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			Oscar Wilde

			Irish novelist, poet, playwright, short story writer and essayist

			
					Born in Dublin in 1854

					Died in Paris in 1900

					Notable works:	The Soul of Man under Socialism (1891), essay

	Salome (1893), play

	The Importance of Being Earnest (1895), play




			

			Oscar Wilde was an Irish-born writer who spent the majority of his life in London, and he is most certainly the best representative of the “Fin-de-Siècle” in the English-speaking world. An advocate of the decadent movement and estheticism, he did not want anything to interfere with art and beauty.

			His ways as an exuberant dandy and his anti-conformism shocked, and he was sometimes met with extremely violent reactions. In 1895, he was sentenced to two years of penal servitude at the prison of Reading, for acts of homosexuality. Having served his sentence, he exiled himself to Paris, and died there in 1900, a destitute. His most famous works are The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890-1891) and the play The Importance of Being Earnest (1895).

		


		
			The Picture of Dorian Gray

			The appearance of an Irish dandy

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Wilde, O. (2001) The Picture of Dorian Gray. London: Wordsworth Classics.

					First edition: 1890

					Themes: old age, beauty, appearance, immorality, art, literature, youth

			

			Initially published in the Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine in 1890, then reworked and expanded in 1891, The Picture of Dorian Gray is Oscar Wilde’s only novel. It tells the story of a young man of fascinating beauty who makes the wish to keep his charms and youth forever. Inexplicably, his wish is fulfilled, and it is the portrait of him made by a friend which changes in his stead, bearing the marks of age and of the decadent pleasures into which he throws himself with body and soul.

			The key theme in The Picture of Dorian Gray is the emancipation, as advocated by Wilde, of art from morality. The novel sparked a scandal when it was published, because of the way in which the author describes how the character throws himself into debauchery, without explicitly condemning his immorality.

		


		
			Summary

			Preface

			Wilde explains his artistic convictions, tying art to the concept of beauty in its broad meaning and refusing that a moral or more utilitarian dimension be ascribed to it. 

			Chapter 1

			Lord Henry Wotton, who is visiting the painter Basil Hallward, admires the portrait of a young man of extraordinary beauty, Dorian Gray. Basil says he refuses to exhibit it, because he put too much of his soul in the painting. When Dorian Gray arrives at the studio, Lord Henry asks to be introduced to him, against Basil’s wishes, who implores him not to corrupt him with his nefarious influence.

			Chapter 2

			Lord Henry talks to Dorian while the young man sits for Basil. He urges him to enjoy his youth and his beauty before they wane. Dorian is troubled by these words. Once the portrait is finished, he has an epiphany while looking at the painting “as if he had recognized himself for the first time” (Chapter 2). Despaired by the idea of losing his beauty while the portrait would forever remain unspotted, he wishes for this order of things to be reversed.

			Chapter 3

			Lord Henry goes to his uncle to obtain information about Dorian’s family. He decides to become Dorian’s influence, just as Dorian himself influences Basil.

			Chapter 4

			Dorian explains to Lord Henry how he has met the love of his life, the actress Sibyl Vane. Lord Henry is fascinated by Dorian’s enthusiasm. Later, he receives a telegram from him stating that he and Sibyl Vane are engaged.

			Chapter 5

			This Chapter introduces Sibyl, who is utterly happy in her love for Dorian, and her mother and her younger brother, James, who worries about his sister. Her relationship with this unknown man (she calls him “prince charming”) does not please him.

			Chapters 6-7

			Dorian, Lord Henry and Basil go to the theater. On stage, Sibyl plays very badly; Dorian is deeply shocked. After the play, she announces to him, with good intentions, that she has left the theater, the only world she has ever known, in order to give herself fully to him, who has opened her eyes to a much more beautiful reality. Yet Dorian loved her because of her talent; her love leaves him indifferent. Disgusted, he tells her of his disdain and leaves her.

			Back home, Dorian notices that his portrait has a slightly cruel smile. He is reminded of his wish and realizes that he is standing in front of his conscience. His own expression has not changed. Overwhelmed by pity for his portrait, he swears to never sin again.

			Chapter 8

			The next day, he writes to Sibyl to apologize. Having done so, he already feels forgiven. Lord Henry arrives and tells him that Sibyl killed herself out of love. He is frightened of not to being affected by the tragedy as he would wish to be. Far from comforting him, Lord Henry encourages him to see the beauty of this death. Dorian feels better and discovers his true self. He has changed his mind about the portrait: from now on, it will be the portrait that bears the weight of his passions.

			Chapter 9

			Basil asks to see the portrait and mentions his intention to exhibit it. Dorian is terrified. He then confesses that he has a secret and offers to tell it if Basil explains why he did not want to exhibit it at first.

			Basil confesses that he worships him and feared that it was visible in his painting; now, he thinks that this notion is stupid. Dorian, relieved, confesses that he has indeed seen “something” in the portrait, but still refuses to show it.

