. Certainly his ideas have generated a 
large number of articles on Dorian Gray with a range of very different perspectives 

 

-To what extent does Lord Henry 
Wotton embody the qualities of the 
Aesthete and the Dandy? 
-What aspects of Lord Henry’s 
character suggest Wilde’s personal 
life and attitudes?  
-To what extent does Dorian Gray 
embody the qualities of the 
quintessential Aesthete and the 
Dandy? What aspects of Dorian’s 
character suggest Wilde’s personal 
life and attitudes?  
-What is the significance of male-
male relationships in The Picture of 
Dorian Gray? What range of male-
male relationships is suggested in 
the novel?  
-To what extent might the novel be 
interpreted as a semi-
autobiographic account of Wilde’s 
affairs?  
-What does the novel’s 
preoccupation with decadence and 
excess suggest about Wilde’s 
personal life?  
-To what extent might Lord Henry’s 
attitude toward marriage suggest 
Wilde’s own attitude toward 
marriage?  
-How might the writing of The 
Picture of Dorian Gray have 
functioned as a vehicle to express 
Wilde’s secret desires?  
-What is the significance of 
decorum, social propriety, etc. in 
Wilde’s personal life? In the novel? 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Structural Analysis of The Picture of Dorian Gray 

  
 ‘Feminism is essentially non-existent throughout the novel. The two main women we meet are Sybil and her mother and neither 
are really respected and at times, both are mocked. 
Sybil’s mother is described as extremely melodramatic. The depiction of this character seems to be exactly what feminist critics 
are trying to work against. Non-married women of a certain age are considered crazy spinsters, unbalanced, and hysterical, and 
Sybil’s mother is a classic example of this stereotype. 
Sybil, on the other hand, represents the other stereotype of woman that feminist critics want to change: the subordinate, 
powerless, non-respected, “just-there-for-looks” wife. On page 25 of the reading, Showalter quotes Grant Allen when he says, 
“…the first business of a girl is to be pretty.” Women have no other substance, meaning, or use in life. The minute that Sybil did 
something out of the ordinary, something that Dorian didn’t like (acting poorly on stage), he dropped her like a bad habit. This 
reinforces the face that although Dorian seemed to be so incredibly in love with Sybil–seemed to be wrapped around her little 
finger–he held the power in the relationship the entire time. It is said in the reading that “feminine weakness contrasted with 
masculine strength: masculine egotism with feminine self-devotion. ‘If you compete with us we shan’t marry you.’ ” This just 
furthers the argument that in marriage, and relationships in general, woman are supposed to have no power whatsoever. When 
Sybil abandoned her acting skills, it was a symbol of her power and therefore, Dorian had no reason to marry her anymore.’  
 
Oscar Wilde does not conceal his scorning of women through his philosophical character, Lord Henry. Lord Henry functions as a 
portal for Oscar Wilde to send out his Aesthetic and hedonistic values into the turn of the century society in which art was 
considered a measure of morality and hedonism a  path toward sin. Wilde used Lord Henry to juxtapose the commonly held 
conceptions of the time period with his own philosophies acquired from his Oxford professor, Walter Pater. Lord Henry like Wilde 
made no mistake to not only Aestheticism and  hedonism were addressed as the superior thinking over morality but also that 
men ruled not only in thinking but also in love over women. Lord Henry openly regards women "as some witty Frenchman once 
put it, inspire us with the desire to do masterpieces, and always prevent us from carrying them out" (Wilde 83). Wilde 
incorporates the Aesthetic philosophy that art exists as beauty alone not a means of morality but also that women reflect 
beauty but do not encompass the concept. In the same way, a dress may be absolutely gorgeous but doesn't fit once you try it 
on. In Wilde's reasoning, what good is the beautiful dress if you never get to wear it? What good are beautiful women when 
they offer nothing else of value? Personally, I think women offer much more than some pretty hair and long eyelashes; however, 
Wilde regarded man as the superior from of beauty through his descriptions of Dorian: "Yes, he was certainly wonderfully 
handsome, with his finely curved scarlet lips, his frank blue eyes, his crisp gold hair...All the candor of youth was there as well as 
all youth's passionate purity" (Wilde 18).  In comparison to the description given by Lord Henry of the beautiful Sibyl, "Don't run 
down dyed hair and painted faces. There is an extraordinary charm in them, sometimes" (Wilde 55). Wilde presents Sibyl plainly 
and brashly as a mere actress who serves no purpose in love while the author describes Dorian as a thing of beauty to be 
admired and in Lord Henry's case influenced. Sibyl, one of only two influential female characters of novel, is disregarded and 
even insisted upon by Henry as unimportant to the point that Dorian becomes so influenced by Lord Henry's ridicule of Sibyl 
that Dorian renounces his love and engagement claiming Sibyl was beneath him socially anyway. The author presents his open 
degradation of women as worthy of any effort through the criticism displayed by Lord Henry toward Dorian's love for Sibyl. In 
addition, Lord Henry forms generalizations about women concerning the Duchess of Monmouth: "'She is very clever, to clever for 
a woman. She lacks the indefinable charm of weakness'" (Wilde 185). The author insinuates that women should have a 
"weakness" like a damsel in distress waiting for a beautiful man to save the day. Also, Wilde claims that women should only 
possess a certain level of wit or else something is wrong with them. Now as a female, I can take offense to Wilde's comments in 
many ways, but instead I choose to analyse his philosophy according to the time period. During Wilde's time, women were all 
but powerless with men ruling the jobs, the money, and the power while women sat around pleasing the husbands and looking 
pretty. Wilde does have a point that women in his time period were quite pathetic in investing themselves in silly romances and 
society events; however, women were not granted the opportunity by men to gain an education and think for themselves. 
Although I don't have much pity on pathetic women relying on men, I can understand women in Wilde's time faced numerous 
obstacles created by men in order to keep men in and women out of power. The author holds a valid point that women of the 
time period were all but useless compared to a man, but women had all the potential in the world to become greatness but 
were never granted an opportunity. 
 
Sybil was portrayed in a very interesting way throughout the novel. Her character was created as a helpless and powerless 
woman who was completely controlled by outside forces and had no thoughts of her own.  First, she was completely consumed 
by the roles she was playing in Romeo and Juliet.  She completely became whichever character she was playing that night, with 
no trace of herself in her roles. When she did begin to come into her own, she was completely controlled by Dorian.  Everything in 
her life becomes based around him and what he thinks of her.  When he is so horribly disappointed in her acting, she is extremely 
upset by his disappointment and ends up committing suicide as a result.  She is so affected by what he said to her and has no 
reason to live when Dorian is upset with her.  Women, particularly Sybil, are seen as helpless creatures with no power and control 
in their own lives in this novel.  From a feminist point of view, this is definitely harsh portrayal of the female sex. Lord Henry’s 
epigrams (a statement contradictory to what is accepted as a self-evident or proverbial truth) are little zingers that are part of 
Wilde’s wit and not meant to be realistic social commentary? The worst thing you can do is take them out of context: 
“My dear boy, no woman is a genius. Women are a decorative sex. They never have anything to say, but they 
say it charmingly. Women represent the triumph of matter over mind, just as men represent the triumph of 
mind over morals. ”AND “Men marry because they are tired; women, because they are curious: both are 
disappointed.”  In an epigram everyone is treated like an object.  They’re all generalisation and stereotype. That’s the point. 
 

 
The Marxist approach to literature is based on the philosophy of Karl Marx, a German philosopher and economist. His major 
argument was that whoever controlled the means of production in society controlled the society—whoever owned the factories 
“owned” the culture. This idea is called “dialectical materialism,” and Marx felt that the history of the world was leading 
toward a communist society. From his point of view, the means of production (i.e., the basis of power in society) would be 
placed in the hands of the masses, who actually operated them, not in the hands of those few who owned them. It was a 
perverted version of this philosophy that was at the heart of the Soviet Union. Marxism was also the rallying cry of the poor and 
oppressed all over the world. To read a work from a Marxist perspective, one must understand that Marxism asserts that 
literature is a reflection of culture, and that culture can be affected by literature (Marxists believed literature could instigate 
revolution). Marxism is linked to Freudian theory by its concentration on the subconscious—Freud dealt with the individual 
subconscious, while Marx dealt with the political subconscious. Marx believed that oppression exists in the political subconscious 
of a society—social pecking orders are inherent to any group of people. Four main areas of study: 
 • economic power  
• materialism versus spirituality  
• class conflict  
• art, literature, and ideologies 
‘Dorian’s use of money illustrates the manipulative corruption of the aristocracy and the helplessness of the proletariat to 
resist. Dorian’s wealth allows him to visit the opium dens, he compels the hansom driver to obey his commands with a surplus payment of 
two sovereigns. Upon his arrival, the crazed Dorian stifles the speech of a “halfcaste…in a ragged turban and a shabby ulster” with some 
“coins”; “Don’t ever talk to me again,” he says as he silences her with “money”. Dorian possesses the monetary might of the upper class, and 
he uses this power to manipulate his inferiors.’ 

 The use of money in the novel illustrates the manipulative corruption of the aristocracy and the helplessness of the proletariat to 
resist. 

 Sibyl’s suicide, although Lord Henry reports it, represents the duty of the oppressed classes to initiate revolution against social justice 
by means of radical demonstration. 

 Wilde uses lower-class characters further to elicit a moral response from the reader. 
 It is evident that the political theories of Karl Marx influenced the works of Wilde because of the way he praises the working class as 

an agent of social change and moral criticism. 
 
Who are the powerful characters in the novel?  
Who are the powerless? What kind of power do the powerful characters have?  
Why do the powerful in the novel have power? How do Lord Henry and Dorian finance their lavish lifestyles?  
What attitudes toward the lower classes does Lord Henry exhibit? Basil? Dorian? 
What can you infer from the novel about the distribution of wealth? 

 

Oscar Wilde was on the one hand the first man who lived in homosexual relationship in public and on the other hand he represented the 
theory of new hedonism. Hedonism preaches the pleasures of life and soul and therefore all human senses are extremely brought out. This 
means that the teaching is: It is better to do what you like than to regret it afterwards not having done it. The main difference between 
hedonism and new hedonism is in the fact that new hedonism focuses more on pleasures in art than on the mere bodily pleasures. New 
hedonism says that every moment of life should be fulfilled with art. Oscar Wilde did not just represent the theory, but also lived after it. This 
is one of the reasons that he was called immoral and also a bit crazy. In his novel “The picture of Dorian Gray” all his theories of life are 
contained. So the book is very close to his own life. Oscar Wilde was influenced by Walter Pater, who was his professor at Oxford. Pater said 
that human life was short and that everyone should seize the day (or carpe diem) and turn it into a work of art. 

                                                                                                                       Dorian Gray can be read with an anti-colonial view of the Irish author as 
an inhabitant of a colonialist country such as England and would criticize colonialism, imperialism and neo-colonialism as well as aesthetic movement via 
discourse analysis. It is worth noting, despite the fact that Wilde was by no means a colonial author, yet colonial clues can be easily traced in his novel. Since 
Wilde in his The Picture of Dorian Gray mainly deals with negative and destructive consequences of influence from/on people and phenomena and 
capturing them, their relation and subjectivity can be defined in terms of the colonizer and the colonized. Lord Henry’s colonialist actions and behaviour as 
one of the main characters of the story towards story’s protagonist and victim as the symbol and representative of the colonized finally influence him, 
leading to his colonization and annihilation. Yet, the main character of the story is as guilty and responsible for his colonization and annihilation as some 
other people and environmental factors without consciously meaning to do so. The bases for this research paper were the theories of postcolonial critics such 
as Edward Said and Homi Bhabha as well as Wilde’s biography as an aesthetic writer, by which several questions have been answered. These questions 
range from the basis on which Wilde was – either consciously or unconsciously – writing against colonizers and their ideologies to the way by which 
colonialism had influenced his thought and ideas as well as his characters in the novel. Colonial discourse analysis of destructive power of living a life empty 
of moralities via devotion to hedonism and mere beauty and pleasure under the name of art was another goal of this research. In addition, the direct 
relevance and linkage between aestheticism in this novel with colonial and anti-colonial theories have been surveyed and each one’s destructive 
consequences has been described, criticizing when there is little (if any) distinction between ethics and appearance. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The Picture of Dorian Gray is a novel full of metaphors, analogies, symbols, and imaginative language. Written by 
Oscar Wilde in 1890, much of the language and diction is influenced by the serious and formal English language of 
the time period. Oscar Wilde wrote his book with an omniscient view, fluctuating tone, and hidden symbols.  The 
point of view used in The Picture of Dorian Gray is the third person omniscient narration. This style of narration 
allows the reader to set themselves in the story with an unbiased perspective and see the emotions and chemistry 
as the characters do while also having insight that the characters do not. Because the characters themselves are 
very distant and keep their emotions to themselves, this adds to the chaos and drama of the plotline as the reader 
can see the downfall of every character. Oscar Wilde uses a fluid sentence structure to join the characters and their 
feelings together. The language style in the novel is very sensual for the time period, with many immoral things 
being insinuated between characters. It also focuses on the aesthetics of every scene, relating back to Oscar Wilde’s 
aesthetic ideas. Both of these language styles are seen in characters such as Lord Henry.  Dorian Gray was Wilde’s 
first lengthy prose narrative, and he did not find it easy. After the Lippincott’s version he wrote of feeling tired and 
dissatisfied: ‘I am afraid it is rather like my own life – all conversation and no action’ (Ellmann, p. 296). The 1891 
version allowed him to incorporate the James Vane revenge plot and develop the social comedy. The resulting 
mixture is, as Richard Ellmann puts it, ‘elegantly casual’ (Ellmann, p. 297). It seems as if the rules of novel-writing 
have been torn up, and the reader never knows whether their next experience will be Gothic terror, social satire, a 
discourse on art or a short account of the more decadent Caesars. 

However, underlying the casualness is a solid framework. By 1892 Wilde would complete his first 
successful comedy, Lady Windermere’s Fan, and the shape to which virtually all Victorian plays conformed is also 
the basic shape of Dorian Gray. The well-made play, as it was known, begins with a clear exposition which 
provides the audience with the information they need to understand the action. It goes on to the development 
and complication of the story, raising the level of tension as to how events will resolve themselves. About three-
quarters of the way through, the action reaches a crisis (in the theatre, just in time for the third act curtain) as the 
strands of the plot entwine. Matters come to a head with a series of shocks and surprises, and while we know that 
the end is imminent, we are still in suspense as to how it will happen. The dénouement accomplishes it – whether 
with death or marriage, repentance or revenge, happiness or pathos, will depend on the nature of the play. Wilde 
may not have been conscious of using the format, but it could explain why Dorian Gray has been so frequently 
dramatised. 

The well-made structure happens to fit very closely the narrative stages necessary for the story of the devil’s 
bargain, and virtually every version of the Faustus story conforms to it, even if written in a different convention. 
The exposition sets up the conditions that explain why the bargain is made – in this case, the chapters which bring 
together for the first time Basil’s adoration, Dorian’s beauty and Lord Henry’s seductive praise of youth. The 
development confirms that the bargain has actually occurred. The section in which Dorian loves and rejects Sibyl 
also makes it clear that the bargain has consequences for others, not just the protagonist, laying the ground for 
James Vane’s role in the outcome. The complication explores the extent and meaning of the unholy power 
acquired. Wilde reveals shifts in Dorian’s relationships with Basil, Lord Henry and the world at large, and the 
relationship with his own image that increasingly governs his actions. Chapter 11 in particular has the scope and 
sweep that makes the leap over a period of eighteen years credible. We do not know the details of Dorian’s sins, 
but the arrival of Basil in Chapter 12 provokes the crisis – in the story of the devil’s bargain, the point at which 
the protagonist may want to escape damnation but commits a sin from which there is no way back. 

The murder of Basil shifts this phase of the action into the realm of the detective story. While the portrait may 
conceal Dorian’s debauchery, he is as likely to be hanged for murder as anyone else. All his subsequent actions, 
from dining in polite society to smoking opium, are some form of mental or physical flight, and even the most 
leisurely chat seems charged with an underlying speed as Dorian’s terror mounts. James Vane brings the strands of 
the story together, providing not just the suspense of a revenge plot but a modern version of a Gothic haunting. 
His sudden appearances in different locations are perfectly realistic, but they shock Dorian with the force of an 
avenging ghost. 

Wilde surprises his readers by allowing Dorian to escape all the obvious forms of justice, such as being killed by 
James Vane. In the legends, the devil himself would provide the dénouement, arriving to claim the soul that is 
owed to him. Here, Dorian does the job himself. His psyche seems to disintegrate in front of us. As in Marlowe’s 
play, it is left to the minor characters, the servants, to pick up the pieces and assert the identity of the remains.  
Not only does the plot carry its own structural weight. We also navigate the text through a series of images 
resembling stage tableaux: Dorian at the piano, young and innocent, and again, playing Chopin to Lord Henry in 
a very different spirit; Dorian sleeping sweetly after increasingly terrible acts; the combination of Dorian, the 
painting, a knife, and Basil – in the final repetition represented only by a spreading bloodstain. These freeze-
frame moments allow us to evaluate the protagonist as he changes and to re-evaluate our own responses. 

 

 
The Picture of Dorian Gray - The portrait of Dorian Gray is the biggest symbol in the novel. The picture represents the degradation of the soul, and portrays the 
consequences of pursuing pleasure above all else. The picture teaches the audience the dangerous effects that sin and excess can have on the soul. Wilde believe in the life 
style of Hedonism, but does not endorse it fully. He says in modesty, the Hedonistic life style is the way to live. Wilde uses Dorian and his portrait as a tool to show what the 
true, full Hedonistic lifestyle would lead to. He wanted readers to learn from Dorian and see what his consequences are. Through the novel, as the pictures documents the 
effects of sin, the readers follow the degradation of Dorian’s state of mind and morale. 
The Opium Dens - The opium dens represent the degradation of Dorian’s state of mind. Dorian flees to the opium dens after he commits the heinous act of murdering 
Basil. After this act, Dorian’s state of mind is an absolute mess. He cannot think properly and does not want to be surrounded by anything familiar. The dens are located in 
a remote, dark part of London. Dorian seeks to forget the act, to lose consciousness through the use of the drugs. He has a can of opium at his home, but chooses to leave 
the pristine, neat safety of his home and chooses instead to travel to the dismal opium dens that reflect his state of mind and soul. 
James Vane - James Vane is a fleeting character in the novel. He appears and disappears just as easily. The reader remembers him as Sibyl Vane’s overly protective 
brother. When he appears later in the novel, Dorian feels as though he is a ghost. James Vane serves to Dorian as a reminder of his past, of his sins against others. He drives 
Dorian towards the impulse to accept responsibility for his crimes. James Vane was an important character to Wilde, who felt he must be in the novel. He serves almost the 
same purpose as the ghost of Jacob Marley in A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens, who is there to warn Scrooge of the sins he must face. James Vane is simply a call back 
to reality for Dorian Gray, a reminder that he will not get away with all his sins forever. 
Decadence - The Decadent movement was the later generation of the Aesthetic movement. Oscar Wilde and others associated with the movement labelled themselves 
“decadents”. These artists sought inspiration, both in their lives and in their writing, in aestheticism (art for art’s sake, free from moral and social concerns). The difference 
between the decadent and the aesthete lies in the moral and social concerns of each movement. For the aesthete, the social world is not important compared to the 
pursuit of beauty. Morality is irrelevant. The decadent, however, is very much against the dominant culture. They expressed their dislike for prevailing37 values in society 
through their sense of superiority and amorality38 of art. For example, if society considers sex between husband and wife a private matter, the Decadent might write a 
poem that describes his night with a prostitute in graphic detail. Dorian Gray is the definition of decadence in his combination of the criminal (in his visits to opium dens39) 
and the aesthete (in the high culture that he is part of). 
 
Basil’s painting and the mysterious yellow book that Lord Henry gives Dorian - They are not presented in aesthetic but in Victorian sensibilities, which means 
that both the portrait and the French novel have a purpose. The portrait is a kind of a mysterious mirror which shows Dorian the physical aging his body will not go through, 
while the French novel is a kind of a map which leads Dorian further towards infamy. Readers know nothing about the composition of the French novel, but they can see 
Basil’s state of mind while painting the picture. He states that all art is “unconscious, ideal, and remote” but his portrait of Dorian is everything but unconscious, ideal and 
remote. The first principle of aestheticism is that art serves no other purpose than to offer beauty, and throughout The Picture of Dorian Gray, beauty reigns. It is a way to 
revive the tired senses, as indicated by the effect that Basil’s painting has on the cynical Lord Henry. It is also a way of escaping the brutalities of the world. Dorian distances 
himself, as well as his consciousness, from the horrors of his actions by devoting himself to the study of beautiful things—music, jewels, rare tapestries. In a society that cherishes 
beauty, youth and physical attractiveness become extremely valuable. When they meet for the very first time, Lord Henry reminds Dorian that soon enough he will lose his 
most precious attributes. The Duchess of Monmouth says to Lord Henry that he values these things too much, and indeed, Dorian’s eventual demise confirms that. And 
although beauty and youth remain of greatest importance at the end of the novel, the novel suggests that the price one must pay for them is extremely high, which Dorian 
proved by giving his soul for them.  Logically, society which cherishes beauty above all else is a society which is shallow and values only what is on the surface. What matters 
most to Dorian, Lord Henry, and their polite company, is not whether a man is good at heart but rather whether he is handsome. Despite Dorian’s “mode of life,” he remains 
at the heart of the London social scene because of the “innocence” and “purity of his face. ” Both the portrait and the French novel have a great influence on Dorian’s life. 
They influence him to behave in an immoral way for almost twenty years.  By reflecting on Dorian’s power over Basil and decid ing that he would like to seduce Dorian in 
the same way, Lord Henry points out that there is something fascinating in practicing this kind of influence. Falling under influence cannot be avoided. Basil’s idolatry of 
Dorian leads to his murder, and Dorian’s devotion to Lord Henry’s hedonism and the yellow book precede his own downfall. In a novel that prizes individualism, the sacrifice 
of one’s self, whether to another person or to a work of art, leads to one’s destruction. The picture of Dorian Gray, “the most magical of mirrors,” shows him what he has been 
spared- physical aging. 

For a period of time, Dorian has only one goal in life, and lives according to it, not paying attention to his conscience, and that goal is only pleasure. On the other hand, 
Dorian’s portrait represents his conscience and haunts him. The portrait knows his crimes, it reminds Dorian of the cruelty he has shown towards Sybil Vane, and the murder 
of Basil Hallward. Another motif which plays a large role in Oscar Wilde’s novel is the homoerotic bond between men. Basil’s portrait of Dorian develops from his adoration 
of Dorian’s beauty, and Lord Henry has a strong desire to seduce Dorian.  This relationship between men represents aesthetic values that Wilde was fighting for, because it 
brought him back to antique times, when youth and beauty was appreciated most, and it was fundamental in society and often expressed through a relationship between 
two men. Since Wilde was a homosexual himself, living in an intolerant society, fighting for this philosophy was his way of justifying his lifestyle. He thought homosexuality 
was a sign of refined culture and not a sin. He thought that a relationship between an elder and a younger man resembled the tradition of Plato, Michelangelo and 
Shakespeare.   

The use of the white colour can represent Dorian’s transition from the figure of innocence to the figure of degradation. White usually implies innocence and blankness, and it 
is true in the case when the readers are first introduced with Dorian. And that ‘’white purity’’ actually catches Lord Henry’s attention. Basil tries to invoke whiteness when he 
finds out that Dorian has sacrificed his innocence. He stares horrified at the portrait and quotes a biblical verse from the Book of Isaiah: “Though your sins be as scarlet, yet I 
will make them as white as snow” but to no avail, since Dorian’s innocence is lost.  When the white colour appears again, it is seen on the face of James Vane, but now it is 
transformed from the colour of innocence to the colour of death. At the end of the novel, Dorian yearns for his “rose-white boyhood” but the hope is lost, and he cannot wash 
away his sins. In the novel, the portrait stands for the most magical of mirrors, duplicating the corruption of Dorian’s soul, while his ageless handsome face is a mask hiding 
the soul’s progress in evil. The mask can hide the lack of identity and emptiness, and although everyone fears exposure of his own nothingness, to others one’s mask is one’s 
face, the only one they know. On the other hand, the mirror reflects not only the mask but the hidden truth of one’s face. While the mask is to be worn for the world, the 
mirror is used for facing the truth about oneself. The mask is for others’ inspection, the mirror for one’s own introspection. The opium dens, which is located in a remote and 
derelict section of London, represents Dorian’s state of mind. After killing Basil, Dorian goes there to forget the awful crime he has committed by losing consciousness and 
becoming numb.  He has a canister of opium at home, but he still travels to the dark dens, which represents the degradation of his soul. Another representative of Dorian’s 
dark and tortured soul is James Vane, the brother of Sibyl Vane. He represents Dorian’s conscience, as well as the relative seeking revenge. He is like a ghost 
with his white face, and he makes Dorian accept the crimes he has committed. Lord Henry gives Dorian a yellow book, which is only described as a French 
novel, which describes the experiences of its main character who is seeking pleasure.  Dorian buys a dozen of copies of this book, and bases his life and actions 
on it, and in this way the French novel becomes a sort of a holy grail to Dorian. The book represents the profound and damaging influence that art can 
have over an individual and serves as a warning to those who would surrender themselves so completely to such an influence. In the end we can see that 
the philosophy that Oscar Wild proposes in The Picture of Dorian Gray can be extremely seductive and liberating. Wilde shows the readers that the society 
and conscience both make living the philosophy he fought for extremely difficult and, in the end, even painful. 

 



 

 

 

     

                            

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                          

                          

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           The artist creates beautiful things. Art aims to reveal art and conceal the artist. The critic translates impressions from the art into another medium. Criticism is a form of autobiography. People who look at something beautiful and find an ugly meaning are "corrupt 
without being charming." Cultivated people look at beautiful things and find beautiful meanings. The elect are those who see only beauty in beautiful things. Books can’t be moral or immoral; they are only well or badly written.  People of the nineteenth century who dislike realism are like Caliban who 

is enraged at seeing his own face in the mirror. People of the nineteenth century who dislike romanticism are like Caliban enraged at not seeing himself in the mirror. 

The subject matter of art is the moral life of people, but moral art is art that is well formed. Artists don’t try to prove anything. Artists don’t have ethical sympathies, which in an artist "is an unpardonable mannerism of style." The subject matter of art can include things that are morbid, because "the 
artist can express everything." The artist’s instruments are thought and language. Vice and virtue are the materials of art. In terms of form, music is the epitome of all the arts. In terms of feeling, acting is the epitome of the arts.  Art is both surface and symbol. People who try to go beneath the surface 

and those who try to read the symbols "do so at their own peril." Art imitates not life, but the spectator. When there is a diversity of opinion about a work of art, the art is good. "When critics disagree the artist is in accord with him[/her]self."   The value of art is not in its usefulness. Art is useless.  The 
preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray is famous in its own right as a sort of manifesto of the Aesthetic Movement in art and literature. It consists of a series of aphorisms or epigrams (short sayings) which affirm the notions of art for art’s sake. Many of these aphorisms form the basis not only of Aesthetic 
writing, but also Modernist writing, which was to reach its height in the 1920s. In the nineteenth century, art was supposed to be useful for the moral instruction of the people. It was supposed to mirror life and also teach its readers to live the good and moral life. Oscar Wilde opposes this view of art. For 
Wilde, art was valuable in its own right, not for its usefulness for other aims. His sayings about art seem strange and against the norm even for late twentieth century readers. People often read them as a humorous overstatement of principles. However, each of the statements is exactly in accord with 

the ideas of the Aesthetes. They are not necessarily exaggerations. Wilde consistently defended the autonomy of art, that is, the separateness of art from use value. 

 
                                            

In a richly decorated studio an artist, Basil Hallward talks with a guest, Lord Henry Wotton about a new portrait he 
has standing out. Lord Henry exclaims that it is the best of Hallward’s work and that he should show it at Grosvenor. 
Hallward remarks that he doesn’t plan to show it at all. Lord Henry can’t imagine why an artist wouldn’t want to 
show his work. Hallward explains that he has put too much of himself in it to show it to the public. Lord Henry can’t 
understand this since Hallward isn’t a beautiful man while the subject of the portrait is extraordinarily beautiful. As 
he is explaining himself, he mentions the subject’s name--Dorian Gray. He regrets having slipped, saying that when 
he likes people, he never tells their names because it feels to him as if he’s giving them away to strangers. 

Lord Henry compares this idea to his marriage, saying that "the one charm of marriage is that it makes a life of 
deception absolutely necessary for both parties." He adds that he and his wife never know where the other is and 
that she’s always a better liar than he is, but that she just laughs at him when he slips. Basil Hallward is impatient 
with Lord Henry for this revelation, accusing Lord Henry of posing. He adds that Lord Henry never says anything 
moral and never does anything immoral. Lord Henry tells him that being natural is the worst of the poses.  
Hallward returns to the idea of the portrait. He explains that "every portrait that is painted with feeling is a portrait 
of the artist, not the sitter." The sitter only occasions the production of the art. The painter is revealed, not the sitter. 
He won’t, therefore, show the secret of his soul to the public. 

