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The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891)

Dorian Gray is an upper-class young man of extraordinary beauty. A painter, Basil Hallward, is so impressed by his 
looks that he decides to paint a full-length portrait of him. During one of the sittings, the painter receives a visit from 
Lord Henry Wotton, a refined and somewhat cynical member of London’s high society, who imparts his philosophy 
and view of life to Dorian Gray, encouraging him to experience life to the fullest. When the splendid portrait is 
finished, Dorian gazes at it, and then expresses the wish that the portrait should grow old and he remain young. 
His wish is granted: time passes and Dorian, follows Lord Henry’s philosophy of hedonism, eventually falling into 
vice and degradation. However, he remains young and beautiful, and it is the portrait that gradually ages and bears 
the marks of his crimes and vices. The more degraded Dorian’s life becomes, the more repulsive and disgusting the 
picture grows, until Dorian’s tragic death.

From Chapter 7
Dorian falls in love with Sybil, a young talented actress. One night, Dorian goes to the theatre with Basil and Lord Henry 
to see her playing Juliet in “Romeo and Juliet”. Dorian is excited because he truly loves her and wants his friends to see 
who she is. However, that night Sybil is absolutely awful.
Dorian is disgusted and after the play, he tells her he no longer loves her.

For some reason or other, the house was crowded that night, and the fat Jew manager who met them at the 
door was beaming from ear to ear with an oily tremulous smile. He escorted them to their box with a sort of 
pompous humility, waving his fat jewelled hands and talking at the top of his voice. […] 
“What a place to find one’s divinity in!” said Lord Henry.
“Yes!” answered Dorian Gray. “It was here I found her, and she is divine beyond all living things. When she 
acts, you will forget everything. These common rough people, with their coarse faces and brutal gestures, 
become quite different when she is on the stage. They sit silently and watch her. They weep and laugh as she 
wills them to do. She makes them as responsive as a violin. She spiritualizes them, and one feels that they 
are of the same flesh and blood as one’s self.”
“The same flesh and blood as one’s self! Oh, I hope not!” exclaimed Lord Henry, who was scanning the 
occupants of the gallery through his opera-glass.
“Don’t pay any attention to him, Dorian,” said the painter. “I understand what you mean, and I believe in this 
girl. Any one you love must be marvellous, and any girl who has the effect you describe must be fine and 
noble. To spiritualize one’s age—that is something worth doing. If this girl can give a soul to those who have 
lived without one, if she can create the sense of beauty in people whose lives have been sordid and ugly, if 
she can strip them of their selfishness and lend them tears for sorrows that are not their own, she is worthy 
of all your adoration, worthy of the adoration of the world. This marriage is quite right. I did not think so at 
first, but I admit it now. The gods made Sibyl Vane for you. Without her you would have been incomplete.”
“Thanks, Basil,” answered Dorian Gray, pressing his hand. “I knew that you would understand me. Harry is so 
cynical, he terrifies me. But here is the orchestra. It is quite dreadful, but it only lasts for about five minutes. 
Then the curtain rises, and you will see the girl to whom I am going to give all my life, to whom I have given 
everything that is good in me.”
A quarter of an hour afterwards, amidst an extraordinary turmoil of applause, Sibyl Vane stepped on to the 
stage. Yes, she was certainly lovely to look at— one of the loveliest creatures, Lord Henry thought, that he 
had ever seen. There was something of the fawn in her shy grace and startled eyes. A faint blush, like the 
shadow of a rose in a mirror of silver, came to her cheeks as she glanced at the crowded enthusiastic house. 
[…] 
Sibyl Vane moved like a creature from a finer world. Her body swayed, while she danced, as a plant sways 
in the water. The curves of her throat were the curves of a white lily. Her hands seemed to be made of cool 
ivory.
Yet she was curiously listless. She showed no sign of joy when her eyes rested on Romeo. The few words she 
had to speak—[…] with the brief dialogue that follows, were spoken in a thoroughly artificial manner. The 
voice was exquisite, but from the point of view of tone it was absolutely false. It was wrong in colour. It took 
away all the life from the verse. It made the passion unreal.
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Dorian Gray grew pale as he watched her. He was puzzled and anxious. Neither of his friends dared to say 
anything to him. She seemed to them to be absolutely incompetent. They were horribly disappointed. […]
She looked charming as she came out in the moonlight. That could not be denied. But the staginess of 
her acting was unbearable, and grew worse as she went on. Her gestures became absurdly artificial. She 
overemphasized everything that she had to say. […] 
When the second act was over, there came a storm of hisses, and Lord Henry got up from his chair and put 
on his coat. “She is quite beautiful, Dorian,” he said, “but she can’t act. Let us go.”
“I am going to see the play through,” answered the lad, in a hard bitter voice. “I am awfully sorry that I have 
