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Afterword

Beauty is truth, truth beauty—that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

—John Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn” (1819)

What do you see when you look in the mirror? Is who you truly are 
revealed by the angle of your gaze, the turn of your lips, the lift to 
the eyebrows, and the smooth expanse or furrowed brow? Or do 
you present a mask to the world that conceals who you really are so 
that others glimpse only a superficial, artificial, or obscured version 
of yourself? Oscar Wilde’s 1890 novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, 
about a man who preserves his youthful beauty by letting his por-
trait decay while he lives life to the fullest, addresses these questions 
and more. How much of who we are is determined by how others 
are seduced or repulsed by our appearance? How much would you 
give to look forever young, and not let time carve its passage into 
your skin? With uncanny prescience, Wilde’s only novel does more 
than examine the link between surface and depth in modern soci-
ety. The Picture of Dorian Gray, with its gripping, gruesome plot 
and philosophical reflections that echo Friedrich Nietzsche and 
anticipate Sigmund Freud, foreshadows our twenty-first-century 
fascination with presenting the best version of ourselves for others 
to see.

Wilde’s provocative suggestion is that while we know that we all 
contain hidden depths, society prizes surface appearance above 
all else. For readers in our era of curated selves promulgated to 
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legions everywhere via new media, what price are you willing to 
pay to remain young in body, while only your spirit yields to the 
experience of time?

For the Irishman Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde, who came 
from a distinguished but not aristocratic family and reached world-
wide fame and notoriety, this question was essential. Can we appear 
to be something we are not, and will others fall for it? Is appearance 
inextricably tied to identity in a society that rewards images, celeb-
rity, and fame more than moral integrity, and where things that are 
popular matter more than what is true? Does appearance always 
outweigh integrity in a culture where celebrities are forgiven most 
of their sins? As an Irishman aiming for an English-speaking audi-
ence, Wilde did not rely on a stable set of norms that structured his 
world but wrote, as novelist Colm Tóibín put it, “as though from the 
very beginning.”1

The relation between beauty and truth, or appearance and 
essence, fueled Wilde’s imaginings before he published The Picture 
of Dorian Gray. He knew that beauty could dazzle but also deceive 
others, and that good looks could be a cover for corruption. In 1888, 
he wrote a series of fantasy tales, including “The Star-Child,” which 
tells the story of a child blessed with astonishingly good looks that 
turn him evil. When the child rejects his lost mother who returns as 
a beggar, the cruel boy loses his gorgeous looks. He suffers greatly as 
an outcast before finding a way to redeem his terrible deeds.

In an inspired essay on William Shakespeare presented as 
another story, “The Portrait of Mr. W. H.” (1889), Wilde considered 
how beauty can hide an ugly truth. The story aims to uncover the 
identity of the enigmatic W. H., to whom Shakespeare’s sonnets, 
first published in 1609, are dedicated. Wilde cites Sonnet 93 as “a 
sonnet of mad idolatry”:

But heav’n in thy creation did decree
That in thy face sweet love should ever dwell;

1  Colm Tóibín, Mad, Bad, Dangerous to Know: The Fathers of Wilde, Yeats 
and Joyce (New York: Scribner, 2018), 15.
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Whate’er thy thoughts or thy heart’s workings be,
Thy looks should nothing thence but sweetness tell.

In this sonnet, Shakespeare, as in many of his plays, wonders how 
a person can appear outwardly different from how they really are. 
In the sonnet, heaven made his beloved’s face so gorgeous that it 
conceals whatever deception may lie beneath. The issue was of great 
importance to Wilde, who took inspiration from Shakespeare’s 
questioning of the beautiful beloved’s truth hidden behind an “ever” 
sweet façade. But Wilde shifts the individual speaker’s concern over 
the beloved’s faithfulness found in Shakespeare to society’s obses-
sion with good looks. While Shakespeare’s sonnet probes how a 
lover’s beauty conceals his truth, Wilde examines how a beautiful 
individual can deceive not his lover but society at large. In The 
Picture of Dorian Gray, he expands Shakespeare’s worry that beauty 
blinds us to a person’s truth to a culture that shifts, at this moment, 
to valuing surface appearances above much else.

