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ABSTRAKT 

Tato bakalářská práce je zaměřena na dva filozoficko-dekadentní romány napsané v 19. a 20. 

století: Obraz Doriana Graye od slavného irského básníka Oscara Wildea a Doriana, 

napodobeninu od Willa Selfa a jejich odpovídající schopnost přitáhnout čtenáře                                 

k metafyzickému konceptu hledání rozkoše, tedy k Hedonismu, který je všudypřítomný                      

v každém ztvárnění příběhu.  Práce analyzuje především dílo Oscara Wildea a zároveň ho 

porovnává s jeho moderní interpretací od Williama Selfa. První část práce poskytuje klíčový 

úvod ke zrodu filozofického pojmu, jehož cílem je historicky maximalizovat požitek a snížit 

bolest, a zároveň sleduje možný významový posun uvnitř dnešního postmoderního světa. 

Praktická část srovnává zmíněnou zhýralou a požitkářskou filozofii z obou románů                            

i společenská témata, která jsou v současném progresivním 21. století flagrantnější než kdy 

jindy, ať už jde o homosexualitu, nebo sexualitu obecně. 

KLÍČOVÁ SLOVA 

Hédonismus, Oscar Wilde, William Self, rozkoš, dekadence 

ABSTRACT 

This bachelor thesis is focused on two philosophical and decadent novels written in the 19th 

century and 20th century respectively: The Picture of Dorian Gray by the famous Irish poet 

Oscar Wilde and Will Self’s Dorian, an Imitation and their corresponding skill to attract readers 

towards the pleasure-seeking metaphysical concept, that is Hedonism, which is omnipresent              

in each rendition of the story. Principally, the thesis analyses the work of Oscar Wilde whilst 

coordinating with its modern interpretation by William Self. The first part of this thesis provides 

a key introduction into the birth of a philosophical concept, which aims to maximize pleasure 

and to decrease pain historically, while also observing the possible shift in meaning inside 

today’s post-modern world. The practical part compares said debaucherous and self-indulgent 

philosophy from both novels as well as social topics that are more flagrant than ever in the 

current progressive 21st century, be it homosexuality or sexuality in general.  
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Introduction 

This thesis deals with the British profound, The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), written 

by Oscar Wilde and its modern rendition, Dorian, an Imitation (2002), created by William Self. 

The main goal of this work is to study the antique hedonistic philosophy in Dorian Grayas 

a character and chiefly in both novels respectively in their ability to describe the putrefaction 

of one’s psychological and moral self. The purpose of this thesis is to illustrate characters 

so striking, their life could be considered an artistic decadent expression, which, in reality, was 

the Aesthetic movement initiated by Wilde himself in the late 19th century. The characters 

ineach rendition are key to exhibiting hedonistic tendencies and egoistic, narcissistic views that 

Wotton and Dorian specifically display in a variety of their dialogues, which I will use as prime 

examples as an explanation behind the philosophy. 

While the central focus will be on the hedonistic features in both novels, it is important to note 

that the work of Oscar Wilde, and not only his single novel, is largely connected to the Aesthetic 

and Decadent movements. That is why one cannot separate these concepts from this very 

author. 

As stated above, the main theme of this thesis is Hedonism as a philosophical concept 

cloaked inside both novels. The reason for choosing this topic is a result of reading much 

of English written literature and finding out that some of the heroes, mostly tragic, are in some 

shape or form practicing this philosophy, be it Alex from A Clockwork Orange (1962) 

by Anthony Burgess or, to an extent, F.S Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925). More examples 

feature Jack Kerouac’s On the Road (1957) book or The Sea, The Sea (1978) by Irish Murdoch 

in which one can follow Arrowby and his jumble of motivations. As for Wilde, his life itself 

was an expressive and decadent journey of aesthetic and hedonistic proportions. His only novel, 

The Picture of Dorian Gray, includes two characters which are an inspiration for analysis from 

the hedonistic point of view, namely Dorian who becomes later delirious with his own 

appearance and pleasures. With the addition of Self’s version of the original there is much more 

material to go through in terms of their psychological selves as he illustrated the reality of what 

Dorian could be capable of in the Thatcherian England a century later.  
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With all this considered, this thesis will see to the omnipresent hedonistic pleasantries 

practiced by the characters in the novels (originally The Picture of Dorian Gray plus Dorian, 

an Imitation 113 years later), be it Sir Henry Wotton, who literally lives his life as an art form, 

or his protégé – Dorian, whom he influences so profoundly he becomes almost identical with 

his witticisms, anecdotes and more. Therefore, the practical part of this thesis will include 

the comparison of both novels, dialogues and the authors themselves as well as in connection 

with the ethical theory that pleasure (in the sense of the satisfaction of desires) is the highest 

good and proper aim of human life. 
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1 Evolution of Hedonism  

1.1 Hedonism 

Hedonism is a philosophical theory which prevails parallel to the ancient teachings of ethics. 

By ethics we understand the moral principal by which one can recognize good from bad 

behaviour. However, to fully comprehend its description it is pivotal to look at the etymology 

behind the word’s meaning. 

 Originally, the term hedonism stems from the Greek word hēdonē, which translates 

to “pleasure” or another word hedys that equals to “sweet” or “pleasant”.1 What is more, 

the numbers of branches that derive from hedonism are plentiful. The reason for this is that 

of a historical evolution and understanding of the concept itself changing repeatedly during 

the past. Hedonism predominantly deals with the notions of pleasure and pain, frequently 

treating them as binary opposites. Philosophers and thinkers alike focused on hedonistic 

theories in a sense of its value, and especially of the well-being and possibility to live the “good 

life”. As a theory of value, hedonism affirms that the pursuit of pleasure is intrinsically good 

whilst pain is bad or rather not valuable. However, as much as it was discussed during earlier 

times, the philosophy itself was in fact not very popular among ancient sages and later modern 

thinkers. Maybe it was due to the fact that many regularly misinterpreted the assumption that 

pleasure held by hedonists is necessarily and purely physical in its nature. In most cases this 

iscompletely contradictory to the truth as both physical and mental experiences are involved. 

In order to exemplify, one can feel pain due to a recent passing of a loved one as well as pain 

caused to the body through external means. This, of course, can be also observed with pleasure: 

bodily and psychological by means of friendship or art for instance. The earliest mentions were 

captured in the north African city of Cyrene, where Cyrenaics the first philosophers 

of hedonism, were situated. 

 Later, Epicurus reacted to this by creating an entire philosophical branch called 

Epicureanism which stated that happiness and the absence of pain was the highest form of life. 

Epicurus became a critic of the Cyreanics because he saw how flawed their ethical belief was 

and “improved” on it by creating a theory that built a moral distinction between good and bad 

and argued that what is “good” is pleasurable, and what is “bad” is then painful. However may 

this definition resemble the Cyreanian rampant pursuit of pleasure, the goal was to remove any 

 
1 Weijers, Dan. „Hedonism“. The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 2021: 

 https://iep.utm.edu/hedonism/#H2. 
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kind of suffering and pain and the ultimate aim for Epicurian hedonism was to experience 

