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Abstract. The article explores the unique significance of the portrait in Oscar Wilde's novel "The 

Picture of Dorian Gray" and its profound symbolic expression. The portrait serves as a central 

metaphor, reflecting the gradual moral decay and corruption of the protagonist, Dorian Gray, while 

preserving his outward beauty. Through an analysis of the portrait's role, the article delves into 

themes of vanity, the duality of human nature, and the consequences of a life driven by aestheticism 

and hedonism. The portrait becomes a powerful symbol of the conflict between appearance and 

reality, ultimately illustrating the destructive nature of unchecked desires and the moral 

repercussions of living a life devoid of conscience. 
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Oscar Wilde's "Portrait of Dorian Gray",1 which has become an integral part of 19th century English 

literature, is recognized by writers as a work that fights against aesthetic theories and moral views. 

The work describes the life and spiritual changes of a young and beautiful Dorian Gray, showing the 

process of demonization within them. In this article, we will analyze the aspects related to the 

demonization of Dorian Gray, its reflection in his portrait, and the moral concept. 

The demonization of Dorian Gray forms the basis of Wilde's exploration of the corrupting effects of 

uncontrolled hedonism. As Dorian descends into a life of excess and depravity, his appearance does 

not change, but his portrait—a symbol of his soul—reflects the true extent of his depravity. The 

transformation of this innocent man into evil serves as a powerful commentary on the dangers of 

living a life without moral precepts. 

Dorian's descent into evil is characterized by his alienation from human empathy, cruelty, and 

willingness to manipulate. Christopher Nassaar, in his research on Wilde's work, points out that 

Dorian's transformation is not only the result of external influences, but also a reflection of his 

propensity for depravity2. The play shows Dorian unable to resist a life of sensual pleasures after 

being seduced by Lord Henry's philosophy. His transformation into evil happens gradually, marked 

by the violation of a series of moral rules, and finally reaches the highest level of evil - murder. 

Oscar Wilde's portrayal of Dorian's demonization draws heavily on Gothic traditions, often exploring 

themes of hypocrisy and the supernatural. The use of magical portraiture to outwardly reflect Dorian's 

inner depravity is a classic of Gothic elements, allowing Wilde to explore the psychological and moral 

                                                           
1 Wilde, O. (1890). The Picture of Dorian Gray. London: Ward, Lock & Co. 
2 Nassaar, C. (1974). Into the Demon Universe: A Literary Exploration of Oscar Wilde's "The Picture of Dorian Gray". Yale University 
Press 
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implications of living a life without limits. The portrait shows the traces of Dorian's sins, and reflects 

the difference between his external appearance and internal moral violations.3 

Dorian's journey into darkness can also be seen as a critique of Victorian society's obsession with 

appearances. Through the character of Dorian, Wilde criticizes a society based on beauty and outward 

respectability, which ignores the moral consequences of human actions. Dorian's demonization is not 

only a personal tragedy, but a larger commentary on the dangers of a culture that prioritizes aesthetics 

over ethics. 

In “The Picture of Dorian Gray”, the portrait serves not only as a plot device, but also as a central 

symbol through Wilde's exploration of hypocrisy, corruption, and the relationship between art and 

life. Throughout the play, the portrait of Dorian's soul takes on a material form, reflecting the 

consequences of his moral choices, while his exterior is preserved from the traces of time and sin. 

The symbolic importance of the portrait lies in its ability to reflect the true state of Dorian's image, 

contradicting the deception maintained by his appearance. According to Donald Lawler's analysis of 

the work, the portrait functions as a "mirror of the soul," which is consistent with Wilde's broader 

critique of Victorian society. The idea that art can serve to reflect human identity suggests that it has 

the power to reveal moral truths4. 

Oscar Wilde uses the portrait to explore the hypocrisy of Dorian's existence—showing the divide 

between his public persona and his private sins. As Dorian commits increasingly corrupt acts, the 

portrait depicts the physical consequences of his actions, growing more heinous with each 

transgression. This transformation of the portrait serves as a visual representation of the moral 

corruption that Dorian is trying to hide, reinforcing the play's themes of deception and the dangers of 

a life based on appearances. 

The portrait also serves as a metaphor for the impact of living without moral boundaries. Dorian's 

refusal to accept the consequences of his actions causes his sin and guilt to be reflected outwardly in 

the portrait, which allows him to retain his youthful beauty but destroys his soul. This disparity 

between appearance and reality culminates in Dorian's downfall as the multitude of his sins weighs 

on him and he attempts to destroy the portrait, which in turn results in his own demise. creates the 

ground for it. 