Wilde was among the first to diagnose a culture obsessed with 
appearance. But he also took full advantage of this development 
by turning himself into a celebrity, which is, in a way, also Dorian 
Gray’s ploy. But his insight into society’s fascination with surface 
beauty cost Wilde dearly. Ultimately, his tale of prophetic anticipa-
tion of our fascination with beauty played a role in ending his public 
career and his life in a spectacular trial that has become inseparable 
from the myth of Wilde.

In 1895, Wilde was sentenced to two years of prison and “first-
class hard labor” for “gross indecency” between men. The Picture of 
Dorian Gray, which the French symbolist poet Stéphane Mallarmé 
considered “one of the few books with the power to move me,”2 

featured significantly in Wilde’s downfall. The novel became legal 
evidence of indecency against its author in a courtroom that Wilde 
first commanded with wit and rhetorical finesse but, when he was 

2  Cited in Nicholas Frankel, Oscar Wilde. The Unrepentant Years (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2017), 221
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charged in a second trial, left him humiliated and condemned. 
Instead of being hailed as a major work of art that transcends ethi-
cal and moral concerns, Wilde’s only novel was declared indecent, 
vile, and corrupt. The two trials eventually turned Wilde into a 
scapegoat for society, a martyr for sexual liberation and gay love, 
and a crusader for artistic freedom. 

The book proclaims, in a famous preface and the story, that art 
must stand above all ethical and moral concerns. The book’s dev-
astating role in Wilde’s life, in a terrible twist for the writer known 
for his ironic wit, thus belies its central claim that art is autono-
mous from ethics and serves no practical purpose of instructing us. 
Instead of absolving him, as an artist, from other responsibilities, 
the book brought him down. Today, Wilde’s criminal conviction 
and punishment overdetermines our understanding of the novel. In 
order to understand the significance of The Picture of Dorian Gray, 
we must separate the novel from its damning role in Wilde’s trial. It 
holds up as an acute diagnosis of our image-obsessed culture where 
personal truth is replaced with curated versions of our best selves.

In the book’s preface, Wilde insists that art is created for its own 
sake and never in order to moralize and influence readers and 
audiences. “No artist desires to prove anything,” he wrote in the 
epigrammatic style that would become his trademark. The preface 
was meant to appease readers shocked by the story of a young, 
beautiful Dorian who strikes the Faustian bargain of selling his soul 
for eternal beauty. In this tale, Wilde threw down his silken gauntlet 
to society. Art lives in a space free from moral judgment, Wilde 
asserted, and anyone who judges art on moral terms for promoting 
rather than condemning the “wrong” values, has no understanding 
of beauty in the world. Anything is permissible in art, Wilde stated 
in pithy and quotable statements that would come to haunt him. 
“Those who find ugly meanings in beautiful things are corrupt […] 
This is a fault.” Even adoring a beautiful young man is permissible 
for other men and married women, since the celebration of beauty 
ought to be a human ideal, and can never be the symptom of base 
motives. The irony, of course, is that Dorian’s story proves exactly 
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the opposite. In the book, the worship of beauty becomes the driver 
and cover for vile deeds and horrendous crimes.

The question raised by The Picture of Dorian Gray, whether art 
exists for its own sake or whether it must be judged for doing good 
or ill, remains pertinent. Wilde wrote that “the sphere of art and 
the sphere of ethics are entirely distinct.”3 Contemporary debates 
about what is allowed in art, who is permitted to speak on behalf 
of whom, and whether public figures live above society’s standards, 
are Wildean, because he placed the question of art’s moral role at 
the center of his work.

Wilde’s assertion that art exists for its own sake was contradicted 
by the reception of his own work, as is fitting for one of the great 
ironists in all of literature. In The Picture of Dorian Gray and in 
Wilde’s plays, wit and satire become weapons against the hypocrisy 
and hollow morality of England’s champagne-and-cucumber-sand-
wich set. While theater audiences and readers relished Wilde’s biting 
lines, they also sensed that they were laughing at their own expense. 
Ultimately, however, the society of his day had the last and cruel 
laugh at Wilde’s claim that “[t]he artist can express everything,” 
when they locked him up.