“ataraxia” which would be the perfect peace of mind. That is why he warned others against 

overindulgence as it could lead to future pain. As Aristippus, so did Epicurus practice his own 

philosophy throughout his life. He lived a very modest life of a hermit, with very little need 

for clothing, overabundance of food or sex as he never married and only cared deeply for his 

students and their offsprings. Unlike the first hedonists, Epicurus managed to transform 

the ideology into a popular belief and simple communities around the ancient world were 

created for another 400 years.2 

After the ancient sages of the Greek origin, historically, hedonism was not as much 

discussed as God was the main topic through medieval times. However, in late 18th century 

many writers, philosophers and other authors were reviving certain topics that would be relevant 

to the upcoming modern times. One such personality was Jeremy Bentham, a social reformer 

and philosopher, who essentially revived Hedonism as an ethical theory under the umbrella 

term of utilitarianism. As the word suggests, utilitarianism, which should provide some utility, 

basically measures one’s actions and tries to identify the highest possible pleasure obtained 

for all affected individuals. Bentham could then be considered a “utilitarian hedonist” 

as he later introduced the felicific calculus, which can calculate the amount of pleasure that 

an action is likely to generate. Again, with Bentham the theory of value occurs as it did many 

centuries before in Greece due to the fact that he tried to measure the value of pleasure 

and disvalue of pain. However, this type of hedonism differs greatly from 

the Cyreanics as it regards more people rather than an individual, therefore not being egoistic 

in nature.    In his book, Morals and legislation, Jeremy Bentham carefully explains the value 

of pleasure or suffering and how to measure them, thus creating the very first “pleasure 

calculator”.   In this equation are several variables, such as: certainty, duration, intensity 

and more. He also believed that all pleasures are of equal value and that there were only changes 

in their variables.3 So, to summarize Bentham, his idea on hedonism is that the most moral 

action one can take at all times is the one that maximizes well-being or good in the greatest 

number of individuals as possible. 

 
2 Philosophybasics „Epicureanism“. The Basics of Philosophy. 2021: 

https://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_epicureanism.html 

3 Bentham, Jeremy. An Introduction to the Principles of Morlas and Legislation. Batoche Books, Kitchener, 

2000, p. 31. 
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1.2 Cyrenaics 

The first to practice this ethical doctrine were the Cyrenaics who gave birth to Hedonism 

in Ancient Greece, Cyrene. There was a great Academic skeptic called Carneades who managed 

to categorize all possible organizing principles for ethical systems and thus he most often chose 

either Aristippus or the Cyrenaics generally as the figureheads for Hedonism.4 For Cyrenaics 

and the Aristippean, the ultimate end in life, or telos as they called it, was “obtaining pleasure.” 

The technical term of ancient philosophy “telos” can be translated to an ultimate object or aim 

in one’s life. Pleasure is then an experience completely devoid of pain and suffering and yet 

those two terms are closely related to a degree of binary opposites. To clarify, 

the aforementioned hedonism could be classified as archetypal or somewhat mainstream 

as it dealt with the rawest of explanations on what hedonism is in its physical aspect.  

Aristippus of Cyrene, who was a well-known associate of Socrates, enjoyed his leisure 

time debating on the importance of self-control with other young man, especially Xenophon 

who saw him as self-indulgent rather than possessing of virtues that were fashionable 

at the time.5 The sources on this are scarce owning to the fact that Aristippus’ works are not 

extant, therefore only Socrates’ notes remain. Nonetheless, after a sequence of arguments about 

how a ruler should exercise self-restraint and endurance, Aristippus agrees with Socrates that 

in fact he would not likely become a ruler and would rather be ruled if the possibility of “living 

as easily and pleasantly as possible” was available. From this dialogue it is evident how 

the Cyrenaic philosopher puts a positive emphasis on bodily gratification and the negative 

on physical and mental restraint. There exists innumerable amount of occurrences in which 

is the hedonistic leader depicted as of “the voluptuous nature”. Dozens of later anecdotes fill 

out our picture of what this voluptuousness involves: some concern Aristippus’s enjoyment 

of scented oil and fine garments, while many others refer to his association with expensive 

courtesans. So not only is he indulging himself in gluttony, drinking, fornication, and avoiding 

hard work, but is also doing it in style. However moral and proper Socrates and Xenophon may 

have presented themselves with their opinions on ethics, pleasure and vices, these discussions 

with the Cyrenaic pioneer essentially gave impetus to a new school of thought about 

 

4 Lampe, Kurt. “Chapter 3.” The Birth of Hedonism the Cyrenaic Philosophers and Pleasure as a Way of Life, 

Princeton Univ. Press, Princeton, NJ, 2015. p. 26.  

5 Lampe, Kurt. “Chapter 3.” The Birth of Hedonism the Cyrenaic Philosophers and Pleasure as a Way of Life, 

Princeton Univ. Press, Princeton, NJ, 2015. p. 16. 
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maximizing one’s enjoyment from a single moment in time. “To savour the moment” was one 

of the first principles on which Aristippus built his legacy on. 

A biographer of ancient Greek philosophers, Diogenes Laertius stated most precisely 

that “Aristippus was able to harmonize himself with his place, time, and role and perform 

harmoniously in any circumstance. For this reason, he was more in favour with Dionysius than 

the others, because he always made good use of whatever happened.”6 Furthermore, this means 

that Aristippus was able to enjoy the goodness of pleasure whilst remaining mentally sound 

eliminating any immaterial anxiety. As a result of this, one can affirm that confidence, 

the notion of being comfortable in unknown situations, is a by-product of his philosophy that 

he valued. 

However, what is more interesting are the parallels between the stories of the Cyrenaic 

founder of a pleasure-seeking devotion and modern fiction tales about hedonistic aristocrats, 

such is Lord Henry Wotton, influencing budding minds of beautiful youthful men like Dorian 

Gray. Essentially, both Aristippus and Henry Wotton perceive the world as full of opportunities 

for enjoyment albeit never talking about the end itself, which leads the followers of this essence 

of happiness to believe that “the end” is to live pleasantly. 

1.3 Epicurus and Hedonism 

One of the leading philosophers who studied hedonism and reacted to the excessive form 

practiced by Cyrenaics was Epicurus. He came a bit later with his own system called 

Epicureanism, which was founded around 307 B.C. and unlike Aristippus and his followers 

managed to create a chain of adherents who all lived together in The Garden. The Garden was 

considered a school, similarly to Plato’s Academy or Aristotles’ Lyceum, or rather it was 

a dormitory from the modern point of view because they essentially spent most of their time 

in devoted circles. What is more, he was the very first to admit women and slaves into 

his school. 

Originally, Epicurus was inspired by the cyrenaistic school but saw how flawed their 

system was and argued that pleasure and freedom from pain in the body and from 

trouble the mind is the ultimate aim of a happy life. However, and this differs from the 

Cyrenaics, Epicurus gave notice about how the abundance of pleasure could lead up to future 

pain. For him happiness equals to pleasure and happiness is then defined as the complete 

 
6 Lampe, Kurt. “Chapter 3.” The Birth of Hedonism the Cyrenaic Philosophers and Pleasure as a Way of Life, 

Princeton Univ. Press, Princeton, NJ, 2015, p. 28-29. 
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absence of bodily and mental pains (fundamentally the definition of hedonism), including the 

desire for anything other than the bare necessities of life.7 The main argument is that if we wish 

to experience unnecessary pleasures that are easily obtainable in large towns or cities it will 

become more challenging to satisfy those needs as we will seek for far more or better 

of the same luxury. Epicureanism is then a modest take on hédoné which is transformed into 

a path of tranquillity with one’s live rather than the chronic pursuit of pleasure.  

The philosophy of Epicurus managed to differentiate two types of pleasure. First, 

the kinetic pleasure which is something one can enjoy from a fine meal or drinking wine 

and asstated above, these would then prove to be difficult to deal with as people would crave 

more and essentially thought of these as not so fulfilling desires. Then there is the katastematic 

pleasure, which, opposed to kinetic, draws satisfaction from when all one’s aspirations are met, 

and a person can feel at peace. In this pleasure there is no pain, no anxiety and neither any 

craving for an external want that one just had or will want to have.8 Epicurus argued that 

katastematic pleasure is the meaningful one owing to the fact that it has a long-lasting 

effect on person’s wellbeing. To exemplify, basic needs are desirable because without them we 

would not exist. A person must eat food and drink water, but what he does not need is over-

indulgence in gluttony and alcoholism. Regarding the two types of pleasures in the context of 

a basic need, one is the act of eating for instance and the later the sensation of feeling full and 

satisfied with the meal with the main point being that there should be an absence of desire to 

eat anymore           of the same food.  