The symbolic significance of the portrait relates to the larger theme of the relationship between art 

and life. Wilde raises questions about the role of art in society—should it be merely an object of 

beauty or should it deal with moral and mature issues? In addition, the portrait can be interpreted as 

a kind of criticism of the Aestheticism movement. Although aesthetes, including Wilde, glorified the 

pursuit of beauty, the work shows that associating beauty with external appearances alone can lead 

to the dehumanization of human life. The portrait, as a symbol of Dorian's inner life, ultimately 

reveals the emptiness of living only for pleasure and beauty and highlights the danger of blindly 

seeking the ideal of Aestheticism. 

Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray is a compelling study of beauty, morality, and the human 

condition. At the heart of the work there is a powerful symbol: the Portrait of Dorian Gray, which 

transcends its literal meaning and becomes a powerful representation of the protagonist's journey and 

the novel's overall themes. This chapter reflects on the unique significance and symbolism of the 

portrait, exploring it as a window to the soul, the consequences of unrestrained hedonism, and a 

reflection of the duality of human nature. 

From the beginning of the work, the portrait directly reflects Dorian's inner essence. As Lord Henry 

Wotton observed, "There is something in your countenance that makes a man believe... But in your 

eyes there is something that frightens a man." 5This duality predetermines the direction of the novel. 

The portrait that initially reflects Dorian's youthful innocence becomes a living, breathing reflection 

of his soul. When Dorian gives in to his desires and leads a hedonistic life, the portrait begins to reveal 

                                                           
3 Smith, A. (2000). Victorian Demons: Medicine, Masculinity, and the Gothic at the Fin-de-Siècle. Manchester University Press 
4 Lawler, D. (1987). Reframing Oscar Wilde’s "The Picture of Dorian Gray: A Close Reading. University of Michigan Press. 
5 Wilde, O. (1890). The Picture of Dorian Gray. London: Ward, Lock and Co., p.21. 
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his true nature, "like a monster and a terrible shadow."6 This shift emphasizes that beauty is only a 

superficial mask and that true beauty lies within, in the moral choices we make. It serves as visual 

evidence that appearances can be deceiving and that the true nature of the soul will eventually be 

revealed.7 

The portrait becomes a symbol of Dorian's contract, a Faustian bargain for eternal youth and beauty. 

He sacrifices his soul to the portrait, his appearance remains forever young, and the portrait bears his 

sins. This contract represents the allure and danger of unlimited desire. Dorian's pursuit of beauty 

leads him down a path of self-destruction and reveals the profound consequences of neglecting 

morality in pursuit of fleeting pleasures. Her physical beauty becomes a symbol of her moral decay, 

a "mask of her shame"8 that shows the inner conflict between her appearance and her corrupted soul. 

In his analysis, Kiberd notes the portrait's role in The Fall of Dorian as Wilde's critique of the pursuit 

of pleasure without consideration of morality.9 The portrait becomes a psychological burden for 

Dorian, a reminder of his true nature and the irreparable damage caused by his hedonistic life. Wilde 

uses portraiture to show the devastating consequences of a life cut off from moral responsibility. 

At the same time, the portrait expresses the principles of aestheticism, which puts beauty and 

emotional experiences above moral and social values. Lord Henry Wotton, a leading proponent of 

Aestheticism, encourages Dorian to pursue a life of hedonism and self-indulgence. The portrait is a 

visual expression of this philosophy, reflecting Dorian's youthful charm and hiding the consequences 

of his actions. Like Dorian's words: "The life that built his soul destroyed his body"10, this aesthetic 

duality emphasizes the conflict between appearance and reality. 

Another researcher, Ellmann, emphasizes Wilde's use of portraiture to criticize the superficial nature 

of aestheticism11. By focusing only on external beauty, Dorian becomes disconnected from the moral 

and emotional aspects of life, which ultimately leads to his downfall. Thus, the portrait is not only a 

symbol of aestheticism, but also a warning sign of the dangers of its excess. Despite his initial denials, 

the transformation of the portrait forces Dorian to admit the reality of his actions and his broken spirit. 

The following lines are recognized by the writer as a terrible image: "stained with terrible lines that 

mark his forehead with wrinkles"12, which serves as a constant reminder of his sins. The portrait is a 

catalyst for self-recognition, forcing Dorian to confront the truth about himself. However, this 

reflection often leads to self-justification and denial. His attempts to control his reflection by 

destroying the portrait show his fear of admitting his own moral failings. This act demonstrates her 

desire to maintain the illusion of innocence, which highlights the deep-rooted denial that leads to her 

self-destruction13. 

The discrepancy between Dorian's appearance and the portrait situation represents the theme of moral 

ambiguity. The portrait absorbs the physical manifestations of Dorian's sins, allowing him to maintain 

a flawless appearance. This cover-up allows Dorian to lead a double life, pretending to be an innocent 

and attractive young man and engaging in increasingly depraved activities. Thus, the novel criticizes 

superficial judgments based on appearance, suggesting that true character lies beneath the surface. 

