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Literary Research Paper 

The Picture of Dorian Gray is a story that narrates the deceptive simplicity of complex 

notions. Oscar Wilde appears to have penned down Dorian Grey’s tale as a caution against 

appearances. The novel persistently addresses deceptive appearances and presents each character 

and their arcs in terms of the apparent complexity or simplicity (Wilde). In the novel, there is no 

trajectory of any character or subplot that does not include an illusory representation of morality 

or moral status. Through these deceitful narratives that culminate in revelations for the audience 

as if subterfuge is being lifted, the writer has touched upon some of the most relevant questions 

of all time. At the core of these questions regarding morality lies the same battle between good 

and evil and the consistent, omnipresent conflict between right and wrong (Wilde). The novel 

does not preach morality but seems to lament the deception that leads the characters to make 

immoral choices in pursuit of a beauty that imbibes nothing but the ultimate horrendousness. The 

novel does so by making all the characters questionable and imparting the message that seems to 

lament the existence of appearances possessing the ability to hide under nobler or less noble 

veneers.  

The character of Henry Wotton is one such deceptive appearance. He is misleading in the 

way he advocates for debauchery as the only pursuit of beauty. His idea of morality is self-

proclaimed to be based on following in the footsteps of beauty and pleasure. He asserts against 

the futility of “supposedly” nobler virtues of honesty, truth, loyalty, and empathy.  Henry 
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Wotton’s character is introduced to the reader at the novel's very beginning; the introduction 

takes place in reference to Basil’s artistic prowess and identity (Muhammed). Henry is someone 

who does not believe in the moral convictions of his time that have been encouraged and 

proliferated by the society and the culture he belongs to. In many ways, he is an epitome of 

Victorian society, which is one ascribing to loftily righteous ideals and being capable, as well as 

in the habit of defying such ideals, by committing acts of horrific moral corruption 

(Muhammed). Henry seems to be the very embodiment of a society that exploits the very idea of 

right and wrong and the basic notions of good and evil.  

To Henry, maintaining a respectable image in society is of prime importance. He is a 

respectable man who has a strong social standing. At the same time, he is someone who toys 

with the idea of morality and the role morality can be expected or believed to play in human life. 

He teases the concept of maintaining an image of respectability but allowing oneself to indulge 

in what he terms as the “beauty” of life. The beauty of life, to him, is hidden in pursuit of 

pleasure without having to care for the moral values imparted by Victorian society. He acts as a 

rebel who questions each standard and every act of goodness (Profit). Yet, as Basil points out, he 

has never acted upon the hedonistic ideas he seems to preach. Henry remains to be a mystery in 

the sense that he is never revealed to have indulged in blind pursuit of material and physical 

pleasure. Still, he inspires Dorian Gray to subscribe to hedonistic pleasure. Henry is not what he 

appears to be as his words and actions seem to be contradictory. On one hand, his ideas are not 

as worthy of esteem as his social status. 

On the other hand, his personality is not as corrupted as his words and ideas. He seems to 

represent confusion and a lack of clarity, representing a society that does not understand the true 

nature of morality (Profit). Henry embodies the luster that debauchery would hold for such a 
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society even if it tries to enforce what appear to be (from Henry’s perspective) hollow ideals of 

morality.  

The ideals are hollow because of the way they are understood and implemented in 

society. In the Victorian society in which these characters live and spend their lives, morality is 

nothing but a way to achieve a higher social status. There does not seem to be an inherent value 

placed on morality but it seems to have been reduced to superficial acts that one needs to execute 

to be socially accepted (Barin). Even if one does not truly ascribe to these ideals and privately 

violates them, a façade of righteousness can do wonders. In simple words, these ideals are based 

on convenience, for masquerading the prevalent immoral acts that these apparently respectable 

people indulge in. In such a society, Basil’s is also a deceptive appearance. This is an illusion 

different from the one projected by Henry. Where Henry projects moral corruption when is not 

truly morally questionable, Basil initially comes across as a deeply complex character who is 

unaware of the limitations society places on him. He speaks of his art in a way that makes the 

reader question the true nature of his relationship with morality (Barin). He is mysterious in the 

way he does not want to name the subject of his painting. When he is pressed by Henry to 

disclose the name, he does so by putting Dorian Gray on a pedestal. In Dorian, he finds a beauty 

he cannot ignore. He claims that Dorian Gray has made him view his art from a novel 

perspective. These proclamations put a question mark on Basil’s morality because the reader 

gathers that he may not have a moral compass. He is a character that initially appears to be 

obsessed with the idea of beauty without being sure of the true nature of apparent beauty. Basil 

seems unaware of the notion that “all that glitters is not gold” (Barin). Later development reveals 

Basil to be arguably the most morally upright character. While it initially seems that he only 
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praises Dorian for his physical appearance, his reaction to the revelation of Dorian’s true nature 

proves otherwise. 

