
The Picture of Dorian Gray quotes

“You know we poor artists have to show ourselves in society from time to time, just to remind the
public that we are not savages.”

Ch 1

Dorian Gray stepped up on the dais with the air of a young Greek martyr, and made a little moue
of discontent to Lord Henry, to whom he had rather taken a fancy. He was so unlike Basil. They made
a delightful contrast. And he had such a beautiful voice. After a few moments he said to him, “Have
you really a very bad influence, Lord Henry? As bad as Basil says?”

“There is no such thing as a good influence, Mr. Gray. All influence is immoral–immoral from the
scientific point of view.”

“Why?”
“Because to influence a person is to give him one’s own soul. He does not think his natural

thoughts, or burn with his natural passions. His virtues are not real to him. His sins, if there are
such things as sins, are borrowed. He becomes an echo of some one else’s music, an actor of a part that
has not been written for him. The aim of life is self-development. To realize one’s nature perfectly—
that is what each of us is here for. People are afraid of themselves, nowadays. They have forgotten the
highest of all duties, the duty that one owes to one’s self. Of course, they are charitable. They feed the
hungry and clothe the beggar. But their own souls starve, and are naked. Courage has gone out of our
race. Perhaps we never really had it. The terror of society, which is the basis of morals, the terror of
God, which is the secret of religion–these are the two things that govern us. And yet—”

Ch 2

“Ah! realize your youth while you have it. Don’t squander the 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. With
your personality there is nothing you could not do. The world belongs to you for a season. . . The
moment I met you I saw that you were quite unconscious of what you really are, of what you really
might be. There was so much in you that charmed me that I felt I must tell you something about
yourself. I thought how tragic it would be if you were wasted. For there is such a little time that
your youth will last—such a little time. The common hill-flowers wither, but they blossom again. The
laburnum will be as yellow next June as it is now. In a month there will be purple stars on the clematis,
and year after year the green night of its leaves will hold its purple stars. But we never get back our
youth. The pulse of joy that beats in us at twenty becomes sluggish. Our limbs fail, our senses rot. We
degenerate into hideous puppets, haunted by the memory of the passions of which we were too much
afraid, and the exquisite temptations that we had not the courage to yield to. Youth! Youth! There is
absolutely nothing in the world but youth!”

Ch 2
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“My dear boy, no woman is a genius. Women are a decorative sex. They never have anything
to say, but they say it charmingly. Women represent the triumph of matter over mind, just as men
represent the triumph of mind over morals.”

“Harry, how can you?”
“My dear Dorian, it is quite true. I am analysing women at present, so I ought to know. The subject

is not so abstruse as I thought it was. I find that, ultimately, there are only two kinds of women,
the plain and the coloured. The plain women are very useful. If you want to gain a reputation for
respectability, you have merely to take them down to supper. The other women are very charming.
They commit one mistake, however. They paint in order to try and look young. Our grandmothers
painted in order to try and talk brilliantly. Rouge and esprit used to go together. That is all over now.
As long as a woman can look ten years younger than her own daughter, she is perfectly satisfied. As
for conversation, there are only five women in London worth talking to, and two of these can’t be
admitted into decent society. However, tell me about your genius. How long have you known her?”

Ch 4

“My son, you distress me very much. Sibyl is always under my special care. Of course, if this
gentleman is wealthy, there is no reason why she should not contract an alliance with him. I trust
he is one of the aristocracy. He has all the appearance of it, I must say. It might be a most brilliant
marriage for Sibyl. They would make a charming couple. His good looks are really quite remarkable;
everybody notices them.”

Ch 5

“But think of Dorian’s birth, and position, and wealth. It would be absurd for him to marry so
much beneath him.”

Ch 6 (p.60)

“You are much better than you pretend to be.”

Ch 6 (p.61)

“We are not sent into the world to air our moral prejudices.”

Ch 6 (p.61)

“I represent to you all the sins you have never had the courage to commit.”

Ch 6 (p.65)

“I love acting. It is so much more real than life.”

Ch 6 (p.65)

“But here was a visible symbol of the degradation of sin. Here was an ever-present sign of the ruin
men brought upon their souls.”