In Oscar Wilde's novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, the portrait of Dorian symbolizes Dorian's true 

self and the consequences of his selfish actions.14 Set in Victorian England, Dorian falls in love with 

his own portrait, making a Faustian pact so that even as he ages, the portrait remains forever young 

and he suffers the consequences of a life of hedonism and sin. According to Jones, the portrait 

represents Dorian's true self because it bears traces of his actions and reflects how his lifestyle has 

                                                           
6 Wilde, O. (1890). The Picture of Dorian Gray. London: Ward, Lock and Co., p.137. 
7 Allen, S. (1997). Dorian Gray: The Image of the Soul. The University of Chicago Press, p.134. 
8 Wilde, O. (1890). The Picture of Dorian Gray. London: Ward, Lock and Co., p.248. 
9 Kiberd, D. (1995). Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation. Harvard University Press 
10 Wilde, O. (1890). The Picture of Dorian Gray. London: Ward, Lock and Co., p.79. 
11  Ellmann, R. (1987). Oscar Wilde. New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 
12 Wilde, O. (1890). The Picture of Dorian Gray. London: Ward, Lock and Co., p.137 
13 Frantz, R. (2012). The Picture of Dorian Gray: A Critical Guide. Routledge., p.102 
14 Wilde, O. (1891). The Picture of Dorian Gray. Charles Scribner’s Sons 
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affected him.15 As Dorian indulges in a life of pleasure and sin, the portrait becomes increasingly 

unnatural and reflects Dorian's broken spirit. For example, after Dorian kills Basil, the portrait is even 

more distorted, and his face shows "unspeakable horror".16 It reminds us of the consequences of 

Dorian's actions and the dangers of a life devoted only to pleasure and self-gratification. The portrait 

also represents the "fallen man" common in Victorian literature - Dorian is seduced and falls from 

grace.17 

The portrait also comments on the social expectations and pressures of Victorian England. Dorian is 

praised for his beauty and charm and uses these qualities to deceive and manipulate those around him. 

However, the portrait reminds us that true beauty comes from within and that inner goodness is more 

important than outer appearance18. For example, when Dorian talks to Lord Henry about the 

importance of staying young and handsome, Lord Henry tells him that "the only way to escape 

temptation is to give in to it."19 The idea of being tempted to stay young and beautiful reflects the 

societal expectations and pressures Dorian faces, and the portrait is a reminder of the dangers of 

allowing these expectations to shape one's values and actions. The duality of human nature - Dorian's 

good and bad sides are represented by the portrait and his appearance - is a common theme in 

Victorian literature20. 

The portrait can also be seen as a metaphor for the power of art and its role in reflecting and shaping 

society. Basil creates a portrait, becomes emotionally attached to it, and sees it as an expression of 

his artistic vision. However, Dorian sees the portrait only as a means of preserving his youth and 

beauty, and is ready to sacrifice everything to do so. In this way, the portrait serves as a cautionary 

tale of the dangers of putting personal desires above a higher purpose.21 For example, when Dorian 

realizes the true price of his contract with the portrait, he says, "I would give my soul for it."22 It 

shows how much Dorian is willing to sacrifice to preserve his youth and beauty, and the dangers of 

letting personal desires rule one's actions. 

The allegory of the portrait in The Picture of Dorian Gray can also be seen as a commentary on art's 

ability to reflect and shape society. For example, Dorian's deception and corruption of the actress 

Sybil Vane, who is in love with him, can be seen as a metaphor for how art can be corrupted and 

corrupted when it is used for a higher purpose rather than personal gain. Dorian is attracted to Sybil's 

talent and beauty, but as he looks more and more towards himself and tries to preserve his youth and 

beauty, he sees Sybil only as a means to satisfy his desires. starts As a result, it ultimately destroys 

his career and his passion for acting, showing the dangers of personal desires corrupting and ruining 

the art. This can be considered a comment on the ability of art to reflect and shape society and the 

importance of using art for a greater purpose rather than for personal gain. 

One way in which the portrait symbolizes Dorian's moral corruption is through the contrast between 

his eternal youth and beauty and the ugliness depicted in the portrait. Dorian is praised for his physical 

attractiveness and charm, and he uses these qualities to deceive and manipulate those around him. 

However, the portrait reveals the true cost of Dorian's hedonistic lifestyle, its ugliness a reminder of 

the destructive effect of Dorian's actions on his soul. This contrast between Dorian's eternal youth 

and beauty and the ugliness of the portrait serves as a commentary on the dangers of vanity and the 

corrupting effects of uncontrolled desires. 
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