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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK:

“There is no such thing as a moral or immoral book. Books are well written, or badly written. That is all.
... The moral life of man forms part of the subject-matter of the artist, but the morality of art consists in
the perfect use of an imperfect medium.” From the Preface of The Picture of Dorian Gray

In true Faustian tradition The Picture of Dorian Gray tells the tale of a young man who sells his soul to
the devil in return for youthful immortality, only to discover that the "devil's bargain" is no bargain at
all. "What does it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul?" (Mt. 16:26). When
Dorian Gray is asked this question he knows the answer. He has learned his lesson the hard way and has
destroyed the lives of others into the bargain. The moral is inescapable, making The Picture of Dorian
Gray more than merely a classic of Victorian literature. It is a classic of Christian literature also.

ABOUT OSCAR WILDE:

Oscar Fingal O'Fflahertie Wills Wilde (1854 — 1900) was an Irish author, poet, and playwright. After
writing in different literary styles throughout the 1880s, he became one of the most popular and
influential dramatists in London in the early 1890s. He was a key figure in the emerging

Aestheticism movement of the late 19th century and is regarded by many as the greatest playwright of
the Victorian era. Wilde is best known for his Gothic novel The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890),

his epigrams, plays, and bedtime stories for children, as well as his criminal conviction in 1895 for gross
indecency for homosexual acts.

Known for his biting wit, flamboyant dress and glittering conversational skill, Wilde became one of the
best-known personalities of his day. At the turn of the 1890s, he refined his ideas about the supremacy
of art in a series of dialogues and essays, and incorporated themes of decadence, duplicity, and beauty
into what would be his only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890). Wilde returned to drama,
writing An Ideal Husband (1895) and The Importance of Being Earnest (1895).

Wilde issued a civil writ against John Sholto Douglas, the 9th Marquess of Queensberry for criminal
libel. The Marquess was the father of Wilde's lover, Lord Alfred Douglas. The libel hearings unearthed
evidence that caused Wilde to drop his charges and led to his own arrest and criminal prosecution

for gross indecency with other males. The jury was unable to reach a verdict and so a retrial was
ordered. In the second trial Wilde was convicted and sentenced to two years' hard labor, the maximum
penalty, and was jailed from 1895 to 1897. During his last year in prison he wrote De Profundis
(published posthumously in abridged form in 1905), a long letter that discusses his spiritual journey
through his trials and is a dark counterpoint to his earlier philosophy of pleasure. On the day of his
release, he caught the overnight steamer to France, never to return to Britain or Ireland. In France and
Italy, he wrote his last work, The Ballad of Reading Gaol (1898), a long poem commemorating the harsh
rhythms of prison life. During this final exile, Wilde said, “I intend to be received into the Catholic
Church before long.” After contracting meningitis, Wilde was conditionally baptized as a Catholic on 29
November 1900 (there was some evidence that he had been baptized as an infant) and he died the next
day.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.

2.

10.

11.

What did you think about The Picture of Dorian Gray?

What do you make of the words from the Preface of the novel, quoted above. Why would the
author insist that he was not writing a “moral book” when the content of the book very much
seems to be reflecting on an immoral bargain with the devil and other immoral acts that flow
from this choice?

The characters in the novel seem to be deeply affected by beauty. What is the nature of beauty?
Is it merely a physical quality...or is there more to it? Ultimately, what is beautiful?

Most critics suggest that the morphing portrait at the center of the novel reflects the conscience
of Dorian. In what ways can we see the conscience of Dorian degrading and corrupting
throughout the novel. What do you make of the final state of the portrait?

Consider the paradox that in seeking to preserve one’s life, one loses it, and in losing one’s life,
one preserves it. Consider also the question from Matthew’s Gospel that it quoted in the novel:
What does profit a man to gain the whole world and lose his soul (Mt. 16:26)? How is this theme
developed through the novel?

Dorian Gray mentions specifically two voices, that of Lord Henry and that of Sibyl Vane, that he
“shall never forget.” What do these two voices (and the characters to which they belong)
represent to Dorian Gray?

There are multiple people who die because of Dorian Gray (whether directly or indirectly), yet it
could be said that Dorian is himself undergoing a kind of death as his soul deteriorates. Examine
the relationship between moral death and physical death as portrayed throughout the novel.
What is it in the essence of Dorian’s “bargain” that leads it not to life but death?

Compare the conversions of Basil Hallward and Dorian Gray across the course of the novel.

Is there any significance, in your opinion, to the family name of Dorian, “Gray”?

The characters and subject matter of the novel are dark and, generally, unappealing. Why would
one choose to read such a book? Why might it be considered a classic Christian novel?

Would you recommend The Picture of Dorian Gray? Why or why not?