Ch 7 (p.78)
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“. . . Religion consoles some. Its mysteries have all the charm of a flirtation, a woman once told me, and I can
quite understand it. Besides, nothing makes one so vain as being told that one is a sinner. Conscience makes
egotists of us all. Yes; there is really no end to the consolations that women find in modern life. Indeed,
I have not mentioned the most important one.”

“What is that, Harry?” said the lad listlessly.
“Oh, the obvious consolation. Taking some one else’s admirer when one loses one’s own. In good

society that always whitewashes a woman. But really, Dorian, how different Sibyl Vane must have
been from all the women one meets! There is something to me quite beautiful about her death. I am
glad I am living in a century when such wonders happen. They make one believe in the reality of the
things we all play with, such as romance, passion, and love.”

“I was terribly cruel to her. You forget that.”
“I am afraid that women appreciate cruelty, downright cruelty, more than anything else. They have

wonderfully primitive instincts. We have emancipated them, but they remain slaves looking for their masters,
all the same. They love being dominated. I am sure you were splendid. I have never seen you really
and absolutely angry, but I can fancy how delightful you looked. And, after all, you said something
to me the day before yesterday that seemed to me at the time to be merely fanciful, but that I see now
was absolutely true, and it holds the key to everything.”

“What was that, Harry?”
“You said to me that Sibyl Vane represented to you all the heroines of romance–that she was Des-

demona one night, and Ophelia the other; that if she died as Juliet, she came to life as Imogen.”
“She will never come to life again now,” muttered the lad, burying his face in his hands.
“No, she will never come to life. She has played her last part. But you must think of that lonely

death in the tawdry dressing-room simply as a strange lurid fragment from some Jacobean tragedy,
as a wonderful scene from Webster, or Ford, or Cyril Tourneur. The girl never really lived, and so she has
never really died. To you at least she was always a dream, a phantom that flitted through Shakespeare’s
plays and left them lovelier for its presence, a reed through which Shakespeare’s music sounded richer
and more full of joy. The moment she touched actual life, she marred it, and it marred her, and so she
passed away. Mourn for Ophelia, if you like. Put ashes on your head because Cordelia was strangled.
Cry out against Heaven because the daughter of Brabantio died. But don’t waste your tears over Sibyl
Vane. She was less real than they are.”

Ch 8

For years, Dorian Gray could not free himself from the influence of this book. Or perhaps it would
be more accurate to say that he never sought to free himself from it.

Ch 11 (p.102)

Yet he was not really reckless, at any rate in his relations to society. Once or twice every month
during the winter, and on each Wednesday evening while the season lasted, he would throw open to
the world his beautiful house and have the most celebrated musicians of the day to charm his guests
with the wonders of their art. His little dinners, in the settling of which Lord Henry always assisted
him, were noted as much for the careful selection and placing of those invited, as for the exquisite taste
shown in the decoration of the table, with its subtle symphonic arrangements of exotic flowers, and
embroidered cloths, and antique plate of gold and silver. Indeed, there were many, especially among
the very young men, who saw, or fancied that they saw, in Dorian Gray the true realization of a type
of which they had often dreamed in Eton or Oxford days, a type that was to combine something of
the real culture of the scholar with all the grace and distinction and perfect manner of a citizen of the
world. To them he seemed to be of the company of those whom Dante describes as having sought to
“make themselves perfect by the worship of beauty.” Like Gautier, he was one for whom “the visible
world existed.”
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Ch 11

Yes: there was to be, as Lord Henry had prophesied, a new Hedonism that was to recreate life and
to save it from that harsh uncomely puritanism that is having, in our own day, its curious revival. It was to
have its service of the intellect, certainly, yet it was never to accept any theory or system that would
involve the sacrifice of any mode of passionate experience. Its aim, indeed, was to be experience itself,
and not the fruits of experience, sweet or bitter as they might be. Of the asceticism that deadens the
senses, as of the vulgar profligacy that dulls them, it was to know nothing. But it was to teach man to
concentrate himself upon the moments of a life that is itself but a moment.