Epicurus also emphasized the importance of community and socializing, believing that 

companionship is one of the main ingredients to happiness, opposing to romantic or sexual 

relationships, which can result in unhappiness due to many factors such as: possessiveness, 

jealousy etc. A biographer of ancient philosophers Diogenes cited what the wise man said: 

“Friendship is caused by one’s wants; but it must be begun on our side. For we sow the earth; 

and friendship arises from a community of, and participation in, pleasures.”9 What is important 

to note are the characteristics of Epicurean philosophy as the Cyrenaics never expressed any 

pleasures being connected to companionship (friendship) aside from the opposite sex or sex in 

 
7 „Epicurus“ by Dan Weijers, The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ISSN 2161-0002, https://iep.utm.edu/, 

2021. 

8 [Thinking deeply with Ben]. (2021, March 5). Hedonism in Philosophy [Video File]. Retrieved from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9qCItFOFZU0 

9 Garvin, Tom. The Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers: Diogenes Laertius, 2018. Ebook.  
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general. “Happiness must be understood in two senses; the highest happiness, such as is that of 

God, which admits of no increase; and another kind, which admits of the addition or abstraction 

of pleasures. The wise man may raise statues if it suits his inclination, if it does not it does not 

signify. The wise man is the only person who can converse correctly about music and poetry; 

and he can realise poems, but not become a poet.”10 He practiced what he preached as he never 

married and lived together mostly with his followers in The Garden.  

1.4 Bentham’s Hédoné 

The late modern thinkers, especially during the prime time of Empiricism, revived hedonism 

and made it popular. It was only during this time that hedonism could be regarded as popular 

at all as in previous periods the sole fashionable hedonism was the Epicurean. The one person 

who had the most influence on philosophy of pleasure was Jeremy Bentham.  

 Bentham was a social reformer, jurist and philosopher of English origin who is usually 

connected to the idea of utilitarianism.  One could debate whether utilitarianism is a modified 

take on hedonism as a pursuit of pleasure. However, Bentham’s literary talent accomplished 

tosystemize his philosophical views which he later often used to justify legal reforms he argued 

for. His most notable works include An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation 

from 1789. In this book he defines the principles of pleasure, pain, and utility one could gain 

from it. He states: “Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, 

pain and pleasure.”11 This statement is true in essence as we humans pursue 

pleasure, be itunintentionally or purposely with the awareness of discomfort and pain. We act 

illogically as the pleasurable senses cloud our better judgement. Bentham continues: “It is for 

them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do. On the 

one hand, the standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain of causes and effects, are 

fastened  to their throne. They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we think: every effort 

we can make to throw off our subjection, will serve but to demonstrate and confirm it. In  words 

a man may pretend to abjure their empire: but in reality, he will remain subject to it all the 

while.”12 Here, Bentham tries to explain how a person is the subject of either their pain or 

 
10 Garvin, Tom. The Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers: Diogenes Laertius, 2018. Ebook. 

Retrieved from: https://www.gutenberg.org/files/57342/57342-h/57342-h.htm#BOOK_X 

 
11 Bentham, Jeremy. An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, Batoche Books, Kitchener, 

2000. p. 14 

 
12 Bentham, Jeremy. An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, Batoche Books, Kitchener, 

2000. p. 14 
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pleasure. It controls human behaviour to an extent that is beyond measure, be it consciously or 

not. Basically, one cannot free themselves from either. 

“The principle of utility recognizes this subjection and assumes it for the foundation of that 

system, the object of which is to rear the fabric of felicity by the hands of reason and of law. 

Systems which attempt to question it, deal in sounds instead of sense, in caprice 

instead of reason, in darkness instead of light.”13 Utility plays a pivotal role in Bentham’s 

theorem as means of using the two concepts, pleasure and pain, to gain control over them and 

use them for our benefit. 

To further clarify Bentham, his views on pleasure were similar to the ones of the early 

ancient thinkers, however, this philosophy includes the “utility” or use for a greater moral good. 

“By utility is meant that property in any object, whereby it tends to produce benefit, advantage, 

pleasure, good, or happiness, (all this in the present case comes to the same thing) or (what 

comes again to the same thing) to prevent the happening of mischief, pain, evil, or unhappiness 

to the party whose interest is considered.”14 In his writing it is obvious that his hedonism was 

more moral than any of its previous forms.  

Naturally, Bentham’s circumstances were largely influenced by the rapid 

social and political changes in 18th and 19th century Europe and for that reason his writing is 

more reformative rather than philosophical. Despite this, Jeremy Bentham was a sensational 

thinker who acknowledged pleasure, happiness and absence of pain as the ultimate good while 

also reflecting on society as a whole. “Bentham’s greatest happiness principle states that 

actions are immoral if they are not the action that appears to maximize the happiness of all the 

people likely to be affected; only the action that appears to maximize the happiness of all the 

people likely to be affected is the morally right action.”15 

In addition, to further maximize this happiness, Bentham came up with a measurement 

which can calculate how much pleasure one can achieve from a certain action. He called this 

the felicific calculus in which are variables such as intensity, duration, purity, extent, certainty 

etc. What is important to note is that “extent” differs from the previous definitions of hedonism 

 
13 Bentham, Jeremy. An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, Batoche Books, Kitchener, 

2000. p. 14 

 
14 Bentham, Jeremy. An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, Batoche Books, Kitchener, 

2000. p. 15 

 
15Weijers, Dan. Bentham, The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ISSN 2161-0002, https://iep.utm.edu/, 2021 
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as it refers to other people and their feelings of experiencing pleasure. That is why Bentham’s 

hedonism was popular as it had large number of people in mind rather than an individual. 

1.5 Oscar Wilde 

Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde, or simply known as Oscar Wilde, was one of the most 

prominent writers, playwrights and poets of the 19th century. He was of Irish origin and was 

considered as one of the best companions a person could ask for as his eccentric nature 

and intellectual capacity hardly had an equal. Witty, humorous and bold would be the adjectives 

to best describe Oscar Wilde. He was born in 1856 in Dublin, Ireland. His father was a physician 

of the eye and ear, whilst his mother had her own writing career mostly working under the name 

of Speranza.16 It is then clear whom he inherited his literary skill from. 

Wilde was educated in the classics at Trinity College, Dublin where he began to attract public 

attention through his eccentricity of his writing. Later he went to Oxford and in 1878 won 

the Newdigate Prize for his poem, Ravenna. 17It is no secret that Oscar Wilde was an avid 

follower of the classics thanks to his innate curiosity for the schools of thought and the influence 

of his first great tutor John Pentland Mahaffy, who was a professor of ancient history. 

He meddled in various topics such as the Greek lifestyle, modern aestheticism, which absorbed 

him through the works of Pater’s and Symonds’s, and due to his accumulated knowledge 

as a classical scholar used his intellect as a platform for discussing even broader questions about 

life and art.  

Wilde always took great pride in his achievements as a classical scholar, however, to see 

his interest in Greece as purely textual or academic would be a vice. It was the ‘Greek life’ that 

exhilarated Wilde as a young adult and that continued to exercise its influence on the mature 

writer.18 By studying the Greek, Wilde became enchanted by means of their harmonious lives 

and plentiful idealistic theories from which sprouted many modern concepts and ideologies that 

later influenced him greatly.  

