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Teaching notes 

Shades of Gray 
Luke McBratney 

These teaching notes explore attitudes to the work that many consider to be Oscar Wilde’s flawed 
masterpiece: The Picture of Dorian Gray. 

A flawed novel? 
Mike Haldenby’s article on pp. 22–24 of the magazine concentrates on the context of production to 
cast light on The Picture of Dorian Gray.  Note how the rivalry between Wilde and Conan Doyle is 
seen as the impetus in making the Irish writer sign up to a tight deadline against his better judgement 
and produce a work in a form he had never before written in: the novel. Haldenby’s biographical 
reading suggests that — largely as a consequence of this — the work Wilde produced was flawed.  
Many critics agree. For example, look back at what was said about it by: 

• Richard Ellman 

• Sheridan Morely 

• Frank Harris 

Looking at their views it might seem that The Picture of Dorian Gray is at worst a failure and at best an 
uneven story of two halves (where the stylish first half is superior to the more conventional second). 

The title of the article also points to this viewpoint. ‘A mosaic hurriedly made’ comes from Arthur 
Ransome’s comment on the novel and refers to the way in which Wilde reached out for any material 
available in order to complete the book and make it closer to the 100,000 words that had been 
promised to the publisher 

A modernist text 
Ransome’s comment might also point to a different reading of the text. A mosaic suggests something 
comprised of a number of elements: possibly of different colours and forms. This might make us think 
of modernist texts, which are typically fragmentary and refuse traditional notions of unity, knowable 
characters and obvious messages. In terms of its meaning, too, Gray might be seen to have a 
modernist sensibility. Using the context of reception, Haldenby likens early responses to Wilde’s work 
to the unfavourable reactions of early viewers of the modernist painting of Picasso and the modernist 
music of Stravinsky. Perhaps, like other modernist texts, we might consider The Picture of Dorian 
Gray to be a deliberately ragged construction that mixes styles and genres in bold and jarring ways. 

Task 
Using examples from the novel, to what extent might it be called: 

• A Gothic novel? 
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• A self-consciously literary work? 

• A treatise on art or aesthetics? 

Task 
Look back at Haldenby’s article and consider the different ways in which readers have received the 
novel at different times. 

• Why do you think Victorian readers viewed it with disgust? 

• Why do you think it became considered a classic in the 1960s? 

Improvement or disappointment? 
In July 1890 The Picture of Dorian Gray was first published in Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine.  It was 
published as a book, in an expanded version, in 1891. Many regard the former to be superior and 
consider the latter to be the result of padding and artistic compromises that had to be made to meet 
the demands of Wilde’s publishers. Haldenby believes that ‘the essence of the novel is expressed 
during its first half’ but that ‘the second half disappoints’ and that it contains chapters that are ‘too 
detached’. 

Yet this is not the only way to think of the book-length text. For example, Robert Mighall, in his 
introduction to the Penguin Classics edition of the novel contends that ‘The revised version of the 
novel was both “censored” and indisputably improved’, arguing that Wilde ‘extended and enriched’ the 
story, making Dorian’s psychological collapse ‘more convincing’ as well as increasing the ‘suspenseful 
qualities’ of the novel and — by developing passages of social comedy – making it ‘much funnier’. 

Task 
Remind yourself of the content and style of the chapters that were added in 1891 (Chapters 3, 5, 15, 
16, 17 and 18). To what extent does the book-length novel disappoint, or to what extent is it fair to 
consider this extended version an improvement?  

Literary recycling 
Note the similarities between some of the dialogue in the 1891 version and some of the dialogue in 
Wilde’s plays A Woman of No Importance and The Importance of Being Earnest. For example, the 
remark in Chapter 15 about the widow’s hair turning ‘quite gold from grief’ is repeated in The 
Importance of Being Earnest. The epigram delivered by Lord Henry about ‘This world and I’ being ‘on 
excellent terms’ is also used by Lord Illingworth in A Woman of No Importance. 

Task 
To what extent do these elements of literary recycling affect your response to the text? 

Further reading 
Wilde, O. (2003) The Picture of Dorian Gray, ed. Robert Mighall, Penguin. As well as an introduction 
by the editor, this edition includes an essay by Peter Ackroyd and several reviews from the 1890s. 

The Victorian Web contains a number of items relevant to studying The Picture of Dorian Gray. The 
brief biography offers a poignant parallel between the conclusion of the novel and the conclusion of its 
author’s life: http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/wilde/index.html 
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The Wilde entry on the British Library website contains some interesting links to images of first 
editions and accessible academic essays, such as ‘Perversion and degeneracy in The Picture of 
Dorian Gray’ by Roger Luckhurst and ‘The Picture of Dorian Gray: art, ethics and the artist’ by Greg 
Buzwell.  Both make interesting connections to other texts and to aspects of late Victorian culture and 
society: http://www.bl.uk/people/oscar-wilde 

The University of Oxford has a series of podcasts that explore the works of Wilde. The one entitled ‘Art 
and Morality’ explores The Picture of Dorian Gray: http://podcasts.ox.ac.uk/series/oscar-wilde 

This resource is part of THE ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by subject 
experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 