Ch 11

His great wealth was a certain element of security. Society–civilized society, at least– is never very
ready to believe anything to the detriment of those who are both rich and fascinating. It feels instinc-
tively that manners are of more importance than morals, and, in its opinion, the highest respectability
is of much less value than the possession of a good chef. And, after all, it is a very poor consolation to
be told that the man who has given one a bad dinner, or poor wine, is irreproachable in his private life.
Even the cardinal virtues cannot atone for half-cold entrees, as Lord Henry remarked once, in a dis-
cussion on the subject, and there is possibly a good deal to be said for his view. For the canons of good
society are, or should be, the same as the canons of art. Form is absolutely essential to it. It should
have the dignity of a ceremony, as well as its unreality, and should combine the insincere character of
a romantic play with the wit and beauty that make such plays delightful to us. Is insincerity such a
terrible thing? I think not. It is merely a method by which we can multiply our personalities.

Ch 11

There were times when it appeared to Dorian Gray that the whole of history was merely the record
of his own life, not as he had lived it in act and circumstance, but as his imagination had created it for
him, as it had been in his brain and in his passions. He felt that he had known them all, those strange
terrible figures that had passed across the stage of the world and made sin so marvellous and evil so
full of subtlety. It seemed to him that in some mysterious way their lives had been his own. [. . . ] The
Renaissance knew of strange manners of poisoning—poisoning by a helmet and a lighted torch, by an
embroidered glove and a jewelled fan, by a gilded pomander and by an amber chain. Dorian Gray
had been poisoned by a book. There were moments when he looked on evil simply as a mode through
which he could realize his conception of the beautiful.

Ch 11

“Dorian Gray had been poisoned by a book.”

Ch 11 (p.116)

“. . . In this country, it is enough for a man to have distinction and brains for every common tongue
to wag against him. And what sort of lives do these people, who pose as being moral, lead themselves?
My dear fellow, you forget that we are in the native land of the hypocrite.”

“Dorian,” cried Hallward, “that is not the question. England is bad enough I know, and English
society is all wrong.. . . ”

Ch 12
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On Basil’s enquiry into the nature of Dorian’s soul:
“Come: it is your own handiwork. Why shouldn’t you look at it? You can tell the world all about

it afterwards, if you choose. Nobody would believe you. If they did believe you, they would like me all
the better for it. I know the age better than you do, though you will prate about it so tediously. Come, I tell
you. You have chattered enough about corruption. Now you shall look on it face to face.”

Ch 12

“. . . The prayer of your pride has been answered. The prayer of your repentance will be answered
also. I worshipped you too much. I am punished for it. You worshipped yourself too much. We are
both punished.”

Dorian Gray turned slowly around and looked at him with tear-dimmed eyes. “It is too late, Basil,”
he faltered.

“It is never too late, Dorian. Let us kneel down and try if we cannot remember a prayer. Isn’t there
a verse somewhere, ‘Though your sins be as scarlet, yet I will make them as white as snow’?”

“Those words mean nothing to me now.”

Ch 12

The inherited stupidity of the race–sound English common sense he jovially termed it–was shown
to be the proper bulwark for society.

Ch 15

“It is a sad truth, but we have lost the faculty of giving lovely names to things. Names are every-
thing. I never quarrel with actions. My one quarrel is with words. That is the reason I hate vulgar
realism in literature. The man who could call a spade a spade should be compelled to use one. It is the
only thing he is fit for.”

Ch 17

“You need not be afraid. Our countrymen never recognize a description.”
“They are practical.”
“They are more cunning than practical. When they make up their ledger, they balance stupidity by
wealth, and vice by hypocrisy.”

Ch 17

“It has development.”
“Decay fascinates me more.”
“What of art?” she asked.
“It is a malady.”
“Love?”
“An illusion.”
“Religion?”
“The fashionable substitute for belief.”
“You are a sceptic.”
“Never! Scepticism is the beginning of faith.”
“What are you?”
“To define is to limit.”
“Give me a clue.”
“Threads snap. You would lose your way in the labyrinth.”
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Ch 17

“You fill me with apprehension. The appeal to antiquity is fatal to us who are romanticists.”
“Romanticists! You have all the methods of science.”
“Men have educated us.”
“But not explained you.”