Namely, it was the aesthetic movement with the lead writer Walter Pater. He was 

genuinely impressed by the teachings of the English aesthetic author as he wrote on the central 

 
16 Wilde, Oscar. Cantervillské strašidlo a jiné prózy. Praha 1965. Přeložil J. Z. Novák, p. 271 

 
17 Beckson, Karl. "Oscar Wilde". Encyclopedia Britannica, 29 Jan. 2021, 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Oscar-Wilde.  

 
18 Stefano Evangelista British Aestheticism and ancient Greece Hellenism, Reception, Gods in Exile, Palgrave 

MacMillian, UK, 2009. p.125 
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value of art in life and particularly by the tension on the aesthetic intensity by which life should 

be lived. Wilde was determined to follow Pater’s urging “to burn always with this hard, gemlike 

flame”.19 In this quote from the Renaissance’s conclusion Pater expands on the advice which 

he outlines in the preface to become philosophy of life. He urges the readers to seek out and find 

those experiences which move them, claiming “to maintain ecstasy is success in life.” These 

very views were far removed from the typical Victorian mindset of reserved formalities and 

repressed pleasures. For that reason, Wilde was profoundly influenced as he saw how art can 

bring much joy to one’s life and personally sought a form in which he could express himself.  

And what an expression he had left. Wilde was known for his flamboyant style 

in writing and especially his fashion statement: wearing velvet jackets, black silk stockings  

and knee breeches. What the British despised the most about Wilde was his languid poses 

and the playful smirk remarks he would often use to ridicule the Victorian stiff and stubborn 

upper lip high classes of England. Despite this, the Americans loved Wilde for his joyous 

lifestyle of decadency and class, whilst remaining entirely genius in his lectures that he gave 

in the USA and Canada around the 1880s. When coming to New York City his global grand 

arrival related to one of his quotes that he had “nothing to declare but his genius.”20 This 

occurrence marked Oscar Wilde as a universal celebrity. However, his most notable works were 

published during the later years of his life, chiefly his last years before imprisonment. 

The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), which this thesis deals with, was his only novel combined 

with gothic elements of wonder and decadent fiction about a man who turns from an innocent 

boy into a hedonistic vile monster. 

1.6 Will Self 

William Self is an English novelist, columnist and a reviewer. He was born on 26th September 

1961 and received his education at University College School, Christ’s College Finchley 

and Exeter College, Oxford. Self comes from an “intellectually snobbish“21 family in which his 

father was a professor at the London School of Economics and his mother, who was of Jewish 

 

19 Walter. Pater. Bruce McClintock. The Renaissance Studies in Art and Poetry. 2009, Ebook.  

Retrieved from https://www.gutenberg.org/files/2398/2398-h/2398-h.htm 

20 Beckson, Karl. "Oscar Wilde". Encyclopedia Britannica, 29 Jan. 2021, 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Oscar-Wilde. 
21 Wright, Chris. Living Will, The Boston Phoenix. November 9-16, 2000: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20070928003618/http://72.166.46.24/archive/features/00/11/09/WILL_SELF1.h
tml. 
 



17 

 

heritage, worked as a publisher’s assistant. The early years of Will Self’s development 

as a creative writer were rough. His parents separated and later divorced when teenage Will was 

about eighteen years of age. At that time, Self already experimented with multitude of drugs, 

even the harder ones. It all started when he was very young: “I was very emotionally confused, 

uncommunicative, and self-destructive child”22 he would say. Despite his emotional state 

of being, his intellect and “snobbish” background won him a place at Oxford University, where 

he managed to graduate in 1982. As time passed, Self managed to get himself into rehab battling 

his addiction and his first true success as a writer was his 1991 masterpiece The Quantity Theory 

of Insanity, a collection of characteristically whimsical short stories that immediately marked 

him out as one of the most important writers of his generation. His creative talent combined 

with the use of illegal substances gave birth to many satirical, grotesque and fantastic novels, 

which upon reading them one could see them in parallel universe. 

In 2002, Self published one of his best works of fiction rewriting an old time classic  

The Picture of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde. „Self has earned his reputation through a body 

of innovative work – there is nobody quite like him writing today. He is the author of six novels, 

four collections of short stories, three novellas and five non-fiction works.“23 Is what the preface 

to Dorian, an Imitation states and rightly so. In one of many interviews Self gave on the novel, 

he states that the idea for this book of fiction was to adapt Wilde’s Dorian Gray into a film first, 

however “when the screen adaptation ran into the sand, through my own inability to complete 

it, I decided the only way to get the thing out was to turn it back into prose.”24 This indicates a 

much larger project was at hand in a form of a movie and although Self was unable to complete 

it, the prose which he wrote was one of his more prominent endeavours.  

Dorian, an Imitation is essentially what would be happening if the original novel took 

place one hundred years later in the 1980s rather than the 1880s. Self’s fourth novel, as it is also 

a driving force for my thesis, works with the hedonistic tendencies of its main characters. 

Dorian is depicted with a modern switch of him being aware of his beauty from the very 

beginning which illustrates him as a narcissistic, morally rotten human being. The abuse 

 
22 Wright, Chris. Living Will, The Boston Phoenix. November 9-16, 2000: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20070928003618/http://72.166.46.24/archive/features/00/11/09/WILL_SELF1.h
tml. 
 
23 Self, Will. Dorian, an Imitation, Penguin, London, 2009. 
 
24 McCrum, Robert. Self analysis, The Observer, September 29, 2002: 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/sep/29/fiction.willself 
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of drugs is as common as it was in Self’s life that is drastically different from the original, where 

there are only a few mentions of cigarettes or “opium”. One of Dorian’s key features also 

include the fact that he is obsessive and evasive throughout both novels. Henry Wotton, whom 

Self associated with Wilde himself said: “Wotton is, of course, Wilde. My Wotton is one part 

me and two other parts people I knew who fitted the bill.” said Self.25 Self's rendition of Dorian 

has the subtitle of "an imitation," and that is exactly what it is. It flatters its original by taking 

both its subject and style entirely seriously. The settings, characters, plot and epigrams 

are transferred into the modern world, chapter by chapter. Material is changed rarely, but 

everything is kept true to the original with the addition of Self’s sharpened, blackened 

and intensified peculiar remix of Wilde's combination of wit and rage, flamboyant debauchery 

and clinical introspection. 

Interestingly enough, Self’s and Wilde’s lives were full of debauchery connected with 

their intellect, talent for creative writing and witty dialogues too. Their youth spent in curious 

circles of people, experimentation with drugs and worldwide travel (assuming Wilde was 

an opium addict), high education and intriguing background undeniably connect these two 

authors. However, Wilde was largely popular as a modern celebrity would owning to his witty 

humour and being demanded in high society as an entertainer of sorts, whilst Self is mostly 

seen as a snobbish, tight-lipped Brit with very high regard for his individuality.  

  

 
25 McCrum, Robert. Self analysis, The Observer, September 29, 2002: 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/sep/29/fiction.willself 
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2 Wilde’s and Self’s centuries 

Just like the novels, their lives are as well a century apart. Self’s and Wilde’s lives are connected 

through their similar environmental ordeals (the Victorian era and Thatcherian era of England) 

even if we are talking in parallel universes. Their upbringing likewise was solid due to their 

well-off parents who were experts in their fields. Even though Self’s independent puberty was 

that of an anarchist and a junkie one could say that they had been highly privileged men, 

privileged in background, education, intelligence and talent. 

2.1 Wilde’s 19th century 

However, the key difference between both authors is the period in which they lived and how 

their respective perspectives influenced their works. As stated above, Wilde was active during 

the reign of Queen Victoria, an era which established Great Britain as the most powerful empire 

in the world at that time. Oscar Wilde was born in 1856, in a year where Queen Victoria was 

already reigning for 19 years. “During the Victorian period, Britain was a powerful nation with 

a rich culture. It had a stable government, a growing state, and an expanding franchise.”26 That 

being said, one cannot take away the fact that the era in which Wilde lived was brutal with 

its class-based society. Whilst the society was hierarchically organized, the working class being 

70-80% with the middle-class 15-25% and rapidly growing, the “main organizing principles 

were gender and class.”  

