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ETHICS AND AESTHETICS IN
“THE PICTURE OF DORIAN GRAY”

by Dominic Manganiello

In “The Picture of Dorian Gray”, Wilde examines frankly
the consequences of substituting an aesthetic for an ethical con-
science. He raises a fundamental question about the aesthete’s
creed: how can art, which is imbued with good and evil, be both
aesthetically beautiful and morally destructive? Lord Henry Wot-
ton uses Wilde’s language of paradox and the circular and contra-
dictory logic of “The Critic as Artist”, but he cannot be taken
simply as Wilde’s mouthpiece. He ultimately challenges the basic
premise of the book, that of transformation. Dorian and Basil
Hallward also reveal aspects of Wilde’s psyche. Basil through his
portrait and Lord Henry through his word painting both recreate
Dorian in their own image and likeness. This narcissism,
whether linguistic or sexual, acts as a central metaphor for in-
dulging in sterile and fruitless actions. Wilde compounds his

book with not one but three versions of the Faust legend to rein-
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force this point. “The Picture of Dorian Gray” is at once an at-
tack on dualism (the soul/body, art/life split) and an exposure
of the aesthetic attempt at reconciliation as a widening of that

split.
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