He tells the story of how he met Dorian Gray. He went to a "crush" put on by Lady Brandon. While he was walking 
around the room, he saw Dorian Gray, "someone whose mere personality was so fascinating that, if I allowed it to 
do so, it would absorb by whole nature, my whole soul, my very art itself." He was afraid of such an influence, so he 
avoided meeting the man he saw. He tried to leave and Lady Brandon caught him and took him around the room 
introducing him to her guests. He had recently shown a piece that created a sensation, so his cultural capital was 
quite high at the time. After numerous introductions, he came upon Dorian Gray. Lady Brandon says she didn’t 
know what Mr. Gray did, perhaps nothing, perhaps he played the piano or the violin. The two men laughed at her 
and became friends with each other at once. 

He tells Lord Henry that soon he painted Dorian Gray’s portrait. Now, Dorian Gray is all of Hallward’s art. He 
explains that in art, there are two epochal events possible: one is the introduction of a new medium for art, like the 
oil painting, the second is the appearance of a new personality for art. Dorian Gray is the latter. Even when he’s not 
painting Dorian Gray, he is influenced by him to paint extraordinarily different creations. It is like a new school of art 
emerging. Dorian Gray is his motive in art. As he is explaining the art, he mentions that he has never told Dorian 
Gray how important he is. He won’t show his Dorian Gray inspired art because he fears that the public would 
recognize his bared soul. Lord Henry notes that bared souls are quite popular these days in fiction. Hallward hates 
this trend, saying that the artist should create beautiful things, and should put nothing of his own life into them. 
Dorian Gray is often quite charming to Basil, but sometimes he seems to take delight in hurting Basil. Basil feels at 
such moments that he has given his soul to someone shallow and cruel enough to treat it as a flower to ornament his 
lapel. Lord Henry predicts that Basil will tire of Dorian sooner than Dorian will tire of him. Basil refuses to believe 
this. He says as long as he lives, Dorian Gray will dominate his life.  Lord Henry suddenly remembers that he has 
heard Dorian Gray’s name. His aunt, Lady Agatha, has mentioned him in relation to some philanthropic work she 
does, saying he was going to help her in the East End. Suddenly, Dorian Gray is announced. Basil Hallward asks his 
servant to have Mr. Gray wait a moment. He tells Lord Henry not to exert any influence on Dorian Gray because he 
depends completely on Dorian remaining uncorrupted. Lord Henry scoffs at the idea as nonsense.  

Chapter 1 sets the tone of the novel. It is witty, urbane, and ironic with only brief moments of deep feeling expressed 
and then wittily submerged. The artist of the novel is Basil Hallward. He seems to be in love with his most recent 
model, Dorian Gray, whom he considers more than a beautiful man, but an inspiration to a new form in his art. The 
intensity of his feelings for Dorian Gray and the art that Dorian Gray inspires has to do with his sense of identity. He 
doesn’t want his portrait of Dorian to be shown in public because he feels as if he’s put something essential of himself 
in it. That is the seed of the novel. The artist paints himself when he seems to be painting another.  Lord Henry is 
here for ironic relief and the production of aphorisms (short statements of truth) that irony spawns. He voices Oscar 
Wilde’s signature expressions. He says, for instance, "It is only the intellectually lost who ever argue." One of the most 
often quoted of his aphorisms: "there is only one thing in the world worse than being talked about, and that is not 
being talked about." He thinks of the luncheon he missed in lingering with Hallward. It had a philanthropic motive, 
upper class people gathering to discuss ways to share a bit with poor people, the idle people discussing the dignity of 
labour, the rich people discussing the value of saving money. Basil Hallward also has his own aphoristic rules of life. 
He never tells people where he’s going when he travels as a way to keep mystery in his life. He never introduces 
people he likes to other people because he feels it would be like giving them away. 

 

                                                           The setting Wilde describes is a decadent paradise, formed of a mixture of the beauty of nature and the beauty of man-made objects, the 
relative merits of which he will interrogate throughout The Picture of Dorian Gray. The reader is presented with a sensual overload; sights, sounds and particularly smells are described 
in great detail, beginning in the very first sentence, when the ‘rich odour of the roses’ is complemented by both ‘the heavy scent of the lilac’ and ‘the more delicate perfume of the 
pink-flowering thorn’. The synonyms ‘odour’, ‘scent’ and ‘perfume’ are far more evocative than ‘smell’ and help form the decadent register the narrator adopts. 

It is significant that the reader first glimpses Lord Henry smoking on a ‘divan of Persian saddle bags’, for this image epitomises his nature as a pleasure-seeking dandy, and gives him 
an air of exoticism. As an aesthete, Lord Henry is also a great admirer of beauty and a keen observer of life generally; thus, it is significant that it he is introduced to the reader in the 
act of observing the beauty of the garden. It is from his perspective that the reader sees the beauty of the garden, and the assonant language matches the beauty of the scene; 
alliterative ‘b’ sounds and then ‘f’ sounds dominate the languorous description: ‘Honey-coloured blossoms of a laburnum, whose tremulous branches seemed hardly able to bear the 
burden of a beauty so flame-like as theirs; and now and then the fantastic shadows of birds in flight flitted across…’ A subtle sibilance that words such as ‘blossoms’, ‘tremulous’, 
‘fantastic’ and ‘shadows’ introduce is heightened in the next sentence (‘The sullen murmur of the bees shouldering’), contributing to the ‘oppressive stillness’ Wilde describes. Thus, in 
spite of the beautiful setting, a sense of ennui, which will be a dominant mood of the book, is immediately introduced.  The description of ‘the dim roar of London’ as ‘distant’, conveys 
the isolation of the three main characters from the urban life of the city. Detached from London and teeming with life, Basil's garden seems almost its own world, and given that it will 
become the scene of Dorian’s temptation, leading to his eventual fall, is perhaps comparable with the Garden of Eden in the Book of Genesis. 

Chapter 1 introduces two of the major characters of the book, and the reader learns a good deal about them. Basil is an artist of apparently independent means. He is secretive, and 
Wilde even mentions that Basil has disappeared without notice in the past. In addition, the distinctive toss of his head, the one that "used to make his friends laugh at him at Oxford," 
characterizes Basil as someone who is thought of as an odd, yet endearing, fellow.  Although Basil claims to be independent, he is instantly overpowered by Dorian upon meeting him, 
becoming dependent on Dorian immediately as his muse, spirit, art, and life. Basil's attraction to Dorian seems to be both professional and personal. Dorian inspires Basil to a new 
vision of art, combining Greek perfection with Romantic passion. However, there is every implication of something more personal in the attraction. Basil is also a jealous person, 
wanting to keep Dorian from Lord Henry so that he can have Dorian all to himself.  The other main character introduced in Chapter 1 is Lord Henry Wotton, a very intelligent, 
confident, manipulative man. He decadently smokes opium-tainted cigarettes and has a commanding presence no matter where he is or whom he socializes with. He is very 
judgmental and enjoys sounding profound. Like Wilde himself, Lord Henry often speaks in aphorisms. As he speaks with Basil, Lord Henry picks a daisy from the grass to examine it, 
later pulling the daisy apart, an act that symbolizes his role throughout the novel as a manipulator and destroyer of beauty for his own amusement.  Although it may seem strange to 
categorise a painting as a character, Basil's portrait of Dorian plays such an important role in the book that the reader is actually introduced to the painting as if it were a character 
before meeting Dorian himself. Perhaps Wilde is indicating that Dorian's reputation for physical beauty precedes him and is more important to his character than any other attribute. 
In any case, the presence of the portrait in Chapter 1 allows the reader to hear something about Dorian before his character appears in the novel. Basil speaks at length about Dorian, 
stating that he is charming, but also that "Now and then, however, he is horribly thoughtless, and seems to take a real delight in giving me pain." This characterisation links Dorian 
with Lord Henry as a manipulator and foreshadows their close relationship later in the story.  Chapter 1 also introduces some of the major themes of the novel: the importance and 
power of beauty in relation to the intellect and the soul, and the fleeting nature of beauty. While discussing the merits of beauty as opposed to intellect, Basil states that there is "a 
fatality about all physical and intellectual distinction, the sort of fatality that seems to dog through history the faltering steps of kings." Basil's statement indicates that physical and 
intellectual excellence are often the downfall of those who possess them. The reader should note how Basil's statement rings true throughout the novel.  Wilde claimed that Lord 
Henry represented his public image but that the author actually was more like Basil and yearned to be more like Dorian. While the reader must always take care in accepting Wilde's 
comments at face value, he was like Basil in that he was a creative artist and privately perhaps less secure than his public image. He certainly did admire youth and beauty, which 
Dorian possesses. Still, Lord Henry is the Wildean character in this novel: bright, witty, and controlling. 

 The opening of the novel is sensuously descriptive and seems to set a leisurely pace. However, a key theme is already being established – the interplay between 
art and nature. There is a constant shifting of sensations between the studio, the place of art, and the garden, the place of nature. The bird-shadows on the silk 
curtains may be real, creating the illusion that they are painted, or painted, creating the illusion that they are real, and the sound of the city is transformed into 
organ music. This theme is further developed by the description of the setting Basil has devised for himself. Wilde based it on the studio of his friend Charles 
Ricketts, who designed the original cover for Dorian Gray. The 'divan of Persian saddlebags' reflects the East of the Victorian orientalist imagination, a place of 
drugs and erotic pleasures. Basil’s art will evidently have some kind of relationship with the idea of pleasure – possibly forbidden pleasure.  There is, too, a flicker 
of something sinister in the allusion to Basil’s 'sudden disappearance some years ago'.  So brief that it is easily overlooked, this casual planting of a clue is typical of 
a genre new to the nineteenth century, the detective story. It implies that conflict may not be confined to a conversation but may be violently acted out. There is 
a hint that this may be a tragic novel, with Basil’s remark 'there is a fatality about all physical and intellectual distinction'. Tragedy is often associated with over-
reaching ambition, and Basil is at the peak of his career. His success is not only commercial – although the luxuries in his studio suggest that he does have success of 
this kind – but also intellectual.  Basil’s project, inspired by his relationship with Dorian, is ambitious: to create a synthesis of two schools.  But Dorian is also 
associated with arrogance and its fall by Lord Henry’s praise of him as an ‘Adonis’ or ‘Narcissus’: both were known for their beauty, but both died through 
rejecting others and living for themselves alone. The tragedy may also be rooted in emotion rather than ambition. Basil’s confession reveals a gap between his 
feelings and those of Dorian: on his side obsession, inspiration and longing, on his friend’s only casual affection. By deferring Dorian’s arrival, the text builds 
up suspense, but we may already be expecting that this relationship will have a painful outcome. 

Lord Henry appears detached. Comments such as 'being natural is simply a pose, and the most irritating pose I know’ provide a refreshingly witty contrast to the 
earnest Basil. They offer a new viewpoint on the theme of artifice versus nature and widen the discussion into the area of social hypocrisy. However, there is an 
extraordinary bond between the two friends: Lord Henry 'felt as if he could hear Basil Hallward’s heart beating'. Perhaps Lord Henry’s 'self-conscious and satisfied 
air’ may also be vulnerable to change. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When they walk from the studio into the house, they see Dorian Gray at the piano. He tells 
Basil that he’s tired of sitting for his portrait. Then he sees Lord Henry and is embarrassed. 
Basil tries to get Lord Henry to leave, but Dorian asks him to stay and talk to him while he 
sits for the portrait. He adds that Basil never talks or listens as he paints. Lord Henry agrees 
to stay.  They discuss Dorian’s work in philanthropy. Lord Henry thinks he’s too charming to 
do that kind of thing. Dorian wonders if Lord Henry will be a bad influence on him as Basil 
thinks he will be. Lord Henry thinks all influence is corrupting since the person influenced no 
longer thinks with her or his own thoughts. He thinks the "aim of life is self-development." He 
doesn’t like philanthropy because it makes people neglect themselves. They clothe poor 
people and let their own souls starve. Only fear governs society, according to Lord Henry. 
Terror of God is the secret of religion and terror of society is the basis of morals. If people 
would live their lives fully, giving form to every feeling and expression to every thought, the 
world would be enlivened by a fresh impulse of joy. He urges Dorian not to run from his 
youthful fears. 

Dorian becomes upset and asks him to stop talking so he can deal with all that he has said. 
He stands still for ten minutes. He realises he is being influenced strongly. He suddenly 
understands things he has always wondered about. Lord Henry watches him fascinated. He 
remembers when he was sixteen he read a book and was immensely influenced. He wonders 
if Dorian Gray is being influenced that way by his random words. Hallward paints furiously. 
Dorian asks for a break. Basil apologises for making him stand so long. He is excited about 
the portrait he’s painting, and praises Dorian for standing so perfectly still as to let him get at 
the effect he had wanted. He says he hasn’t heard the conversation, but he hopes Dorian 
won’t listen to anything Lord Henry tells him. 

Lord Henry and Dorian go out into the garden while Basil works on the background of the 
portrait in the studio. Dorian buries his face in a flower. Lord Henry tells him he is doing just 
as he should since the senses are the only way to cure the soul. They begin to stroll and Dorian 
Gray clearly looks upset. He’s afraid of Lord Henry’s influence. Lord Henry urges him to come 
and sit in the shade to avoid getting a sunburn and ruining his beauty. Dorian wonders why 
it’s important. Lord Henry tells him it matters more than anything else since his youth is his 
greatest gift and that it will leave him soon. As they sit down, he implores Dorian to enjoy his 
youth while he can. He shouldn’t give his life to the "ignorant, the common, and the vulgar." 
He thinks the age needs a new Hedonism (pursuit of pleasure as the greatest goal in life). 
Dorian Gray could be its visible symbol. 

Dorian Gray listens intently. Suddenly, Basil comes out to get them. He says he’s ready to 
resume the portrait. Inside, Lord Henry sits down and watches Basil paint. After only a 
quarter of an hour, Basil says the painting is complete. Lord Henry proclaims it his finest work 
and offers to buy it. Basil says it’s Dorian’s painting. When Dorian looks at it, he realises he is 
beautiful as Lord Henry has been telling him. He hadn’t taken it seriously before. Now he 
knows what Lord Henry has meant by youth being so short-lived. He realizes the painting 
will always be beautiful and he will not. He wishes it were reversed. He accuses Basil of liking 
his art works better than his friends. Basil is shocked at this change in Dorian. He tells him his 
friendship means more to him than anything. Dorian is so upset that he says he’ll kill himself 
the moment he realises he’s growing old. Basil turns to Lord Henry and says it’s his fault. Then 
he realises he is arguing with his two best friends and says he’ll destroy the painting to stop 
the argument. Dorian pulls the knife away from him to stop him. He tells Basil he’s in love 
with the portrait and thinks of it as part of himself. 

The butler brings tea and the men sit down to drink it. Lord Henry proposes they go to the 
theatre that night. Basil refuses the invitation, but Dorian agrees to go. When they get up to 
go, Basil asks Lord Henry to remember what he asked him in the studio before they went in 
to see Dorian. Lord Henry shrugs and says he doesn’t even trust himself, so Basil shouldn’t try 
to trust him. 

Overview: Beauty lives only for a moment. The theme of this chapter is also one of the central themes 
of the novel. Dorian Gray is introduced as an un-self-conscious beauty. In the course of this chapter, he 
is made self-aware. He recognises his beauty when he sees it represented in Basil Hallward’s portrait. He 
is prepared for this recognition by Lord Henry who, in the garden, urges him to spend his youth on 
youthful pursuits, not on philanthropy, and warns him that his youth is his best gift and that it won’t 
last. All of Basil Hallward’s fears of Lord Henry corrupting Dorian Gray seem to have been borne out. 

 

 

Chapter 2 is one of the most important chapters in the novel. First, it introduces the title character, Dorian. The reader is assured of his physical beauty, with his "finely curved scarlet lips, his frank 
blue eyes, his crisp gold hair." Basil and Lord Henry are older, perhaps in their early thirties, but Dorian is past twenty and no child. Still, he has retained remarkable innocence and even "purity." 
He seems less mature than his years: He pouts; he is petulant; he acts spoiled. He blushes, becomes unreasonably upset, and cries.  Lord Henry, who enjoys manipulating people, spots Dorian's 
vulnerability immediately and goes to work. He soon has planted the seeds of terror in the young man, an unreasonable and immature fear of growing old and losing his youthful beauty. When 
Basil complains about Lord Henry's manipulating Dorian, Lord Henry responds that he is merely bringing out the true Dorian, and maybe he is. 

Dorian is easily swayed by Lord Henry's seductive ideas, revealing that Dorian's true morals are vague, to say the least. At the beginning of the chapter, Dorian has no greater friend than Basil, 
but by the end of the chapter, he has abandoned Basil for Lord Henry after a very short afternoon. The reader might first attribute Dorian's weakness and fickle nature to youth, but the change 
in his nature occurs only after he has realized the importance of his own beauty, a very worldly attitude. In this short chapter, the reader not only meets the main character of the book; the reader 
also witnesses a complete transition in his nature from innocence to self-involved worldliness. Dorian's fall from grace takes place in just a few short pages.  Chapter 2 is also very important because 
it introduces the vehicle that propels the rest of the story — Dorian's wish that the painting show those horrible signs of age that he fears, leaving him forever young. Dorian's wish about the 
painting introduces the Faust theme, which Wilde develops throughout the book. (The Faust legend was well known to Wilde through popular culture.) Faust, legend has it, sold his soul to the 
devil in exchange for knowledge and power. The Faust legend raises the question of eternal damnation due to the unpardonable sin of despair. Certainly it is a sin for the Faustian character to 
make a pact with the devil. However, he can escape, even at the end of his life, if he repents and asks for God's forgiveness. Usually, the character feels he is beyond God's help, which is an insult to 
God, who is all-powerful, according to Christian philosophy. Despair is the only unpardonable sin because it keeps the sinner from asking for God's help. 

As Dorian's character evolves throughout the novel, the reader should keep in mind the Faust legend and how Oscar Wilde applies it to Dorian's character. In light of the Faust legend, the reader 
might ask at this point what Lord Henry's role is. If he is not the devil literally, he certainly seems to be playing the devil's part. More accurately, he plays the devil's advocate, leading Dorian into 
an unholy pact by manipulating his innocence and insecurity. Lord Henry's role in Dorian's downfall is implied rather than explicitly defined, and the reader need not conclude that Lord Henry is 
aware of his demonic role. However, he does enjoy controlling people and playing with their minds. In the context of the Faust theme, perhaps he is the devil's unwitting representative.  Our first 
glimpse of Dorian shows him with his back turned, as if, like Basil, the text is reluctant to allow us to meet him. We are already aware of other people’s images of Dorian – Basil’s inspiration; 
the 'ivory and rose-leaves' (p. 6) admired by Lord Henry; even the 'creature with spectacles and lank hair' (p. 14) that Lord Henry imagines from his conversation with Aunt Agatha – so we will be 
wondering what he is really like. But Dorian will always be bound up with his picture and its fate, and the text ensures that we see the portrait before the original. For the first time, too, we read 
that the portrait is 'life-size' (p. 16). It lodges itself in the imagination with a shock as we realise how closely it mirrors its subject. 

In this chapter different kinds of force are brought to bear on Dorian, and the first is personal. As Basil plies his trade, Lord Henry chats with Dorian as one aristocrat to another, demonstrating 
their shared access to certain circles as of right, in contrast to Basil’s status as tolerated outsider. This may be what provokes the sulkiness in Basil that Dorian complains of.  The sharply observed 
exchange over Lord Henry’s decision to stay prefigures Wilde the comic dramatist. Basil makes it plain he does not want him there, with what seems, on the surface, a friendly joke about 
Dorian’s 'whims' being 'law' (p. 17). But Lord Henry understands Basil’s true feelings. His remark 'you are very pressing' (p. 17) teeters on the edge of sarcasm and his excuse is transparently 
fictitious, its purpose being to compel Basil to give his reluctant invitation more warmly. Beneath the mask of good manners the two young men are discreetly struggling for Dorian’s favour. 

Having won this round, Lord Henry exerts a different kind of force and advances an argument that will be crucial for Dorian: the idea that 'to realise one’s nature perfectly' (p. 18), even by 
giving in to temptation, is the highest duty to the self. On one level this is an argument about life and art. This view is essentially that of Walter Pater, who taught Wilde at Oxford. It effectively 
contradicts Basil, who in Chapter 1 implied that his world would manage to combine the era’s two prevailing views about the nature and role of art. The idea of pursuing self-fulfilment should 
not in itself be taken to imply that Lord Henry is a corrupting influence. However, his rhythmic delivery adds another dimension: 'You, Mr Gray, you yourself, with your rose-red youth and your 
rose-white boyhood, you have had passions…' (p. 18). This is incantation rather than argument, a spell to induce a trance. Mesmerism, as hypnotism was then known, was in its infancy: it seems 
that Lord Henry can exercise power in more devious ways than by intellectual argument. 

Another force comes into play as Lord Henry begins his praise of youth and beauty. The theme of carpe diem, or ‘seize the day’, features in poetry from ancient Rome onwards. It is a lover’s 
argument: ‘we will all grow old and die, so sleep with me while we are young enough to enjoy ourselves’. But if Lord Henry’s tone is seductive, he does not get his way. Basil’s entrance disrupts 
the mood and focuses Dorian’s mind on the real object of his love – himself. 'The sense of his own beauty came on him like a revelation' (p. 23). Lord Henry’s role has been that of the serpent in 
Eden who tempted Eve to eat the forbidden fruit. Afterwards, she and Adam realised that they were naked. Dorian’s 'simple and … beautiful nature' (p. 15) has been transformed into a 
consciousness of his body and its power. He no longer sees his beauty as a gift but as something he must fight to retain at any cost.  After Dorian’s wish there are several shifts in narrative tone. 
The most obvious is the movement into action with the near-fight over the painting, when Wilde establishes a resonant image that will recur: Dorian, Basil, the portrait and the knife. But there 
is also a new strand in the discussion of art and nature, a dispute over what constitutes the ‘real’ Dorian. The young man himself sees the picture as 'the shadow of his own loveliness' (p. 23). In his 
jealousy of the picture and his willingness to give his soul to look like it for ever, Dorian shows that he prefers shadow over substance. The phrase 'as though he was praying' (p. 25) a little later 
suggests the intensity of that desire.  For Basil, 'the real Dorian' is the picture that reflects his beauty, but his comment 'at least you are like it in appearance' (p. 27) implies that he knows he has 
lost Dorian to Lord Henry and that the picture is ‘real’ in the sense that it is all he really has of Dorian. When Basil and Lord Henry resume their struggle over who will spend the evening with 
Dorian, it is no longer comic. Basil suffers, and Dorian knows it. Has the boy with the 'simple and … beautiful' (p. 15) nature gone for good?  One of the most popular novels of the period, George 
Du Maurier’s Trilby (1894), is also set in the art world and tells the story of a young woman who has a beautiful voice but is tone-deaf. Hypnotised by her sinister mentor Svengali she becomes a 
great soprano, but when he dies her talent disappears. However, when confronted by his portrait, she falls into a trance and sings one last glorious burst of music.  One of the best-known English 
poems on this theme is Robert Herrick’s ‘Gather Ye Rosebuds While Ye May’, a song urging girls to ‘Be not coy, but use your prime / And while ye may go marry’, as otherwise they may lose their 
looks and never achieve it.  Plato explored the relationship between reality and image in his famous Myth of the Cave. Men are confined to a cave, seated around a fire. On the walls they see 
flickering shadows cast by the world outside. These shadows are all they know of the splendour of the world, just as all we know of ultimate reality are the imperfect earthly copies of the true 
nature of things. 

 

 
                                                        

 An aristocrat and hedonist, Lord Henry Wotton is the middle-aged, rich, and powerful nephew of Lord Fermor, and he is also the friend of Dorian Gray's friend and painter, 
Basil Hallward. As a hedonist, Lord Henry's life is dedicated exclusively to searching for pleasure and for "sensations"; such yearnings can only be satiated by engaging in any of 
the many temptations available to man.  “Yes, there was to be, as Lord Henry had prophesied, a new Hedonism that was to recreate life, and to save from that harsh, 
uncomely puritanism that is having, in our own day, its curious revival.”  Part of his "hedonist manifesto" also precludes the search and adoration of the ultimate forms of 
beauty. Henry takes particular interest in Dorian Gray because the young man is described as the epitome of male physical beauty.   Lord Henry's fixation with Dorian could 
be interpreted from a homoerotic perspective, but Wilde gives less importance to this and more importance to the aesthetically-motivated purpose of Lord Henry: to make 
Dorian his ultimate creation by injecting this angelical-looking man's soul with the poison that comes out of giving into a life of extreme pleasures. 

 



 

   

         

         

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               

                               

                           

                           

                               

                               

                          

                    

                    

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

 

 

 

It is 12:30 in the afternoon and Lord Henry Wotton is walking to his uncle’s house. Lord Fermor had in his youth 
been secretary to his father, an ambassador to Madrid. When his father didn’t get the ambassadorship of Paris, 
he quit in a huff and Lord Fermor quit with him. From them on Lord Fermor had spent his life devoted "to the 
serious study of the great aristocratic art of doing absolutely nothing." He pays some attention to the coal mines 
in the Midland counties, "excusing himself from the taint of industry on the ground that the one advantage of 
having coal was that I enabled a gentleman to afford the decency of burning wood on his own hearth." 

Lord Henry is visiting him to find out what he knows about Dorian Gray’s parents. He doesn’t belong to the 
Bluebooks (the lists of English nobles), but he is Kelso’s grandson and his mother was Lady Margaret Devereux, 
an extraordinary beauty of her day. She married a penniless man and upset everyone in the process. Her 
husband died soon afterwards, killed in a duel set up by her father. She was pregnant. In childbirth, she died, 
leaving Dorian to grow up with his ruthless grandfather. 

Lord Henry leaves from his uncle’s and goes to his aunt’s house for lunch. He becomes engrossed in his thoughts 
about Dorian Gray’s background. He decides he will dominate Dorian just as Dorian dominates Basil Hallward. 
When he gets to his aunt’s he is happy to see Dorian is at the table. He begins to regale his aunt’s guests with his 
hedonistic philosophy of life. He scorns the motives of philanthropy, which his aunt and most of her guests 
espouse, and carries on about the joys of the pursuit of pleasure for its own sake. He is pleased to see that 
Dorian is fascinated by his speech. All of his aunt’s guests are, in fact, and he receives several invitations. 

When lunch is over, he says he will go to the park for a stroll. Dorian asks to come along and begs him to keep 
talking. Lord Henry says he is finished talking and now he just wants to be and enjoy. Dorian wants to come 
anyway. Lord Henry reminds him he has an appointment with Basil Hallward. Dorian doesn’t mind breaking it. 

The third element of the triangular relationship among Basil Hallward, Dorian Gray, and Lord Henry is in this 
chapter fully established. Lord Henry decides to dominate Dorian Gray as Dorian Gray dominates Basil 
Hallward. The chapter is framed by this realisation. It opens with Lord Henry walking to his aunt Agatha’s 
house for lunch at which he knows he will see Dorian Gray. On that walk he decides he will work his strong 
influence on Dorian. At the lunch, Lord Henry charms everyone present with his Hedonistic philosophy, even 
those who are staunch supporters of philanthropy. He works his influence on them all with a view toward 
influencing Dorian Gray. The plan works. At the end of lunch, Dorian asks to accompany him on his walk 
through the park. He will stand up Basil Hallward, with whom he has an appointment. 

 

The reader might be puzzled at the scorn that is heaped on charitable work in this chapter. It’s useful to look at 
the history of the nineteenth century to see what Oscar Wilde is responding to in this attack on philanthropy. 
For many years, England had dominated the world, invading countries like India, Africa, and China (not to 
mention America and Ireland) and taking over, establishing colonial regimes and enslaving the people of those 
lands or making subordinates of them. The end of the nineteenth century saw the decline of the British Empire. 
Colonized people began successfully to revolt and England began pulling out of these other lands. 

Colonization had always been done in the pursuit of raw materials, cheap labour, and land, but the outright 
theft of other lands and peoples went against England’s sense of itself as a Christian nation. Therefore, it needed 
a moral justification for colonizing other lands. That justification came in the form of a sense of moral 
superiority. The English were doing these colonized people a favour by bringing them the light of a superior 
civilization, including a superior religion. 

At the same time that justification was being built up, people were starving in the streets in England itself. The 
colonizers realised it was important to help those at home as well as "help" those abroad. Hence, the 
philanthropic societies of the late nineteenth century. Oscar Wilde was well aware that of the hypocrisy at the 
heart of much of the philanthropy of his time: workers were ruthlessly exploited, making possible the gourmet 
dinners of the philanthropic dinners put on for their benefit. The poor remained poor and the rich didn’t feel 
quite as guilty. 