As far as gender is concerned, there was none of the various genders or social roles, 

rather, that we have today. The only two biologically given genders were considered 

on the premise of “doctrine of separate spheres.” This meant that men and women had different 

purposes in life and in the culture. Men were acknowledged as public persons with high degree 

of freedom and were expected to participate in labour and/or in political matters whereas 

women were to live privately outside of the public eye, raising families, running households 

and pleasure their husbands with sex.  

Sex was a massive topic at the time, although veiled in fastidious, reserved population. 

Not as much for women as it was for men, considering most women in higher social classes 

were actually proud to be uneducated and ignorant of their own bodies, that even childbirth was 

alien for them until they literally got pregnant. Sex was central for men because unlike women 

 
26 Steinbach, Susie. “Victorian era”. Encyclopedia Britannica, 12 March. 2021, 
https://www.britannica.com/event/Victorian-era 
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they were “driven” by sexual desires and it was believed that women were morally finer, 

unbothered by passions of any kind. Contrary to the assumption of never pursuing sex, 

“the Victorian society was riddled with sexually transmitted diseases, prostitution 

and homosexual inclination.”27 The last of these unconventional cravings were pivotal for 

Oscar Wilde. One can only imagine how the chains of the era restricted Wilde in terms of his 

decadent and hedonistic nature. However, what really propelled Wilde forward in this restrained 

society was largely his popular, modern and witty humour. Him being demanded in high society 

as an entertainer of sorts thrusted Wilde into the higher-class circles that he often ridiculed 

in his later comedic theatre plays. 

In regards of his only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, the publishing itself was a bit 

delayed due to many chapters (6) being “immoral and unhealthy” and nearly 500 pages were 

removed by the managing editor J.M. Stoddart for the Lippincott’s Magazine who tried to mute 

the homoerotic and heterosexual content.28 Later the book was republished with more chapters 

adding the “Preface” by Wilde that states: 

“There is no such thing as moral or an immoral book. 

Books are well written, or badly written. That is all”29 

For all its transgressive pleasures, however, The Picture of Dorian Gray could easily 

be read as a moral book, even a cautionary story about the dangers of vice. Dorian's descent 

into moral decay is neither admirable nor desirable. Certainly, it is the epigrammatic wit of Lord 

Henry Wotton that encourages Dorian in his quest for hedonism and sensation, but Dorian's 

values pervert the deeply serious Wildean ethic: ad. Preface and as Lord Henry states: “Art has 

no influence on action. It annihilates the desire to act. It is superbly sterile”30  to which they 

superficially resemble. Whereas Wilde's essays promoted individualism and self-actualization 

 
27 Steinbach, Susie. “Victorian era”. Encyclopedia Britannica, 12 March. 2021, 
https://www.britannica.com/event/Victorian-era 
 
28 British Library Board. Discovering literature: Romantics and Victorians, 2021, 
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-picture-of-dorian-gray-as-first-published-in-lippincotts-magazine 

29 Wilde, Oscar. “Preface.” The Picture of Dorian Gray, Collins Classics. London, UK, 2010. p. xiii 

30 Wilde, Oscar. “Chapter 19” The Picture of Dorian Gray, Collins Classics. London, UK, 2010. p. 217 
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(for example in his Intentions) as the path to a richer life and a more just society, Dorian follows 

a path of hedonism, self-indulgence, and objectification of others that leads to his tragic demise. 

2.2 Self’s 20th century 

Will Self was born in 1961 in “effortlessly dull” Northern London between two suburbs called 

East Finchley and Hampstead Garden Suburb.31 Though his parents being privileged upper-

middle class they were not parents loving or eagerly “affectionate” and little Will would find 

himself emotionally confused and self-destructive. This led to his excessive consumption 

of illegal drugs and as he stated himself: “The underlying emotional base was self-destructive, 

trying to alleviate the depression, low self-esteem, a sense of worthlessness."32 In comparison 

with Wilde, Self’s early life was rattled with mental discomfort and the use of hard drugs albeit 

being a highly educated scholar at Oxford. In terms of their respective environment 

the Victorian era can be classified as a period which began with the reign of Queen Victoria 

and ended with her death. That is a nearly century long period, however, the modern times 

are quite different in this regard. Culture, music, technology and even literature rapidly changed 

in the 20th century by mere decades of transitions. 

During the first decade of Self’s life, the society in which he lived in, the 1960s, were 

called the “Swinging Sixties” and remained as the defining decade for modern Britain.33 

If onecan recall the “roaring twenties” from the USA during pre-depression time, this was 

theBritain’s cultural revival. It was due to the fact that those parents who fought for their lives 

during Second World War wanted their children to be happy and free of distraught. The key 

form that influenced this generation of young Brits was, of course, music. The Beatles, young 

group of freethinking musicians in suits from Liverpool, were the pulling force that launched 

the “British Invasion” of culture into other countries. People adored them, even to this day they 

still do for the reason that The Beatles represented everything individual, free and outgoing. 

Which was something completely new for the conservative older generations. Nonetheless, 

young Self was only in his first decade of life. What really defined him was what came after 

 
31 Charney, Noah. „Will Self: How I Write“ The Daily Beast. 9 January 2013. 
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32 Wright, Chris. Living Will, The Boston Phoenix. November 9-16, 2000: 
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the Swinging Sixties – the 1970s and the Hippie movement, recreational drugs, psychedelic art, 

vibrant fashion, political affairs and rebellious beliefs.  

It was a decade of change. “The contraceptive pill became free in 1974 and the Sex 

Discrimination Act of 1975”34 stopped the discrimination of women in the workplace. Woman 

rights and feminism was the name of the decade until an economic crisis eclipsed the female 

protestants. Massive unemployment caused strikes and many young dissidents rioted against 

the government, including Will Self who was an anarchist thinker: "I was quite active 

politically," Self recalls. "There was much debate into the late hours over whether the SWP 

[Socialist Workers Party] were Trots and all that. It was an odd time. I had a schizophrenia 

about being an anarchist and being at Oxford. That confused me. On the other hand, I was 

as willing to partake in the elitist credentials as everybody else. I never went to the lectures 

or anything like that. I was quite uninvolved except for politics and drugs."35. Underground 

groups of anarchists, punks and other parties became influential and started forming political 

parties like The People Party, now knows as the Green Party, whose campaign is to care 

for the environment and the ecological aspects of things.  

During the 1980s, political turmoil was rampant on the British Isles and while Thatcher 

took the office, Self was fighting his inner demons in rehabilitation centre due to his heroin 

usage. Essentially, what saved Self was writing. As he became an illustrator for the New 

Statesman, which was impressively famed for cultivating talents such as Martin Amis and other, 

he realized: “Cartoons required far less intellectual energy than writing a book"36 and so he 

wrote one in the following most defining decade for Self, where he would write his first major 

collection of stories The Quantity of Insanity (1991). Over the next few years Self managed 

to integrate his drug use into a writer's schedule creating many of his best books that launched 

him forward as a prominent writer of the generation. However, his addiction became dangerous 

as it started halting his creative mind as he states himself: “I cleaned up in large part because 

 
34 Bush Theatre. Life in 1970s Britain. 24 April. 2015. 
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at that point I simply realized I couldn't finish the book I was working on," he says. "I couldn't 

say the things I wanted to say while enacting the hypocrisy of my own addiction." After 

finishing How the Dead Live (2000) he finally comes clean with a response in a self-reflective 

consequence: “I have to be honest about it -- with myself -- the book involved an astonishing 

level of catharsis." Many reviewers and critics loved the book, but Robert Hanks summarized 

Self best in the Daily Telegraph: “The book is packed with puns, assonances and alliterations; 

polysyllables, jargon and slang run amok; metaphors and similes blunder about, crashing into 

one another. After the first 40 pages, I was ready to give in, to say: “All right, Self, you're 

bloody marvellous. Now can't you just shut up and leave me alone?' But no, he keeps on going 

for another 360 pages."37 This is Self’s typical style as it is also persistent in 

Dorian, an Imitation (2003).  