made you waste an evening, Harry. I apologize to you both.”
“My dear Dorian, I should think Miss Vane was ill,” interrupted Hallward. “We will come some other night.”
“I wish she were ill,” he rejoined. “But she seems to me to be simply callous and cold. She has entirely 
altered. Last night she was a great artist. This evening she is merely a commonplace mediocre actress.”
“Don’t talk like that about any one you love, Dorian. Love is a more wonderful thing than art.” […]
As soon as it was over, Dorian Gray rushed behind the scenes into the greenroom. The girl was standing 
there alone, with a look of triumph on her face. Her eyes were lit with an exquisite fire. There was a radiance 
about her. Her parted lips were smiling over some secret of their own.
When he entered, she looked at him, and an expression of infinite joy came over her. “How badly I acted to-
night, Dorian!” she cried.
“Horribly!” he answered, gazing at her in amazement. “Horribly! It was dreadful. Are you ill? You have no idea 
what it was. You have no idea what I suffered.”
The girl smiled. “Dorian,” she answered, lingering over his name with long-drawn music in her voice, as 
though it were sweeter than honey to the red petals of her mouth. “Dorian, you should have understood. But 
you understand now, don’t you?”
“Understand what?” he asked, angrily. […]
 “Dorian, Dorian,” she cried, “before I knew you, acting was the one reality of my life. It was only in the 
theatre that I lived. I thought that it was all true. I was Rosalind one night and Portia the other. The joy of 
Beatrice was my joy, and the sorrows of Cordelia were mine also. I believed in everything. The common 
people who acted with me seemed to me to be godlike. The painted scenes were my world. I knew 
nothing but shadows, and I thought them real. You came—oh, my beautiful love!— and you freed my soul 
from prison. You taught me what reality really is. To-night, for the first time in my life, I saw through the 
hollowness, the sham, the silliness of the empty pageant in which I had always played. To-night, for the 
first time, I became conscious that the Romeo was hideous, and old, and painted, that the moonlight in the 
orchard was false, that the scenery was vulgar, and that the words I had to speak were unreal, were not 
my words, were not what I wanted to say. You had brought me something higher, something of which all 
art is but a reflection. You had made me understand what love really is. My love! My love! Prince Charming! 
Prince of life! I have grown sick of shadows. You are more to me than all art can ever be. […] Take me away, 
Dorian—take me away with you, where we can be quite alone. I hate the stage. I might mimic a passion that 
I do not feel, but I cannot mimic one that burns me like fire. Oh, Dorian, Dorian, you understand now what it 
signifies? Even if I could do it, it would be profanation for me to play at being in love. You have made me see 
that.”
He flung himself down on the sofa and turned away his face. “You have killed my love,” he muttered.
She looked at him in wonder and laughed. He made no answer. She came across to him, and with her 
little fingers stroked his hair. She knelt down and pressed his hands to her lips. He drew them away, and a 
shudder ran through him.
Then he leaped up and went to the door. “Yes,” he cried, “you have killed my love. You used to stir my 
imagination. Now you don’t even stir my curiosity. You simply produce no effect. I loved you because you 
were marvellous, because you had genius and intellect, because you realized the dreams of great poets and 
gave shape and substance to the shadows of art. You have thrown it all away. You are shallow and stupid. 
My God! how mad I was to love you! What a fool I have been! You are nothing to me now. I will never see 
you again. I will never think of you. I will never mention your name. You don’t know what you were to me, 
once. Why, once . . . Oh, I can’t bear to think of it! I wish I had never laid eyes upon you! You have spoiled 
the romance of my life. How little you can know of love, if you say it mars your art! Without your art, you are 
nothing. I would have made you famous, splendid, magnificent. The world would have worshipped you, and 
you would have borne my name. What are you now? A third-rate actress with a pretty face.”
The girl grew white, and trembled. She clenched her hands together, and her voice seemed to catch in her 
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throat. “You are not serious, Dorian?” she murmured. “You are acting.”
“Acting! I leave that to you. You do it so well,” he answered bitterly.
She rose from her knees and, with a piteous expression of pain in her face, came across the room to him. She 
put her hand upon his arm and looked into his eyes. He thrust her back. “Don’t touch me!” he cried. 

Other suggestions:
• Change as the courage to declare one’s sufferings: Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre (1847), Chapter 4
• Change as awareness of maternal instinct: Don DeLillo, The falling man (2007), Part Three, Chapter 10  
•  Change, transformation and the duality of human nature: Robert Louis Stevenson,  

The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886), Chapter 10
• Change as gender transformation: Virginia Woolf, Orlando (1928), Chapter 3 
• Change and old age: Sylvia Plath, Mirror (1971)

3/3 © De Agostini Scuola S.p.A. – Novara