Ch 17

“I wish I could love,” cried Dorian Gray with a deep note of pathos in his voice. “But I seem to have
lost the passion and forgotten the desire. I am too much concentrated on myself. My own personality
has become a burden to me. I want to escape, to go away, to forget. It was silly of me to come down
here at all. I think I shall send a wire to Harvey to have the yacht got ready. On a yacht one is safe.”

Ch 18

“My dear boy,” said Lord Henry, smiling, “anybody can be good in the country. There are no
temptations there. That is the reason why people who live out of town are so absolutely uncivilized.
Civilization is not by any means an easy thing to attain to. There are only two ways by which man can
reach it. One is by being cultured, the other by being corrupt. Country people have no opportunity of
being either, so they stagnate.”

Ch 19

The elder man lay back and looked at him with half-closed eyes. “By the way, Dorian,” he said
after a pause, “‘what does it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose–how does the quotation
run?– his own soul’?”

The music jarred, and Dorian Gray started and stared at his friend. “Why do you ask me that,
Harry?”

“My dear fellow,” said Lord Henry, elevating his eyebrows in surprise, “I asked you because I
thought you might be able to give me an answer. That is all. I was going through the park last Sunday,
and close by the Marble Arch there stood a little crowd of shabby-looking people listening to some
vulgar street-preacher. As I passed by, I heard the man yelling out that question to his audience. It
struck me as being rather dramatic. London is very rich in curious effects of that kind. A wet Sunday,
an uncouth Christian in a mackintosh, a ring of sickly white faces under a broken roof of dripping
umbrellas, and a wonderful phrase flung into the air by shrill hysterical lips–it was really very good in
its way, quite a suggestion. I thought of telling the prophet that art had a soul, but that man had not. I
am afraid, however, he would not have understood me.”

“Don’t, Harry. The soul is a terrible reality. It can be bought, and sold, and bartered away. It can be
poisoned, or made perfect. There is a soul in each one of us. I know it.”

Ch 19

“What have you or I to do with the superstitions of our age? No: we have given up our belief in the
soul. Play me something. Play me a nocturne, Dorian, and, as you play, tell me, in a low voice, how
you have kept your youth. You must have some secret. I am only ten years older than you are, and I
am wrinkled, and worn, and yellow. You are really wonderful, Dorian. You have never looked more
charming than you do to-night. You remind me of the day I saw you first. You were rather cheeky,
very shy, and absolutely extraordinary. You have changed, of course, but not in appearance. I wish
you would tell me your secret. To get back my youth I would do anything in the world, except take
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exercise, get up early, or be respectable. Youth! There is nothing like it. It’s absurd to talk of the ignorance
of youth. The only people to whose opinions I listen now with any respect are people much younger
than myself. They seem in front of me. Life has revealed to them her latest wonder. As for the aged,
I always contradict the aged. I do it on principle. If you ask them their opinion on something that
happened yesterday, they solemnly give you the opinions current in 1820, when people wore high
stocks, believed in everything, and knew absolutely nothing.”

Ch 19

“The world has cried out against us both, but it has always worshipped you. It always will worship
you. You are the type of what the age is searching for, and what it is afraid it has found. I am so glad
that you have never done anything, never carved a statue, or painted a picture, or produced anything
outside of yourself! Life has been your art.”

Ch 19

“Yet you poisoned me with a book once. I should not forgive that. Harry, promise me that you will
never lend that book to any one. It does harm.”

Ch 19

“The books that the world calls immoral are books that show the world its own shame.”

Ch 19

There was purification in punishment. Not “Forgive us our sins” but “Smite us for our iniquities”
should be the prayer of man to a most just God.

Ch 20

A new life! That was what he wanted. That was what he was waiting for. Surely he had begun it
already. He had spared one innocent thing, at any rate. He would never again tempt innocence. He
would be good.

Ch 20

When they entered, they found hanging upon the wall a splendid portrait of their master as they
had last seen him, in all the wonder of his exquisite youth and beauty. Lying on the floor was a dead
man, in evening dress, with a knife in his heart. He was withered, wrinkled, and loathsome of visage.
It was not till they had examined the rings that they recognized who it was.

Ch 20 (closing paragraph)
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