So, to compile these two authors in their respective categories, Self is mostly seen 

as a snobbish, tight-lipped Brit with very high regard for his individuality and incredible scope 

of vocabulary but also a peculiar persona himself, due to the fact that he was a heroin addict. 

Nevertheless, he became a celebrity in the eyes of the modern British public owning 

to his incredible writing, critical reviews, political thinking and TV programmes, where 

his explicit, vulgar and often provocative attitude shines. Oscar Wilde one the other hand was 

a fin-de-siècle dandy with many enemies but too a personal cult following that defined the end 

of the Victorian era and the 19th century. What Wilde did during his life gave birth to many 

problems and reforms, some which are resolved today, such are the crucial topics of hedonism, 

aesthetics, homosexuality, but elaborates further on the consequences of one’s moral actions   

as well.  

In conclusion, Self took Wilde’s original which was a “circumstantial evidence 

of Wilde's otherwise un-nameable sins” and created a “one of his own cultural convulsions, 

using Wilde's virulent, terminally sophisticated, curiously impassioned original as his alibi. 

And, suitably, a very clever, indulgent, heartfelt, perverse, humorous and nasty affair.”38 

 
37 Moss, Stephen. How the Dead Live by Will Self. The Guardian. 22 June 2000. 
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3 Aestheticism 

The origins of Aestheticism can be traced back to the 1860s (Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood), 

butthe movement did not attain widespread appeal until the 1880s (Pater, Wilde).39 

The Aesthetic movement is sometimes associated with the French word "fin de siècle," 

or"end of the century.” It is a term that is frequently used to describe late-nineteenth-century 

Britain, a period when Victorian ideals were fading and being replaced with Aesthetic ideas. 

Part of the reason for the breakdown of the Victorian lifestyle was that Britain's political 

and economic dominance was being challenged by developing world powers such as the United 

States, Russia or pre-fascist Germany at the time. 

 In essence, Britain's imperial glory days were drawing to a close, laying 

the groundwork for a new, entirely anti-Victorian way of thinking. The Aesthetic movement 

criticized the middle-class morality and values that characterized the time. In the late Victorian 

era, it was believed that art, including literature, was to fulfil decisive ethical roles. Literature 

provided role models for appropriate behaviour by allowing people to relate with circumstances 

in which good deeds were rewarded or delicate feelings were evoked.40 People's sympathies 

aroused by art and literature would, at best, motivate them to act in the actual world. Aesthetes, 

on the other hand, disagreed, claiming that art had nothing to do with morality and should 

instead be primarily concerned with elevating one's sense of taste and the pursuit of pure beauty. 

For artists of aestheticism, a Wildean quote from the Preface of The Picture of Dorian Gray 

summarizes this notion perfectly: 

“No artist has ethical sympathies. An ethical sympathy in an artist is an unpardonable 

mannerism of style. No artist is ever morbid.  

The artist can express everything.  

Thoughts and language are to the artist instruments of an art. Vice and virtue are to the artist 

materials for an art.”41 

 

 
39 Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Aestheticism". Encyclopedia Britannica, 26 Oct. 2018, 
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In an attempt to emphasize the autonomy of art, aesthetic authors and artists rallied 

around a statement, which was initially coined with and “popularized by French poet Théophile 

Gautier.”42 Art for art’s sake or l'art pour l'art, which is by definition the slogan 

for the Aestheticism movement and a concept of aesthetics in the philosophical field, which 

deals with taste and beauty. They believed that art should be free of worldly concerns such 

as politics, philosophy or economics, and that it should be admired for its own intrinsic beauty 

rather than for any moral purpose. The aesthetes also debunked the notion that art and the era 

in which it was created had anything to do with each other. To put it another way, art should 

not be viewed as historical proof, but rather as a reflection of its own unique history 

and development. Their art was meant to be extremely refined in style and appealed to the 

senses. 

„To appreciate a work of art means, therefore, to appreciate that work of art itself, 

as distinguished from appreciating something outside it, something accidentally or arbitrarily 

connected with it”43 This sentiment from the French author Vernon Lee was pivotal for all 

the authors on Aesthetics, as it defined what exactly should be evaluated when one is observing 

art and lets it consume them. Art itself should therefore expand itself to the viewer as the viewer 

perceives it without any external struggles as it is highly individual source of extremely refined 

artistic sensations. Thus, what Lord Henry Wotton proclaims is on a par with what aestheticism 

unquestionably represents: “Art has no influence upon action. It annihilates the desire to act. 

It is superbly sterile. The Art [books] that the world calls immoral is art that shows the world 

its own shame.”44 
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3.1 Walter Pater 

The lead thinker of such approach, which affirms that art exists for the sake of its beauty alone, 

was an English writer and a critic, Walter Pater (1839-1894). Pater studied Greek Philosophy 

under Benjamin Jowett, which had the most impact on him in regards of his aesthetics.45   

Later, Pater published a collection of essays called Studies in the History of the 

Renaissance (1873), which was also just briefly called The Renaissance, and therefore creating 

the manifesto of aestheticism. This, one of his most significant works, had an enormous 

influence on the other aesthetes at that time such as Wilde or George Moore, two great Irish 

writers. In The Renaissance instead of celebrating the Middle Ages as it were the regular 

occasion in vogue manner with the Victorian period, Pater, celebrates Italian Renaissance 

culture. For example, the sources from his other work Marcus the Epicurean (1885) refer 

to high individualism and the pursuit of extreme experiences of sensations.  

Nonetheless, the highest praise from aesthetes that is credited to Walter Pater comes 

from the manifesto’s Conclusion in which he argues that one should focus on the inherent traits 

of work of art in contrast to the prevalent inclination to appraise them on the basis of their moral 

and educational value. In terms of what art actually is, as in the definition of it, Pater outlines 

this situation of imbalance between man and the world further saying that: “Human life, both 

physical and spiritual, is woven together in a ceaseless movement of experience”46 For him art 

resonates through the observer and creates unique and genuine sensations of experience that  

are definite only for the individual. The world of experience therefore depends entirely 

on the individual mind for its reality since the impressions that it makes will vary from one 

observer to the next. 

He continues with: “Individual experiences do not range themselves into some universal 

order but remain amorphous.” This means that those exclusive encounters with art are without 

a clearly defined shape or form. There are only so-called passions, preferably those aroused 

by art, which can momentarily cover the pain of finiteness in our lives by capturing the intensity 

of the passing moment (i.e., the experience). “For art comes to you proposing frankly to give 

nothing but the highest quality to your moments as they pass, and simply for those moment’s 
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sake.”47 The paramount idea of Pater’s work is that the art seizes these impressions 

and transplants them into a new context of heightened life, whereas the observer can only catch 

impressions of things as they pass. For Pater, transplanting and amplifying are two essential 

qualities of art that can transcend the fleeting experience and provide a sense of detachment 

from the effects of time to its admirer. So, to summarize, for Pater l'art pour l'art 

is a transformation of human experience into a “fullness of existence.” 