By casting the question of art’s morality and our fascination with 
beauty in the gripping tale of beautiful Dorian who wants to stay 
forever young, Wilde prophesied the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries’ love affairs with images and, astonishingly, the obsessions 
of our media-saturated age. Today, when cultivating an enhanced 
online doppelgänger consumes a good part of the world’s attention, 
Wilde’s moral tale about indulging life to the fullest while ignor-
ing our conscience and cloaking our deepest secrets, feels palpably 
contemporary.

When Lord Henry Wotton ignites Dorian’s passion for life, his 
words sound like a mantra for our age, where the symbols of ”the 
good life” are found on social media:

Ah! Realize your youth while you have it. Don’t squander the 

3  Frankel, Oscar Wilde. The Unrepentant Years, op.cit., 35.
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gold of your days, listening to the tedious, trying to improve 
the hopeless failure, or giving away your life to the ignorant, 
the common, and the vulgar. These are the sickly aims, the 
false ideals, of our age. Live! Live the wonderful life that is in 
you! Let nothing be lost upon you. Be always searching for new 
sensations. Be afraid of nothing… A new Hedonism—that is 
what our century wants. You might be its visible symbol.

Live your best life! Wilde anticipates the twentieth-century 
world of celebrities who, like Dorian Gray, construct an image 
for the public that obscures and hides their true selves. This cult 
of the glossy image “unspotted from the world,” once the prov-
ince of celebrities and those aspiring to fame, has now given way 
to the exhibitionism of our age, which results in online personae 
burnished to a high sheen, doing fabulous and fun things, while 
people live their private lives elsewhere. The split between public 
appearance and private self that runs through The Picture of Dorian 
Gray, and which cost Wilde his reputation and probably his life, has 
never been more charged than today, when it affects everyone and 
not only celebrities, politicians, and fame-seeking authors.

The Picture of Dorian Gray exposes, in a story about a supernat-
ural, haunted painting that ages instead of its young and beautiful 
subject, how superficial society is. “Society—civilized society, at 
least—is never very ready to believe anything to the detriment of 
those who are both rich and fascinating.” We care about curated, 
enhanced, and gorgeous lives, about individuals decked in fine 
clothes, riding in style, and glimpsed at fabulous events at the 
height of human splendor. We tuck away, repress, and deny suf-
fering, deformity, and signs of age, unless we have enough money 
and power to compete for the spotlight perpetually cast on, and 
seemingly emanating from, beauty and youth. There might be 
grumblings and misgivings, fueled by guilt and shame at our super-
ficiality, but society forgives even terrible deeds when the doer is 
attractive, famous, and charms our eyes. In Wilde’s time, when 
the cult of European aristocracy was replaced by people who were 
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famous for being famous, Wilde intuited that someone’s appear-
ance could generate fortune and success, because society’s craving 
for beauty and novelty compels it to suspend its moral judgment. 
Wilde did not think that this was bad.

He recognized an essential shift in how society assigned value, 
and investigated the repercussions of this shift through art. He did 
not condemn this attitude toward beauty, tied to the relatively new 
phenomenon of celebrity, but foregrounded and amplified it. What 
if beauty, as John Keats’s poem “Ode on a Grecian Urn” seems to 
suggest, is equal rather than inferior to truth? What if the pursuit of 
beauty and youth, to which Basil Hallward, the painter who creates 
Dorian Gray’s portrait, and Oscar Wilde, famous author, father, and 
for a moment the toast of the British society, fall prey, serves a deep 
and authentic human need on par with finding the truth? What 
if moderation, wisdom, and respectability are dressed-up forms of 
repression and denial, rather than affirmation and strength? Is the 
cult of youth and beauty, which had cost Socrates his life at the dawn 
of Western philosophy for “corrupting Athenian youth” and would 
send Wilde to prison, to be condemned? What if existing morality 
and social conventions deny sensory experience for the sake of a 
greater truth that, upon close inspection, turns out to be a sham? 
Wilde wanted to live life fully, according to a new philosophy that 
had as its aim “experience itself, and not the fruits of experience, 
sweet or bitter as they might be.” Does the dismissal of superficial 
delights repress the deeper human desire for beauty and youth?