 

 

The chief contribution of this entertaining chapter is that the reader learns about Dorian's background. Fermor's details about 
Dorian's troubled family establish the young man as a romantic and tragic figure. 

The only other important information that the reader gets in this chapter is about the relationship between Dorian and Lord Henry, 
which appears to be solidifying quickly. Early in the chapter, Lord Henry recalls that talking with Dorian the night before had been 
like "playing upon an exquisite violin." He likens his influence on Dorian to a sculptor's shaping of a statue out of beautiful marble. 
Lord Henry is not subtle about his motives toward Dorian: "He would seek to dominate him — had already, indeed, half done so." 

Readers should note the ironic contrast of Lord Henry's speeches and his actions. In Chapter 2, he advises Dorian that all influence is 
bad because it corrupts a person's true spirit; in this chapter, he willfully states that he intends to influence Dorian's development. At 
the end of the chapter, Dorian has fallen fully under the spell of Lord Henry's influence. For example, Dorian backs out of his 
afternoon appointment with Basil, saying, "I would sooner come with you [Lord Henry]; yes, I feel I must come with you." 

The luncheon, which spans the bulk of the chapter and does little to progress the plot or enlighten the reader, seems to have been 
devised to entertain the reader and show off Lord Henry's clever table talk. Lord Henry is witty, but it is no accident that friends of 
Wilde recognized several of the author's favorite lines as they came out of Lord Henry's mouth. 

Classical Greek drama sometimes used a deus ex machina to resolve difficult plot points: playwrights had an actor (the god) 
lowered onto the stage from a crane where he then resolved difficult situations in the plot. In Chapter 3 Wilde employs a deus ex 
machina in the form of Henry's uncle, Lord George. He appears in this chapter and never again. Lord George is a useful, if 
somewhat unlikely, fountain of information about Dorian's background. On the one hand it makes sense that an older aristocrat 
would know the gossip of his class. On the other hand, if Dorian is so beautiful and this scandal so extreme, why hadn't Henry known 
this before? In any case Dorian's romantic background contributes to the fairy tale nature of the plot. He's an orphan and has a 
history that's extremely dramatic. 

The second half of the chapter, when Henry goes to his aunt's for lunch, might at first glance seem unrelated to the first half, or to 
the rest of the novel. However, the scene serves several functions. It further establishes Henry's character and the breadth of his 
knowledge, as he can dispense persuasive comments on any topic introduced. It reinforces his cynicism, and his role as an active 
combatant in the war of the sexes. Henry becomes aware of Dorian watching him and wants to "fascinate" Dorian. This shows 
Dorian's power in general and the novel's homoerotic tendencies more specifically. And finally Henry's advice to the duchess on how 
to become young again prefigures the action of the novel: Dorian can do whatever he wants precisely because he doesn't age. 
Because only his portrait ages, he is free to make the same mistake over and over. 

Henry engages in an extended private contemplation about influence and its meaning: this long paragraph serves as a bridge 
between the two portions of this chapter. Henry has just recently spoken to Dorian about influence being undesirable because it is 
unnatural and displaces the originality of the person influenced. However, in this section Henry paints quite a different portrait of 
influence. He compares it to playing a violin, and makes it clear it is a satisfying art form in itself. 

 
 

Entering his aunt's dining room and greeting his aunt, Henry sees Dorian, the Duchess of 
Harley, Sir Thomas Burdon, Mr. Erskine of Treadley, Mrs. Vandeleur, and Lord Faudel. They 
are in the middle of a conversation about Dartmoor; Aunt Agatha is expressing her 
indignation that such a marriage would occur, Sir Burdon tries to defend America, and Lord 
Henry makes fun of the situation by insulting America. Lady Agatha, confused by the 
conversation, changes the subject to Dorian; she wants him to play to the unhappy poor 
people in the East End, but Lord Henry would rather he play to him. He says that although the 
East End is a problem, he does not desire to change anything. He says, "Humanity takes itself 
too seriously. It is the world's original sin. If the cave-man had known how to laugh, History 
would have been different."  The subject is again changed to youth; the Duchess remarks that 
she would like to go back to her youth, and Lord Henry assures her that all she needs to do is 
commit the mistakes of her youth again. He goes on for quite some time about this subject, 
delighting and fascinating his listeners, after which the Duchess leaves, asking him to come visit 
her, as does Mr. Erskine. As Lord Henry is leaving, Dorian asks to go with him, even though he 
has already promised the evening to Basil. Lord Henry consents. 

 



     

                      

                      

                      

                       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One month later, Dorian Gray is waiting at Lord Henry’s for him to come home. He is impatient since he’s 
been waiting for a while. Lord Henry’s wife comes in and they chat for a while about music. She notices 
that he parrots her husband’s views, as many people in her social circle do. Lord Henry arrives and his wife 
leaves. After Henry advises him not to marry, Dorian says he is too much in love to consider marriage. He is 
in love with an actress. He thinks of her as a genius. Lord Henry explains that women can’t be geniuses 
because they are made only for decoration. He adds that there are only two kinds of women, the plain 
and the coloured. Plain women are useful for respectability and coloured women are useful for charming 
men. Dorian claims to be terrified by Lord Henry’s views. Lord Henry pushes him to tell more about the 
actress. 

Dorian says that for days after he met Lord Henry, he felt alive with excitement and wanted to explore 
the world intensely. He walked the streets staring into the faces of people to see into their lives. He decided 
one night to go out and have an adventure. He was walking along the street and was hailed to come into 
a second rate theatre. Despite his repulsion for the caller, he went in and bought a box seat. The play was 
Romeo and Juliet. He hated all of it until Juliet came on stage and then he was entranced. Since that night 
he has gone every night to the theatre. He met her on the third night and found her exquisitely innocent, 
knowing nothing at all of life but art.   He wants Lord Henry and Basil Hallward to come to see her the 
next evening. His plan is to pay her manager off and set her up in a good theatre. Lord Henry invites him 
to dinner that evening, but he refuses, saying he has to see her perform Imogen. He leaves. 

Lord Henry thinks about what he’s learned. He thinks of Dorian Gray as a good study. He likes to study 
people like a scientist studies the results of an experiment. He thinks of Dorian as being his own creation. 
He had introduced his ideas to Dorian and made him a self-conscious man. Literature often did that to 
people, but a strong personality like his could do it as well. As he thinks over his thoughts, he’s interrupted 
by his servant reminding him it’s time to dress for dinner. As he arrives home that night, he finds a 
telegram on the hall table announcing that Dorian Gray was to marry Sibyl Vane. 

A month later, the relationship between Dorian and Lord Henry has developed just as Lord Henry wished. 
Dorian has avoided Basil Hallward and has become a protégé (follower) of Lord Henry, quoting him in 
everything and looking to him for guidance on all his decisions. Lord Henry is a spectator. He is setting up 
Dorian Gray with what he thinks of as premature knowledge, so that Dorian will live his youth in the full 
knowledge that it is fading daily. He recognizes that Dorian will burn out and he doesn’t seem at all 
affected by this. He isn’t jealous of Dorian’s new passion for Sibyl Vane. It adds to his pleasure as a 
spectator. He regards himself as something of a social scientist.  The bigotry of the late Victorians is brought 
out in this chapter, expressed by Lord Henry about women’s inferior status as human beings and by Dorian 
Gray about the repulsiveness of Jews. 

 
 
 
Wilde never explicitly explains Lady Henry's nervousness around Dorian. However, since she comments on 
her husband's 17 pictures of Dorian, at least part of it seems to be jealousy. She is nervous to be around 
someone her husband adores (whether they are having sex or not). This jealousy seems at least somewhat 
justified since Lord and Lady Henry are clearly such a bad match. He is stylish, witty, and always in control. 
She lives in her illusions and is untidy. Theirs is not a deep or happy marriage, and Henry's dismissive 
comments after his wife leaves document this. 
The male characters in this novel inhabit a largely homosocial world, of all men. However, Henry's 
disregard for Sibyl Vane's genius—and his disparagement of women in general—at times tips over into 
active misogyny on his part. 
As for Dorian's love, several points about it are essential. First, Henry's influence on Dorian is at the root of 
it. The things Henry said to Dorian the first time they met filled him, Dorian says, with a "wild desire to 
know everything about life." That set him walking the streets in search of experience, and those walks led 
him to the theatre where he met Sibyl. Second, the context in which Dorian meets Sibyl is exceedingly 
picturesque: in the middle of a tawdry theatre, Dorian finds beauty and innocence. This is straight out of a 
romance novel or a syrupy greeting card. Next, though this is not long after they've met, Dorian is already 
starting to sound like Henry, especially when he delivers lines such as, "Ordinary women never appeal to 
one's imagination. They are limited to their century." Dorian's attitude toward women is becoming as 
mean spirited as Henry's. 

And of course this chapter powerfully develops Wilde's themes of the conflict between appearance and 
reality and between art and life. Sibyl is a particularly striking example of these themes because of how she 
fuses the two sides of each theme. Sibyl is especially attractive to Dorian because she's an actress. She plays 
a part. Her life is art, and changing her appearance is a fundamental and daily part of her reality. For all 
that Dorian sounds exceptionally young when he's talking about her, his comments are also profound. If 
one accepts that actors connect with other times and characters through their art, then there really would 
be something special about them. 

 

 

Of primary interest in this chapter is the development of Dorian's character. Throughout the first three chapters, Lord Henry was the centre of attention; Dorian was little 
more than a pretty face who envied his own portrait and was devoted to his mentor. In Chapter 4, however, Dorian begins to take over the novel. He comes into his own as 
a character, beginning to drive the plot of the story by acting independently of Lord Henry. His pronouncements, however, echo Lord Henry's, an indication that he is still 
very much under Lord Henry's influence. At least twice, the reader hears that an adage spoken by the protégé — Dorian — was originally spoken by the mentor — Lord 
Henry. However, Dorian's relationship with Sibyl Vane, superficial and immature as it may be, illustrates a burgeoning independence. It will soon lead to crisis and force 
more changes on the title character. 

Dorian has not just fallen in love with an actress; he has fallen in love with her performances. He does not know the girl at all; yet, by the end of the chapter, they are 
engaged to be married. His ambition is not to build a relationship but to develop a star. If Dorian has learned nothing else from Lord Henry, he has learned the joy of 
manipulation. He wants to become Sibyl Vane's agent, not her husband. That Dorian's first love is so flawed with selfishness and manipulation is a bright indicator of the 
emerging dark side of his nature.   As for Lord Henry, he may not be jealous of Dorian's love interest, but he is somewhat sceptical. He feels that Dorian is "premature," 
noting early on that an actress is a "rather commonplace début" for a young man entering the world of romance, but he quickly drops that approach when he sees how 
intensely in love Dorian is. Lord Henry is wise enough to avoid confrontation. However, he must be stunned by the telegram announcing the engagement. 

A modern audience might find one disturbing factor in the chapter. Mr. Isaacs, who runs the theatre and holds Sibyl Vane under contract, is described in such flagrantly racist 
terms that the reader cannot ignore them. Someone might argue, in Wilde's defence, that he describes one specific Jew, not necessarily a stereotype. A better defence is that 
Dorian is speaking, not Wilde, and the crude, racist observations may be early indications of Dorian's character. Certainly, the young man can be superficial. It may be unfair 
to conclude that the narrator's views are Wilde's views. However, either way, anti-Semitism was thriving in nineteenth-century England as well as in much of the rest of 
Europe, as witnessed in Charles Dickens' portrayal of Fagin in Oliver Twist or in the real-life Dreyfus affair in France. 

 
 

The time and place   One month later. In Lord Henry’s house and Dorian is waiting for '"Harry". Their friendship has developed. They are now intimate.  The setting: on Mayfair. Urban as 
opposed to Basil's garden.  There is a cosy atmosphere, luxury: cream coloured walls, felt carpet, silk long-fringed rugs. But also very cultural. Lord Henry is an adept of all kinds of pleasures, 
particularly those of the mind. Statuette, Les Cent Nouvelles. Lord Henry, like Wilde, reads French. 

 The appearance of women in the novel.  Lady Henry: Plays no role in the story. Her portrait here is just an "acte gratuit" by Wilde who has apparently taken pleasure in picturing her. 
We don't know why she has come. She forgets it herself. It is a very vivid and pleasant portrait. She is an untidy, tempestuous woman who is not in love with her husband at all. Light-headed, 
contradicts herself without the slightest hesitation. "a bird of paradise that had been out all night in the rain". 

She is first and foremost an actress. Dorian once speaks about her personality, he says she is shy and gentle, but in fact he describes her roles to his friend. She has genius because "one evening 
she is Rosalind, and the next evening she is Imogen"(the heroine of "Cymbeline" who was a king of Britain). She is Juliet, she is Cornelia, she is all of Shakespeare's heroines, but she is not in 
Dorian's eyes anything else.  Sybil is a seventeen-year-old girl who was the only one calling Dorian “Prince Charming.” She was the first love of him. They spend time a very good way; 
moreover, they feel so good in a company of each other that decided to marry. Dorian made a proposal, she agreed.  Sybil doesn’t have a lot of lines in a book, but we like her. And why we 
like her is still unknown; she is a simple girl, but she has something charming, something that we love a lot. Sibyl’s love for Dorian compromises her ability to act, as her experience of true love in 
life makes her realise the falseness of affecting emotions onstage. One day Dorian decided to visit the performance of Sybil, and to his surprise she performed was so bad, and, disillusioned, that 
he treats her with extreme cruelty.  She is also a pretty young woman to the end, and like Lord Henry she has a lovely voice description much longer than that of her face.   How she reacts to 
D's courtship: Falls in love with him at first sight. Pure and naive. Calls him immediately Prince Charming which reveals her childlike purity and Innocent. Probably unable to defend herself. A 
perfect victim for a tragedy. Wilde’s relationship to actresses (Oxford romance, Sarah Bernard for whom he wrote "Salomé" in French, the imaginary actress who was supposed to be his mistress 
when he wanted to conceal his homosexuality from his wife). 

The homage to Shakespeare (the Bard).  In this particular chapter and in chapter 7, the plays with the greatest feminine roles are evoked or (in chapter 7) quoted. To the Shakespeare 
lover, or just to the educated English person the magic of Shakespeare is added to that of Wilde’s In fact he uses Shakespeare’s aura. 

Wilde’s anti-Semitism. One of the darkest sides of the book. We could suppose that it is the character Dorian who is anti-Semitic, but there is nothing to atone for his horrible description of 
the owner of the theatre.. This man has decidedly all the faults in the world. He is dirty, obsequious, and vulgar. His theatre is to his image, tawdry, dingy. One contradiction, however: this 
horrid man loves Shakespeare.  Wilde not quite nice from a political point of view. No compassion for people. Only when in jail did he really understand that the others are like himself, that he 
is not superior or inferior to them. Hence his most beautiful work of art: "The Ballad of Reading Goal". This disdain of the others was not constantly with him (absent from his fairy tales which 
are also full of humanity). But it is present in The Picture of Dorian Gray in which Wilde,  like Basil in his portrait, "put too much of himself". He does not only despises the Jews but also the 
working classes, people in general. Such an attitude is most of the time the result of a form of suffering. Wilde suffered from not being able to be like the others, so he had the choice either to 
despise and hate himself or to despise and hate the others. For a while he chose the second solution, until the isolation it engendered became unbearable, he then chose the first one, and this is 
when he attacked Lord Douglas's father for libel. 

Dorian's transformation. The fight between Dorian's original purity and Lord Henry's evil influence.  Has met Sybil 3 weeks before - that is one week after having met Lord Henry. 
Acknowledges the influence. Compares Lord Henry's influence to an exquisite poison and Is conscious of the dangerous character of such an influence. Announces his love through an aphorism 
which shows he is copying his friend. But this is also a very bad omen concerning Sybil because love outside marriage was terrible at the time in the Victorian society. Considered the worst 
dishonour. Worse than death. He does not think so seriously then because later he is shocked when L.ord Henry suggests he might already have had sex with Dorian still has some purity in him 
then. Lord Henry’s work is not finished yet.  Lord Henry immediately tries to destroy Dorian's great passion and then speaks of faithfulness.  Whatever he says is destructive.  Dorian is annoyed 
by good advice. He must know that he has already taken the evil road. To the point that D. has completely abandoned Basil. We can thus have an idea of the quality of D's feelings. No 
faithfulness in friendship at all. He has abandoned Basil. We may fear he will do the same for other people, Sybil for example.  Finally lord Henry is satisfied with his work: he thinks Dorian is 
premature (not so much from our point of view, but this is the Victorian era). There is a lot in store for him. We can suppose with Lord Henry that he's going to live many experiences.  We enter 
Lord Henry’s stream of consciousness: he thinks about the soul, about passion. The dramatic intensity of the passage subsides. It is then that we have a new coup de théatre : the telegram. Very 
efficient narrative technique to finish a chapter like this because usually when we read a book, we mark a pause at the end of each chapter. But thus a suspense is created (how is L.ord Henry 
going react?  Is Dorian really going to marry her?) and we have to read on. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               

       

 

                               

                       

                       

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                             

                             

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                            

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. In the preface (be sure to read this), Wilde writes that "there is no such thing as a moral or immoral book." In other words, art has no effect, other than 

aesthetic, on individuals or society. Do you agree with Wilde's premise? Does this novel adhere to his statement? 

2. What is the relationship between Basil and Dorian...from beginning to end? 

3. Talk about Lord Henry: what code or set of beliefs does he live by? How does he view conventional morality and in what ways does he challenge it? 

Why, for instance, does he believe it is futile and wrong for the individual to resist temptation? 

 

Sibyl Vane is exclaiming to her mother about how much in love she is with her Prince Charming, as she calls Dorian Gray, not 
knowing yet what his name is. Her mother warns her that she must keep her focus on acting since they owe Mr. Isaacs fifty 
pounds. Sibyl is impatient with her mother and tries to get her mother to remember when she was young and in love with Sibyl’s 
father. Her mother looks pained and Sibyl apologizes for bringing up a painful subject. 

Her brother Jim comes in. It’s his last night on shore. He is booked as a sailor on a ship headed for Australia. When Sibyl leaves the 
room, he asks his mother about the gentleman he has heard has been coming to the theatre to see Sibyl every night. His mother 
tells him the man is wealthy and it might be a good thing for Sibyl. Jim is not convinced. 

When Sibyl comes back, she and Jim go for a walk in the park together. While there, Jim questions her about the man who has 
been calling on her. She only says how much she is in love with the man and how she is sure he’s trustworthy. Jim says that if he 
comes back and finds that the man has hurt her, he’ll kill the man. They walk on and return home after a while. 

Alone again with his mother, Jim asks her if she was married to his father. She has been feeling like he has been on the verge of 
asking this question for weeks. She is relieved to get it out in the open. She says she was never married to the man. He was 
married, but loved her very much. He would have provided for her and her family, but died. Jim tells her to keep the gentleman 
away from Sibyl. She tells him that he need not worry because Sibyl has a mother, but she herself didn’t. He is touched by her 
sincerity and they embrace. Soon, though, he has to get ready to leave for his ship. Mrs. Vane thinks about his threat to kill Sibyl’s 
Prince Charming, but thinks nothing will ever come of it. 

This chapter takes the reader to an entirely different social scene. The world of the Vanes. It serves to humanise Sibyl for the 
reader by showing her in her roles as daughter and sister. She is innocent as Dorian told Lord Henry she was. She knows nothing of 
the position which her social class puts her in relation to Dorian Gray. Her brother and her mother do know. For her brother, she 
will be used and discarded by a rich man. For her mother, she might be lucky enough to get money out of the rich man before he 
gets tired of her. The chapter closes with the revelation that James and Sibyl’s father was an aristocrat himself and that their 
parents never married. 

 
 
This is the first chapter in which Wilde shifts his focus away from Dorian, Henry, and Basil. He now focuses on another group of 
three: Sibyl, her mother, and her brother. The members of these two groups could not be more different, and Wilde uses the 
differences to foreshadow Sibyl's downfall. The members of Dorian's trio are all upper-class gentlemen—they have money and 
position, both of which buy them a great deal of freedom to act as they please. The Vane family members are poor and in debt. 
Their actions are restricted by their social and economic conditions, and so James is right to be concerned about the class conflict 
between Sibyl and her "Prince." 
An innocent pursuing a personal fantasy, Sibyl has been influenced during childhood by her mother's wildly theatrical sense of 
what life ought to be like, although it rarely lives up to her expectations. After nearly 20 years Mrs. Vane clings to the notion that 
her relationship with her upper-class, married lover was both romantic and honourable—and that only death prevented her lover 
from making financial provisions for her and the children. That Sibyl is content to know Dorian only as "Prince Charming"—a fairy 
tale hero—demonstrates how far from reality their relationship is. This reliance on childlike imaginings supports the themes of 
appearance versus reality and art versus life—and should serve as a warning to Sibyl (and the reader) about how badly things 
will end. 
The introduction here of another key plot element—James Vane's promise to find and kill Prince Charming if he hurts Sibyl—
provides an example of foreshadowing that will hang over the story for many chapters. 

The absence of Dorian or Lord Henry from this chapter may make it seem like filler, a chance for the reader to catch a breath 
after the whirlwind engagement announcement that ended the previous chapter. However, this short chapter serves an 
important function in the novel; it introduces and describes characters and sets up events that will be developed later in the story.  
Sibyl is the ingénue, an innocent girl, and the reader would be hard pressed to find another character in the book as sweet or 
innocent or wholesome. She is no match for the jaded, sophisticated world of Lord Henry and Dorian. Her pure joy at being in 
love provides poignant contrast to the manipulative intentions that Dorian calls "love." 

It is little wonder that James is enraged at the thought of any harm coming to his sister. He is the adventurer, off to see the world, 
but the reader has to suspect that all the anger about class distinction and all those threats about killing people might eventually 
come to something.  Mrs. Vane is the fallen woman with a crusty exterior but a good heart. She was ill-treated by the wealthy, 
privileged, married man who fathered her children. Because Sibyl has fallen in love with a gentleman just as her mother did, the 
reader can't help but wonder if her romance will end as tragically as her mother's. 

Mr. Isaacs, whom Wilde introduced in an earlier chapter, is the creditor to whom the Vane family is indebted. When Sibyl says 
that Isaacs is not a gentleman and that she hates the way that he talks to her, the reader needs no further explanation of his 
character. Sibyl and her mother live in desperate circumstances, and Sibyl could easily fall hopelessly, blindly in love with a young 
man as charming as her Prince.  The only thing missing from this list of characters is the suitor — Dorian. Will he be the hero, a true 
gentleman who saves the family and carries off Sibyl to live happily ever after? Or will he be a cad? 

 

This chapter is quite particular. The only one of this kind in the book. 
     It is the only one which is not dedicated to either Dorian, Basil or Lord Henry. The main character here is Sybil, and this time she's not seen through 
anybody's eyes, but we can get directly acquainted to her through an objective narrative. And Sybil, even though she's going to disappear from the story 
quite soon is an important character, the only important feminine character in the novel. 
     Besides, it is an important chapter because we are introduced to a new character who completes the image of the actress conveyed by Oscar 
Wilde in the book: Sybil's mother, and to another who will play an important part at the end of the story: Sybil's brother.   Furthermore, we feel 
throughout the chapter the growth of the incoming danger threatening Sybil.   Finally this chapter is also quite unique because it is the only one 
which concerns the lower class. The only one not set in the world of aristocrats. 
   
 

The contrasting settings, carefully constructed characters and reoccurring theme of dualism all help to portray a gulf between social classes in The Picture 
of Dorian Gray. This is most obviously shown in the division of London, in a physical sense but also as a state of mind. This schism runs deep in the novel.  
John Hartigan suggests that “Wilde’s description of London clearly bears and element of social criticism, as he speaks of ‘the sordid shame of the great 
city.’” The contrasts between the West End and the East End as depicted in the Picture of Dorian Gray are truly immense, high lighting working class 
poverty and upper class opulence, implying Wilde’s distaste for the gulf between social classes in the form of a social satire. The borderlines of the West 
End can be found in Covent Garden market. As Dorian passes through this area, he is given “cherries form a local vendor”, as he is due according to his 
lofty social status. Beyond this point lies the West End, a place of distinguished addresses such as “Grosvenor Square” and “Curzon Street”, full of people 
like Lord Fermor, “whom the outside world called selfish because it derived no particular benefit from…” Sybil’s theatre then acts as a mark of the 
beginning of the East End, with streets “like the black web of some sprawling spider.” This divide in settings is also reflected in Dorian: the West End is his 
physical form, pure and beautiful, whilst the East End mirrors Dorian’s corrupted soul. The stark contrasts in general setting help to portray a gulf 
between social classes in The Picture of Dorian Gray.  Specific locations in the novel also highlight the differences between social classes in the Picture of 
Dorian Gray. The residence of Dorian is described in the opening of chapter 8: “…on a tray of old Sevres china, and drew back the olive-satin curtains, 
with their shimmering blue lining, that hung in front of 3 tall windows.” The grandeur of Dorian’s house helps to emphasise the decadent and lavish 
lifestyle that he and the rest of the West End inhabitants live. The Vane household juxtaposes this idyllic description of Dorian’s house in virtually every 
sense. The quotation “back turned to the shrill intrusive light…one armchair that their dingy little sitting room contained” shows the vast differences 
between the lives of the wealthy and the poor. The inclusion of the armchair is interesting, as throughout the novel we see armchairs used frequently to 
denote wealth. This then reveals something about the attitudes of the two classes’: the rich go to great length to show-off and portray their wealth, 
whereas the poor attempt to hide from their depravity, again shown in “the shrill intrusive light.” 

The gulf between social classes in the Picture of Dorian Gray is also reflected in the characters, epitomised by the strikingly opposite Lord Henry Wotton 
and James Vane. Lord Henry embodies the upper class gentleman, a man of inherited status and wealth who chooses to reject philanthropy-a cause 
some of the rich supported-and instead choose to focus on the pursuit of individualism and the ideals of new hedonism: “I don’t desire to change anything 
in England except the weather.” James Vane is the antithesis of this; James Vane was born into a lower class family, and in an attempt to escape the rot of 
London becomes a sailor. Similar to Lord Henry, James seems to not believe in the idea of social mobility, and also seems to, somewhat begrudgingly; 
accept his place in the world’s hierarchy, remarking that only “swell people” walk in Hyde Park. Lord Henry’s life of opulence and luxury and James 
Vane’s life of poverty and hardship help to establish the gulf between social classes in this novel.  However, two characters attempt to cross the void 
between rich and poor, all be it only one is successful at achieving this. Mrs Vane is one such character. The mother of two illegitimate children, Sybil and 
James, Mrs Vane spent much of her life on the stage: “False theatrical gestures…second nature to a stage-player.” This lifestyle of escaping the constraints 
of social hierarchy has led Mrs Vane to believing that she can create a façade of importance and culture, making her seem upper class when in reality she 
belongs to the lower classes. However, it is clear to see in the quotations “crooked, false jewelled fingers” and “thin bismuth-whitened hands” Wilde mocks 
and belittles these attempts, as Mrs Vane is unable to pull-off the illusion as she lacks the power, money or resources to fully convince. Dorian Gray, 
however, is not constrained by any of these inhibiting factors. In the novel, Dorian acts as a flanuer, a man of social status with the freedom to go 
‘slumming.’ Mrs Vane is unsuccessful in her attempts at achieving some form of social mobility, whereas Dorian is able to accomplish this. As one Marxist 
commentator points out “Dorian’s inherited wealth gives him eternal leisure.” Wilde therefore makes the point that social mob ility, arguably the ultimate 
goal of the lower classes (according to the Marxist critic) is in fact only accessible to those of considerable wealth and status. 

The role of dualism is important to the creation of a gulf between the social classes in the Picture of Dorian Gray. This is at its greatest extent when Dorian 
assumes the role of the transient observer of London. Dorian’s journey into the “cess-pit” that is the East End is portrayed as an apocalyptic nightmare. 
Strong allusions can be drawn with other texts of shared themes. In Milton’s ‘Paradise Lost’, the “combustion down to bottomless perdition, thee to dwell 
in…penal fire” is clearly linked to Wilde’s description: “strange bottle-shaped kilns with their orange tan-like tongues of fire.” Similarly, Wilde’s description 
echoes the ‘Hell’ in the ending of ‘Doctor Faustus.’ Through these references to other notable texts, Wilde creates a haunting setting that starkly contrasts 
with that of the West End: “Dorian Gray was sitting in the conservatory at Selby Royal talking to the pretty Duchess of Monmouth…” As discussed 
previously, these contrasting settings create the Jekyll and Hyde- like internal division within Dorian. The West End is Dorian’s appearance, beautiful and 
“unstained”, whereas the East End is Dorian’s reality, evil, corrupted, and decaying, thus bringing in another key theme in the novel, the difference 
between appearance and reality. Jessica Menz suggests that “the trope of degeneration figures his inner self’s decent through East London’s drug dens and 
alleys, while his social identity grows firmly ensconced in the realms of respectability.”  The novel’s contrasting settings do help to portray a gulf between 
social classes in Victorian society in the Picture of Dorian Gray, but one must not underestimate the significance of character, attitudes and duality in the 
novel. Wilde uses these tools to comment on the state of class disparity that the gulf between social classes creates. 
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Lord Henry greets Basil Hallward as he arrives at the Bristol for dinner. He tells him the news 
about Dorian’s engagement to Sibyl Vane. Basil is surprised and can’t believe it’s true. He can’t 
believe Dorian would do something as foolish as to marry an actress in light of his "birth, and 
position, and wealth." Lord Henry acts nonchalant about the news and Basil is quite worried. 