In spite of Pater’s radical belief that art should not hold any moral connotations, it was 

T.S. Eliot who took on this concept and called it moral. Truth be told, there are some bases laid 

in the Renaissance to support the poet’s claims: “To burn always with this hard, gemlike flame, 

to maintain this ecstasy, is success in life. In a sense it might even be said that our failure 

is to form habits... “48. With that said, one could easily understand Pater’s teaching 

as a foundation for moral doctrine since from there on the only thoughts that are accepted 

are those that aid in our ecstasy and allow us to remain open to new experiences indefinitely. 

This artistic style of living is based on what develops in the ceaseless flow of time and shutting 

oneself off from chance is to cut oneself off from existence itself. However, for many, this 

seemed a recipe for self-indulgence through the hedonistic pursuit of pleasure, for others these 

then ground-breaking and provocative ideas were a radical call to dismantle the heavy Victorian 

moral dogma in art. All in all, Pater’s work had a widespread effect on the next literary 

generation.  

3.2 Oscar Wilde 

 Oscar Wilde and other aesthetes were among Pater’s followers and showed obvious 

and continual traces both of his style and ideas. Heavily influenced by Pater’s teaching he would 

step into the grey English fog and rigidity as an implacable enemy of pharisaic puritanism 

and an ardent apostle of beauty. “The young artists who at that time took up the fight against 

bad taste and convention suddenly discovered that in him they had a fiery advocate of their 

views; so fiery and, above all, so creative that he was then more than once described 

as the founder of the whole so-called Aesthetic movement.”49 Wilde was a master of playful 

and paradoxical writing, which would often shock the Victorians, with many densely allusive 
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and metaphoric paragraphs. Clinging to Walter Pater’s way of style, Wilde became 

the frontman of the aesthetic creed as an important essayist but also as a fashion icon for another 

movement called Decadence or Dandyism. “Both groups, Decadence and Aestheticism, aspired 

to set literature and art free from the materialistic preoccupations of industrialized society, 

and, in both, the freedom of some members’ morals helped to enlarge the connotation of the 

term, which is almost equivalent to fin de siècle.”50  

To explain what a dandy is, one must remember how Wilde would often shock the society 

with his public performances. For example: 

He began to walk among the uniform evening dress in short silk breeches and a velvet 

jacket with the famous flower on the lapel; against the ready-made mindset associated 

with the boastful physical prowess, he set the laziness of the body and the temperament 

of the spirit at show; he spoke with irreverence and levity about things which the 

bourgeois held in high esteem; he responded to bourgeois prudery and restraint with 

frivolous cynicism and an undisguised praise of a life filled with sophisticated excitement. 

But he wore all these poses with such irresistible charm and with such captivating 

refinement that the initial disgust of most of society soon turned into favour and 

admiration.51 

This instance, and many more, would establish Wilde as the archetypical dandy, a person 

who pays special attention to his own personal appearance with their dress being often 

eccentric, yet elegant, therefore, to be a dandy meant to also elevate the artificial over the 

natural. As Wilde would say himself: “The first duty in life is to be as artificial as possible. 

What the second duty is no one has as yet discovered.“52 One could then argue that Aestheticism 

gradually transcended the limits of art and became a way of life due to the aesthetes' deep 

dedication to their theories and ideals. This meant that an aesthete's work, as well as his 

demeanour, established his identity. An aesthete, for example, could have been usually 

identified by their word choice and especially their fashion sense. 
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1 Wilde as Narcissus 

Wilde was so notorious for his own admiration that a cartoon made by an American illustrator 

Thomas Nast showed him as Narcissus, a Greek myth about self-admiration.53 

 What was perhaps as equally important for the decadent movement as Wilde’s 

eccentricity, was the work of fiction by a French author Joris-Karl Huysmans called Á Rebours 

(1884) often translated as Against Nature54, which is believed to be the “poisonous” book that 

Dorian acquired from Lord Henry Wotton in the novel The Picture of Dorian Gray. Huysmans’ 

book focuses exclusively on the psychological life of the protagonist Des Esseintes who 

performs plethora of sensual experimentations. These two protagonists essentially mimic their 

personalities and the desires for sensory experiences and, however immoral a book should be 

based on The Preface, the “yellow book” has a profound influence on Dorian who allows 
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it to dominate and determine his actions so completely it becomes a limiting dogma of values 

from which, paradoxically, he initially tried to escape. 

Despite wondrous works of art during the aesthetic and decadent period which provoked 

the late 19th century England and toyed with traditional values of that era, the movements 

gradually declined and when Wilde was “the king of the art world,” as he proclaimed in his 

De Profundis (1905), “and would have remained so if I had not been tempted into the crude 

world of passions, where taste is not discriminating and desire knows no bounds”55, the most 

famous aesthete and a hedonistic celebrity, was put on trial for “gross indecency” which made 

homosexuality a crime in the public eye. With that said one could argue that this symbolizes 

the end for Decadence as it was connected to Wilde and therefore the trial and his homo-sexual 

desires. The followers of Aestheticism and/or Decadence would swiftly turn their backs 

on the movements as it was closely affiliated with Wilde’s fate, therefore they felt that it was 

wise to separate themselves from aesthetic label. Still, what the turn of the 19th and 20th century 

aestheticism authors achieved with their creativity, bravery and energy cannot be easily 

replicated as they absolutely approached the stale Victorian climate with unique and innovative 

forms of art. So, it is not surprising that Wilde himself was proud of his originality. But he was 

also aware that “Originality, like beauty, is a fatal gift.”56 It is true that if Wilde were to live 

in the next century from his own, he would presumably shine even brighter as a global celebrity 

and the modernized freedom in terms of art, technology and liberal ideas coming to fruition 

would improve upon his creativity with different medias. Be it television, the Internet and other, 

one could easily see Wilde as a show host of an aesthetic channel that would thrust him into 

the “mainstream”.  
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4 Hedonistic Hero 

For the analysis, one of the most reoccurring themes in both The Picture of Dorian Gray 

and Dorian, an Imitation is certainly Hedonism. The hedonistic tendencies of its characters 

areevident as they themselves preach about this philosophy frequently. This thesis 

predominantly deals with this ethical concept and although both authors, Oscar Wilde and Will 

Self, have not wrote on the matter, it prevails in both novels consistently. As mentioned 

in the theoretical part, hedonism has many variants. Be it the original egoistic hédoné 

of the Cyrenaics with Aristippus being the leading figure and a founder. Then later refined 

by Epicurus with the attempt to point out the dangers of practicing hedonism in such a carousal 

manner whilst creating a new ism, Epicureanism, as a modest take on the pursuit of pleasure. 

Or the more moralized version by Jeremy Bentham where he lectures about how people 

are governed by “two sovereign masters” pleasure and pain and they cannot free themselves 

from either whilst proposing utilitarianism as a basis for gaining control over them and to use 

them (arguably, for the better cause). However, in both novels we can conclude that the original 

hedonism, or the decadent/egoistical one is employed. In addition, decadence and aestheticism 

are frequent features equally active in these stories. So, concerning the analysis I will use these 

concepts interchangeably to a degree as hedonism works with pleasure and aestheticism works 

with art as being most valuable when beautiful. One can therefore achieve pleasure from 

beautiful things. Further, the evaluation of the explicitness of hedonism differs from each 

novel’s Dorians as well as they are a century apart.  

What is also important to note for this analysis are, obviously, the characters from both 

versions. Basil or Baz Hallward the artist, Dorian Gray the model and possibly the most 

important character throughout Lord Henry Wotton or as seen in the Imitation just Henry 

Wotton for he is the very first to ever proclaim the word hedonism: “Be afraid of nothing…. 