Dorian Gray has been presented, in many ways, as a blank moral canvas. He is 

charismatic and pleasing in his temperament, appearance, and personality. He is alluring to 

everyone who meets him. There is a quality in his persona, which is that he seems to bewitch 

people. But the character is extremely impressionable as he is vulnerable to the moral corruption 

Henry advocates for. Dorian Gray seems to be untethered to a belief system that can save him 

from himself. In his society, Dorian Gray garners a social standing due to his ability to put 

Henry’s word to a practical test (Li). While Henry himself does not dare indulge in a lifestyle he 

preaches, Dorian does so without a second thought. The character follows nothing but pleasure 

and material/physical gratification. Despite these indulgences, he is widely liked and esteemed 

for his beauty. His beauty seems to symbolize the hypocrisy of the society he lives in. Inspired 

by someone who never dared experiment with right and wrong but being able to push the 

boundaries of the most deeply wired moral values, he imbibes more beauty and becomes even 

more attractive (Li). The novel seems to represent the nature of morality and immorality by 

illustrating the apparent beauty of lust and pleasure. By worshipping nothing other than lust, 

Gray becomes increasingly breathtaking as far as his physical appearance is concerned.  

The book's most important object of symbolism remains to be the picture itself. The 

picture Basil creates is a representation of what he believes Dorian Gray to be. Basil’s apparent 

complexity is a deception as his idea of beauty is later revealed based on his perception of 

Dorian Gray and his personality (Li). Dorian Gray, according to Basil, had been his muse due to 

the innocence he seemed to project. However, the charisma he seems to embody is an illusion in 

itself as the subsequent events reveal. The author addresses the difference between a projection 
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of innocence and the capacity to be morally corrupt in the way Basil perceives Dorian and how 

Dorian’s life unfolds. Basil’s perception is nothing but based on a superficial representation of 

beauty. Just because Dorian is attractive and charismatic, he is put on a moral and spiritual 

pedestal by the artist (Basil) who truly believes him to be spiritually inspired by his muse (Li). 

The picture itself portrays a beauty that Dorian eventually loses in his pursuit of pleasure.  

When the beauty in the picture seems to efface, the disintegration of Dorian’s character 

begins. The picture is a representation of all the illusions the story has presented. All the 

deceptive appearances seem to have become manifest in the way the picture begins to 

deteriorate. Contrary to what would appear to the reader at a cursory glance of the story, the 

picture is not merely related to Dorian himself but all the characters who have been used to 

develop the story (Baker). The picture represents the deceptive nature of Henry Wotton as it 

portrays the ugliness hidden inside him. Although it is an ugliness he has never explored 

practically, the ideas have taken root in Dorian Gray, effectively turning him into a deeply 

tormented soul instead of the innocent young man he had been introduced as. The picture, 

initially, represents Basil’s simplicity and purity. The deceptive nature of the artist’s personality 

is represented in the way the picture has been created as an expression of superficial beauty but 

comes to imbibe the very purity of the artist (Baker). When the picture begins a journey towards 

the disintegration of its beauty, it does so by representing a besmirched version of Basil’s 

inspiration as well as an increasingly morally corrupted existence of Dorian Gray.  

The author has presented the picture and the process of disintegration of the picture as a 

symbol of appearances being deceptive. The picture becomes a representation of truth while the 

characters' life seems immaculate. The picture deteriorates when Dorian Gray is lauded and 

admired for his seemingly perpetual youth and Henry continues to enjoy a strong social standing 
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(Rodenas). It represents each wound Dorian Gray inflicts upon his soul. In other words, 

deceptive beauty continues to thrive while the soul and inner beauty are in an abominable state. 

Yet, the picture remains concealed and so do the crimes and sins Gray commits. When Basil is 

ruthlessly murdered and dismembered, it represents society’s superficialness succeeding over a 

need for purity and simplicity. The changes in the picture are an allegory for the moral 

corruption in Victorian society and the hypocrisy that allows the characters living in such a 

society to hide their true nature behind beauty (Rodenas). By doing so, the author addresses the 

very definition of beauty that society believes in. Through the turmoil faced by Dorian Gray’s 

soul, the author has narrated the greatest social issues plaguing human existence and societies, 

i.e., hypocrisy and moral confusion.  

Society enables its members to hide behind facades of apparent beauty. When the 

standards of beauty become physical, materialistic, and superficial, no hollow codes of morality 

can protect such a society from a death like Dorian Gray’s. When Dorian Gray realizes that he 

has become incapable of understanding true morality because he has been condemned to chasing 

an impression of morality for all the wrong reasons, he stabs the picture that has been tormenting 

him (Payne). As he stabs the picture, he stabs his corrupt soul and the superficiality of Henry’s 

beliefs. He also stabs the hypocrisy that has allowed him to remain ensconced in shallow 

pleasure and meaningless gratification. Oscar Wilde has put the deceptions to a gruesome end. In 

doing so, he has predicted the same end for the Victorian society, which, he seems to believe, 

will commit suicide due to its inability to decide upon the true direction its members are 

supposed to take (Payne). The same conflicts seem to plague today’s societies as well.  

Through symbolism, allegory, and metaphor, The Picture of Dorian Gray has addressed 

the hypocrisy that facilitates moral corruption due to its inability to define true beauty. The story 
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has questioned such social behavior that fails to acknowledge or truly value innocence and 

purity. All the characters have been portrayed as deceptive and illusory as the story narrates the 

unraveling of Dorian Gray’s soul. The idea of spiritual fractionization has been contrasted with 

shallow ideals that impart superficial pleasure instead of eternal happiness (Payne). The book 

aims to provoke the reader into questioning the moral hypocrisy they see around them and 

tracing the nature of such hypocrisy to the fact that society has failed to chase true beauty. Such a 

society falls prey to illusions and imbibes these illusions to become an illusion of morality itself.  
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