Finally Dorian arrives elated to tell the others of his news. Over dinner he tells them that he 
proposed to Sibyl on the previous evening after watching her as Rosalind. He kissed her and 
told her he loved her and she told him she wasn’t good enough to be his wife. They are keeping 
their engagement a secret from her mother. Dorian tells Lord Henry that she will save him from 
Lord Henry’s "wrong, fascinating, poisonous, delightful theories" about life, love, and pleasure. 
Lord Henry says they aren’t his theories but Nature’s. Basil Hallward begins to think the 
engagement will be a good thing for Dorian after all. 

As they leave, Lord Henry tells Hallward to take a separate conveyance to the theatre since his 
is large enough only for him and Dorian. As he rides in the carriage behind Lord Henry’s, Basil 
Hallward feels a strong sense of loss, as if Dorian Gray will never again be to him all that he had 
been in the past. He realizes that life has come between them. He feels, when he arrives at the 
theatre, that he has grown years older. 

This chapter plays a structural role in the plot, bringing the three men back together before 
their parting again to go their own ways. Basil seems out of the loop of Dorian’s affections 
almost completely. This status is underlined as he is told to take his own conveyance to the 
theatre alone while Dorian rides with Lord Henry. The engagement to Sibyl seems to be 
Dorian’s last hope of regaining the innocence of youth which he has lost to Lord Henry’s 
theories. 

 
 

The talk between Henry and Basil about Dorian's engagement further sharpens the distance and 
difference between the two friends. Though Basil is an artist, he is much more conventional and 
straightforward in his response to the news than Henry. And Henry's response is not just original, it 
inverts a number of commonly held beliefs, such as when he laments the fact that marriage makes 
people less selfish. One of the things that makes this novel so striking is that both men are right. As 
Basil argues, because Sibyl is quite a bit below Dorian (in class and money), it is a bad idea and 
likely to fail. In contrast Henry argues that the experience of marrying—and probably discarding—
Sibyl would make Dorian a fascinating study. The men seem to disagree, but both arguments are 
true. 

Once Dorian arrives, despite the influence Henry has exerted on him, he seems very pragmatic 
about adhering to social expectations. Dorian's assumption that he and Sibyl are engaged even 
though he never asked her to marry him, is, as Henry indicates, naive and romantic, but not 
functional. 

In this chapter Wilde uses Henry and Basil to articulate the case for and against an aesthetic 
philosophy. Henry makes a sophisticated philosophical argument, saying, "Believe me, no civilised 
man ever regrets a pleasure, and no uncivilized man ever knows what a pleasure is." There is a 
longstanding tension between nature and culture, with one of the paired terms taking precedence 
in some philosophies and the other in other schools. In this selection, by claiming this equation is not 
his but nature's, Henry erases this distinction and claims the upper hand in this debate. He goes on 
to say that "the important thing" is "one's own life" and that the lives of others are of no concern. 
When Henry and Basil discuss the cost of living "merely for one's self," which Henry advocates, Basil 
suggests that people have to pay not only financially but also "in other ways" such as "in remorse, in 
suffering, in ... well, in the consciousness of degradation." 

The plot of the novel gives Basil's less self-centred argument the last word, and his speech 
foreshadows Dorian's demise. Dorian's dedication to what seems like an ethereal rather than 
realistic vision of Sibyl, in contrast to Henry's observances of women, supports the novel's theme of 
art versus life. 

 

 

Dorian enters, they sit down for dinner, and he tells them how the engagement came about. He saw Sibyl play Rosalind one night, and afterward he saw her and 
they suddenly kissed; he told her he loved her, and she said she was unworthy to be his wife. Lord Henry says that the women are usually the ones to bring up 
marriage, but Dorian says: "I want to place her on a pedestal of gold, and to see the world worship the woman who is mine. What is marriage? An irrevocable vow. 
You mock at it for that. Ah! don't mock. It is an irrevocable vow that I want to take." He says that being in love with Sibyl makes him forget all of Lord Henry's 
theories. Lord Henry philosophises a bit more: he says that good is following one's own nature, rather than the nature of other people. Being moral has nothing to do 
with it; pleasure is the highest aim, not morality. Basil says that if one is immoral, one will suffer and be unhappy, but Lord Henry thinks that this is out of date. 
Dorian says that the greatest pleasure is to love someone. Even though Lord Henry is cynical in his views about women, Dorian likes him very much, and Lord Henry 
says that Dorian will always like him. The three of them leave for the theatre, and Basil thinks on the way that things have changed forever, that Dorian will never 
be what he once was to him. He feels much older as he gets to the theatre. 

 This transitional chapter is one of the shortest in the book: It 
encapsulates what has happened already and anticipates what is to 
follow. 

The setting for the chapter is a small private dining room at the Bristol. 
Lord Henry greets Basil as he enters and then immediately asks if he 
has heard that Dorian is engaged to be married. Basil is stunned but 
asks to whom. Lord Henry responds with the unflattering explanation, 
"To some little actress or other."  Basil is genuinely upset by the news of 
Dorian's engagement. At first, he is incredulous, stating that Dorian is 
much too sensible to do such a foolish thing. Lord Henry, with a 
typically paradoxical aphorism, says, "Dorian is far too wise not to do 
foolish things now and then, dear Basil." He adds that Dorian is 
engaged, not married; that the girl apparently is beautiful, which Lord 
Henry views as one of the highest virtues, and that he himself does not 
approve or disapprove of this situation or any other. Lord Henry 
explains that life is not for making such judgments. Every experience is 
of some worth, he suggests, and Dorian may be more interesting even 
if he does marry — provided, of course, that he finds a good mistress in 
six months or so. The problem with marriage is that it often makes 
people unselfish, according to Lord Henry, and unselfish people lose 
their individuality. The purpose of life is to know oneself. Marriage may 
get in the way of that, but it does not have to. 

When Dorian arrives, he is giddy with love. The previous night, Sibyl 
played Rosalind (in Shakespeare's As You Like It) and was mesmerising 
as she transported Dorian from the dingy London theatre into the 
world of the play.  Backstage after the performance, the lovers 
unexpectedly kissed, and Sibyl, trembling, fell to her knees and kissed 
Dorian's hands. They are engaged — and will marry even if Dorian 
must wait until he is of legal age in less than a year. Significantly, 
Dorian ends his recollection by stating, almost boasting, that he has 
embraced Rosalind and "kissed Juliet on the mouth," repeating his 
identification of Sibyl with the characters that she plays.  Basil is 
overwhelmed. Lord Henry, on the other hand, behaves like a shrewd 
lawyer and asks at what specific point the word "marriage" was 
mentioned. It is his contention that women usually introduce the term, 
however subtly, when things get sufficiently cosy. In short, women 
propose to men even though the man may not realise it.  In this case, 
apparently he is right. Dorian is upset at the insinuation and asserts 
that it was not a "business transaction." True, there had been no formal 
proposal. He told the girl that he loved her, and she responded that 
she was "not worthy to be my wife." To Sibyl, the situation was 
tantamount to a proposal to her. Dorian goes so far as to state that he 
regrets everything that Lord Henry has taught him. Certainly Lord 
Henry's cynical, egocentric world is no place for Sibyl. In a statement of 
one of the major themes of the novel, Lord Henry submits that being in 
harmony with oneself is a key to life, echoing the tenet of Aestheticism 
that calls for the individual to make of his own life a work of art.   It is 
time to leave for the theatre. Lord Henry and Dorian leave together, 
as they did at the end of Chapter 2; Basil follows them separately in 
another carriage. The artist feels that Dorian will never be the same to 
him again. 

 

 

When Basil Hallward is informed that Dorian will wed Sybil, a “little actress”, he replies as 
such: “But think of Dorian’s birth, and position, and wealth. It would be absurd for him to 
marry so much beneath him.” Basil’s reply is an appeal to the reader’s logos as it was a 
social construct for individuals to marry another of the same social status. Basil’s response 
to Dorian’s engagement is logical because Dorian and Sybil’s romance is parallel to 
Dorian’s mother and father’s relationship. Pointedly, Dorian’s mother was high class and 
rich (like Dorian) while Dorian’s father was low class and poor (like Sybil). Due to this 
parallel, Basil’s argument is foreshadowing how society will not approve of their marriage 
and therefore decimate it – as was what had happened to Dorian’s parents. 

Following this quote, Henry rebuttals by saying that Dorian would be a “wonderful 
study” if Dorian were to take a wife and mistress, this suggests that Henry makes a 
spectacle of Dorian’s life as if Dorian is Henry’s personal object. Despite not caring that 
Dorian is getting married, Henry does hold value to Sybil’s life but only as a pawn in 
Dorian’s life, as Dorian’s relationship with Sibyl is the first major casualty of the devotion 
to sensual pleasure inspired by Lord Henry in Dorian. This is agreeable for Lord Henry 
because he believes that through this engagement Dorian will be making a spectacle of 
himself, thus contributing to hedonistic values and lifestyle. When Basil’s argument is 
countered by Henry who believes that Dorian would be “a wonderful study” if he were to 
marry and take a mistress, reflects how Wilde is making an argument for and against 
aestheticism with Basil being against and Henry being for. In other words, Basil is in 
support of the societal norms displayed in the Victorian Era whilst Lord Henry is in 
support of a more hedonistic lifestyle. 

Valuing artistic beauty above all else allows Dorian to confuse his love for Sibyl’s acting 
with a love for Sibyl herself, thus making Dorian believe that it is “normal” to marry Sibyl; 
however, it is – in reality – art that Dorian loves, not Sibyl. This in itself is foolish because it 
was Lord Henry who influenced Dorian to sway from social expectations in the first place 
and it was Lord Henry who showed Dorian art. Once Dorian arrives, despite the influence 
Henry has exerted on him, he seems very pragmatic about adhering to social 
expectations, which in society’s eyes is seen as wise rather than foolish, with the latter 
being what Henry believes to be true. In addition, Dorian’s high regards on artistic 
beauty is a way for him to escape reality, and when Sibyl became the real Sibyl and not 
art, he lost all feelings of infatuation because he could no longer escape “into” her, thus 
leading to an apparent theme of art being an ideal that isn’t aligned with reality. 

The ending of Dorian and Sibyl’s relationship acts as the catalyst and turning point in 
Dorian’s life. Dorian, who was seemingly innocent prior to Lord Henry’s influence, 
completely embraces a hedonistic lifestyle, thus proving Basil’s quotation to be true – he 
does not end up marrying “so much beneath him”. However, this is only as a result of 
Sibyl’s incompetent acting, therefore, diservicing art in Dorian’s (Lord Henry’s) 
eyes.  Basil’s quote comes true; however, it was not as a result of Dorian and Sibyl’s 
differing social stratifications but rather the result of Lord Henry’s influence on Dorian. 
Along with her death, Sibyl takes parts of Dorian’s beauty to the grave because his soul’s 
beauty diminishes for the first time in his life – as seen in the portrait. Dorian’s soul is 
burdened with guilt after Sibyl’s death, but only for a brief period before Lord Henry and 
the Yellow Book push Dorian to an unfortunate lifestyle in ferocious proportions. 

Basil is the physical manifestation of the Victorian status quo which leads him to believe 
that Dorian will not marry “beneath him”. However, the aforementioned idea is a fallacy 
because it was Lord Henry and his hedonistic influence on Dorian that breaks off the two 
lovers’ engagement. Lord Henry, is the physical manifestation of Hedonism and the 
Aestheticism, which causes Dorian to fall more in love with “art” than the artist – Sybil. 

 

https://aphunniblog.edublogs.org/files/2017/10/069800a9905802c66ad29c829a19b1af-dorian-grey-oscar-wilde-qf1e8r-1f80zhf.jpg


                            

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                           

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                           

                           

                           

 

 

 

At the theatre, Dorian is surprised to find it crowded with people. He takes Lord Henry and Basil Hallward to his usual box and they discuss the crowd below. 
He tells them that Sibyl’s art is so fine that she spiritualizes the common people, transforming their ugliness into beauty. Basil tells him he now agrees that the 
marriage will be a good thing for him. 

When Sibyl appears on the stage, both men are entranced by her beauty, but when she starts to act, they are embarrassed for Dorian. Dorian doesn’t speak, 
but he is horribly disappointed. Sibyl’s acting is horribly wooden. The people below hiss and catcall to the stage making fun of her poor acting. After the 
second act, Lord Henry and Basil Hallward leave. Dorian tells them he will stay out the performance. He hides his face in anguish. 

When the play is over, he goes to the green room to find Sibyl. She’s waiting for him. She looks radiantly happy. She tells him she acted so badly because she 
loves him. She says that before she loved him, the stage was real and alive for her. She never noticed the tawdriness of the stage set or the ugliness of her 
fellow actors. She had put everything into it because it was all of her life. When she realized tonight that she was acting horribly, she was struck by the 
realization that it was because she had found a new reality. 

When she finishes, Dorian tells her she disappointed him and embarrassed him horribly. He says she killed his love. Sibyl is shocked and horrified by his words. 
She begs him to take them back, but he goes on. he tells her he loved her for her art and now she has nothing of her art and so he doesn’t love her any more. 
Now she is nothing but "a third-rate actress with a pretty face." Sibyl throws herself at his feet begging him to be kind to her, but he walks away scornfully, 
thinking how ridiculous she looks. 

He walks through the poverty-stricken streets of London for a long time. Then he gets back to his room, recently redecorated since he learned to appreciate 
luxury from Lord Henry. He is undressing when he happens to glance at the portrait. He is taken aback to notice a change in it. Lines around the mouth have 
appeared. The face has a cruel expression. He turns on the lights and looks at it more carefully, but nothing changes the look of cruelty on the face. He 
remembers what he said in Basil’s studio the day he saw it for the first time. He had wished to change places with it, staying young forever while it aged with 
time and experience. He knows that the sin he committed against Sibyl that evening had caused him to age. He realizes that the portrait will always be an 
emblem of his conscience from now on. He dresses quickly and hurries toward Sibyl’s house. As he hurries to her, a faint feeling of his love for her returns to 
him. 

The climax of the novel occurs in this chapter. Dorian takes his friends to see Sibyl’s fine acting and is embarrassed by her dreadful acting. Even when she tells 
him she has lost her talent for acting because she loves him and thinks only of him, he doesn’t soften toward her. He lets her sob and he leaves her coldly. The 
consequences of this sin of the heart is that Dorian Gray ages. However, it is not he that ages, but his portrait. Here, Oscar Wilde plays with the notion that art 
imitates life. When Dorian first saw his portrait, he wished for its timelessness. He wished he could change places with art, living the timelessness of art, and 
letting the portrait age and wither. In this climax chapter, that reversal seems to happen. Whether the reader is supposed to think of this as Dorian’s guilty 
conscience projected onto the portrait or a depiction of magic is unclear at this point. The reader has to wait to find out if any other character besides Dorian 
will see the change in the portrait. 

 

 
 
Chapter 7 is profound, cruel, and fantastical. Throughout history people have put forth theories about where art comes from. One theory is 
fairly straightforward: art is a kind of escape from reality. People create art to escape their surroundings and create a better world. That's 
what Sibyl was doing with her acting until she met Dorian. Trapped in poverty and without much real hope for escape, she acted to briefly 
experience other realities. Wilde presents a tremendous example of situational irony, in which reality contradicts expectation, as Sibyl's 
tragedy is revealed. Falling in love with Dorian improves Sibyl's life, as she now experiences real emotion. Her love for Dorian, however, 
reveals the artificiality of her theatrical career and she is no longer able to act. This spells disaster by destroying Dorian's fascination with—
and love for—her.  This chapter's cruelty comes from Dorian's response. Wilde shows just how shallow Dorian is by the speed with which his 
love for Sibyl evaporates. He treats her no better than the rest of the audience who know her only as a performer. That means he really 
doesn't know her either. She's merely a performer to him and he has no real love for her as a person. Here Wilde creates dramatic irony, in 
which the audience has an awareness that the characters do not, since this situation runs parallel to how the world treats Dorian, loving him 
only for his beauty, not for his essence. In Dorian's case, however, the illusion remains unchallenged until the end of the novel. 
The fantastical element that Wilde introduces here is, of course, at the dramatic heart of the novel: the portrait's ability to absorb Dorian's 
immoral actions and thus age in his place. This is the point where the novel shifts from being an intelligent but intellectual narrative to a kind 
of dark moral fantasy. That the painting reflects not just Dorian's aging, as his initial prayer might have suggested, but the ethical nature of 
his actions suggests the universe has a complex moral nature. Dorian's reaction at seeing the physical change in his portrait shows he is ill 
equipped to deal with the universe's absolute moral reality. 

Dorian's narrative supersedes all others in the novel. From now on, it will be his story, not Lord Henry's. The novel becomes more dynamic 
because Dorian's character grows — changes — while Lord Henry's remains unchanged.  The change in Dorian's character in this chapter is 
dramatic. Dorian begins the chapter as a dedicated lover. Then, in a few short pages, he becomes a disgusted critic, a heartless deserter, 
briefly a contrite sinner, and then finally a lover rededicated to Sibyl — not because he loves the woman, but because he fears hurting 
himself and the portrait. Even though the chapter ends with Dorian intending to do "his duty" by being honourable and marrying Sibyl, his 
honour is false because it is based on selfishness. His "honourable intentions" are simply a continuation of his soul's degradation. The number 
and degree of changes that Dorian goes through in this chapter, most of them negative changes, hint at the turn his nature will take in the 
rest of the book. 

Chapter 7 also introduces an element that will reoccur throughout the story: the changing of the portrait. By the end of the chapter, the 
reader understands that the portrait will symbolise the state of Dorian's soul and spirit. Wilde will use the portrait to help develop his 
characterization of Dorian for the rest of the book.  Dorian's special relationship with his portrait continues the Faust theme. His wish about 
the portrait suggests a pact with the devil. Dorian's desire to escape the "poisonous theories" of Lord Henry indicates that he sees his mentor 
as an evil, devil-like influence, but, like Faust, Dorian seems eager to benefit from the fruits of his pact, namely the eternal youth that the 
portrait offers him. 

 
 

He thinks about why this could 
be, and remembers that day at 
Basil's studio when he wished 
that the portrait would age 
instead of him. Perhaps it has 
now become his conscience. He 
feels pity for the painting, for it 
will become ugly with every sin 
that he commits. 

 

He resolves not to sin: he will go 
back to Sibyl, ask her 
forgiveness, and have a 
wonderful moral life with her. 
He draws a screen over the 
portrait and makes himself 
think about her in a loving way 
again. 

 

Three distinct parts in this scene:   1) The theatre: Sibyl's bad acting.     2) Dorian's reaction: he rejects Sybil and wanders home through Covent Garden.   3) At home, he realises the portrait has changed. 

 I. The scene at the theatre.   A. The Jew and the house itself - The description of the Jew is particularly ignoble.  We can loath Wilde for that. Everything in the theatre reeks of vulgarity. This enhances of course Lord Henry’s and Dorian’s sophistication and 
refinement.   B. Sibyl's performance - Dorian praises Sibyl's acting in advance. This of course will make her mediocre performance all the more disappointing.  She is indeed pretty, charming but she is going to show herself a terrible actress on this particular night. 
The passages quoted are among the most famous and the most beautiful of the play, and their beauty also enhances the mediocrity of her performance.    C. The three men's reaction – Lord Henry's reaction of course is to go away before the end of the play. Basil 
with his usual goodness tries to find excuses for the girl. And it is Basil, who is an artist, who has to tell Dorian "Love is a more wonderful thing than art".  Dorian's reaction: he is shocked, does not try to excuse Sybil. Her bad acting is too obvious. But he gets angry at 
Lord Henry's humorous way of concluding on the situation. He is not in a mood to appreciate his witticisms. He seems to be suffering. 

II. Dorian's rejection of Sybil -   A. Why has Sybil acted so badly?  Because Dorian is "more to (her) than all art can ever be". She has suddenly realised, the setting, the Romeo, the play itself were fake, and they were just illusions. They were vain (much like her 
name). What the poor girl has not understood is that Dorian loved her for this very fakeness, this very vanity.   Her explanation is not only an explanation, it is a declaration of passionate and, this time, mature love. Sybil has grown. Love has made a woman out of 
the charming but childlike girl that she was. She doesn't want to play, to pretend anymore.  B. Dorian's rejection - a) But nothing in this touches Dorian. On the contrary he realises he cannot love her anymore. He loved the actress in her and only the actress. She has 
killed the actress, so now she is nothing to him. Absolutely nothing. This will explain his indifference, his absolute coldness: "You simply produce no effect. You gave shape and substance to the shadows of art.. You are nothing to me now (Without your art you are 
nothing” He is cruel: "I will never see you again."   C.  Sibyl's pleading: She's ready to do anything for him now. She crouches at his feet, she promises to act well again. She reminds him of their kiss, of the physical contact which has revealed to her the reality of their 
love (implying that for Oscar Wilde, real love is physical), she even remembers her brother's threat, feels Dorian is in danger and is on the point of saying something to warn him, but thinks better of it. She cries. Dorian's final answer: his "exquisite disdain"; a complex 
oxymoron.  D. Covent Garden - Dorian has been wandering through the night. He doesn't remember where he has been to until he comes to Covent Garden. This shows that despite his coldness towards Sybil, he is troubled, he is not himself. But if he has been 
suffering it's not because of the loss of Sybil, but because of the loss of his beautiful love story. Certainly also because he has felt humiliated because of her in front of his dearest friend.  Covent Garden was the name at that time of London's central market, and of its 
opera and a curious place where in the little hours of the morning, two worlds met. The world of the aristocrats who were coming out of the opera, or finishing a night they had spent in not very respectable places in town, and the world of fruit and fish mongers, 
shop keepers, hard workers who began their day. It was full of life and colours.   For Dorian the passage through Covent Garden is a passage through normality, through life that is beginning, so, it is "an anodyne for his pain”. But he is far from it, estranged from it to 
the point that he can't understand the generosity of a carter who offers him cherries. 

III. At home. The portrait has changed. - A. At home - It is dawn when Dorian arrives.  A beautiful piece of writing.  We are introduced for the first time to the luxury and the refinement of his home. But Dorian immediately sees something not quite normal in the 
portrait. He's not sure at first, then comes back to is and has the confirmation of his first impression.  B. Dorian's reaction - He remembers the wish he had made in Basil's studio and realizes it had been a mad wish. He also realises all that it meant. He recognises the 
new expression of the portrait: cruelty, and of course questions himself as to his behaviour. But immediately finds excuses for himself. It was Sibyl's fault, not his. And he even thinks that "women (are) better suited to bear sorrow than men. “If such a horribly selfish 
thought comes to his mind, it is directly the result of Lord Henry’s work.  Then he tries to deny the reality of what he has seen. It's not the portrait that has altered it's he who is going momentarily mad. Then he foresees the future. It's time to make a good resolution, 
not to sin anymore, to become good, not to listen to Lord Henry anymore. He even tries to believe in his love for Sybil again. 

 CONCLUSION:   This is a very important chapter because it is the narrative, the description of Dorian's first sin. The original sin.  And it has been different from what we expected. Dorian has not dishonoured Sybil, has not had sex with her, because for Oscar Wilde 
the temptation of sex resides in men, not in women.  The portrait has changed. We understand that the wish has come true, that this novel is a fantastic novel, that this story is a supernatural story. And we realise it only now, around the hundredth page.  Finally the 
portrait is going now to play a role now. It has already altered Dorian's perception and memory of what has happened between him and Sybil. At this point in the story it could play the role of Dorian's conscience or on the contrary we feel that it could encourage 
him to go on sinning as long as proof is made that the young man himself will not alter, will remain young and handsome whatever he does.  He immediately asks Dorian many questions about what he was doing last night, about Sibyl's, etc. Dorian, who is enjoying 
his wine, answers with a complete indifference that he was indeed at the opera. Basil is shocked. For Dorian this tragedy already belongs to the past. Basil exclaims: "You call yesterday the past?" Then later, after Dorian has explained that he doesn't "want to be at 
the mercy of [his] emotions" he declares: "Dorian, this is horrible, something has changed you completely!", “It is all Harry's influence, I see that." They quarrel in a way. 



     

     

                      

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

 

 

 

Dorian doesn’t wake up the next day until well past noon. He gets up and looks through his mail, finding and laying 
aside a piece of mail hand delivered from Lord Henry that morning. He gets up and eats a light breakfast all the 
while feeling as if he has been part of some kind of tragedy recently. As he sits at breakfast, he sees the screen that he 
hurriedly put in front of his portrait the night before and realizes it was not a dream but is true. He tells his servant 
that he is not accepting callers and he goes to the portrait and removes the screen. He hesitates to do so, but decides 
he must. When he looks at the portrait he sees that it was not an illusion. The change remains. He looks at it with 
horror. 

He realises how unjust and cruel he had been to Sibyl the night before. He thinks the portrait will serve him as a 
conscience throughout life. He remains looking at the portrait for hours more. Finally, he gets paper and begins to 
write a passionate letter to Sibyl apologising for what he had said to her and vowing eternal love. He reproaches 
himself in the letter so voluptuously that he feels absolved, like a person who has been to confession. He lays the letter 
to the side and then he hears Lord Henry calling to him through the door. 

Lord Henry begs to be let in and Dorian decides he will let him. Lord Henry apologises for all that has happened. 
Dorian tells him he was brutal with Sibyl the night before after the performance, but now he feels good and is not 
even sorry that it happened. Lord Henry says he had worried that Dorian would be tearing his hair in remorse. Dorian 
says he is quite happy now that he knows what conscience is. He asks Henry not to sneer at it, and says that he wants 
to be good. He adds that he can’t stand the idea "of [his] soul being hideous." Lord Henry exclaims about this 
"charming artistic basis for ethics." Dorian says he will marry Sibyl. It is then when Lord Henry realizes Dorian didn’t 
read his letter. In it, he had told Dorian that Sibyl committed suicide the night before by swallowing some kind of 
poison. 

Lord Henry begins advising Dorian about how to avoid the scandal that such a story would attach to his name. He 
asks if anyone but Sibyl knew his name and if anyone saw him go behind stage to speak to her after her performance. 
Lord Henry urges Dorian not to let the episode get on his nerves. He invites him out to dinner and to the opera with his 
sister and some smart women. Dorian exclaims that he has murdered Sibyl Vane. He marvels that life is still as 
beautiful with birds singing and roses blooming. He adds that if he had read it in a book, he would have thought it 
movingly tragic. He recounts the exchange between he and Sibyl the night before, telling Henry of how cruel he was in 
casting her aside. He ends by condemning her as selfish for killing herself. 

Lord Henry tells him that a woman can only reform a man by boring him so completely that he loses all interest in life. 
He adds that if Dorian would have married Sibyl, he would have been miserable because he wouldn’t have loved her. 
Dorian concedes that it probably would have been. He is amazed that he doesn’t feel the tragedy more than he does. 
He wonders if he’s heartless. He thinks of it as a wonderful ending to a wonderful play, a "tragedy in which [he] took a 
great part, but by which [he] has not been wounded." Lord Henry likes to play on Dorian’s unconscious egotism, so he 
exclaims over the interest of Dorian’s sense of it. Dorian thinks he will now have to go into mourning, but Lord Henry 
tells him it is unnecessary since there is already enough mourning in life. He adds that Sibyl must have been different 
from all other women who are so trivial and predictable. When Dorian expresses remorse at having been cruel to her, 
Lord Henry assures him that women appreciate cruelty more than anything else. They are primitive. Men have 
emancipated them, but they have remained slaves and they love being dominated. He reminds Dorian that Sibyl was 
a great actress and that he can think of her suicide as an ending to a Jacobean tragedy. 

Dorian finally thanks Lord Henry for explaining himself to him. He revels in what a marvellous experience it has all 
been for him. He wonders if life will give him anything more marvellous and Henry assures him that it will. He wonders 
what will happen when he gets old and ugly. Henry tells him that then he will have to fight for his victories. Dorian 
decides he will join Lord Henry at the opera after all. Lord Henry departs. 

When he is alone, Dorian looks again at the portrait. He sees that it hasn’t changed since he last saw it. He thinks of 
poor Sibyl and revels in the romance of it all. He decides that he will embrace life and the portrait will bear the 
burden of his shame. He is sad to think of how the beautiful portrait will be marred. He thinks for a minute about 
praying that the strange sympathy that exists between him and the picture would disappear, but he realizes that no 
one would give up the chance at being forever young. Then he decides that he will get pleasure out of watching the 
changes. The portrait would be a magic mirror for him, revealing his soul to him. He pushes the screen back in front of 
it and dresses for the opera. 

