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QUESTION 16:  THE PICTURE OF DORIAN GRAY – ESSAY QUESTION    

 The Picture of Dorian Gray illustrates the dangers of a society without moral 

boundaries.  

 Critically discuss the extent to which you agree with the above statement.  

 Your response should take the form of a well-constructed essay of 400–450 words 

(2–2½ pages).            [25] 
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Marking Guidelines 

 

QUESTION 16:  THE PICTURE OF DORIAN GRAY – ESSAY QUESTION    

   •  Below is the basis for answering this essay. Use the following as a guideline only.  

 However, also allow for answers that are different, original and show evidence of 

 critical thought and interpretation.   

 •  A range of examples may be used by the candidates to support their arguments.   

 AGREE  

•  Despite the perception of Victorian London as conservative, its citizens indulge 

 in permissive behaviour that pushes the boundaries of socially acceptable 

 conduct.  

•  The popularity of Aestheticism and Hedonism indicates the appeal of 

 surrounding oneself with beauty and indulging in new and forbidden pleasures. 

 The emphasis these theories place on the individual threatens the moral fibre of 

 society.  

•  Lord Henry is reckless, showing a lack of concern for the impact his controversial 

 statements might have on impressionable people like Dorian. He sees nothing 

 wrong in 'experimenting' on Dorian to explore the extent to which he can shape 

 him. He ignores the potential harm he might cause Dorian.  

•  When Dorian realises that the portrait will bear the signs of his questionable 

 moral behaviour, he feels free to indulge his every desire.   

•  Dorian is associated with corrupt and degenerate behaviour such as gambling, 

 fighting, drug-taking and sexual promiscuity.  

•   After abandoning his morality, it is an easy step for Dorian to become a murderer. 

 His summoning of Alan Campbell to dispose of Basil's body is a callous act.  

•  Dorian is implicated in scandals surrounding his friends who have all had their 

 reputations ruined and are ostracised by their families and society.  

•  Dorian's comment about his not teaching these people their vices highlights the 

 fact that he is not alone in living decadently.   

•  For many years, Dorian delights in remaining blemish-free while his portrait 

 bears the burden of his immoral behaviour.   

•  Dorian's belief that he can free himself from his conscience by destroying the 

 portrait is symbolic of how his lack of moral restraint has ultimately destroyed 

 him.   

•   James Vane's immoral desire for revenge leads to his own destruction.   

•  The inequalities that exist between the classes indicate a morally defunct society. 

 The lack of respect and exploitation of the lower classes results in simmering 

 resentment.   



•  The easy dismissal of Sibyl's death and Dorian's grandfather's killing of his 

 impoverished son-in-law indicate how little value the poor were perceived to 

 have.   

•  The existence of the opium dens, the prevalence of prostitution and the rumours 

 of sexual promiscuity indicate the pervading moral corruption of the society.  

•  The destruction of family life is another consequence of people's morally 

 questionable behaviour.   

  [A cogent 'Disagree' response is unlikely. However, treat all responses on their 

 merits.]  

  [Credit valid alternative/mixed responses.]      [25] 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  

  

  


