Plot Overview

In the stately London home of his aunt, Lady Brandbe well-known artist Basil Hallward
meets Dorian Gray. Dorian is a cultured, wealtmg enpossibly beautiful young man who
immediately captures Basil’s artistic imaginati@marian sits for several portraits, and Basil often
depicts him as an ancient Greek hero or a mythcéddigure. When the novel opens, the artist is
completing his first portrait of Dorian as he trigy but, as he admits to his friend Lord Henry YWiot
the painting disappoints him because it revealsiaoh of his feeling for his subject. Lord Henry, a
famous wit who enjoys scandalizing his friends blebrating youth, beauty, and the selfish pursuit o
pleasure, disagrees, claiming that the portrd¥asil’'s masterpiece. Dorian arrives at the stuang
Basil reluctantly introduces him to Lord Henry, wihe fears will have a damaging influence on the
impressionable, young Dorian.

Basil’'s fears are well founded; before the endheirtfirst conversation, Lord Henry upsets Dorian
with a speech about the transient nature of besudyyouth. Worried that these, his most impressive
characteristics, are fading day by day, Doriane&sitss portrait, which he believes will one day
remind him of the beauty he will have lost. Intaofi distress, he pledges his soul if only the fain
could bear the burden of age and infamy, allowiimg o stay forever young. In an attempt to appease
Dorian, Basil gives him the portrait.

Over the next few weeks, Lord Henry’s influencerdwerian grows stronger. The youth
becomes a disciple of the “new Hedonism” and prepas live a life dedicated to the pursuit of
pleasure. He falls in love with Sibyl Vane, a yowaujress who performs in a theater in London’s
slums. He adores her acting; she, in turn, retehsm as “Prince Charming” and refuses to heed the
warnings of her brother, James Vane, that Doriarmoigood for her. Overcome by her emotions for
Dorian, Sibyl decides that she can no longer ashdering how she can pretend to love on the stage
now that she has experienced the real thing. Dowéano loves Sibyl because of her ability to act,
cruelly breaks his engagement with her. After da@oghe returns home to notice that his face in
Basil’s portrait of him has changed: it now sneérgghtened that his wish for his likeness in the
painting to bear the ill effects of his behaviosltame true and that his sins will be recordechen t
canvas, he resolves to make amends with Sibylékeday. The following afternoon, however, Lord
Henry brings news that Sibyl has killed herselfLatd Henry’s urging, Dorian decides to consider
her death a sort of artistic triumph—she persodifragedy—and to put the matter behind him.
Meanwhile, Dorian hides his portrait in a remot@eproom of his house, where no one other than he
can watch its transformation.

Lord Henry gives Dorian a book that describes tieked exploits of a nineteenth-century
Frenchman; it becomes Dorian’s bible as he sinks égeper into a life of sin and corruption. He
lives a life devoted to garnering new experiengessensations with no regard for conventional
standards of morality or the consequences of hisrex Eighteen years pass. Dorian’s reputation
suffers in circles of polite London society, whewenors spread regarding his scandalous exploits. Hi
peers nevertheless continue to accept him becausattains young and beautiful. The figure in the
painting, however, grows increasingly wizened aiggdus. On a dark, foggy night, Basil Hallward
arrives at Dorian’s home to confront him aboutriv@ors that plague his reputation. The two argue,
and Dorian eventually offers Basil a look at hi®(ian’s) soul. He shows Basil the now-hideous
portrait, and Hallward, horrified, begs him to repeDorian claims it is too late for penance arits ki
Basil in a fit of rage.

In order to dispose of the body, Dorian employshék of an estranged friend, a doctor, whom he
blackmails. The night after the murder, Dorian ngkis way to an opium den, where he encounters
James Vane, who attempts to avenge Sibyl's deathaescapes to his country estate. While
entertaining guests, he notices James Vane pederthgough a window, and he becomes wracked by



fear and guilt. When a hunting party accidentafigats and kills Vane, Dorian feels safe again. He
resolves to amend his life but cannot muster thueage to confess his crimes, and the painting now
reveals his supposed desire to repent for what-Hhiypocrisy. In a fury, Dorian picks up the knife h
used to stab Basil Hallward and attempts to destreypainting. There is a crash, and his servants
enter to find the portrait, unharmed, showing Dotaray as a beautiful young man. On the floor lies
the body of their master—an old man, horribly whetkand disfigured, with a knife plunged into his
heart.

Analysis of Major Characters
Dorian Gray

At the opening of the novel, Dorian Gray existsasiething of an ideal: he is the archetype of
male youth and beauty. As such, he captures thgimaton of Basil Hallward, a painter, and Lord
Henry Wotton, a nobleman who imagines fashionimgithpressionable Dorian into an unremitting
pleasure-seeker. Dorian is exceptionally vain aexbmes convinced, in the course of a brief
conversation with Lord Henry, that his most saligmaracteristics—his youth and physical
attractiveness—are ever waning. The thought of mgakne day without these attributes sends Dorian
into a tailspin: he curses his fate and pledgesdus if only he could live without bearing the jgiroal
burdens of aging and sinning. He longs to be ashyoliand lovely as the masterpiece that Basil has
painted of him, and he wishes that the portrail¢age in his stead. His vulnerability and insetyuri
in these moments make him excellent clay for Loeshiy’s willing hands.