Chapter 8 reveals that Dorian will choose to stifle his moral sense of responsibility in favour of pleasure. Wilde chooses 
to have Lord Henry go to Dorian the next morning when the news of Sibyl Vane’s death has been announced in the 
papers, rather than Basil Hallward. Lord Henry convinces Dorian that what has happened is not a tragedy at all, but 
a farce. He accomplishes this persuasive aim by the use of misogynist aphorisms (anti-woman statements). He decides 
by the end of the chapter that the strange magic of the portrait will be good for him. He will be able to ignore it as a 
conscience while enjoying his everlasting youth. 

 

 
 
When Dorian's portrait transforms in response to how he treated Sibyl, the nature of the novel's universe changes. Chapter 8 provides a similar pivot, if 
a quieter one. Chapter 7 ended with Dorian showing the first signs of learning from the painting. On his own he had not been able to see the 
hatefulness of his actions toward Sibyl, but the visual evidence of cruelty depicted in his portrait gives a glimpse of how his actions may have changed 
him. He becomes remorseful and determines not to sin again. 
However, this chapter shows Dorian's emotions leaning in the opposite direction—toward pleasure, even if sinful. Just as his earliest changes had come 
from talking with Henry, so does this one. 

At other key moments in the novel, Dorian speaks with both Basil and Henry. This time he sees only Henry, who starts by being supportive and 
sympathetic. His cynical advice regarding the inquest into Sibyl's death supports the novel's theme of reputation versus character, as he tells Dorian, 
"There will have to be an inquest, of course, and you must not be mixed up in it. Things like that make a man fashionable in Paris. But in London 
people are so prejudiced. Here, one should never make one's debut with a scandal." 
Henry soon transitions to a less conventional role and guides Dorian to see Sibyl's death aesthetically, as he does. This is, in many ways, horrific. Dorian, 
though, accepts the guidance, and fully embraces Henry's life path of pleasure. 

Amid these moments of philosophy and shifting character, there are also details foreshadowing later events in the novel. After Henry invites Dorian to 
the opera, Dorian muses, "So I have murdered Sibyl Vane ... murdered her as surely as if I had cut her little throat with a knife." This romanticises his 
actions. He didn't murder her. She killed herself. 
 
Although he sees Sibyl's suicide as a murder by proxy, it does foreshadow an actual murder: Dorian will kill Basil a few chapters later. Chapter 20 will 
see another murder by proxy—though this time a decidedly surreal one—as Dorian kills himself by stabbing his portrait. 
Both of these later deaths reflect in some way on Dorian the artistic creation: Basil painted his portrait, and that portrait frees Dorian to indulge his 
pleasures freely. Sibyl's death, too, is that sort of killing. In his mind Dorian creates Sibyl as the artistic embodiment of the heroines she portrays and 
abandons (symbolically kills) her when the reality of her everyday self is revealed.   
 
In Chapter 8, Dorian struggles briefly with his conscience. Under Lord Henry's influence, it is not contest: By the end of the chapter, Dorian has 
dedicated himself entirely to the pursuit of pleasure and sin. He throws away the last scraps of his conscience and becomes a completely selfish being. 
By the time he goes to the opera with Lord Henry, he doesn't even feel protective about the portrait, which up to this point was the one thing that he 
still cared about. Lord Henry's sole concern is to protect Dorian's reputation and to urge him to get on with his life. He cares not a whit for the young 
Sybil and instead speaks superficially about fashion, women, and the convenience of Sibyl's death. He views the whole affair as a splendid artistic 
experience. His reaction is in line with the cynicism that the reader has observed in his character all along; Lord Henry's ability to make Sibyl's death a 
trivial matter in Dorian's mind demonstrates that his cynicism and his power to influence Dorian have reached new heights. 

The flippant, carefree attitudes that Dorian and Lord Henry display in this chapter caused many people to accuse Oscar Wilde of writing an immoral 
book when The Picture of Dorian Gray was first published. However, the reader needs to distinguish between an author and his characters. Certainly 
Lord Henry and Dorian often behave like scoundrels, but continuing the Faust theme, Lord Henry is demonic and Dorian blindly does his bidding. He 
knows exactly how to appeal to Dorian's weaknesses, of which there are plenty. Still, these two are both despicable fellows. The reader might admire 
or envy parts of their lives, but at this point it is very difficult to like them. 

 This is an important chapter because it is the moment when Dorian learns about Sibyl's death and we see how he reacts to it, finally making up his mind to follow his 
own impulsions in the discoveries of new pleasures and new sins. At the end of the chapter, Dorian has become totally evil. He will never again in the course of the 
novel be tempted by goodness, except at the very end. 

Part I. Dorian is alone, at home - He wakes up and slowly remembers what has happened to him the previous night, as well as his good resolution to write a letter to 
Sybil. Letters have been brought to him by his valet. One is from Lord Henry but he refuses to read it because he determined not to listen to his bad advice anymore. It 
is of course important that he should not open it since we will understand that the letter announces Sibyl's death.  Then Dorian writes a letter to the young woman, a 
passionate letter. He will never send it because he is interrupted by the arrival of Lord Henry. 

Part II. The dialogue with Lord Henry - There is a rather long misunderstanding. Lord Henry has come to comfort Dorian about Sibyl's death (which for him is an 
unfortunate incident) whereas Dorian thinks he just wants to comfort him about Sibyl's bad performance. When finally, Dorian understands the truth, he is of course 
struck and shocked but immediately, Lord Henry will minimise the importance of the young woman's death by concentrating his attention on the problem of the 
possible scandal and not on the event itself. In fact Sybil has committed suicide just after Dorian left her and therefore he is directly responsible for her death. 

Then as Dorian is still in a state of shock he tries to show him that life should go on as usual and invites him to the theatre for the same evening. Dorian at last is able to 
express himself and he immediately realises that he's not so shocked after all.  Then another idea comes to his mind: “How extraordinarily dramatic life is!" This is all like 
a beautiful tragedy. It's even "wonderful"  

Then another idea: he thinks of the portrait again and realises that now there is nothing left to protect him from sin, to stop the deterioration of the picture. Sybil was 
the only one who could have kept him on the path to salvation.  But Lord Henry is going to drown his anxiety in his usual witty and charmingly immoral speeches, 
about marriage, about women, etc. He also convinces him that Sybil in fact had no reality that she was nothing more than the roles she played.   Finally, Dorian comes 
to the most incredible conclusion that he has been very lucky that such a wonderful thing should have happened to him and he goes to the theatre. 

Throughout this scene, Dorian's feelings have been quite muddled, sometimes contradictory. He has passed from shock to a sort of aesthetic pleasure, then the thought 
of the portrait has brought a sort of remorse caused in fact by fear. But what has prevailed is this aesthetic pleasure? Sibyl's life has been sacrificed to the altar of art. 
Art needs no justification. Art exists just for art's sake. 

 



 

 

 

    

                      

                         

                               

                               

                                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next morning after the opera, Dorian is visited by Basil Hallward. Basil 
assumes that he really didn’t go to the opera the night before and is shocked to 
find out that he did so after all. He can’t believe that Dorian is so unfeeling 
when Sibyl isn’t even buried yet. Dorian tells him he doesn’t want to hear about 
it because it’s in the past. He thinks if he is a strong man, he should be able to 
dominate his feelings and end them when he wants to end them. Basil blames 
Dorian’s lack of feeling on Lord Henry. Dorian tells Basil that it was he who 
taught him to be vain. Basil is shocked to find out that Sibyl killed herself. 
Dorian tells him it is fitting that she did, more artistic. "Her death has all the 
pathetic uselessness of martyrdom, all its wasted beauty." He tells Basil that he 
has suffered, that he was suffering terribly yesterday around five or six o’clock. 
He says he no longer has these emotions and it would be nothing but empty 
sentimentality to try to repeat the feelings that have passed. He asks Basil to 
help him see the art in it rather than to try to make him feel guilt over it. He 
begs Basil not to leave him but to stop quarrelling with him. 

Basil is moved by Dorian’s speech and decides Dorian might be passing through 
a momentary lapse of feeling and should be berated for it. He agrees not to 
speak to Dorian again of Sibyl. Dorian asks him, however, to draw him a 
picture of Sibyl. Basil agrees to do so and urges Dorian to come sit for him again, 
saying he can’t get on with his painting without Dorian. Dorian starts and says 
he will never be able to sit for Basil again. Basil is shocked and then looks 
around to see if he can see the portrait he gave Dorian. He is annoyed to find 
that it is hidden behind a screen and goes toward it. Dorian jumps up and 
stands between him and the screen keeping him away from it. He makes Basil 
promise never to look at it again and not to ever ask why. Basil is surprised but 
agrees to do so, saying that Dorian’s friendship is more important to him than 
anything. He tells Dorian he plans to show the portrait in an exhibit. Dorian 
remembers the afternoon in Basil’s studio when Basil said he would never show 
it. He remembers Lord Henry telling him to ask Basil one day about why. He 
does so now. 

Basil explains to him reluctantly that he was fascinated with him and 
dominated by his personality from the first moment he saw him. He painted 
every kind of portrait of him, putting him in ancient Greek garb and in 
Renaissance garb. One day he decided to paint Dorian as he was, and as he 
painted each stroke, he became fascinated with the idea that the portrait was 
revealing his idolatry of Dorian. He swore then hat he would never exhibit it. 
However, after he gave the portrait to Dorian, the feeling passed away from 
him. He realized that "art conceals the artist far more completely than if ever 
reveals him." That was when he decided to exhibit the portrait as a centrepiece. 

Dorian takes a breath. He realizes he is safe for the present since Basil clearly 
doesn’t know the truth about the painting. Basil thinks Dorian sees what he saw 
in the portrait, his idolatry of Dorian. He tries to get Dorian to let him see the 
portrait, but Dorian still refuses. Basil leaves and Dorian thinks over what he 
had said to him. He calls his servant, realizing that the portrait has to be put 
away where he won’t run the risk of guests trying to see it. 

Wilde structures the novel like a play. First, the three men go to the play 
together and witness the destruction of Sibyl Vane’s acting talent. Next, Dorian 
scorns her and she kills herself. The next morning, one of his admirers comes to 
him and convinces him to feel no guilt. The next morning after that, his other 
admirer comes to him and is shocked that he feels no guilt, but is led to forgive 
him for it. Wilde continues to play the triangular relationship with symmetrical 
precision. 

The portrait is here taken to another level. Dorian hides it desperately, sure that 
anyone who looks at it will see his shame. Basil Hallway, who himself once swore 
that he would never exhibit the painting for fear that everyone would be able 
to see his idolatry of Dorian Gray, now feels that art is after all abstract, nothing 
but form and colour. 

 

 
 
In his preface to this novel, Wilde evaluates people who find "ugly meanings in beautiful things" and those who find "beautiful meanings in beautiful things." Chapter 9 fills 
in the rest of that spectrum, for in this chapter Dorian shows himself to be someone who can refuse to see the meaning and ugliness in an ugly thing (Sibyl's death). Basil is 
rightly horrified at Dorian's response, which is cold and distant to the point of being inhuman. When Basil objects, Dorian explains further, trotting out a theory of self-
mastery that is a distorted version of a spiritual perspective. Where a serene soul or enlightened person might be able to let a pain go more quickly than most people 
through lack of egoistic attachment, Dorian is severing his attachment from the pain of Sibyl's death with a knife of pure ego. 
When Basil asks Dorian to pose for him again, Dorian's supposed self-mastery is exposed as false. He overreacts wildly and, when Basil asks to see the earlier portrait, he 
becomes quite terrified. As Basil continues talking about the portrait Dorian turns white with extreme anger. These are not the responses of a man who has mastered 
himself or one who can put pain behind him. 

The conversation between Basil and Dorian plays masterfully with the plot element of suspense. Wilde teases the reader by having Basil ask Dorian if he's noticed anything 
"curious" about the painting. This ends up being a red herring, as what Basil's concerned about Dorian noticing might be embarrassing (Basil's attitude toward Dorian), but 
it is not the metaphysical strangeness of the actual painting, transforming as it does with Dorian's every sin. Their conversation shifts from a potential exposure of Dorian's 
inner nature to an exposure of Basil's inner nature. In that it shows the period's anxiety regarding homosexual attraction. 

Wilde uses this chapter to continue his character development of both Basil and Dorian. Basil shows himself to be a decent, caring human being who is as concerned for Sibyl 
and her mother as he is for Dorian. Unlike Lord Henry, he does not encourage Dorian to turn away from the girl's death or treat it like some entertaining fantasy. In a 
moment of heightened irony, Dorian accuses Basil of being "too much afraid of life." In fact, Dorian is afraid that Basil will see the portrait and thus learn of his secret pact. 

As for Dorian, he shows himself to be fully immersed in his new life of selfishness and manipulation. For example, when Dorian learns of Basil's strange admiration for him, an 
admiration that has obviously had a major impact on Basil, Dorian is simply pleased to be adored by Basil. As he wonders if he will ever feel that way toward someone, it 
becomes evident that he already does — while he respects Lord Henry, Dorian only adores himself. When he gets Basil to admit his secret without having to reveal his own, 
he feels pleasure at having manipulated the situation so completely to his own advantage. His decision at the end of the chapter to hide the painting reveals his 
commitment to a life of vanity and self-gratification. 

Wilde also shows the reader the tension that Dorian feels about keeping his pact a secret. Dorian becomes gripped with raging fear when he hears that Basil wants to see 
the painting and to show it to others — he is so afraid that he actually breaks into a sweat. Dorian's fear points to an important theme in the book: A life devoted solely to 
the pursuit of selfish pleasure will always be marred by self-conscious fear. Dorian has what he wants — eternal youth and a life filled with pleasure — but he can't fully 
enjoy his life for fear that his secret will be discovered. Dorian's fear in this chapter is the first sign that Dorian's new life will be a study in disappointment. 

Readers should note that this chapter contains several ironic allusions that become important later in the story. For example, Dorian makes a fleeting and flippant reference 
about Sibyl's brother; when Dorian mentions James, the reader is reminded of the brother's promise to kill anyone who harms Sybil. The repeated references to the brother 
remind the reader of his presence and foreshadow his later re-emergence in the book. As the novel progresses, the reader also will see the irony in Dorian's statement that 
he would turn to Basil in a time of trouble. 

 
4. In what way does Lord Henry affect Dorian's character? Why does Lord 
Henry choose Dorian as his disciple? And what impels Dorian to follow his 
guidance? What is it that Dorian fears? 

5. Is Lord Henry's belief in the freedom of the individual truly evil? Or does 
Dorian misconstrue it? Does Lord Henry actually practice the ideas he 
espouses? Does he understand the real life consequences his ideas would 
have, or does he exhibit a sort of naiveté? 

6. Lord Henry and Dorian claim to be artists in the way they live their lives. 
Is this true, based on Wilde's definition of the artist, as expressed in the 
preface? Is this true based on your own definition? 

7. Why does Sibyl commit suicide and what impact does her death have on 
Dorian? 

8. Dorian is outwardly young and charming, and inwardly old and corrupt. 
He is decidedly inconsistent in his social interactions and intellectual 
interests, while extremely consistent in appearance. Discuss the theme of 
duplicity throughout the novel. 

 

 

The dramatic change which Dorian's personality has undergone is much 
clearer in chapter nine. He even goes as far as to start quoting Lord Henry.  
He states that "If one doesn't talk about a thing, it has never happened. It is 
simply expression, as Harry says, that gives reality to things." page 118. The 
fact that this is the response of which Dorian gives when Basil is simply trying 
to comfort him speaks volumes. It shows that he has a sort of detachment 
from the whole situation. Dorian comes across as being cold and somewhat 
callous. He tries to justify his behaviour but his reasoning is severely flawed. 
The fact that he was able to go to the Opera and have a good time shows 
that his innocent nature has completely seeped away. 

Chapter nine also shows that Dorian is not disillusioned about Lord Henry, 
that in fact he sees him quite clearly. Basil is berating him, saying that 
something has changed within him and that it is because of Lord Henry's 
influence. Dorian goes on to tell him that "Of course I am very fond of Harry. 
But I know that you are better than he is. You are not stronger - you are too 
much afraid of life - but you are better." In this scene Dorian acknowledges 
that Basil is the better person and that Lord Henry cannot be trusted. 
However, it is also clear that Dorian has no intention to stop associating with 
Lord Henry. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dorian is in his drawing room when his manservant Victor enters. He scrutinises Victor to see if Victor has looked behind the curtain at the portrait. He watches Victor in the mirror to see if he 
can see anything but can see nothing but "a placid mask of servility." He sends for the housekeeper. When she arrives, he asks her to give him the key to the old schoolroom. She wants to clean 
it up before he goes up to it, but he insists he doesn’t need it cleaned. She mentions that it hasn’t been used for five years, since his grandfather died. Dorian winces at the mention of his 
grandfather, who was always mean to him. 

When she leaves, he takes the cover off the couch and throws it over the portrait. He thinks of Basil and wonders if he shouldn’t have appealed to Basil to help him resist Lord Henry’s influence. 
He knows Basil loves him with more than just a physical love. However, he gives up on the thought of asking Basil for help, deciding that the future is inevitable and the past can always be 
annihilated. 

He receives the men from the frame maker’s shop. The frame maker himself, Mr. Hubbard, has come. He asks the two men to help him carry the portrait upstairs. He sends Victor away to Lord 
Henry’s so as to get him out of the way in order to hide the operation from him. They get the portrait upstairs with some trouble and he has them lean it against the wall and leave it. He hates 
the idea of leaving it in the dreaded room where he was always sent to be away from his grandfather who didn’t like to see him, but it’s the only room not in use in the house. He wonders 
what the picture will look like over time. He thinks with repulsion of how its image will show the signs of old age. 

When he gets back downstairs to the library, Victor has returned from Lord Henry’s. Lord Henry had sent him a book and the paper. The paper is marked with a red pen on a passage about 
the inquest into Sibyl Vane’s death. He throws it away annoyed at Lord Henry for sending it and fearing that Victor saw the red mark. Then he picks up the book Lord Henry sent him. It is a 
fascinating book from the first page. It is a plot-less novel, a psychological study of a young Parisian who spends all his life trying to realize all the passions and modes of thought of previous 
ages. It is written in the style of the French Symbolists. He finds it to be a poisonous book. He can’t put it down. It makes him late to dinner with Lord Henry. 

Here, Dorian Gray sinks into paranoia in regard to the portrait. He begins to suspect his manservant Victor of sneaking around the portrait. He wonders if Victor will even extort money from 
him for his secret knowledge of the portrait. 

At the end of the chapter, Lord Henry’s influence finds another inroad. He sends Dorian a book by a French Symbolist writer. Dorian finds it poisonous like Lord Henry’s ideas, but he is as 
fascinated with it as he is with Lord Henry. At one point early in the chapter, Dorian wonders if he shouldn’t have confessed to Basil about the portrait and begged him to save him from the 
influence of Lord Henry. By the end of the chapter, it is clear that Dorian is far from Basil Hallward’s influence. 

  
 
It is possible that the unused schoolroom is the only empty room in Dorian's house. However, for purposes of understanding this novel, it is more useful to see the room symbolically. Dorian has 
shown himself completely unwilling to learn from experience. His own psychic schoolroom is unused, dusty, and locked away. It makes perfect symbolic sense to store the painting there, along 
with all the lessons from childhood he never reviews. This symbol should also nudge readers to realize how little they know of Dorian's actual past. The only details Wilde provides are through 
Lord George Fermor, Henry's uncle, and they are details that make Dorian a more romantic figure, not less. The impulsiveness with which Dorian gave his heart to Sibyl may be seen as an 
inheritance from his mother: Margaret Devereux ran off with and married a penniless soldier—a romantic and impulsive gesture. 
Dorian's decision to hide the painting supports two of the novel's themes: appearance versus reality and art versus life. This indicates an embrace of the painting's power to hide his sin and aging 
and a refusal to use it to guide his character. If he can't see the lessons it gives him, he can't learn from the painting. Hiding the portrait away shows that for Dorian his soul belongs with his 
unused past. 

A distinct turning point in the chapter is Henry's gift of a "yellow book." Dorian puts away his school books, and he takes up this yellow book. Wilde never tells readers exactly what this book is, 
or if it is a specific book, but it is a work of French literature. Some scholars have stopped there, but others take the argument further, arguing it is the 1884 novel À Rebours (Against 
Nature or Against the Grain) by Joris-Karl Huysmans. This novel focused on the last member of an aristocratic house doing increasingly perverted things just to avoid boredom. 
Wilde read this novel, and it influenced his writing of The Picture of Dorian Gray. It then has a profound influence on Dorian in turn and foreshadows his own hedonistic life of pleasure seeking. 

In literature or in dreams, an upper room such as an attic is considered to symbolise an aspect of the psyche of which the everyday self is unaware. In the Gothic and fairy tale traditions, such 
a room usually harbours a secret involving violence or disgrace. (Jane Eyre draws on this tradition when the mad wife of Jane’s beloved Mr Rochester is revealed in her apartments at the top 
of Thornfield House.) 

The room in Dorian’s house had been 'specially built' by Lord Kelso for his grandson – evidently he saw Dorian himself as a shameful secret. The fact that the room has been untouched since 
Kelso died suggests that Dorian resents this – but, ironically, he treats the ‘real’ Dorian on the canvas in the same way, banishing it from his sight. In Lippincott’s the character of the 
housekeeper, Mrs Leaf, is more developed, as a comic figure whose relationship with Dorian is loving and maternal. In this edition her role is purely functional. This underlines the theme of the 
chapter: isolation. 

Throughout, Dorian strips himself of human contact. He decides it is 'too late' to patch it up with Basil. He is even too rapt in thought to talk to the frame-maker, comically failing to notice 
the transparent adoration of his assistant. Increasingly, Victor the servant becomes the object of near-paranoia: at the beginning of the chapter he is 'impassive', later he has 'treacherous 
eyes' and by the end he is 'a spy'. 

While the chapter offers a psychological basis for Dorian’s behaviour – a lonely and unwanted child may well become self-obsessed – the theme of isolation is also sharply relevant to a world 
faced with the ‘blackmailer’s charter’.  Dorian would not be the only man in 1891 to be afraid of 'some servant who had read a letter, or overheard a conversation, or picked up a card with an 
address'. 

Isolation is also an inevitable aspect of the Faustian bargain. An ageless being is cut off from people who grow old and die. Dorian’s response to the report of Sibyl’s inquest underlines this. He 
thinks of himself in the third person: 'What had Dorian Gray to do with Sibyl Vane’s death? … Dorian Gray had not killed her'. This inability to connect with the 'horribly real' echoes the 
growing isolation of Faustus in Marlowe’s play. And just as Mephistopheles the devil provides Faustus with entertainment, so Lord Henry sends Dorian a crucial book. 

 

 

Throughout the first half of this chapter, Dorian is fraught with 
paranoia and fear that Victor will discover the secret of the portrait. 
Continuing the theme that was established in the preceding chapter, 
Dorian isn't enjoying the life he has chosen — even though he craves 
it more than anything. Instead of a life of glorious exploration and 
passion, he spends his time scheming and worrying. 

Dorian seals his commitment to a life of vanity and debauchery 
when he hides and locks the portrait in the attic schoolroom. He 
rationalises that he might, in fact, become more virtuous and reverse 
the moral decay reflected in the picture, but even he seems to know 
that will never happen. He seems to be thoroughly infected with the 
cynicism that Lord Henry has shown throughout the book; Dorian 
has been a good student of his mentor. It is enough for Dorian that 
he would wither and age without the portrait. He cannot and will 
not destroy the picture or attempt to negate the Faustian contract, 
if only because of his obsession with youthful beauty. 

The first ten chapters of the novel cover a time span of about a 
month after Dorian and Lord Henry meet. In that time, Lord Henry's 
influence increases, and Dorian changes significantly. As Basil points 
out, Dorian is not the innocent, well-meaning young man who first 
posed for him. With Lord Henry's encouragement, Dorian has 
become self-absorbed and cruel. At first, Dorian may not have been 
aware of the seriousness of his wish to remain youthful while the 
portrait aged. By the time that he hides the portrait in the attic, 
however, he has every reason to know the consequences. He knows 
that the pact will "breed horrors and yet will never die." 

In this chapter, Dorian seems resigned to his fate. As in the Faust 
legends, the central character seems to feel beyond hope. According 
to the Faust legend, he could save himself if he would only repent 
and seek absolution. Dorian does consider turning to Basil, 
confessing, and seeking a more enlightened path. His ultimate 
decision, however, is not just based on despair. True to the Faust 
legend, he truly craves the benefits of the bargain. 

Having chosen, Dorian immediately falls under the power of the 
"yellow book" sent by Lord Henry. It is well-worn, and the reader 
can assume that Lord Henry knows its contents and anticipates its 
effect on Dorian. Dorian is enthralled by the story and immediately 
adopts it as a blueprint for his life. Note that Wilde ironically chooses 
a book to provide the guidelines for Dorian's life of debauchery. 

Wilde's devotion, even obsession, to his art is indicated by an incident 
regarding Chapter 10. Although Wilde affected the airs of a 
dilettante, he was industrious and productive. After submitting The 
Picture of Dorian Gray for proofreading, he went to France for a 
much-deserved break. His editors received a startling telegram from 
Paris: "Stop all proofs. Wilde." The author returned in person to 
change the name of one character. The picture framer in the tenth 
chapter originally was named "Ashton." Wilde had decided that 
"Ashton is a gentleman's name." He changed it to "Hubbard," which 
he felt was more fitting for a tradesman. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For years afterwards, Dorian Gray continues to feel the influence of the book Lord Henry gave him. He gets more copies of the book from 
Paris and has them bound in different colours. He thinks of the book as containing the story of his life. He feels himself lucky to be different 
from the novel’s hero in respect to aging. While the novel’s hero bemoans his loss of youthful beauty, Dorian Gray never loses his youth. He 
reads the passages over and over again revelling in his difference from the hero in this respect. 

People in his social circle often hear dreadful things about Dorian Gray, but when they look at him and see his fresh, young looks, they dismiss 
the rumours as impossible. Dorian is often gone from home for long periods of time and never tells anyone where he has gone. He always 
returns home and goes straight upstairs to see the portrait’s changes. He grows more and more in love with his own beauty. He spends much 
time in a sordid tavern near the docks and thinks with pity of the degradation he has brought on his soul. Most of the time, though, he 
doesn’t think of his soul. He has "mad hungers that [grow] more ravenous as he [feeds] them." 

He entertains once or twice a month with such lavish fare and such exquisite furnishings that he becomes the most popular of London’s young 
men. He is admired by all the men who see him as a type of man who combines the real culture of a scholar with the grace of a citizen of the 
world. He lives his life as if it were an art work. His style of dressing sets the standard of all the fashionable shops. 

He worships the senses in many different forms. He lives the new Hedonism that Lord Henry has told him of. He enjoys the service of the 
Catholic Church for its ritual and its pathos. Yet, he never embraces any creed or system of thought because he refuses to arrest his 
intellectual development. He studies new perfumes and experiments with them endlessly. He devotes himself for long periods to the study of 
all kinds of musical forms from all over the world. He even studies the stories written about the music, the stories of magic and death. He 
takes of the study of jewels for a while, collecting rare and precious jewels from all over the world for the pleasure of looking at them and 
feeling them. He collects stories about jewels as part of animals and stories of jewels which caused death and destruction. For a time, he 
studies embroideries of all sorts and the stories that attach to them. He collects embroideries and tapestries from all over the world. He 
especially loves ecclesiastical vestments. The beautiful things he collects are part of his methods of forgetfulness. He wants to escape the fear 
that sometimes seems to overwhelm him. 

After some years, he becomes unable to leave London for any purpose because he cannot bear to be away from the portrait for any length 
of time. Often when he’s out with friends, he breaks off and rushes home to see if the portrait is still where it should be and to ensure that no 
one has tampered with the door. He develops a desperate fear that someone might steal the portrait and then everyone would know about 
him. 

Most people are fascinated with Dorian Gray, but some people are distrustful of him. He is almost banned from two clubs. He is ostracized by 
some prominent men. People begin to tell curious stories about him hanging around with foreign sailors in run down pubs and interacting 
with thieves and coiners. People talk about his strange absences. He never takes notice of these looks people give him. Most of them see his 
boyish smile and can’t imagine that the stories could be true. Yet the stories remain. Sometime people notice women, who at one time 
adored him, blanch when he walks in a room in shame or horror. To most people, the stories only increase his mysterious charm. According to 
Lord Henry, society doesn’t care about morality in its aristocratic members, only good manners. 

Dorian Gray can’t imagine why people reduce human beings to a single, "simple, permanent, reliable essence." For Dorian, people enjoy 
myriad lives and sensations; they change radically from time to time. Dorian likes to look at the portrait gallery of his country house. He 
wonders about his ancestors and how their blood co-mingled with his own. He looks at Lady Elizabeth Devereaux in her extraordinary 
beauty and realizes her legacy to him is in his beauty and in his love of all that is beautiful. 

