
Dorian Gray and the Life of the Senses 

 

The worship of the senses has often, and with much justice, been decried, men 

feeling a natural instinct of terror about passions and sensations that seem 

stronger than themselves, and that they are conscious of sharing with the less 

highly organized forms of existence. But it appeared to Dorian Gray that the 

true nature of the senses had never been understood, and that they had remained 

savage and animal merely because the world had sought to starve them into 

submission or to kill them by pain, instead of aiming at making them elements 

of a new spirituality, of which a fine instinct for beauty was to be the dominant 

characteristic. As he looked back upon man moving through history, he was 

haunted by a feeling of loss. [187] So much had been surrendered! and to such 

little purpose! There had been mad wilful rejections, monstrous forms of self-

torture and self-denial, whose origin was fear and whose result was a 

degradation infinitely more terrible than that fancied degradation from which, in 

their ignorance, they had sought to escape; Nature, in her wonderful irony, 

driving out the anchorite to feed with the wild animals of the desert and giving 

to the hermit the beasts of the field as his companions. (pp.187-89.) 

 

 

[…] Yet these whispered scandals only increased in the eyes of many his 

strange and dangerous charm. 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 

instinctively 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 discussion 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. 

   Such, at any rate, was Dorian Gray’s opinion. He used to wonder at the 

shallow psychology of those who conceive the ego in man as a thing simple, 

[204] permanent, reliable, and of one essence. To him, man was a being with 

myriad lives and myriad sensations, a complex multiform creature that bore 

within itself strange legacies of thought and passion, and whose very flesh was 

tainted with the monstrous maladies of the dead. He loved to stroll through the 

gaunt cold picture-gallery of his country house and look at the various portraits 

of those whose blood flowed in his veins.  (pp.204-05.) 


