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THE PICTURE OF DORIAN GRAY – ESSAY QUESTION    

The Picture of Dorian Gray is about Dorian Gray's loss of innocence.  

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). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

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 may be used by the candidates to support their arguments.  

   

• Candidates might argue that Dorian is initially innocent and then loses this 

innocence, or they might argue that he is not innocent from the outset.  

 

•  Dorian is perceived as beautiful, charming and pure. He is described as being 

'unspotted from the world', implying his naïvety and innocence.  

 

•  Basil believes that Dorian's outer beauty reflects his inner goodness.   

 

•  Lord Henry introduces Dorian to the principles of 'Aestheticism' and 'new 

Hedonism'. This, together with Basil's portrait – which encourages Dorian's 

narcissism and prompts him to wish he could remain forever young and attractive 

– initiates Dorian's loss of innocence.   

 

•  Society's focus on beauty also contributes to Dorian's loss of innocence.  

 

•  When Dorian rejects Sibyl and sees the effect his actions have on the portrait, he   

is appalled and resolves to make amends, however, he is unable to do so because 

she commits suicide. He then realises that he can conceal his sins and indulge all 

his desires without being held responsible for them.   

 

•  This leads to Dorian's pursuit of pleasure, even if this is evil. Dorian becomes 

cruel and callous in his treatment of others. He moves from one act of depravity to 

the next with little regard for those with whom he comes into contact, or for his 

own soul.  

 

•  Dorian is duplicitous, hiding his evil nature from society in order to preserve his 

reputation and position. This is an indication that he is far less naïve and well-

intentioned than previously apparent.    

 

• Lord Henry's gift of the yellow book undermines Dorian's efforts at being good 

and results in the further corruption of his soul.   

 

 

 



• Dorian has ambivalent feelings toward the portrait and his immoral behaviour. 

He takes pleasure in living a double life and is both intrigued and horrified by 

the deterioration of the portrait. Dorian's grappling with his conscience suggests 

that he is not irredeemable. However, his lack of moral strength prevents him 

from redeeming himself. 

  

• However, candidates might argue that there is insufficient evidence of Dorian's 

innocence in the first place. They might point to his wilful, petulant nature prior 

to meeting Basil and Lord Henry and argue that this is indicative of his self-

absorption.  

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

  

 