He also thinks of his ancestors as being in literature he has read. These characters have influenced him more even than his family members 
have. The hero of the central novel of his life has certainly been his greatest influence. He also loves to think of all the evil heroes about whom 
he has read: Caligula, Filippo, Due of Milan, Pietro Barbi, the Borgia, and many more. He feels a "horrible fascination" with all of them. He 
knows he has been poisoned by the French Symbolist book. He thinks of evil as nothing more than a mode of experiencing the beautiful. 

Chapter 11 is a sort of "time passes" chapter. It covers several years in Dorian Gray’s life, summarising his series of aesthetic interests from fine 
embroidery to the collection of exquisite jewels, and hinting at his debaucheries. The final sentence of the chapter encapsulates the ethos of 
Dorian Gray’s pursuit of the beautiful: "There were moments when he looked on evil simply as a mode through which he could realize his 
conception of the beautiful." It seems that in dismissing the deal of Sibyl Vane as nothing more than a playing out of the aesthetic (the 
beautiful) in life, as nothing to do with his own culpability, he has turned his back completely on the idea of goodness. Dorian’s pursuit of the 
beautiful in life becomes a pursuit of the aesthetics of evil. Yet, Dorian remains tied to the portrait to the extent that he can’t leave London 
any more even for traveling. The portrait image grows old and ugly and he remains beautiful and innocent-looking. His greatest fear 
becomes the possibility that the portrait will be stolen. Dorian seems to believe that it is only the portrait’s degradation that allows him carte 
blanche to continue cutting himself off from moral constraints. 

 

 

The chapter serves several functions. First, it documents Henry's inconsistency. Although he claims all 
influence is bad, he works in a focused fashion to influence Dorian. In this case he sends him a "yellow book" 
that is so well targeted it becomes a near obsession for Dorian. Second, the chapter documents Dorian's 
rather odd nature as far as influence. On one hand he seems to reject social conventions, living life as he 
chooses. This can be seen in his conspicuous consumption and display. On the other hand he is so influenced 
by this mysterious little book he has multiple copies of it. 

Third, this chapter illustrates Dorian's complex relationship with his portrait. If the "yellow book" inspires 
him at all times, Basil's painting haunts him at all times. Any time he indulges himself with jewels or 
perfumes, he does so not just for his own pleasure but to keep his terror of the portrait at bay. At the same 
time, through his indulgences he is creating the very thing he fears (transformations in the portrait). In this 
way Wilde provides here a perfect illustration of addiction or obsession. Dorian is creating the very face he 
fears. Wilde also shows the reader how very different interests can serve the same function. On the surface 
there is little or no relationship among Catholicism, Darwinism, and, say, jewels. They seem like three 
distinct obsessions. By clustering them together Wilde shows how they all serve as escapes, and how all 
allow Dorian to indulge himself. Wilde makes it clear that Dorian can act this way only because of his class. 
Only the wealthy can afford the sort of systematic self-indulgence shown here. 
The chapter develops the theme of character versus reputation as well. For all that Dorian's magic 
painting keeps the results of his excesses from showing up on his face, he can't keep people from talking 
about him. The bulk of Chapter 11 lists, page after page, the various pursuits of Dorian's adult life. In these 
lists, Wilde shows the result of Dorian's chosen path. The reader sees the peculiar kind of hell that Dorian 
inhabits because of his pact; Wilde delivers a strong judgement against the dangers of decadence.  The 
lengthy passages describing Dorian's study of perfumes, music, jewels, and embroideries border on being 
tedious. Wilde was too good a writer to include these passages merely to show off his knowledge of these 
subjects. These overly-detailed passages transport the reader into the world that Dorian has created for 
himself, one in which the passionate pursuit of pleasure has become a monotonous, vain, never-ending 
stream of meaningless and trivial debauchery. No matter how much Dorian indulges his passions, he is 
never satisfied. By the end of the chapter, the narrator states of Dorian, "There were moments when he 
looked on evil simply as a mode through which he could realise his conception of the beautiful."  Dorian's 
life seems to be one of floating from one passion to the next, completely at his own whim. And yet, he 
remains tethered to the portrait and his fear that his secret will be discovered. He lives in a gilded cage, a 
prisoner of his passions and his fears. 

   In chapter 11, we encounter a peculiar first-person interjection from the narrator: "Is 
insincerity such a terrible thing? I think not." Does this voice, or this argument, remind you of any of the 
characters in the novel? Discuss Wilde's narrative voice in three or four instances. How does it relate to the 
different characters, does it seem to espouse similar views, or to sympathise with certain people more than 
others? Are we expected to trust the narrator on every occasion? What does this tell us about how the story 
is told? 

 
 

 

Lord Henry gives Dorian a copy of the yellow book as a gift. Although he never gives the title, Wilde 
describes the book as a French novel that charts the outrageous experiences of its pleasure-seeking 
protagonist (we can fairly assume that the book in question is Joris-Karl Huysman’s decadent 
nineteenth-century novel À Rebours, translated as “Against the Grain” or “Against Nature”). The 
book becomes like Holy Scripture to Dorian, who buys nearly a dozen copies and bases his life and 
actions on it. The book represents the profound and damaging influence that art can have over an 
individual and serves as a warning to those who would surrender themselves so completely to such an 
influence. 

The founding principles were that literature and art should be treated independently and given equal 
status, and Aubrey Beardsley, illustrator of Wilde’s Salomé was appointed art editor. Indeed, when 
Wilde was arrested in 1895, there were rumours he had been carrying a yellow-bound book. Though 
this was actually Pierre Louÿs’s French novel Aphrodite, a confused crowd thought it was a copy of 
this magazine, and gathered to throw stones at the publisher’s offices. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is the ninth of November, not long before Dorian Gray will turn 38 years old. He is walking home late one night when he sees Basil Hallward. 
He becomes suddenly afraid to have contact with his old friend whom he hasn’t seen in many months, but Basil sees him and stops him. Basil 
says he’s been waiting for him all evening and has just given up. He insists on coming back inside with Dorian because he says he has something 
important to tell him. 

Inside, Dorian acts as though he’s bored and wants to go to bed. Basil insists on talking. He says he is going to Paris in one hour’s time and will be 
taking a studio there for six months. He tells Dorian that he is always having to defend Dorian’s name wherever he goes. He thinks Dorian must 
be a good person because he looks so beautiful. He says he knows sin tells on people’s faces after a while, so he has a great deal of trouble 
believing the stories. However, the evidence has piled up and is quite compelling. He names several young men who have lost very promising 
reputations after being extremely close to Dorian. He names several young women, including Lord Henry’s sister, who have lost their 
reputations. Lady Gwendolyn, Lord Henry’s sister, has suffered such a fall that she is not even allowed to see her own children any more. He 
mentions the stories of people who have seen Dorian spending time in "dreadful houses" and in "the foulest dens in London." He mentions the 
stories of what happens at Dorian’s country house. 

Basil urges Dorian to have a good influence on people instead of a bad one. He tells Dorian that it is said that he corrupts everyone with whom 
he becomes intimate. He has even seen a letter shown to him by Lord Gloucester, one of his best friends, that his wife wrote to him on her death 
bed. It implicated Dorian Gray in her debasement. Basil sums up by saying that he doesn’t know that he even knows Dorian any more. He says 
that he can’t say without seeing Dorian’s soul and only God can do that.  At his last words, Dorian goes white with fear and repeats the words 
"To see my soul!" He laughs bitterly and tells Basil that he will see his soul that very night. He will let Basil look on the face of corruption. Basil is 
shocked and thinks Dorian is being blasphemous. He stands over Basil and tells him to finish what he has to say to him. Basil says Dorian must 
give him a satisfactory answer to all the stories about him that very night. Dorian just tells him to come upstairs with him. He says he has written 
a dairy of his life from day to day and that it never leaves the room in which it is written. 

A possible turning point occurs in this chapter in which Dorian meets Basil Hallward after many years. He is now 38 years old and, as Basil tells 
him, has caused so many scandals and ruined so many young men and women’s reputations that Basil has begun to question his integrity. Basil, 
the artist, is sure that a man cannot sin as Dorian is reputed to have sinned and remain beautiful. For Basil, morality is visible on the surface of 
the skin. Beautiful people must be pure people and ugly people must be immoral. Basil’s view of beauty and goodness accords w ith the 
assumptions behind the story of the novel. Here, Dorian will show him his portrait. The reader must wonder if Basil will be able to see the 
ugliness that Dorian sees in the portrait or if the changes in the portrait have only been a figment of Dorian’s guilt-ridden imagination. 

 

 

This chapter blends some fairly casual plotting with some essential thematic developments. Given the social circles in which Henry, Basil, and Dorian move, 
it is not impossible for Basil and Dorian to run into each other on the street. However, it is less likely for them to do it just before Basil conveniently leaves 
the country, or, given how dense fog can be in London, on a foggy night. That fog is literal, but it is also symbolic, indicating how both men think they are 
in control of their lives but are in reality moving through a hazy world where neither sees as clearly as he thinks he does. 

Dorian displays this lack of clarity when he rejects the issue of his reputation. Even someone with a magic portrait can be damaged by the persistent 
circulation of nasty stories, particularly when those stories are true. Basil displays this lack of clarity when he brings up the idea of seeing Dorian's soul. 
Though the concept that artists can see the soul is not uncommon in romanticism, few people think they can do it on demand. Both men seem to claim 
more control over their lives than they actually have. 

It is the night before Dorian’s thirty-eighth birthday. Coming home in the fog, he encounters Basil, who has just tried to visit him and given up waiting. 
Basil is planning to leave for Paris, but asks to stay for half an hour. He expresses concern at the rumours about Dorian that are rife in London society. He 
says that he has told a close friend whose wife’s name is linked with Dorian’s that Dorian is 'incapable' (p. 121) of such th ings, but points out that in order to 
know the truth he would have to see Dorian’s soul. Dorian tells him that he can, and invites him upstairs. 

Ever the playwright, Wilde divides this climactic action into two chapters in order to create a dramatic pause before the men ascend the staircase to view 
the portrait. Chapter 12 serves only to bring the two characters together and set up the critical events in Chapter 13.  The large time leap and Dorian’s 
avoidance of Basil in the dark make clear the extreme changes that have come to Dorian Gray. His avoidance of Basil suggests guilt and shame. 
Meanwhile, Basil is still working, and moving on—his old masterpiece was the portrait of Dorian. Dorian’s avoidance of serious things shows his habitual 
avoidance of reality and substance. Just as he himself is all surface, he wants to keep conversation at the level of the surface. The fact that Basil, who was 
so passionate towards Dorian is acting like a concerned father figure now, illuminates how his influence has changed from innocence and charm to 
something destructive. 

Dorian’s appearance, though physically unchanged, has finally given way. It does not seem to match the hideous reputation that has spread around the 
city. Though shallow measurements like reputation and the appearance of innocence have meant everything until now, the reality of the soul beneath 
leaks through. Dorian's sudden decision seems to indicate a need for release, or maybe a hope that what he sees in the portrait every day is worse than the 
reality. He wants, suddenly, for someone to truly see him, not just the unchanging beautiful surface he must always wear. 

 

The three key events in Chapter 13 build to a dramatic climax just as they might on the stage. The first event is the shocking unveiling of the portrait. 
Unlike Lord Henry — and now — Dorian, Basil is a relatively unassuming, decent man. He has come to see Dorian because he is genuinely concerned 
about his young friend who has built quite a chilling reputation for himself in the past eighteen years. Basil wants to be told that the rumours about 
Dorian are wrong; his motivations for confronting Dorian are entirely selfless and honest. When he sees the painting, the sin it reveals leaves Basil shaken.   

The second key event in Chapter 13 — Basil's asking Dorian to absolve his sins — is an essential ingredient in the Faust theme. Realizing 
what has taken place with the portrait and Dorian's life, and feeling some guilt for his own involvement, Basil pleads with Dorian to let go 
of his pride and pray for absolution. His concern for Dorian's corrupted soul can be seen as the only truly good and pure act in the novel, 
and it provides a striking and tragic contrast to Dorian's response: "It is too late, Basil," and "Those words mean nothing to me now."  
Typically, the central figure in the Faust legend indulges in despair, feeling that his sin is so great that he no longer can be saved. He cannot 
be saved because the combination of pride and despair keep him from seeking forgiveness. Dorian's problem is essentially this, his 
unwillingness to ask for forgiveness. In addition, there is the question of whether Dorian even wants to change his life. He states that he 
does not know whether he regrets the wish that evidently made the contract.  At this point, the third important event of the chapter 
occurs. Dorian seems to receive some sort of message from the image on the canvas and is driven to murder his old friend. Basil's death 
conveniently removes the most immediate and serious threat to Dorian's way of life and his pact with the forces of evil. After the murder, 
he feels oddly calm and goes about the business of removing evidence and establishing an alibi.  In the coolness of Dorian's actions after he 
kills Basil, the reader sees that Dorian has spoken at least a few truthful words during his corrupt life — his admission that it is too late to 
save his soul. Dorian kills the only real friend he has, and with that, he kills the only chance he has to redeem his soul. 

Wilde's philosophical goals are very contemporary, like Dorian's pleasures. However, this scene calls on the power of an older tradition: 
Gothic literature. The room Basil enters might as well be something from some haunted castle given its desolation, decay, and scuttling 
mice. Just as Gothic novels often contained hideous secrets, so does this mysterious locked room. At the same time though, this is a unique 
and specialized Gothic story. Most people would not realise the meaning of the secret that's revealed here, and it is essentially unheard of 
in the gothic tradition for someone to have to reveal a secret to the person who created it, as Dorian does to Basil. 

This chapter supports the themes of appearance versus reality and art versus life and employs the symbol of Dorian's portrait. It also marks 
a transition in Dorian's character development. This is the first time since the portrait began to change that Dorian has let anyone else see 
the painting. Until this point Wilde was willing to essentially tease readers with the suggestion of how much Basil's painting had 
transformed. When Dorian reveals it, it is so horrific Basil screams at the sight. This communicates that Dorian's beautiful appearance is a 
mere façade for the degraded reality that the portrait reveals underneath. Although Dorian has been living as if no one else's opinion 
matters, it is clear Basil's reaction matters a lot. Dorian adamantly does not want to face his true nature—so much so that he kills Basil. 

 

The two men climb the stairs and Dorian lets Basil in the room upstairs. He lights the lamp and asks Basil again if he really wants an answer to 
his question. Basil does, so Dorian pulls the curtain from the portrait and shines the light on it, saying he is delighted to show Basil because Basil is 
the only man in the world entitled to know all about him. Basil cries out in horror when he sees the portrait. He stares at it for a long time in 
amazement, not believing at first that it is the same portrait he painted all those years ago. 

Dorian is leaning against the mantle shelf watching Basil’s reaction with something like triumph expressed on his face. Dorian tells him that years 
ago when he was a boy, Basil had painted this portrait of him, teaching him to be vain of his looks. Then he had introduced him to Lord Henry 
who explained to him the wonder of youth. The portrait had completed the lesson in the beauty of youth. When he had seen it in the first 
moment, he had prayed that he should change places with it, never changing and aging, but letting the picture do so. Basil remembers the 
prayer. He thinks, however, that it must be impossible. He tries to find some logical explanation for the degradation of the beauty of the 
portrait. He thinks perhaps the room was damp or that he had used some kind of poor quality paints. He says there was nothing evil or 
shameful in his ideal that he painted that day. This, instead, is the face of a satyr. Dorian says it is the face of his soul. 

Basil begins to believe it is true and then realizes what it means. It means that all that is said of Dorian is true and that his reputation isn’t even 
as bad as he is. He can hear Dorian sobbing as he begins to pray. He asks Dorian to join him in prayer. He says Dorian worshipped himself too 
much and now they are both punished. Dorian tells him it’s too late. Basil insists that it isn’t. He begins to pray. Dorian looks at the picture and 
suddenly feels an overwhelming hatred for Basil. He sees a knife lying nearby and picks it up. He walks over and stands behind Basil and stabs 
him in the neck several times. When he is finished, he hears nothing but blood dripping. He goes to the door and locks it. He is horrified to look at 
Basil’s body.  He goes to the window and sees a policeman outside and an old woman. He tries not to think about what has happen. He picks 
up the lamp because he knows the servant will miss it from downstairs, and he goes downstairs, locking the door behind him. Everything is quiet 
in the house. He remembers that Basil was supposed to leave for Paris that night and had even sent his heavy things ahead of him. No one had 
seen him come back inside after he left his house earlier that evening. No one will begin to wonder about him for months to come. He puts 
Basil’s bag and coat in a hiding place, the same place where he hides his disguises. Then he puts on his own coat, goes outside, and knocks on the 
door. His servant opens the door and he asks him what time it is. Then he tells him to wake him at nine the next morning. The servant tells him 
Mr. Hallward came by and Dorian exclaims over having missed him. 

Inside his library again, he picks up the Blue Book and finds the name of Alan Campbell. He says this is the man he wants.  The subject of the 
portrait kills the artist. Here, the fateful triangle among the three main characters of the novel is broken when Dorian Gray murders Basil 
Hallward. Basil, as much as the portrait, has served as Dorian’s conscience. Dorian has avoided Basil over the years of his explorations of the 
aesthetics of evil. Here, Basil finally comes to him to confront him. The reader finds out all the specific charges against Dorian. He has ruined the 
reputations of young men and women, some of whom have even committed suicide. He is ostracized by all the best families of London.  Dorian 
seems relieved to be able to share the horror of the portrait with Basil, but when Basil sees it, recognizing what it means about Dorian, he wants 
Dorian to change his ways and repent. Dorian cannot face this possibility and kills Basil instead. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dorian Gray wakes with a smile the next morning at nine o’clock, feeling well rested. He 
gradually recalls the events of the night before. He feels sorry for himself and loathing for 
Basil. Then he realizes that Basil’s body remains upstairs in the room. He fears that if he thinks 
too much on what happened he will go crazy. He gets up and spends a long time choosing his 
outfit and his rings. He has a leisurely breakfast and reads his mail, throwing away a letter 
from a lover, remembering one of Lord Henry’s misogynist sayings about women, that they 
have an awful memory. He writes two letters and sends one to Mr. Alan Campbell by his 
manservant. 

He smokes a cigarette and sketches for a while, but every face he sketches looks like Basil’s. 
He lies down on the sofa and tries to read Gautier’s Emaux et Camees. He enjoys the images 
in the book of the beauties of Venice. It reminds him of his visit there. He was with Basil and 
he remembers Basil’s joy over the work of Tintoret. He tries to read again and then begins to 
worry that Alan Campbell might be out of town. 

Five years ago, he and Alan had been great friends. Now they never speak. Alan always 
leaves the room when Dorian comes in at any party they both attend. Alan is a scientist, but 
when he and Dorian were together, he was also in love with music. They were inseparable for 
a year and a half. Then they quarrelled and have not spoken since. Alan has given up music 
in favour of science. Dorian becomes hysterical with anxiety as he waits. Finally, the servant 
announces that Mr. Campbell has arrived. 

Dorian loses all anxiety and plays the part of the gracious host. Alan Campbell is stiff with 
disapproval and hatred. He wants to know why Dorian has called him. Dorian tells him there 
is a dead body in a room at the top of the stairs and he needs Campbell to dispose of it. Alan 
tells him to stop talking. He says he will not turn him in, but that he will not have anything to 
do with it. Dorian tells him he wants him to do it because of Alan’s knowledge of chemistry. 
He wants him to change the body into a handful of ashes. He at first says it was a suicide, but 
then admits that he murdered the man upstairs. Dorian begs him to help and Alan refuses to 
listen. Finally, when he is sure he can’t convince him, Dorian writes something down and tells 
Alan to read it. Alan is shocked at what he reads. Dorian says if Alan won’t help him, he will 
send a letter to someone and ruin Alan’s reputation. He tells Alan he is terribly sorry for him 
for what he will have to do, but tries to console him by saying he does this sort of thing all the 
time for the pursuit of science so it shouldn’t be too horrible for him. 

Finally, Alan says he needs to get things from home. Dorian won’t let him leave. He makes 
him write down what he needs and sends his servant to get the equipment. Then when it 
arrives, he sends his servant away for the day to get some orchids in another city. He and 
Alan carry the equipment upstairs. At the door, Dorian realizes he has left the portrait 
uncovered for the first time in years. He rushes over to it to cover it. He sees that on the 
hands, there is a red stain. He covers it and then leaves the room to Alan without looking at 
the body. 

Long after seven o’clock that evening, Alan comes downstairs and says it is finished. He says 
he never wants to see Dorian again. Dorian thanks him sincerely, saying he saved him from 
ruin. When Campbell leaves, Dorian rushes upstairs and sees there is no trace of the body. 

The psychology of Dorian Gray is perhaps best revealed in this chapter. He wakes up the 
morning after murdering one of his best friends feeling calm and pleasant. When he 
remembers what he did, he dreads seeing the body again. He doesn’t feel remorse. He sends 
for what was probably an ex-lover and forces him on the threat of revealing their past 
relationship, to dispose of the body so that no trace shows. He has no fear of telling Campbell 
of what he did because he knows he has power over the man. When he returns to the 
upstairs room to find no trace of Basil Hallward’s body remaining, he is relieved. It seems that 
the portrait takes on not only the look of a sinful man, but also the guilt of one. Dorian is 
perfectly ruthless. 

 

 
It is telling that Dorian takes refuge in reading Gautier while he's waiting for Campbell. Théophile Gautier was an influential 19th-century French 
writer. Much of his work is considered romantic, but he was also quite influential in the symbolist and decadent movements. He had been a painter 
and was an influential critic in several fields. Like Wilde, Gautier rejected the idea that art should teach moral lessons and the artist should focus on 
perfecting the form. Also like Wilde, he adapted supernatural concepts for his artistic purposes. 
While there is no overt homosexual activity in the novel, this is one of the chapters where it is very strongly implied. There are other activities that two 
men might have done together, like putting on a theatre production, but few if any legitimate activities that would let Dorian blackmail Campbell 
into helping him afterward. There are also few other things Wilde would have felt compelled to keep secret or only imply to the reader, as he does 
here by having Dorian pass a note to Campbell and by not allowing the reader to see what is written on it. 

Throughout the novel, Wilde only hints at the nature of Dorian's secret life, leaving the reader to wonder what sins Dorian commits. Wilde surely could 
have been more specific about Dorian's secretive passions, but he deliberately keeps the issue vague so that readers must define sin for themselves. In 
this way, Wilde draws readers closer to the story. 

In a similar way, Wilde doesn't say what secret Dorian holds over Campbell. Most likely, it is something that the scientist did years ago while under 
Dorian's influence. In any case, Dorian is fully aware that blackmailing Campbell into helping him is dreadful, but he doesn't hesitate for a moment to 
do so. In fact, he scolds Campbell for not wanting to help him at first, and he even seems to take pleasure in forcing Campbell to comply eventually. 
Dorian has become dominated by the evil of his secrets, and he in turn seeks to dominate and control those around him. At this point in the story, 
Dorian shows that he has surpassed his mentor — Lord Henry — in his power to manipulate. The interlude concerning Gautier's poetry works within 
the context of this novel. The poem is translated: 

On a colourful scale, 

Her breast dripping with pearls, 
The Venus of the Adriatic 
Draws her pink and white body out of the water. 

The domes, on the azure of the waves 
Following the pure contour of the phrase, 
Swell like rounded breasts 
Lifted by a sigh of love. 

The skiff lands and drops me off, 
Casting its rope to the pillar, 
In front of a pink façade 
On the marble of a staircase. 

The beautiful poem about Venice contrasts with the horror of Dorian's situation and briefly carries him away to a happier, more beautiful time and 
place. The recollection that Basil had been with him, however, startles Dorian back to reality. The idle pleasures that Dorian uses to amuse himself 
can't erase, or even distract him from, the evil that he has committed. Strangely, the passions that drove him to the mad act of murder no longer hold 
any pleasure for him. 

Note that Dorian defends Lord Henry but is quite willing to blame Basil for the loss of his soul. While Basil created the portrait, he was never part of 
the pact and never tried to manipulate Dorian toward a life of self-serving debauchery and vanity. Dorian, of course, is not about to put the 
responsibility where it belongs — on himself. In fact, by the end of the chapter, Dorian has emotionally and psychologically divorced himself from Basil 
entirely, referring to him as "the thing that had been sitting at the table." It appears that Dorian has begun to lose touch with even his self-centred 
version of reality. 

 
 

Like the other secondary characters in the novel, Alan Campbell is introduced and rather quickly ignored. His appearance, however, plays a vital role in establishing 
the darkening mood of the novel. The macabre experiments that he is accustomed to conducting as a chemist provide him with the knowledge that Dorian finds so 
necessary. Furthermore, the secrets that surround his personal life contribute to the air of mystery that surrounds Dorian. It is significant that the reader never learns 
the details of the circumstances by which Dorian blackmails Campbell. Given Wilde’s increasingly indiscreet lifestyle and the increasingly hostile social attitudes 
toward homosexuality that flourished at the end of the nineteenth century, the reader can assume that Campbell’s transgression is of a sexual nature. In 1885, the 
British Parliament passed the Labouchere Amendment, which widened prohibitions against male homosexual acts to include not only sodomy (which was punishable 
by death until 1861) but also “gross indecency” (meaning oral sex), an offense that carried a two-year prison term. Oscar Wilde himself was eventually found guilty of 
the latter offense. This new law was commonly known as the Blackmailer’s Charter. Thus, Alan Campbell, a seemingly inconsequential character, serves as an 
important indicator of the social prejudices and punishments in Wilde’s time. 



 

 

 

 

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                          

                          

                          

                 

                 

                          

                          

               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That evening, Dorian Gray goes to a dinner party at Lady Narborough’s house. He looks perfectly dressed and perfectly at ease. The party is small and 
the guests boring. Dorian is relieved when he hears that Lord Henry will be coming. When Lord Henry arrives late, he carries on in his usual way with one 
aphorism after another much to Lady Narborough’s amusement. Dorian, for his part, cannot even eat. He is noticeably distracted. Lady Narborough 
asks him several times what is the matter and when the men are left alone after dinner for their cigars, Lord Henry questions him. Lord Henry asks him 
where he went the night before since he left the party early. Dorian first says he went home, then he says he went to the club, then he corrects himself 
again and says he walked around until half past two when he got home and had to ask his servant to let him in. 

The two men chat a little longer. Dorian is planning a party at his country house the next weekend and they discuss the guest list. Dorian is interested in a 
Duchess and has invited her and her husband. Lord Henry warns him against her, saying she is too smart, and that women are best when they are weak 
and ignorant. 

Dorian finally says he must leave. He goes home and opens the hiding place where he has put Basil Hallward’s coat and bag. He puts them on the fire 
and waits until they are completely burned up. Then he sits and looks at a cabinet for a long time fascinated. Finally, he gets up and gets a Chinese box 
out of it. He opens it and finds inside a green paste with a heavy odour. The reader can assume that the paste is an opiate of some kind.  He hesitates 
with a strange smile and then puts the box back and closes the cabinet. He gets dressed and leaves the house. He hails a cab telling the man the address. 
The cab driver almost refuses since it is too far, but Dorian promises him a huge tip and they drive off toward the river. 

Dorian seems, after all, not to have left his conscience upstairs in the room. He is nervous and distracted unable to focus on anything but what has 
happened. He tries to enjoy himself at the dinner party, but he can’t even eat. If he has gone to the dinner party to allay future suspicion, he has ended 
up doing just the opposite. 

 

 

Dorian slept so well immediately after killing Basil that readers might think he lacks a conscience or is completely 
at ease with his actions. This chapter shows how his actions affect him and how he's beset by anxiety and fear. 
What he has done gnaws at him so much that first he cannot eat and then is visibly upset. He follows this by 
offering Henry clumsy alibis his friend had not asked for, and then finally, by putting a lot of time and effort into 
getting drugs. The discussion between Lady Narborough and Henry offers a good example of how people see 
Dorian and the dramatic irony between his appearance and reality. Because he is so beautiful, people associate 
him with love. They assume any emotional upset on Dorian's part comes from romance. In fact his uneasiness 
comes from killing someone (Basil). This gives Henry's comments about the wives of the criminal classes a 
particular edge: he thinks he's talking about other people, but he's talking about his beloved Dorian. Like many 
events in the novel, this underscores the theme of the tension between appearance and reality. 

Finally, though this is not a major theme for the novel it is worth noting here how many of the key plot points 
depend on wealth. Surely any poor person under stress would want to be able to escape. Few, however, have the 
money to hire a cab late at night to ride across London in search of opium. Fewer store drugs in an elaborate 
ebony "Florentine cabinet." As much space as Wilde gives Henry to articulate a philosophy of aestheticism, Wilde 
continually complicates and undercuts this philosophy in a number of ways. In this chapter he undercuts it by 
showing that living the kind of life Henry champions costs a lot of money. This path is an option for only the 
wealthy. 
 