			Chapter 10

			Dorian starts to become paranoid with those who come too close to the veiled portrait; he hides it in his former study, on the top floor of the house. He then spends a good part of the evening reading a strange and fascinating book that Lord Henry sent him.

			Chapter 11

			For several years, Dorian lives under the influence of the book. He leads a double life, decent in appearances, but secretly dissolute, and experiences exotic and decadent pleasures. Yet he is also prey to a lingering fear that his secret might be discovered. Moreover, scandalous rumors are spreading about him, but fortunately, his wealth and his charm preserve him.

			Chapters 12-14

			Dorian is 38 years old. One evening, he meets Basil and feels obliged to invite him to his place. Basil mentions the terrible rumors about him and concludes that, to truly know him, he should see his soul. Dorian, agitated, agrees and brings him to see the portrait. Basil understands what has happened. Dorian, upon seeing the portrait, is seized by a sudden and incontrollable hatred for the painter. He brutally murders him with a knife. The next day, Dorian keeps himself busy, trying to forget his crime, and panics more and more until his former friend Alan Campbell, a chemist, arrives. He asks him to make Basil’s body disappear.

			Chapters 15-16

			The next evening, Lord Henry asks Dorian what he had been doing the previous night and Dorian gets nervous. He goes home, burns Basil’s belongings and decides to go to an opium den.

			As he is leaving, a woman calls him “prince charming”, which alerts James Vane, who was sleeping in a corner. James attacks Dorian on the streets, announcing that he is Sibyl’s brother and that he will kill him. Dorian asks him to look at him in the light of a street lamp; seeing that he appears to be barely 20, James thinks he has been mistaken and lets him go.

			Chapters 17-18

			Dorian feels like he is being chased. Although he is aware of the fact that his fear of punishment is irrational, he is horrified at the idea of being unable to escape the turmoil of his conscience. During a hunting party, one of the beaters is accidentally killed, and Dorian sees this as a bad omen forecasting his upcoming demise. Later, he hears that the beater could not be identified, and that he was carrying a gun on him. Dorian Gray immediately goes to have a look at the body, and recognizes James Vane. He is so relieved that he cries.

			Chapter 19-20

			Dorian explains to Lord Henry that he is determined to change, as he has done too many horrible things in his life. But, according to Lord Henry, Dorian will not manage to change. Just before going home, Dorian, haltingly, wants to confess something to Lord Henry (probably concerning Basil’s death), but finally renounces.

			Once home, Dorian thinks with nostalgia, about his former innocence. He would prefer to redeem each one of his sins, rather than destroy his portrait. He decides to become good. Out of curiosity, he climbs up the stairs to see if a good act he recently accomplished has changed anything. Yet the painting is still just as horrible; he even notices a new hypocritical expression.

			Unable to bear the accusations weighing upon him any longer, Dorian tries to destroy the portrait with a knife to finally be at peace. His servants are woken up by a horrible scream; soon, they find the painting, intact and again depicting Dorian in all his glory, and at its foot, their master, dead, stabbed in the heart, wrinkled and hideous.

		


		
			Character study

			Dorian Gray

			He is the son of Lady Margaret Devereux – an incredibly beautiful aristocrat – and an unknown lower rank soldier. Orphaned at a young age, he continued to live in the family home, a richly decorated house, surrounded by valets and a governess.

			Possessing a peculiar charm, Dorian generates fasciation among his friends Basil and Lord Henry. He evolves in a radical manner throughout the story, namely because of Lord Henry’s influence:

			
					At the beginning of the novel, Dorian is introduced as a candid young man, almost child-like, spontaneous although shy, and full of joyous life.

					Soon, he adopts the way of a disenchanted dandy, cynical, egocentric and amoral, living only for art and devoid of any real sympathy for people (for example, he prefers Sibyl’s acting to Sibyl herself). His compassion might be deep, but it is only fleeting, because all that interests him is to enjoy everything that is good in a person (for example, that person’s tragic dimensions), until it no longer interests him.

			

			By nourishing his artistic sensibilities with refined and forbidden pleasures (including drugs, lust, sometimes homosexual relations, as Wilde suggests), Dorian’s soul is demeaned. Thanks to the wish he made (Chapter 2), he keeps all the appearance of his charm, but his portrait is degrading in his stead.

			However, Dorian remains clear-sighted from the beginning to the end: he quickly realizes that Lord Henry’s cynicism is terrifying and poisonous, but he finds it too fascinating to resist; he understands almost immediately that his portrait reflects his conscience, but chooses to take advantage of this fact; twice he swears he will become good again (Chapters 7 and 19), but he quickly realizes that he will never manage to do so, as it would mean going against his nature.

			Although he appreciates his double life, in which his undying charm protects him from the ever worse rumors spreading about him, his secret weighs heavily on his mind: he becomes increasingly paranoid (especially after having killed Basil) and is tormented by a huge feeling of guilt. He bitterly regrets his lost innocence. However, the
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