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 SECTION B:  NOVEL    

 THE PICTURE OF DORIAN GRAY – Oscar Wilde    

 QUESTION 6: – ESSAY QUESTION   

  

 In The Picture of Dorian Gray, the inability to distinguish between art and reality has 

tragic consequences.  

 Critically assess the validity of the above statement.  

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

 (2–2½ pages). 
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Marking Guidelines 

 

  

SECTION B: NOVEL    

 THE PICTURE OF DORIAN GRAY – Oscar Wilde    

 QUESTION 6:  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 should be used by the candidates to support their arguments. 

 

• Dorian Gray's introduction via his portrait establishes the importance of art in 

Dorian's world. His referral to the portrait as being 'part of [himself]' suggests he 

is unable to separate himself from the image in the portrait.  

 

•  According to Basil, Dorian inspires him to find wonder in reality and the art he 

produces while Dorian is his muse is better as a result.  

 

• By creating Dorian's image in the portrait, Basil feels that he has captured Dorian's 

spirit. He also worries that his feelings for Dorian have been exposed. Later, when 

Dorian leaves with Lord Henry, Basil says he prefers to stay with the 'real Dorian'. 

This indicates Basil's failure to discriminate between illusion and reality.  

 

• When Basil wants to destroy the portrait, Dorian says it would be tantamount to 

'murder'. This personification is an indication of how real the portrait is to Dorian. 

 

• There is an element of unreality in Dorian's constant search for new experiences to 

escape the ordinariness of his life. He avoids dealing with the reality of his sinful 

behaviour because the portrait bears the consequences on his behalf. He is not 

held accountable for any of the dubious acts he commits.   

 

•  Lord Henry believes that art is superior to life and he encourages Dorian to live 

his life as if it is art. He states that 'being natural is simply a pose', implying that 

reality is a sham. He also suggests that being detached from reality and being 

a'spectator of one's own life' protects one from experiencing hardship and misery.   

 

• Dorian's commitment to these ideas is reflected in his use of the yellow book as a 

template for his own life. His imitation of the life led by its protagonist is an 

indication of how his concept of reality is blurred.   



 

•  Sibyl Vane's artistry allows Dorian to escape reality. His love for her is an illusion 

based on the characters she plays rather than who she really is. Her poor 

performance deprives him of this illusion. Lord Henry encourages Dorian to see 

Sibyl's death in artistic terms which allows Dorian to detach himself from reality.  

 

•  In contrast, Sibyl's love for Dorian makes her aware that art is only a reflection of 

life. She rejects her art in order to experience the reality of love. Sibyl's limited 

experience of life outside the theatre and her referring to Dorian as Prince 

Charming indicates her inability to distinguish between romantic notions of love 

and reality. This leads to her suicide after she is discarded by Dorian.  

 

•  When Dorian can no longer deny the reality of the ugliness of his soul, he 

destroys the portrait and finally reveals the truth of his debauchery.  

 

•  Candidates might refer to Basil, Alan Campbell, James Vane and Mrs Vane as 

well as those whose lives have been ruined as a consequence of their association 

with Dorian.  • 

 

• Credit references to the general attitude displayed by the wealthy members of 

society that exposing the poor to art can alleviate their suffering. The consequence 

of this callous attitude is the resentment the poor have for the wealthy. 

 

•  [Accept valid alternative responses.]                   [25]    