 

In society, there has constantly been the question as to whether people can change or not. Author Oscar Wilde proves in his novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, that one can. The question he poses to his readers is “What kind of 
transformation is shown by the protagonist Dorian Gray: good or bad?” It is possible to think that Dorian Gray has become a better person, not for others, but for himself since he lives in the pursuit of pleasure and always achieves it. 
However, as it is demonstrated by the portrait, the damnation of the lives of others can provoke damage to one’s conscience and soul. 

 In the exposition of the novel Dorian Gray is portrayed as a opulent, handsome, innocent, and transparent minded person. As time progresses, he is altered into a gruesome and narcissistic human being due to the influence of Lord 
Henry's pernicious philosophies. He started to change his morals when he met Lord Henry. He was planting seed of corruption and devious thoughts into Dorian's mind. At this point, he was becoming a completely different person. 
However, this transformation was not forced nor was it inevitable. Dorian could have easily said no to Lord Henry, he has the choice of picking weather or not he wants to keep his friendship. Furthermore, his transformation was not 
inevitable. It is not hard to fall into Lord Henry's trap that leads a path to ultimate destruction and Dorian is clearly one of the victims; but, Basil was able to avoid it and still hold onto his morals. This exemplifies that Dorian did have a 
choice in making the decision that will determine the type of life he will live. Dorian's actions have a chain reaction to others in society. He is using his charming looks to transform innocent lives and leading them to corruption, which is 
ultimately preventing them from developing into idealistic human beings. Throughout the novel it is trying to depict the message that transformation is an inexorable process. This is exemplified in the novel when Lord Henry says "to 
cure the soul by means of the senses, and the senses by means of the soul. You are a wonderful creation. You know more than you think you know, just as you know less than you want to know". This evokes a plethora of emotions inside 
of Dorian. He is eager to cure his soul by living a life filled with only materialistic pleasures, a life where he wouldn't have to endure any sorrow. Lord Henry's voice is alluring and promising that Dorian is desperately craving the 
knowledge as to how he can attain such a flawless life. Furthermore, he is curious on what the emotions that Lord Henry stirring up inside of him would feel like once he implemented them into actions. This marks the beginning of his 
influence on Dorian which leads to his transformation.   

Transformation is of course a major theme of Dorian Gray (along with debauchery, love-obsession, aestheticism, narcissism…among many more which feed into this central theme). Within the first ten chapters of the novel the reader 
senses a fundamental shift in Dorian. At the beginning, he radiates innocence and simplicity but after his fling with Sybil and his passionate break from her; he appears heartless and unnecessarily cruel. Dorian has a very romantic notion 
of what life should be and believes Sybil to be an embodiment of earthly beauty/passion but after she declares acting is over for her; he becomes disenchanted, his attraction abruptly ends in a fit of fury. This is when the metamorphosis 
of his character begins and a slight sneer appears on Basil’s portrait to mark his budding, cruel nature. It’s interesting to note just how impressionable Dorian is by Lord Henry and his own tendency toward narcissism and how these traits 
lend into his transformation. Basil’s constant compliments and praise along with Lord Henry’s corrupt advice lead Dorian to believe he’s this godly human being just for being young and beautiful; his actions are and should be excused 
because of his outward appearance. All of this, Dorian takes for truth and acts accordingly; prizing his appearance and nourishing his selfishness whilst on an eternal pleasure splurge until his eventual corruption and ruin. His 
transformation is overseen by an aesthetic verse ethical mentality. Dorian trades his innocence and “ethical” side to be consumed by aesthetics.  

Like a child who finds his image in a mirror, an individual comes to recognize ego only through the mirror reflection. Through the mirror images, one comes to gain a sense of self. According to Lacanian Mirror Stage theory, “the psychic 
process of achieving the subject is based on the harmonious relationship between the inner world of the individual and the other. It is through the self-image reflected in others that each individual integrates himself and grows the 
identification” (1997). In the novel, Dorian begins to recognize himself through the mirror portrait and other images. Then he is aware of himself as an independent one, trying to develop himself fully. However, under the influence of the 
mirror images, Dorian misrecognizes himself and finally turns into a devil because he gets confused between “others” and “himself”. At the mirror stage, Dorian forms his self-image through the picture and actress Sybil. Unfortunately, 
the image he gets from reflection is an imaginary, visional and mistaken identification. When Dorian enters the period of Oedipus, by the intervention of the Name of the Father, he realizes the image he got before was mistaken and 
decides to tear down the illusion. During the process of Dorian’s transformation, the elements functions as mirror images are influential. The influential mirrors show respective influence in the process from Self-identification to self-
destruction. Henry is of view that “All influence is immoral”, (Wilde, 1994) which is right to the point. The picture, which represents the artist’s desire, is the signifier of Dorian and the real Dorian is substituted. Dorian is moulded by the 
picture. The picture reflects the change of Dorian’s inner world and guides his behaviours, and gradually, even decides him. At last, Dorian cannot go back and he decides to destroy the portrait, and kill himself. Maybe death is the only 
way for Dorian to free himself from evil. And it is the only way for Dorian to shatter his self-misrecognition. Sybil represents a kind of maternal charm and beauty, which builds up an idol image of mother for Dorian. But when Dorian 
realizes the differences between his imaginary figure and the real Sybil, he rejects her attraction and abandons her. Basil appreciates Dorian’s beauty and helps him aware of his beauty. His desire functions on Dorian through his picture. 
Henry is an incompetent father and has no positive influence on Dorian. Henry guides Dorian through his talk about his own theories of aesthetic Hedonism. Dorian is addicted to glorious things and indulges in sensual pleasure. James, 
after his death, like a real father, help Dorian break the relationship with others, and thus finish his final transformation. Under the influence of all the mirrors, Dorian starts to put theories he receives into practice and explore his inner 
world. He learns to identify himself and becomes an independent individual, trying to shake off the influence from others. Unfortunately, he fails to be aware of the true self and has to terminate himself. His destruction is doomed since 
he has been long on the way of immoral self-alienation. In a word, the effects of the different mirrors are decisive factors in the process of Dorian’s self-identification to self-destruction. 

 

 

 

 

Basil Hallward confesses to 
worshipping Dorian Gray as 
his muse and the impetus for 
all things good in his art. 
Unlike his friend, Lord Henry, 
Basil requires little from 
Dorian other than his physical 
presence and innocent 
nature. Lord Henry, on the 
other hand, takes an interest 
in influencing the 
development of Dorian's soul. 

 

In a sense, The Picture of 
Dorian Gray does allude 
to Oedipus Rex if Basil 
Hallward is understood as the 
father or creator of Dorian's 
symbiotic relationship to his 
picture. From this perspective, 
one could suggest that 
Dorian's murder of Basil was 
similar to Oedipus's own 
fated killing of his father. 
However, this reading would 
not be entirely correct as it 
could also be suggested that 
Dorian had two father 
figures, Lord Henry being the 
other 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                          

                          

                          

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

 

 

 

It is raining and cold as Dorian rides to the outskirts of the city. The ride is extraordinarily long. He hears over and over again 
Lord Henry’s saying that one can cure the soul by means of the sense and can cure the sense by means of the soul. He heard Lord 
Henry say that on the first day he met him. He has repeated it often over the years. Tonight it is all he can think of to calm 
himself through the long drive. The roads get worse and worse. People chase the cab and have to be whipped away by the 
driver. Finally, they arrive and Dorian gets out. 

He goes into a building and passes through several dirty and poor rooms. He passes through a bar where a sailor is slumped over 
a table and two prostitutes are jeering at a crazy old man. He smells the odour of opium and feels relieved. However, when he 
goes into the opium den, he is unhappily surprised to see Adrian Darlington. Adrian tells him he has no friends anymore and 
doesn’t need them as long as he has opium. Dorian doesn’t want to be in the same place with the young man about whom Basil 
Hallway had just spoken the night before. He buys Adrian a drink and is bothered by a prostitute. He tells her not to speak to 
him and gives her money to leave him alone. He tells Adrian to call on him if he ever needs anything and then he leaves. As he is 
leaving, one of the prostitutes calls out to him "There goes the devil’s bargain." He curses her and she says, "Prince Charming is 
what you like to be called, ain’t it?" As she says this the sailor who has been asleep jumps up and runs after Dorian. 

Outside, Dorian is wishing he hadn’t run into Adrian Singleton and cursing fate. He hurries along when he is suddenly grabbed 
from behind and shoved against the wall. A gun is shoved into his face. Dorian calls out and the man tells him to be quiet. The 
man tells him to make his peace with God before he dies. He says he is James Vane, brother of Sibyl Vane, who killed herself 
after Dorian ruined her. He plans to leave for India that night and will kill Dorian before he goes. Dorian suddenly thinks of a 
way out. He asks James when his sister died. James tells him it was eighteen years ago. Dorian tells James to look at his face 
under the light. James drags him to the street light and looks at him. He sees a face that is too young to have been a young lover 
eighteen years ago. He releases Dorian feelings shocked that he might have killed the wrong man. 

After Dorian is gone, the prostitute comes out of the darkness and tells James he should have killed the man. She says he has 
made a bargain with the devil to remain looking young. She says the same man had ruined her eighteen years ago and left her 
to become a prostitute. He is nearly forty years old now. She swears she is telling the truth. He runs away from her but sees no 
trace of Dorian Gray.  The resolution of the plot begins to form here, as Dorian happens to meet up with James Vane, Sibyl 
Vane’s brother. It is the first time the reader has been taken directly to one of the places only hinted at before. The gossip about 
Dorian Gray is that he spends time in the most disreputable of places. Here, we see Dorian going to an opium den. Once he 
arrives, he is unhappily met by Adrian Singleton, the same young man about whom Basil Hallward had been questioning him. 
Basil had heard from Adrian’s father that Dorian ruined him and left him to his own devices. Here, only one day after Dorian 
killed Basil, he sees the evidence of what Basil said. Adrian Singleton is an opium addict, cut off from all his friends. it is clear that 
Dorian feels the weight of guilt about Adrian because he tells the younger man to call him for any help he needs and he leaves 
the place to find another. 

The twist of fate that brings Dorian Gray and James Vane together at first seems much too contrived for the novel. A prostitute 
calls him Prince Charming, waking James out of his stupor to run after Dorian and threaten to kill him. However, after James 
releases Dorian, thinking him too young to have been his sister’s young lover eighteen years before, the prostitute who called him 
the name tells James that Dorian has been coming to the place for eighteen years and that he is responsible for her present sorry 
state. Thus, Oscar Wilde makes the bizarre happenstance that James would connect Dorian Gray to his sister’s Prince Charming 
seem plausible. 

 

 
 
It has been many years since Henry woke Dorian to his own beauty and spouted his witticism about curing the senses 
and the soul. For Dorian to remember that quip now—in a time of crisis and after he's just killed someone—shows how 
completely Henry has influenced Dorian. It also shows the shallowness of Henry's witticism, or at least Dorian's 
application of the quip. The idea that using drugs is a way to heal your soul, or the best thing to do after you've killed 
someone, is short sighted indeed. Wilde underscores this by the scene he reveals at the opium den. This is a disgusting 
place, full of people who have wasted their lives or are essentially dead. 
This chapter also shows the complexity of Wilde's novel, however. Although his point about drug use and degradation 
seems completely conventional, this chapter also presents—and then thwarts—a classic scene of karmic justice. In a series 
of plot twists that seem more at home in myths or fairy tales, James Vane suddenly appears to confront the man who 
ruined his sister. This is so unlikely as to be impossible. Even if James is now a drunk or an opium addict, there were 
multiple opium dens and bars in London at this time. For James to be in the same one Dorian visits, at the same time, 
would not be credible in a realistic novel. The coincidence is too great. However, Wilde pulls this off through his control of 
the narrative and specifically through the fantastic world he evokes. This is a world in which paintings age and people 
don't; in such a world "Prince Charming" may logically encounter his enemy. But Wilde doesn't stop his complications 
there. For Dorian to escape justice through the magic of his ageless face negates any sense that vice is always punished in 
the end. 
Despite Dorian's escape, this chapter does indicate that the end of the novel, and his campaign of vice, is near. More people 
are learning of his secret, and there's a sense that the situation is unravelling. 

In some of the finest descriptive writing in the novel, Wilde finally allows the reader to see Dorian's secret world. The opening 
paragraphs of the chapter set the scene for taking the reader into the hell that is Dorian's chosen life. 

The opium den is a city of lost souls, a city that Dorian easily moves within. Appropriately, Dorian muses on his own salvation 
as he rides toward the den. True to the Faust legend, he is certain that he has no hope for atonement. He believes that 
forgiveness is not possible. The best he can hope for is the numb of opium. 

Most important in this chapter is that the reader sees Dorian suffering from a physical as well as a mental addiction. His hands 
tremble as he rides to the opium den, and the reader can only surmise that he is heading to the den to satisfy both a physical 
and a mental need. Although Dorian may not age, he has not escaped the personal prison created by his own desires. Even in 
the opium den, he can't escape the paranoid feeling that Basil's eyes are watching him. Dorian's physical and mental addiction 
to opium is significant because it is the first sign the reader sees that although Dorian cannot be destroyed by nature, he can 
destroy himself. 

Wilde's descriptive style in this chapter is Gothic in its grotesque, macabre, and fantastic imagery and chilling detail. He 
fashions a mood of desolation and despair. His similes, which appear seldom in other chapters, are very effective in relating the 
grimness of the world Dorian now occupies. He creates revealing similarities with the use of "like" and "as" — for example, the 
"moon hung low in the sky like a yellow skull," and the streets are "like the black web of some sprawling spider." Note that the 
moon resembles a "yellow skull," an allusion to death that so pervades the novel in these late chapters. 

In no small way, the dangers of excess even threaten Dorian's Aestheticism. Instead of admiring beauty, he craves ugliness. He 
once detested ugliness because it made things too real, but now he pursues it as his one reality: "The coarse brawl, the 
loathsome den, the crude violence of disordered life, the very vileness of thief and outcast, were more vivid, in their intense 
factuality of impression, than all the gracious shapes of art, the dreamy shadows of song." Wilde reveals the dangers of 
Aestheticism gone so wrong that it is the opposite of itself. At the same time, Wilde is not teaching or preaching. As he says in 
the preface to the novel, there is no such thing as a "moral" or "immoral" book. Books are simply written well or badly. In this 
chapter, Wilde writes very, very well. 

 

The opium dens, located in a remote and derelict section of London, represent the sordid state of Dorian’s mind. He flees to them at a crucial moment. After killing Basil, Dorian seeks to forget the awfulness of his crimes by losing consciousness in a 
drug-induced stupor. Although he has a canister of opium in his home, he leaves the safety of his neat and proper parlour to travel to the dark dens that reflect the degradation of his soul.  In the decadent world of Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of 
Dorian Gray, Lord Henry smokes ‘opium-tainted cigarettes’ – a fitting detail for a character whose intoxicating amorality seduces Dorian. Lord Henry proved to be the most dangerous influence upon the innocent and naïve Dorian Gray and after 
the murder of Basil Hallward, it is the memory of Henry’s advice that persuades Gray to seek solace in an opium den where he attempts to ‘buy oblivion’. Gray becomes increasingly desperate to reach this oblivion as the ‘hideous hunger for opium 
began to gnaw at him’, and despite the horror of the opium den – ‘The twisted limbs, the gaping mouths, the staring lustreless eyes’ – he envies those who are experiencing such new, ‘strange heavens’.  Dorian becomes a symbol of what Wilde saw 
as Victorian hypocrisy. Moral duplicity and self-indulgence are evident in Dorian’s patronising the opium dens of London. Wilde conflates the images of the upper-class man and lower-class man in Dorian Gray, a gentleman slumming for strong 
entertainment in the poor parts of the city. He enjoyed ‘keenly the terrible pleasure of a double life’, a fact demonstrated by him attending a high-society party only twenty-four hours after committing a murder. 

Earlier Lord Henry had observed that: ‘Crime belongs exclusively to the lower orders. ... I should fancy that crime was to them what art is to us, simply a method of procuring extraordinary sensations’. This assessment implies that Dorian is two men, 
a refined aesthete and a coarse criminal. That authorial observation is a thematic link to the double life recounted in The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886), by Robert Louis Stevenson, a novella greatly admired by Oscar Wilde. 

     In 1895, the critic Ernest Newman, in a discussion of Wilde's contribution to literary thought, celebrated the 
author's use of paradoxes, saying that "a paradox is a truth seen round a corner" (Drew xxv). Countless paradoxes appear in The Picture of 
Dorian Gray, most often in the words of Lord Henry Wotton. Identify and discuss several paradoxes in the novel. 



   

   

   

        

     

                      

             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is one week later and Dorian Gray is entertaining guests at his country estate, Selby 
Royal. He is chatting with the Duchess of Monmouth when Lord Henry interrupts them. 
Lord Henry has decided to begin calling everyone Gladys as a means to combat the 
ugliness of names in the modern world. He engages the Duchess in a witty repartee about 
women and about values in general. The Duchess at one point mentions that Dorian’s 
colour is very poor. He seems not to be feeling well. Dorian tries but does not do well in 
keeping up with their conversation. Finally, he volunteers to go to the conservatory to get 
her some orchids for her dress that evening. 

When he is gone, Lord Henry tells the Duchess that she is flirting disgracefully with Dorian. 
She jokes with him in return. He teases her that she has a rival in Lady Narborough. She 
asks Lord Henry to describe women as a sex. He says women are "Sphinxes without secrets." 
She notices that Dorian is taking a long time and suggests going to find him when they 
hear a crash. They rush into the conservatory to find Dorian fainted away on the floor. They 
carry him in to the sofa and he gradually comes awake. He asks Lord Henry if they are safe 
inside. Lord Henry tells him he just fainted and must stay in his room instead of coming 
down to dinner. Dorian insists he will come down to dinner. At dinner, he is wildly gay. 
Every once in a while, he feels a thrill of terror as he recalls the face of James Vane looking 
at him through the window of the conservatory. 

James has apparently caught up with Dorian at his country estate. Dorian seems to have 
lost all ability to leave behind past sins with present enjoyments. He remains distracted and 
nervous in company. 

 

 
 
In this chapter Wilde supports the theme of pleasure versus virtue. As part of his spirited exchange with the duchess, Henry says, "Romance lives by repetition, and repetition 
converts an appetite into an art ... Each time that one loves is the only time one has ever loved ... We can have in life but one great experience at best, and the secret of life is to 
reproduce that experience as often as possible." 
This makes all of life into a process of consciously managing experiences. Following the path Henry describes will lead to pleasant, but ultimately sterile, repetition. 

Henry's statement applies directly to Dorian's life, and Dorian's life to it. When he loved Sibyl, Dorian was young, naive, even foolish. But his love for her was unlike any other 
love in his life. In the time since, he's clearly been involved with many partners, but never with the intensity that he felt for Sibyl. And Henry's path is so self-centred it becomes 
extreme narcissism. In fact Henry makes it sound as though the identity of the other person doesn't matter at all. It is one's own passion that defines romance. If that's the case, 
any partner is as good as any other. All dreams of soul mates, or even of mutual respect, dissolve. Only the lover's experience remains. As Dorian himself testifies, this philosophy 
results in pleasure but not happiness. And the world it creates is ultimately vulnerable: the sight of one face from the past that's associated with genuine wrongdoing (James 
Vane) can make Dorian pass out. 
Two other aspects of this chapter deserve notice. The first is that Dorian says he always agrees with Henry and that Henry is never wrong. This means that although Dorian 
appears to be living a life of his own creation, he is in some sense dancing to Henry's tune. For all of his experiences, he's never come up with a new idea of his own. All is 
pleasure. 

The second noteworthy aspect of the chapter is that Dorian's "Prince Charming" title returns again to haunt him. Like the return of James Vane in the previous chapter and at 
the end of this one, this signals his magical deal with time is coming to an end. Dorian can appear to live outside of time, but he can't escape it. His past is catching up with him. 

Wilde makes excellent use of contrast in the setting of these chapters. Life at Selby Royal could not be more different from the secret world of Dorian Gray. Wilde writes about 
bright conversations, bright lights, and bright days. Such idyllic life adds to Dorian's discomfort when terror twice invades his country estate. Early on, he is seeking orchids but 
finds the face of James Vane. Just as he is recovering from the shock, a man is ominously killed by accident. Dorian decides to flee because, he realises, "Death walked there in the 
sunlight." He expects evil in the opium den, not in the fresh air of Selby Royal. Dorian's tragic fate haunts him wherever he goes. Before, Dorian felt that his situation was 
hopeless; now, he is beginning to learn what hopelessness really feels like. 

An important theme, which is actually the theme that moves the plot forward, is negative influence. Lord Henry's main goal since he first 
laid eyes on Dorian Gray was to change Gray's life and to make it fit Lord Henry's own whims. Lord Henry was able to read into Dorian's 
moral weakness, and even went as far as to use Dorian's unhappy family history as fuel to set the perfect scenario of corruption that he 
had set out for the young man. He knew that it would work because he used every technique possible to get through straight to Dorian's 
psyche. Ultimately, it was this negative influence what destroyed Dorian's body and soul. 

Another salient theme is class and social differentiation. The aristocratic background of Dorian makes him more likely to listen to an 
equal, like Henry, rather than to follow the righteous path to good living proposed by his former best friend, the poor painter Basil. It is 
also class differentiation that seems to give Lord Henry the feeling of entitlement to control the lives of those around him. Certainly, he 
transferred that same feeling onto Dorian who, instead of changing, basically destroyed everyone in his path.  

A final theme that could be considered is one very dear to Oscar Wlde: art imitating life, and life imitating art. This theme is very salient in 
Dorian's obsession with Sybil Vane in Chapter 3. Notice how his primary attraction for Sybil is the fact that she is an actress who plays all of 
Shakespeare's heroines.  She is all the great heroines of the world in one. It is the idealised female that she represents when she acts, and 
not the real woman, that fuels Dorian admiration. In the case of art imitating life, Dorian intends the opposite; he wants (like Henry) for 
life to be a trivial exploration where art dominates one's every actions no matter how serious they are. Under an aesthetic, Wildean, 
perspective life and its daily torments is nowhere as important and interesting as the excesses that can only be possible when applying an 
artistic approach to it.  Therefore, these themes help mould and move the plot of the novel by applying the main ideals of Wilde's style: 
life imitating art, the eternal search for sensations, the unfair reality of social imbalance, and bad influences. 

Dorian Gray is a richly ambiguous story. Although many condemned it for offering a celebration of immorality and vice, others (including 
Sherlock Holmes' creator, Arthur Conan Doyle) saw it as a powerfully moral tale in which sin is punished. Wilde encouraged his critics to 
concentrate on the book's artistic qualities, but many found it difficult to be so intellectually detached, particularly once Wilde's 
homosexuality became public knowledge in the Spring and Summer of 1895. Wilde was frequently identified with his creation, famously 
remarking that Dorian Gray 'contains much of me': Basil Hallward is 'what I think I am,' Lord Henry 'what the world thinks me,' and 
'Dorian what I would like to be—in other ages, perhaps.' 

The novel's core is the tussle for Dorian's affections between Basil and Henry. Basil refuses to imagine that beauty and wickedness can co-
exist in the same form, and insists that Dorian lead a virtuous life. Henry preaches a very different gospel, one in which 'the only way to 
get rid of a temptation is to yield to it'. For him, life is an intellectual exercise, in which experiences are to savour for their own sake, not 
for what one may learn from them. Putting the ideas of the Victorian writer and critic Walter Pater into a series of witty epigrams, Henry 
encourages Dorian to pursue new sensations, and to not to waste his time caring for others. Armed with his wealth, his beautiful voice, his 
wit and intelligence, Henry easily wins out over Basil. Dorian becomes increasingly selfish and cruel, and the portrait ever more monstrous. 

Dorian Gray persistently questions the relationship between art and life. It also explores the tensions between a person's inner self (or 
selves) and the social conventions which force them into particular roles and attitudes. Finally, it conducts its philosophical debates in 
brilliantly stylised comic language which seems at odds with serious moral and ethical concerns and the overarching Gothic atmosphere of 
the story. 

 

Aestheticism is a strong motif and is tied in with the concept of the double life. A major theme is that aestheticism is merely an absurd abstract 

that only serves to disillusion rather than dignify the concept of beauty. Although Dorian is hedonistic, when Basil accuses him of making Lord 

Henry's sister's name a "by-word," Dorian replies "Take care, Basil. You go too far" suggesting Dorian still cares about his outward image and 

standing within society. Wilde highlights Dorian's pleasure of living a double life. Not only does Dorian enjoy this sensation in private, but he also 

feels "keenly the terrible pleasure of a double life" when attending a society gathering just 24 hours after committing a murder. 

This Duplicity and indulgence is most evident in Dorian's visit to the opium dens of London. Wilde conflates the images of the upper class and 

lower class by having the supposedly upright Dorian visit the impoverished districts of London. Lord Henry asserts that "crime belongs exclusively 

to the lower orders... I should fancy that crime was to them what art is to us, simply a method of procuring extraordinary sensations", which 

suggests that Dorian is both the criminal and the aesthete combined in one man. This is perhaps linked to Robert Louis Stevenson's Strange Case 

of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, which Wilde admired. The division that was witnessed in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, although extreme, is evident in 

Dorian Gray, who attempts to contain the two divergent parts of his personality. This is a recurring theme in many Gothic novels. 

Art as a Mirror This theme is exemplified by the titular portrait. Dorian Gray's image reflects his conscience and his true self, and serves as a 

mirror of his soul. This fact echoes Wilde's statement that "It is the spectator...that art really mirrors."  However, this theme first appears earlier in 

the preface, with Wilde's contention that "the nineteenth-century dislike of realism is the rage of Caliban seeing his own face in a glass." Realism 

is a genre of artistic expression that is said to have shown the 19th century its own reflection. The fear that Dorian expresses when viewing the 

painting, and the emotions that he seeks to escape through sin, drug addiction, and even murder, might be considered an expression of his rage 

at laying eyes upon his true self. The idea of reflectivity also recalls a major mythical influence on the novel: the story of Narcissus. Dorian, like 

Narcissus, falls in love with his own image, and is ultimately destroyed by it. 

Vanity as Original Sin    Dorian's physical beauty is his most cherished attribute, and vanity is, as a consequence, his most crippling vice. Once 

a sense of the preciousness of his own beauty has been instilled in him by Lord Henry, all of Dorian's actions, from his wish for undying youth at 

the beginning of the novel to his desperate attempt to destroy the portrait at the end, are motivated by vanity. Even his attempts at altruism 

are driven by a desire to improve the appearance of his soul. Throughout the novel, vanity haunts Dorian, seeming to damn his actions before 

he even commits them; vanity is his original sin. Dorian's fall from grace, then, is the consequence of his decision to embrace vanity - and indeed, 

all new and pleasurable feelings - as a virtue, at the behest of Lord Henry, his corrupter. In the preface to the novel, Wilde invites us to ponder 

the inescapability of vanity in our own relationship to art when he states that "it is the spectator, and not life, that art really mirrors. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                            

                            

                            

                               

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next day, Dorian Gray remains in his house afraid to leave it for fear of being shot by James Vane. The second day brings its own fears 
as well, but on the third day, Dorian wakes up and feels that he has been imagining things. He tells himself that James Vane has sailed 
away on his ship and will never find him in life. 

After breakfast, he talks to the Duchess for an hour in the garden and then he drives across the part to join the shooting party. When he 
gets close, he sees Geoffrey Clouston, the Duchess’s brother. He joins Geoffrey for a stroll. Suddenly, a rabbit appears out of the bush and 
Geoffrey aims for it. Dorian tells him not to shoot it, but Geoffrey shoots anyway. Instead of the rabbit falling, a man who was hidden by 
the bush falls. The two men think it was one of the beaters (the men hired to beat the bushes so the wildlife will run and the hunters will 
be able to shoot at it). Geoffrey is annoyed at the man for getting in front of the gunfire. Lord Henry comes over and tells Dorian they 
should call off the shooting for the day to avoid appearing callous. Dorian is awfully upset by the shooting. Lord Henry consoles him, 
saying the man’s death is of no consequence, though it will cause Geoffrey some inconvenience. Dorian thinks of it as a bad omen. He 
thinks he will be shot. Lord Henry laughs his fears away, telling him there is no such thing as destiny. 

They arrive at the house and Dorian is greeted by the gardener who has a note from the Duchess. He receives it and walks on. They 
discuss her. Lord Henry says the Duchess loves him. Dorian says he wishes he could love but that he’s too concentrated on himself to love 
anyone else. He says he wants to take a cruise on his yacht where he will be safe. As they talk, the Duchess approaches them. She is 
concerned bout her brother. Lord Henry says it would be much more interesting if he had murdered the man on purpose. He says he 
wishes he knew someone who had committed murder. Dorian blanches and they express concern for his health. He says he will go lie down 
to rest.  Lord Henry and the Duchess continue their talk. He asks her if she is in love with Dorian. She avoids answering. He asks if her 
husband will notice anything. She says her husband never notices and she wishes he would sometimes. 