To be sure, Wilde settles the question at the novel’s dramatic end, 
when Dorian’s conscience leads him to destroy the painting that had 
allowed him to live freely beyond the pale but by destroying other 
lives. If Dorian succeeds to open his eyes “some morning upon a 
world that had been refashioned anew in the darkness for [his] 
pleasure,” in the novel’s dramatic final scene we are left to question 
whether we are engaged, every day and all of us, in a bit of Dorian’s 
deal: of presenting an image to the world while metaphorically 
hiding away that part of ourselves that we don’t want others to see.

Wilde offered a useful clue on how to read his novel. He famously 
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said that  The Picture of Dorian Gray  “contains much of me”: the 
painter Basil Hallward is “what I think I am,” Lord Henry “what 
the world thinks me,” and “Dorian what I would like to be—in 
other ages, perhaps.” Hallward is the painter who falls, hard, for a 
beautiful young man who inspires him to do his greatest work as 
an act of sublimation when Dorian does not return his affection or 
become his lover. Lord Henry is the aloof aristocrat who implants 
in Dorian the idea of bartering one’s soul for eternal youth and a 
fully lived life. Dorian is a man unshackled from society’s myopic 
morality because that society values his looks so much. By stating 
that he would like to be Dorian “in other ages,” Wilde suggests that 
Dorian is a victim of his age, rather than a cruel hedonist whose 
pleasure-seeking destroys lives.

By giving his readers three options to identify with his book’s 
very different main figures, Wilde did not suggest that his book is 
completely relativistic and without a center. Instead, he shows that 
the strength of literature consists in its ability to present the same 
situation from different vantage points that are not contradictory, 
as a coherent moral code would require, but complementary, as life 
teaches us. If your sympathies lie closer to the painter, this does not 
mean that Dorian’s zest for life is irrelevant for you. If you identify 
with Lord Henry, his detachment might serve you well but also cut 
you off from others. And if you see yourself reflected in Dorian, 
you may enjoy your vanity—which Wilde makes difficult to distin-
guish from dignity, pride, and self-worth—and live life fully at the 
expense of society, rather than others who your behavior may hurt.

The Picture of Dorian Gray was not an immediate success or sen-
sation. The editors had removed some of the more overtly homo-
erotic parts without Wilde’s knowledge, but even the toned-down 
version of the story of a man who outsources his conscience and the 
visible proof of his immoral acts and crimes to a painting so that he 
may retain his beauty, did not charm Victorian critics. Let’s turn it 
up a bit, Wilde decided. While the magazine editor of the book’s first 
version had deleted some explicitly homoerotic scenes and Wilde 
himself changed some of the text for the book’s publication a year 
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later, he would not apologize for the immorality of which critics 
accused him even before the trial. Instead of retracting his provoca-
tive statements, Wilde published several comedies of manners that 
spoofed the society which fêted and supported him. In 1891, a year 
after The Picture of Dorian Gray was first published, then thirty-six-
year-old Wilde met Lord Alfred Douglas, nicknamed “Bosie” by his 
family and friends and aged twenty-one, with whom he fell in love. 
Instead of retreating from public scrutiny, Wilde relished being 
seen in Bosie’s company, appearing utterly unconcerned as befits a 
dandy, to shock his fellow Londoners.4 While his plays were being 
applauded on stage, Wilde turned himself into a spectacle long 
before the idea of social media ever appeared, often with younger 
Bosie in tow, for well-to-do society. He turned his life into a work 
of art, which, true to his aesthetic principles, he considered above 
moral reproach. This public campaign and act of self-creation 
ended when Bosie’s father, the Marquess of Queensberry, accused 
Wilde of “posing as a somdomite” (sic) and Wilde sued for libel. 
The suit led to a second trial that landed Wilde in prison, and he 
was canceled by virtually all of society.