Dorian soon leaves Basil’s studio for Lord Henmyaslor, where he adopts the tenets of “the new
Hedonism” and resolves to live his life as a pleaseeker with no regard for conventional morality.
His relationship with Sibyl Vane tests his commitrnt this philosophy: his love of the young actres
nearly leads him to dispense with Lord Henry’s béiags, but his love proves to be as shallow ashe i
When he breaks Sibyl's heart and drives her tadeid®orian notices the first change in his pottrai
evidence that his portrait is showing the effedétage and experience while his body remains ever
youthful. Dorian experiences a moment of crisishp@sveighs his guilt about his treatment of Sibyl
against the freedom from worry that Lord Henry’siggophy has promised. When Dorian decides to
view Sibyl's death as the achievement of an attigieal rather than a needless tragedy for whicis he
responsible, he starts down the steep and slipgfepg of his own demise.

As Dorian’s sins grow worse over the years, hierléss in Basil's portrait grows more
hideous. Dorian seems to lack a conscience, butdbiee to repent that he eventually feels illussa
that he is indeed human. Despite the beautifughinith which he surrounds himself, he is unable to
distract himself from the dissipation of his sddis murder of Basil marks the beginning of his end:
although in the past he has been able to sweemie$éadrom his mind, he cannot shake the thought
that he has killed his friend. Dorian’s guilt tars him relentlessly until he is forced to do awatjp
his portrait. In the end, Dorian seems punishedibybility to be influenced: if the new social erd
celebrates individualism, as Lord Henry claims, iBioffalters because he fails to establish anddive
his own moral code.

Lord Henry Wotton

Lord Henry is a man possessed of “wrong, fascigapoisonous, delightful theories.” He is a
charming talker, a famous wit, and a brilliant Ikget. Given the seductive way in which he leads
conversation, it is little wonder that Dorian falisder his spell so completely. Lord Henry’s thesri
are radical; they aim to shock and purposefullgrafit to topple established, untested, or convealtion
notions of truth. In the end, however, they proaéva, and Lord Henry himself fails to realize the
implications of most of what he says.



Lord Henry is a relatively static character—he doessundergo a significant change in the course of
the narrative. He is as coolly composed, unshakabi@ possessed of the same dry wit in the final
pages of the novel as he is upon his introducB@tause he does not change while Dorian and Basil
clearly do, his philosophy seems amusing and egfiici the first half of the book, but improbabledan
shallow in the second. Lord Henry muses in Chagdieeteen, for instance, that there are no immoral
books; he claims that “[tlhe books that the wordlssimmoral are books that show the world its own
shame.” But since the decadent book that Lord HeEmmgs Dorian facilitates Dorian’s downfall, it is
difficult to accept what Lord Henry says as true.

Although Lord Henry is a self-proclaimed hedonistoradvocates the equal pursuit of both moral and
immoral experience, he lives a rather staid life.gdrticipates in polite London society and attends
parties and the theater, but he does not indulgendid behavior. Unlike Dorian, he does not lead
innocent youths to suicide or travel incognitohe tity’s most despised and desperate quarterd. Lor
Henry thus has little notion of the practical effeof his philosophy. His claim that Dorian could
never commit a murder because “[c]rime belongsuestetly to the lower orders” demonstrates the
limitations of his understanding of the human stiuk not surprising, then, that he fails to amee

the profound meaning of Dorian’s downfall.

Basil Hallward

Basil Hallward is a talented, though somewhat catisaeally minded, painter. His love for Dorian
Gray, which seems to reflect Oscar Wilde’s own@fén for his young lover, Lord Alfred Douglas,
changes the way he sees art; indeed, it definesvasahool of expression for him. Basil’s portrédit o
Dorian marks a new phase of his career. Beforedmed this masterwork, he spent his time painting
Dorian in the veils of antiquity—dressed as an amicsoldier or as various romantic figures from
mythology. Once he has painted Dorian as he tgjligowever, he fears that he has put too much of
himself into the work. He worries that his love,iaglhhe himself describes as “idolatry,” is too
apparent, and that it betrays too much of him3élaugh he later changes his mind to believe that ar
is always more abstract than one thinks and tleap#iinting thus betrays nothing except form and
color, his emotional investment in Dorian remainastant. He seeks to protect Dorian, voicing his
objection to Lord Henry’s injurious influence ov@orian and defending Dorian even after their
relationship has clearly dissolved. Basil’'s comnaito Dorian, which ultimately proves fatal,
reveals the genuineness of his love for his fagaitbject and his concern for the safety and salvat
of Dorian’s soul.