Upstairs in his room, Dorian lies on his sofa almost in a faint. At five o’clock he calls for a servant and tells him to prepare his things for his 
leave-taking. He writes a note to Lord Henry asking him to entertain his guests. Just as he is ready to leave, the head keeper is 
announced. He says the man who was shot was not one of the beaters, but seems to have been a sailor. No one knew the man. Dorian is 
wildly excited at the thought that it might be James Vane. He rushes out to go and see the body. When the cloth is lifted from the face, he 
cries out in joy because it is the face of James Vane. He rides home with tears of joy knowing he’s safe. 

Dorian Gray is naive enough at the end of this chapter to think that the death of James Vane means the end of his fears for his own life. 
The reader probably suspects by now that Dorian Gray’s fears will remain with him because his guilt over killing his friend Basil Hallward 
will not go away. Dorian Gray’s implacable facade has already cracked. It is only a matter of time until his career in the pursuit of 
pleasure at the expense of others is over.  It seems that Oscar Wilde is an imminently moral writer after all. 

 

 
 
This chapter underscores some key aspects of Dorian's character and provides several highly dramatic plot twists. 
Referencing Dorian's character, Wilde shows readers that Dorian is falling apart. This is no longer a man in complete control 
of his life. This is a man who cowers in his room, weeping. This is another of Wilde's complex renderings of the aesthetic 
movement. In theory Dorian should have been able to convert his encounter with James Vane into just another experience, 
akin to dabbling in gem collecting or Roman Catholicism. In reality, events like having one's life threatened overwhelm this 
philosophy. Wilde casts a second spotlight on Dorian's character when he sees the death of the beater as a bad omen. This is 
incredibly self-centred. When an individual views someone else's death as a sign that there might be trouble in one's own life, 
it is a signal of narcissism: everyone else is seen as a bit player or special effect. Here again though, Wilde illustrates the role 
of class in Dorian's world. When Sir Geoffrey shoots the beater, he isn't overcome with shame or horror at his actions. Instead 
he says, "What an ass ...” and complains about the man spoiling his shooting. Dorian's failings, then, are less his own than the 
failings of the rich and noble enlarged for easy viewing. 
This is another instance in which the novel's plotting seems like something from a myth or fairy tale rather than a 
contemporary or realistic novel. This is the first time Dorian has been out of the house in days. There's an entire woods James 
can hide in. Dorian is extremely self-centred as a rule, and over the past few days he's been particularly focused on his own 
life and survival. So far Dorian's connection to nature has included smelling flowers, but he hasn't paid much attention to 
animals. (No cats or dogs are mentioned.) In responding to the hare's grace, Dorian reaches beyond his ego for one rare time 
in the book. He asks Clouston not to shoot the hare, but he does—and kills James too. It is as if Wilde is saying the path of 
compassion and empathy is not for Dorian. Instead, fortunate accidents happen to preserve his life and freedom. 

Wilde exposes the egocentricity of class distinction through the death of what seems to be a lowly beater. 
First, Sir Geoffrey is annoyed that the "ass" got out in front of the guns. It ruins his shooting for the whole day. 
Then Lord Henry comments, "It is rather awkward for Geoffrey, of course. It does not do to pepper beaters. It 
makes people think that one is a wild shot." Incredibly, Lord Henry is more concerned with his shooting 
partner's reputation than with a man's death. 

Even Dorian seems to have little more compassion for the man than he has for the hare. He dislikes shooting 
and killing, but his chief concern, as usual, is himself. He sees the death as a bad omen, a threat to himself. 
When Thornton comes to Dorian's room, the master immediately pulls his chequebook out of a drawer. It 
may be kind of him to want to pay the family of the dead man, but Dorian would not think of visiting them 
or the corpse until he suspects that it might be James Vane. 

Dorian's ultimate relief is ironic. Even as he feels joy at seeing James Vane dead, he is far from safe. 

  

Sibyl’s brother James, a sailor, lives in a state of reaction against falsehood, which to him is symbolised by the theatre. He despises his mother’s posturing and avoids giving her too many opportunities for it, and he is determined to take his sister 'off the stage' 
despite her delight in acting. He pushes his mother into uncomfortable admissions about his paternity, a matter on which he has brooded for a long time. He asserts his perfectly reasonable right to the truth, but he is also 'enraged'  by her emotional response 
and it seems that he has to hurt her before he can feel pity. 

James’s mother had hoped that he might enter a profession. This may not be an unrealistic sentiment as he seems to have the necessary intelligence, and perhaps Mr Isaac’s money was destined to make it possible. The young man’s choice of a seafaring life is 
a clear one, based on his hatred of 'offices, and … clerks', which seems to spring from his strong sense of class oppression. 

The loathing James feels for Dorian as a ‘gentleman’ is instinctive – although his sense that Dorian wants to 'enslave' Sibyl has a base in reason. So, too, does his dislike of Dorian as a 'young dandy' – that is, as someone playing a role, as false in his way as Mrs 
Vane. However, jealousy forms a part of his hatred, and James never acknowledges this. Nor does he acknowledge that there is a melodramatic aspect to the threats he utters to 'track him down and kill him like a dog'. 

James does his best to keep his word – just like a sailor-hero of popular drama. However, in melodrama, the young working-class male who stands up to the aristocrat exposes the latter’s lies and corruption before defeating him. James misses his chance by 
allowing Dorian’s youthful face to deceive him, and his essential decency leads him to tremble at the idea that he might have killed an innocent man. However, the way that he crumbles into deference with a 'Forgive me, sir' seems a long way from the 
young would-be avenger of eighteen years ago, and all the more ironic in that he is killed by one of the most worthless members of a class he so despises.  

James Vane is the physical representation of revenge gone wrong, setting out to annihilate his sisters “killer,” and suffering the very fate that he wished upon Dorian; he is a critique of human instinct and the very emotions that we feel. 
James Vane is a character who appears very few times in the novel. However, James Vane is an essential character in the Picture of Dorian Gray because he can be seen as a critique of people in Wilde’s era, as well as people in the world today. 
James is first introduced when he promises to murder any man who might wrong his sister, and as we learn later in the novel, when Dorian’s corrupt life coincides with James’, he had been searching for Dorian or “prince charming” so that he may 
avenge his sister’s death and destroy Dorian. The simple act of revenge as we have learned from various other books such as The Scarlet Letter, is a poisonous concoction that harms everyone involved in it and everyone near it. James Vane’s 
overzealous desire to kill Dorian simply leads to his unfortunate death in a hunting accident. He is used as a critique of human nature and emotions because he exemplifies that amplitude of emotions and the serious repercussions of those that we 
fail to control. Revenge was the real accident, because some emotions are simply uncontrollable. 
James Vane is a little child in the sense that he is unable to control his emotions and does not possess what I call a moral filter; something in your head that separates the moral things from everything else, purifying ones acts and cleansing the soul. 
James Vane is like Lewis Black, preaching whatever intrudes his mind, and filtering nothing that comes out of it. 

            Traditionally, Faustian tales contain explicit depictions of the protagonist's pact with the devil, giving a 
clearly defined source for his later woes. But the closest Wilde comes to identifying the reason for the portrait's metaphysical powers is in 
chapter 8, when Dorian wonders if there is somehow "some subtle affinity between the chemical atoms, that shaped themselves into form 
and colour on the canvas, and the soul that was within." Wilde seems content to leave the actual mechanism by which the portrait ages 
and withers instead of Dorian completely unexplained. How does this affect our overall impression of the novel? How would the work be 
different if it included, for instance, a scene in which Mephistopheles appears and has Dorian sign a contract? 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

                               

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lord Henry tells Dorian he doesn’t believe him when he says he is now going to be good. He says Dorian is already perfect and shouldn’t 
change at al. Dorian insists that he has done many terrible things and has decided to stop that and become a good person. He says he’s 
been staying in the country lately and has resolved to change. Lord Henry says anyone can be good in the country. Dorian says he has 
recently done a good thing. He wooed a young girl as beautiful as Sibyl Vane was and loved her. He has been going to see her several times 
a week all month. They were planning to run away together and suddenly he decided to leave her with her innocence. Lord Henry says the 
novelty of the emotion must have given Dorian as much pleasure as he used to get in stealing the innocence of girls. Dorian begs Henry not 
to make jokes about his reform. Lord Henry asks him if he thinks this girl will now ever be able to be happy after she was loved by someone 
as beautiful and graceful as he is. Now she will be forever dissatisfied with love. He wonders if the girl will even commit suicide. 

Dorian begs Henry to stop making fun of him. He tells him he wants to be better than he has been in life. After a while, he brings up the 
subject of Basil’s disappearance. He asks Henry what people are saying about it and wonders if anyone thinks foul play was involved. 
Henry makes light of it. He imagines that Basil fell off a bus into the Seine and drowned. Dorian asks Henry what he would think if he said 
he had killed Basil. Henry laughs at the idea, saying Dorian is too delicate for something as gross as murder. Lord Henry says he hates the 
fact that Basil’s art had become so poor in the last years of his life. After Dorian stopped sitting for him, his art became trite. 

Lord Henry begs Dorian to play Chopin for him and talk to him. Dorian begins playing and remembers a line from Hamlet that reminds 
him of the portrait Basil painted of him: "Like the painting of a sorrow,/ A face without a heart." He repeats the line over again thinking 
how much it suits the portrait Basil painted of him. Lord Henry thinks of a line he heard when he passed by a preacher in the park last 
Sunday: "What does it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul?" Dorian is shocked at the saying and wonders why 
Henry would ask him this question. Henry laughs it off and moves on to another topic. 

Henry urges Dorian to stop being so serious. He tells him he looks better than he ever has and wonders what his secret is for warding off old 
age. He revels in the exquisite life Dorian has led and wishes he could change places with him. He tells Dorian his life has been a work of art. 
Dorian stops playing and tells Lord Henry that if he knew what he had done in life, he would turn from him. 

Lord Henry urges Dorian to come to the club with him. He wants to introduce him to Lord Poole, Bournemouth’s eldest son who has been 
imitating Dorian and wants to meet him terribly. He then suggests that Dorian come to his place the next day and meet Lady Baranksome 
who wants to consult him about some tapestry she is going to buy. He asks Dorian why he no longer sees the Duchess and guesses that the 
Duchess is too clever, one never liking being around clever women.  Finally, Dorian leaves after promising to come back later. 

Dorian spends his last evening with his friend Lord Henry. He tells Lord Henry that he plans to reform himself and asks his friend not to 
speak to him any more with his characteristic sneer. This chapter serves to convey some important information to the reader and to show 
Dorian in his submissive relation to Lord Henry one last time. The reader finds out that people are still talking about the disappearance of 
Basil Hallward, but no one suspects foul play. Since Basil was in the habit of never telling people where he was going when he went on trips, 
people assume he is doing the same now. The reader also finds out that Alan Campbell has committed suicide. Dorian’s one accomplice in 
the death of Basil Hallward is now gone. He is completely safe from detection. 

The second function of this chapter, to show Dorian continuing to be dominated by Lord Henry, is only fully revealed in the last chapter. 
Dorian tries to convince Lord Henry that he will now reform himself and be good. He gives the evidence of his change when he tells of his 
recent flirtation of a country girl named Hetty. Just when she was ready to run away with him, he left her. Lord Henry tells him it is not a 
reform, but just another kind of pleasure, the pleasure in renouncing pleasure. He says Dorian didn’t do it for the moral worth of it, but for 
his own ego. 

 

 

This chapter is extremely complicated for one so short. Throughout the section Henry argues for the pleasure side of the 
pleasure versus virtue theme. As is always the case in the novel, Henry is witty, striking, and informed. It would be easy to 
believe him, and pleasant to do so. However, Henry's words ultimately ring false; in light of the reader's knowledge of 
Dorian in contrast with the characters' understandings, they provide an example of dramatic irony. The chapter provides 
support for the theme of art versus life when Henry says, "Art has no influence upon action. It annihilates the desire to act. 
It is superbly sterile." Art may be sterile—Dorian produces nothing, does not marry, and has no children—but it is sterile 
precisely because it has such a profound influence upon action. Basil's painting of Dorian functions as an externalized and 
omniscient conscience. At the very least art immediately reveals what people have done. At the most it trumps reality, at 
least temporarily, changing the way biology and physics work around Dorian. 

In their own way Henry's arguments are as independent of time and traditional physical reality as Basil's picture of Dorian. 
He was there for Dorian's interaction with Sibyl Vane. He knows the theatre played a major role in their love and that 
Sibyl's bad acting played an active role in breaking the spell she had on Dorian. He even left the performance because he 
could not stand the bad art he was experiencing. Therefore, Henry knows art has an active influence on emotion, 
psychology, and his own action. To believe otherwise is to engage in wilful fantasy. 
Once again Henry proves himself not much of a friend to Dorian, as he punctures his desire to change. He also shows the 
distance between them, and perhaps his own shallowness, by mentioning his divorce so briefly. It matters only as a marker 
for how public attention is spent. This shallowness is underscored by his rejection of Dorian's question about the possibility 
that he killed Basil. Henry says, "All crime is vulgar, just as all vulgarity is crime." What he's missing is that Dorian is 
extremely vulgar. Dorian is also as shallow as Henry. When Henry mentions Allan Campbell's suicide, Dorian does not even 
react, even though he'd known the man intimately and left him broken. He just looks pretty. Wilde provides a damning 
statement on the aesthetic movement, delivered in the most aesthetically pleasing fashion possible. 

In the Faust legend, the main character ultimately confronts the loss of his soul but is incapable of seeking redemption 
through confession and absolution. He despairs and feels that he is beneath pardon or that there is no God or power strong 
enough to save him. In this sense, the Faust protagonist still suffers the sin of pride in that he sees his own case as so special 
that it is beyond God's help. Despair is the one unpardonable sin because the sinner is incapable of asking to be pardoned. 
Traditionally, despair is symbolized by suicide. 

In the closing chapters of The Picture of Dorian Gray, Dorian's behaviour and attitude are consistent with this Faust 
tradition. Dorian has matured from the naïve, vain youth in Basil's studio. He has grown into a man who was at first 
despicable but in the end is almost likable. Perhaps he is more pitiable than likable. However, he cannot find salvation 
because he is incapable of setting aside his pride, confessing, and asking for absolution. 

In Chapter 19, as the after-dinner scene opens at Lord Henry's, Dorian is bursting with pride because of a recent act of 
decency. He has returned Hetty Merton to her country life after winning her devotion. Unfortunately, instead of seeing this 
act as only one small step, Dorian expects instant reward. When he checks the portrait for some sign of his newfound 
virtue, he finds only a look of cunning about the eyes and a wrinkle of hypocrisy in the mouth. There seems to be fresh 
blood on the hands. Instead of redeeming his soul, his act of supposed redemption has tarnished his soul even more 
because the act was motivated by selfishness. 
 

Wilde was condemned by his critics for writing an "immoral" book; he claimed it was a very moral work. What justification is 
there for either view? 
On publication, The Picture of Dorian Gray met with a storm of hostile reviews which condemned the book for its alleged immorality. The tone 
of the reviews was often virulent. The critic for the Daily Chronicle wrote, "It is a tale spawned from the leprous literature of the French 
Decadents-a poisonous book, the atmosphere of which is heavy with the mephitic odours of moral and spiritual putrefaction." Others suggested 
that the authorities should consider prosecuting Wilde for the content of the book. Wilde replied, in letters to literary magazines, that the novel 
had a moral message that "all excess, as well as all renunciation, brings its own punishment." He points out that Dorian, "having led a life of 
mere sensation and pleasure, tries to kill conscience, and at that moment kills himself." Wilde also claimed that Basil worshiped physical beauty 
too much and instilled vanity into Dorian, and that Henry suffered because he sought merely to be a spectator of life. 
Wilde is correct in the sense that Dorian does meet a bad end, and one could find passages where he is explicitly condemned, such as when he 
leaves the opium den, "Callous, concentrated on evil, with stained mind and soul hungry for rebellion." But the novel is far from being a simple 
moral parable that sin meets with punishment. There is a discrepancy between the moral framework and the overall tone of the novel. Wilde 
takes such relish in the luxurious sensual descriptions of Dorian's life that it can sound as if he approves of it. His heart is more in the varieties of 
sensation that he gives to his protagonist than in his moral condemnation of him. There is perhaps a parallel here with Milton's Paradise Lost. 
Many readers feel that the hero of the epic is not Christ but Satan, because Milton seems to put so much more energy and life into his devil than 
in his God. The poet William Blake once famously said of Milton that he was "of the devil's party without knowing it." Perhaps it might be said 
that Wilde was of Dorian's party-and only succeeded in partially disguising the fact. 

 What are the Gothic elements in the novel? 
The Gothic novel was in vogue in the eighteenth and nineteenth century. According to M. H. Abrams, in A Glossary of Literary 
Terms (4th edition), the Gothic novel "develops a brooding atmosphere of gloom or terror, represents events that are 
uncanny, or macabre, or melodramatically violent, and often deals with aberrant psychological states" (p. 72). A typical 
Gothic novel is Mary Shelley's Frankenstein. Edgar Allan Poe's short stories belong to the same genre, and the term can be 
more loosely applied to elements in such novels as Charles Dickens's Bleak House and Great Expectations. 
Wilde clearly draws on elements of the Gothic novel in The Picture of Dorian Gray, a lurid tale that includes murder, horror 
and the supernatural. It is the supernatural element that makes the plot work. There can be no rational explanation for how 
the picture changes to reflect the changing nature of Dorian's character, or his soul. It is mysterious and eerie, as is the fact 
that although the novel stretches over a period of more than eighteen years, Dorian's appearance alters little during this 
time. The ending of the novel is also supernatural, since the picture is magically restored and Dorian is suddenly transformed; 
the corpse looks old, withered, wrinkled and loathsome. 
The sudden eruption of violence and horror in the murder of Basil is another Gothic element, as are the continual hints at 
secret, unspeakable crimes. Wilde thus utilizes some of the elements of a popular literary form to tell his story. In fact, an 
earlier Gothic novel, Melmoth the Wanderer (1820), by Charles Maturin (who was a distant relative of Wilde) features a 
protagonist who makes a pact with the devil and is allowed to live for 150 years without aging. At the end of the novel he 
suddenly ages and dies, just as Dorian Gray does. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               

                               

                               

                               

                       

 

 

 

The night is beautiful. Dorian walks home from Lord Henry feeling good about himself. He passes some y young men 
who whisper his name. He no longer feels the thrill he used to feel when he is spoken of with such reverence by young 
men. He wonders if Lord Henry is right, that he can never change. He wishes he had never prayed that the portrait 
bear the burden of his age. He knows that his downfall has come because he has never had to live with the 
consequences of his actions. 

He gets home and looks in a mirror. He feels sickened by the idea that youth spoiled his soul. He throws down the 
mirror smashing it on the floor. He tries not to think of the past. Nothing can change it. He knows Alan Campbell 
died without telling anyone of Dorian’s secret. He doesn’t even feel too badly about the death of Basil. He doesn’t 
forgive Basil for painting the portrait that ruined his life. He just wants to live a new life.  He thinks of Hetty Merton 
and he wonders if the portrait upstairs has changed because of his good deed toward her. He gets the lamp and 
rushes up the stairs, hopeful that the portrait will have already begun to change back to beauty. When he gets 
there, he is horrified to see that the portrait looks even worse. Now the image has an arrogant sneer on its face. More 
blood has appeared on its hands and even on its feet. Dorian wonders what he should do. He wonders if he will have 
to confess the murder before he will be free of the guilt of it. He doesn’t want to confess because he doesn’t want to 
be put in jail. He wonders if the murder will follow him all his life. Finally he decides to destroy the portrait. He finds 
the knife he used to kill Basil. He rushes to the portrait and stabs at it. 

Downstairs on the street below, two men are passing by when they hear a loud scream. They rush for a policeman 
who knocks on the door, but no one comes. The men ask the policeman whose house it is. When they hear it is Dorian 
Gray’s, they sneer and walk away. Inside, the servants rush up to the room from whence the sound came. They try 
the door but it’s locked. Two of them go around by way of the roof to get in through the window. When they get 
inside, they find Dorian Gray stabbed in the heart and above him a glorious portrait of him hanging on the wall. The 
man stabbed on the floor is wrinkled and ugly. They don’t even recognise him until they see the rings on his fingers. 
The novel ends with the conflation of the art and the subject. Dorian stabs the portrait, trying to destroy it, and the 
effect is that he kills himself. The mystery of the novel is kept intact. The reader never knows if the portrait magically 
transformed itself, or if it was a figment of Dorian’s--and later, Basil’s imagination. When people who are not at all 
attached to the portrait see it in the end, they see nothing more than the beautiful portrait of Dorian Gray as young 
man. 

 

 
 
Chapter 20 brings the entire surreal tale to a close. Wilde had been wrapping up the various loose plot threads in the previous chapters. In this 
one he brings the various themes to a full resolution. If there is an imbalance between appearance and reality, this chapter says, it is temporary. 
Reality will always break through to win in the end. The clash between art and life is more complicated. Dorian's actual sins do catch up with 
him in the end. However, the magical powers the portrait gave him are a major factor allowing him to sin the way he did. If Dorian looked the 
way his portrait does at the end of the novel, men and women would not have fallen in love with him, people would have believed all of the 
dark rumours about him, and so on. Art enabled his loathsome life, even as it hid it. 

Throughout the novel Dorian had enjoyed using a mirror to inspect his face for (absent) signs of change. When he did not find any, he was 
reassured. In this chapter, though, he breaks a mirror, symbolizing the end of his extended self-contemplation. As soon as he is no longer content 
to look at his own beauty, his death is sure to follow quickly, as indeed it does. 

This last chapter adds another layer to Wilde's complex consideration of art in this novel. Dorian has repeatedly shown himself to be 
extremely shallow and self-centred. He misses the impact of many of his actions. In Basil's portrait, though, he can immediately see a single 
line of hypocrisy after his decision to not seduce Hetty Merton. This indicates that great art can lift even the shallowest of people to new 
insight. Dorian's reaction, though, damns him further. In his preface to the novel, Wilde wrote, "Those who find ugly meanings in beautiful 
things are corrupt without being charming. This is a fault." This, in the end, describes Dorian. At last Wilde leaves it to the reader to 
determine whether Dorian in fact stuck the dagger into his own heart, or, whether, in slashing his portrait, he rendered a magical and 
mortal wound. 

Dorian cannot redeem his soul because he is still primarily interested in himself. He dismisses the deaths of Basil and Alan Campbell. The 
first, he decides, was inevitable; the second made his own choice. In neither case does Dorian accept his own responsibility. Still, he is torn 
because he realizes that the "soul is a terrible reality." He thinks that a person should pray for punishment, but he fails to understand that 
the only way of absolving immoral responsibility is to pray for forgiveness. In the novel's powerful final paragraphs, Dorian, in effect, 
commits suicide. He despises the figure in the portrait, but that is who he has become. When he slashes at the painting with the knife, 
appropriately the same knife that killed Basil, Dorian kills himself. The horrible cry, which awakens the servants and startles the men on 
the street, carries with it the agony of eighteen years of horror. 

 

 

In Chapter 20 of The Picture of Dorian Gray, Dorian is presented to us as a figure torn between reforming and alleviating himself from the sin and corruption he has perpetuated on others, and pursuing his exclamatory yearning for his “unsullied splendour of eternal youth” 
to return. Above all, the death of Dorian can only be interpreted by asserting his relationship to his portrait; the “fatal picture”, in which Wilde’s diction suggests it serves as a brutal reminder for his deteriorating soul and his true self, or as simply a symbol of a greater 
societal force on Dorian. Hence, only with this can one judge whether Dorian truly died by murder, suicide or by accident. 

At the beginning of the chapter, Wilde uses pathetic fallacy to convey the “lovely night” which could coincide with Dorian’s inherent feeling of contentment and his ego-centricity and narcissism in regards to his relief that he is safe. This, is mirrored in previous parts of the 
novel, such as after James Vane’s death, where Wilde bathetically recalls how Dorian’s “eyes filled with tears, for he knew he was safe”. The pleasing, opulent aristocratic setting of the “lovely night” echoes the synaesthesia previously used in Lord Henry’s lavishing “apricot-
coloured” habitat, does mirror Dorian’s narcissism, but to a greater extent, the setting is oxymoronic against the sense of unease and underlying ennui in Dorian. As influenced by Lord Henry’s Hedonistic aphorisms and the “poisonous“ imagery epitomising the influence of 
the Yellow Book advocating a “complex, multiform creature”, he seeks to “search for new sensations” (an allusion to Pater’s Rennaissance). However, Wilde’s deliberate repetitious use of the past perfect tense and free indirect discourse in “He had often”, “she had believed” 
suggests Dorian’s remorse and apathy towards pursuing pleasure. This is seen in his interaction with the girl whom he had “lured to love him” but told her he was “poor” and “wicked” implying how Dorian is on one hand atoning for perhaps a similar situation with Sybil by 
not corrupting the girl, as the imagery of the “thrush” echoes the “caged song-bird” that Dorian had been responsible for the suicide of. This perhaps underlies Dorian’s guilt and longing to change, further seen in the alliterative aphorism “There was purification in 
punishment” suggesting how Dorian wishes that each of his sins would’ve resulted in punishment. On the other hand, one could argue that his declare to the girl represents his desperation to start “A new life!”, thus implying Dorian is torn but is more inclined to ignore rather 
than face the consequences of his actions that will inevitability lead him to his death.  Furthermore, Dorian’s relationship with the portrait is paramount in regards to whether his death is murder, suicide or accident. Jonah Siegel argues, “Dorian’s death is less a sign of moral 
failure, than an indication of the failure of his historicism.” Indeed, one can argue it is to a greater degree that Dorian’s growing loathing for his portrait to crush it into “silver splinters” represents the failure of his historicism. This arguable externalisation of Dorian’s conscience 
could mirror the Victorian society’s crushing judgement on Wilde himself, for being a homosexual, and the hypocrisy prevalent in the 19th century that built itself on a façade of moral rectitude and piety with the “silver splinters” acting as the foundation of its vice, 
corruption and poverty. The sibilant image here could symbolise how Dorian fails to realise that he can never go back to how he was, and the “silver splinters” can never be rebuilt. However, I think Dorian’s death is completely a sign of moral failure. His stabbing of the 
portrait was never meant to act as a divine retribution for his crimes, as he never knows that in doing what he does, it will destroy him. Thus, Dorian’s death is a sign of moral failure, as he dies through trying to save himself, implying his narcissism that essentially led to the 
forming of his Faustian pact with his portrait, led him to his inexorable death.  It can be argued that Dorian’s death is caused by Dorian’s disjunction between his inner and outer lives, and to what extent Dorian truly died or not. Andrew Smith exclaims, “Dorian’s death 
represents the inability to be authentic…and the failure to be artificial”. On one hand, Dorian fails to be “authentic” in the sense that, if the code of the vicarious flaneur like Lord Henry celebrates individualism (declaratively encapsulated in “the aim of live is self-
development”), Dorian falters because he fails to establish and live by his own moral code. Furthermore, it can be seen that Dorian fails to be artificial, as he ceases to represent Art, remaining young and beautiful whilst his painting exhibits his corruption. However, I 
disagree to an extent with Smith’s paradoxical criticism. In ‘The Decay of Lying’, Wilde stated, “Life imitates Art…life in fact tis the mirror, and Art the reality”. Therefore, even though Dorian’s sin accrued in the portrait is not displayed through his appearance, such as Basil’s 
death and Sybil’s suicide, it remains exhibited through the portrait as the reality, and Dorian’s decisions and actions mirror this. This idea of Art acting as the reality mirroring life, was seen in Walter Sickett’s paintings conveying the cruelty of life as beauty, seen in his portrait 
allegedly identifying Jack the Ripper. 

Finally, it is disputable whether in Chapter 20, Dorian actually dies. It can be argued that when Dorian exclaims: “His beauty had been to him but a mask”, the caveat “to him” suggesting an uncertainty, reiterating his torn nature at this portrait. It can be argued thereby 
the original Dorian without a mask was before he met Lord Henry and fell under his influence, encapsulated in the asyndetic “poisonous, fascinating, delightful theories” which is replete with oxymorons. Therefore in a sense Dorian’s beauty could act as a mask for his 
already dying soul, therefore he was never really himself when he died, merely playing just an aping of Lord Henry’s, “an echo of someone else’s music”. In contrast, Wilde himself stated, “Give a man a mask, and he’ll tell the truth” implying Dorian’s beauty was the truth 
and was reality, so it was his true self that died. 
 

 
Dorian's scandalous behaviour shocks his peers, yet he remains welcome in social circles? Why? What is Wilde suggesting about "polite" London society? 
Dorian desires to reform his life after the death of James Vane. Why doesn't he succeed? 

  

Discuss the ending: what does it mean? 
Do you find any of these characters believable? Why or why not? (If not, do you think Wilde might 
have purposely drawn them as such?) 
If you know the story of Faust, what parallels do you find in Wilde's novel? 
 