Some parts of Wilde’s life seem scripted in The Picture of Dorian 
Gray, where Dorian blackmails a friend but is ultimately felled by 
the “madness of pride” that would also bring down Wilde. The book 
is about a man who uses his good looks to seduce the public, and 
even to escape the revenge of someone whose family he has ruined. 
Wilde used fame as the shield behind which he lived his private 
and, at that point, outlawed love life; he also hoped to escape Bosie’s 

4  Richard Ellman’s biography, Oscar Wilde (New York: Vintage, 1988), centers 
on Wilde’s status as a writer while Matthew Sturgis’s Oscar. A Life (London: 
Head of Zeus, 2018) draws on additional material to produce a fuller account. 
Nicholas Frankel’s important Oscar Wilde. The Unrepentant Years (op.cit.) 
shows that Wilde’s life after prison was not entirely ruined but also productive, 
and Michele Mendelssohn’s Making Oscar Wilde (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2018) shows how Wilde turned himself into a celebrity during his 1882 
U.S. lecture tour, and then into a myth. Merlin Holland and Rupert Hart-
Davis’s edition of The Complete Letters of Oscar Wilde (New York: Henry Holt, 
2000) is indispensable for an understanding of Wilde’s life and writings.
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father by banking on his fame and notorious wit. While Dorian 
ultimately faces the ugly truth hidden beneath his beauty, Wilde is 
faced by society’s outraged condemnation of his relationships with 
younger men that he had concealed from view by his fame, noto-
riety, and public esteem. Dorian dies unrepentant and unwilling 
“to suffer public shame, and to make public atonement.” Wilde also 
never apologized for the behavior for which he was punished.

For readers in many English-speaking countries, where homo-
sexuality is no longer outlawed (but remains a crime punishable 
by death in twelve nations), The Picture of Dorian Gray serves as 
inspiration and as warning. Generations of readers were inspired 
by Wilde’s courageous defense of a love that, in a phrase penned 
originally by Lord Alfred Douglas “dare not speak its name.” Since 
imagining a break with convention precedes the actual breaking 
of convention, Wilde can be credited with taking a crucial first 
step toward the freedom and equality that many continue to fight 
for today. But Wilde did not openly celebrate homosexuality in 
his published writings, and never named it in his works. He gave 
expression to it, in guises recognizable to most audiences and read-
ers, and spoke in a way that has shaped the debates about what is 
natural, proper, and permitted in love. He did not only wish for 
legal victories but for a stigma to be removed; even with some court 
battles behind us, there is still shame attached to unconventional 
types of love, whether it involves the “wrong” gender, age, or other 
markers. He did not give us an answer but set the terms of current 
debates. He lost his freedom, but he won, crucially, greater freedom 
for art.

So much for inspiration. The Picture of Dorian Gray ends badly. 
In the book’s dramatic denouement, Dorian is punished for the sins 
hidden by his beautiful appearance. But Wilde intuited that beauty 
and fame impress people far more than noble actions, charity, and 
goodness. The ending does not exactly ring hollow, but although 
Dorian gets punished, Wilde offers another possibility. Have we all 
become Dorian Grays, putting forward our best selves, living our 
best lives on full display, and doing and thinking less honorable 
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things behind this screen presence? Has the twentieth century’s cult 
of celebrity images, with the faces of Greta Garbo, Marlene Dietrich, 
Marlon Brando, Gary Cooper, Rock Hudson, Marilyn Monroe, 
Julia Roberts, Nicole Kidman, Brad Pitt, and Angelina Jolie spilled 
into everyone’s social media feed, where our curated selves take on 
the sheen of stars? What does it mean for us to live in a society 
that values surface appearance above deeper qualities, not only in 
our personal lives but also for immensely popular politicians who 
project an image above all? How might we navigate authentically in 
such an environment? Read in this way, The Picture of Dorian Gray 
is a cautionary tale for a society obsessed with beauty and youth at 
the expense of truth.