Context

Oscar Wilde was born on October 16, 1854, in Dyhteland. He was educated at Trinity
College in Dublin and at Magdalen College, Oxfadd settled in London, where he married
Constance Lloyd in 1884. In the literary world atwrian London, Wilde fell in with an artistic
crowd that included W. B. Yeats, the great Irisketpand Lillie Langtry, mistress to the Prince of
Wales. A great conversationalist and a famousWilde began by publishing mediocre poetry but
soon achieved widespread fame for his comic plags.first, Vera; or, The Nihilists, was published
in 1880. Wilde followed this work with Lady Windegre’s Fan (1892), A Woman of No Importance
(1893), An Ideal Husband (1895), and his most fasgay, The Importance of Being Earnest (1895).
Although these plays relied upon relatively simghel familiar plots, they rose well above convention
with their brilliant dialogue and biting satire.

Wilde published his only novel, The Picture of oriGray, before he reached the height of
his fame. The first edition appeared in the sumofiéi890 in Lippincott's Monthly Magazine. It was
criticized as scandalous and immoral. Disappoimtd its reception, Wilde revised the novel in
1891, adding a preface and six new chapters. Téfads (as Wilde calls it) anticipates some of the



criti-cism that might be leveled at the novel andwaers critics who charge The Picture of Dorian
Gray with being an immoral tale. It also succin&éts forth the tenets of Wilde’s philosophy of art
Devoted to a school of thought and a mode of séitgiknown as aestheticism, Wilde believed that
art possesses an intrinsic value—that it is beadwiid therefore has worth, and thus needs serve no
other purpose, be it moral or political. This aiti¢ was revolutionary in Victorian England, where
popular belief held that art was not only a funetad morality but also a means of enforcing itthe
Preface, Wilde also cautioned readers againstighdieanings “beneath the surface” of art. Part
gothic novel, part comedy of manners, part treairséhe relationship between art and morality, The
Picture of Dorian Gray continues to present itsleea with a puzzle to sort out. There is as likelpe
as much disagreement over its meaning now as wWeseamong its Victorian audience, but, as Wilde
notes near the end of the Preface, “Diversity ahigp about a work of art shows that the work is
new, complex, and vital.”

In 1891, the same year that the second editiorhefHicture of Dorian Gray was published,
Wilde began a homosexual relationship with Lordrédf Douglas, an aspiring but rather untalented
poet. The affair caused a good deal of scandalPangjlas’s father, the marquess of Queensberry,
eventually criticized it publicly. When Wilde suéte marquess for libel, he himself was convicted
under English sodomy laws for acts of “gross indeg€e’ In 1895, Wilde was sentenced to two years
of hard labor, during which time he wrote a longattbreaking letter to Lord Alfred titled De
Profundis (Latin for “Out of the Depths”). Afterdrelease, Wilde left England and divided his time
between France and lItaly, living in poverty. He erepublished under his own name again, but, in
1898, he did publish under a pseudonym The Balld&keading Gaol, a lengthy poem about a
prisoner’s feelings toward another prisoner aboute executed. Wilde died in Paris on November 30,
1900, having converted to Roman Catholicism orde&thbed.

Key Facts

full title - The Picture of Dorian Gray

author - Oscar Wilde

type of work - Novel

genre - Gothic; philosophical; comedy of manners

language - English

time and place written - 1890, London

date of first publication - The first edition dietnovel was published in 1890 in Lippincott’s Muagt
Magazine. A second edition, complete with six addal chapters, was published the following year.
publisher - The 1891 edition was published by Whotk & Company.

narrator - The narrator is anonymous.

point of view - The point of view is third persammniscient. The narrator chronicles both the
objective or external world and the subjectivergeinal thoughts and feelings of the charactererdh
is one short paragraph where a first-person pdiaiesv becomes apparent; in this section, Wilde
becomes the narrator.

tone - Gothic (dark, supernatural); sardonic; alime

tense - Past

setting (time) - 1890s

setting (place) - London, England

protagonist - Dorian Gray

major conflict - Dorian Gray, having promised &l in order to live a life of perpetual youth, shu
try to reconcile himself to the bodily decay andsifpation that are recorded in his portrait.



rising action - Dorian notices the change in loidrgit after ending his affair with Sibyl Vane; he
commits himself wholly to the “yellow book” and ialdies his fancy without regard for his reputation;
the discrepancy between his outer purity and ieridepravity surges.

climax - Dorian kills Basil Hallward.

falling action - Dorian descends into London’sumpidens; he attempts to express remorse to Lord
Henry; he stabs his portrait, thereby killing hifiise

themes - The purpose of art; the supremacy ohyad beauty; the surface nature of society; the
negative consequences of influence

motifs - The color white; the picture of Doriana@r homoerotic male relationships

symbols - The opium den; James Vane; the yellosk bo

foreshadowing - Mrs. Vane’s failed marriage, ai agSibyl’s portrayal of Juliet from
Shakespeare’s tragedy Romeo and Juliet, foresh#tmdoomed nature of Sibyl’s relationship with
Dorian Gray.