Anew Hedonism – that is what our century wants. You might be its visible symbol, (Dorian).”57 

The dynamic between the two novels is at heart what Will Self told The Observer: “The Picture 

of Dorian Gray is the prophecy and Dorian is the fulfilment.”58 This statement could not 

be closer to the truth as the original story chiefly covers the action with gothic elements 

and mystery surrounding Dorian whereas in the Imitation the acts are vulgarly exhibited on full 
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display. Therefore, Dorian Gray, the leading character of pleasure seeking, is quite different 

in Wilde’s novel from the one of Self’s.  

4.1 Wilde’s Dorian 

Wilde utilizes young Dorian as an innocent man with exceptional beauty, however without any 

intellectual qualities or talent. Lord Henry Wotton claims how he is a “Narcissus” and how 

“beauty, real beauty, ends where an intellectual expression begins.”59 Saying that intelligence 

is dreadfully unacceptable in the face of a harmonious elegance. In terms of hedonistic 

tendencies, Wilde’s Dorian has none to begin with. Intrinsically, Dorian is a type of a hollow 

vessel waiting to be manipulated by the hands of others. Before one can discuss Dorian’s 

hedonistic adventures however, we must acknowledge Wotton’s authority over the protagonist. 

Basil, whose predominantly moral character with the only flaw of being absolutely obsessed 

with Dorian’s looks, warns him of Henry’s unhealthy personality whose role is pivotal 

as he is the major external force that influences Dorian deeply and therefore becomes 

responsible for the protagonist’s future endeavours.  

The rhetorical wit that Lord Henry possesses works the same way as a venomous 

snake’s poison: “I believe that if one man were to live out his life fully and 

completely….the world would gain such a fresh impulse of joy…”60 these droplets 

of the hedonistic ideology to live fully and attain pleasure continue to flow how “every impulse 

that we strive to strangle broods in the minds and poisons us. The body sins once, and has done 

with its sin, for action  is a mode of purification.”61 By definition, this is what egoistic hedonism 

addresses, to gain satisfaction and not dwell in inaction and while one could be hesitant in face 

of temptation Lord Henry would declare “the only way to get rid of temptation is to yield to 

it”62 In result of this instance of detrimental speech Dorian sets his conscience aside and begins 

to live his life according to a single goal: achieving pleasure. Moreover, he becomes aware of 

his remarkable beauty as “The sense of his own beauty came over him like a revelation”63 which 
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leads him to the most important decision in the whole novel: to carry out a wish where he would 

remain eternally young haggling a bargain with his own soul in a mephistophelesian manner.  

4.1.1 The “Murder” 

To exemplify Dorian’s newly acquired pleasure-seeking nature, one of the first instances 

in Wilde’s novel is his behaviour towards an actress Sibyl Vane. Dorian is absolutely charmed 

by her appearance along with her dramatic performance which evokes new sensations inside 

him. He keeps an eye on her performances and brags about her to Lord Henry. He eventually 

meets her backstage and expresses his admiration for her efforts, while she, a young and naive 

girl, falls madly in love with him. Dorian takes his acquaintance to share her performance 

believing his feelings towards her are genuine. However, her performance is a complete 

disaster, inducing sense of embarrassment which has never been this intense. Thus, realizing 

that he had not loved her for her personality but only for her appearance and performance of art 

which now had no longer value to him.  Sibyl Vane goes to confess to her "Prince Charming" 

in the backstage area, while he severely, almost sadistically abuses her and tells her off: “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 wish I had never laid eyes upon you!”64 Dorian’s visible 

frustration clearly centres around Sibyl no longer generating any source of pleasure, even if his 

sentiments for Sibyl were based on her beauty, as seen by his observations of her small frame 

and porcelain skin, but now she lacked the skill that made her a desirable unity. Following her 

suicide, Dorian after a series of newly experienced emotions emphatically brushes off the topic 

believing he has done nothing “I know I am not (heartless). And yet I must admit that this thing 

that has happened does not affect me as it should. It seems to me to be simply like a wonderful 

ending to a wonderful play. It has all the terrible beauty of a Greek tragedy in which I took 

a great part, but by which I have not been wounded.”65  

The absence of pain is imperative for hedonists, hence Wilde employing the portrait 

as a device which makes Dorian’s conscience completely unharmed. The portrait however 

suffers the damage instead transforming into a hideous display of one’s decadent outings. 

The day after Dorian is confronted by Basil’s sentimental remarks about Sibyl whilst he was 

at the opera searching for another ploy to entertain him. It is in Chapter 9 where the clash 

of the two characters in their ideologies occurs. One can witness Dorian’s slow manifestation 

into a pure hedonist due to his emotional indifference towards Sibyl’s passing “It is only 
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shallow people who require years to get rid of an emotion. A man who is master of himself can 

end a sorrow as easily as he can invent a pleasure. I don’t want to be at the mercy of my 

emotions, I want to use them, to enjoy them, and to dominate them.”66 To this new version 

of Dorian, the past (that being yesterday) is ancient history now. He argues that the suicide was 

a performance of romantic tragedy and could only appreciate it aesthetically and could not care 

less any longer. Akin to the notion that hedonists attempt to maximize their intake of pleasure 

Dorian’s portrait serves as a means to elevate his individualism above his immorality.  

4.1.2 The Book 

Apart from Wotton’s wit that profoundly influenced Dorian in his hedonism there is another 

object of his obsession. It is a book, a yellow covered book, which Lord Henry sends him 

to distract Dorian from the situation around Sibyl Vane. Not only does it distract him, but 

it completely absorbs him into a sensual world of profound beauty. The book is believed 

to be of French origin as the novel describes: “The style in which it was written was that curious 

jewelled style, vivid and obscure at once, full of argot and of archaisms, of technical expressions 

and of elaborate paraphrases, that characterises the work of some of the finest artists 

of the French school of Symbolites.”67 It was the novel by French author Joris-Karl Huysmans, 

commonly translated as Against Nature (1884), that is thought to be this poisonous book. 

The work by Huysmans concentrates solely on the psychic life of the protagonist Des Esseintes, 

who engages in a variety of sensory experiments and is corrupted by his hedonism and 

decadence struggles to re-enter the society. With our hero, Dorian, being more fortunate than 

the protagonist of the yellow book he who “with almost cruel joy – and perhaps in nearly every 

joy, as certainly in every pleasure, cruelty has its place – that he used to read the latter part 

of the book, with its really tragic account of the sorrow and despair of one who had himself lost 

what in others, and in the world, he had most dearly valued.”68 Wilde’s Dorian is reading, 

of course, about the importance of beautiful appearance. Upon reading the book and collecting 

many versions of it with different coloured covers to fit his mood, his senses of pleasure 

quickened and the hunger to know more and experience grew more ravenous.  

 Here one could draw parallels between Dorian and Wilde himself as both became 

arbiter elegantiarum in their lives. To be a leader of fashion was to become eccentric, wild 
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and contrasting to the age’s ideals, that being the Victorian period of 19th century. Dorian 

achieved this by combining the real culture of a scholar with perfect mannerisms of the model 

citizen of the whole world. Furthermore, his evolution into the ultimate dandy as it “had been 

prophesied by Lord Henry, a new Hedonism that was to recreate life, and save it from that 

harsh, uncomely Puritanism…” flourished as innumerable number of stories surrounding him 

deemed Dorian to be misleadingly absent from the clubs of London and like a ghost of some 

gothic story effervescently revealing himself to the stiff and foggy public. With the book 

in mind, Dorian becomes entirely detached from his world, living bi-curiously through ancient 

rulers believing that “their lives were his own.”69 These rulers weren’t any rulers, they were 

the most brutal in history and Dorian’s obsession with them transformed his views as how 

to perceive evil. His dandyism and devotion to the beautiful classified him as a decadent 

aesthete par excellence and at the moment there “were moments when he looked on evil simply 

as a mode through which he could realise his conception of the beautiful”70 contributing to his 

already putrefied psyche. 

4.1.3 The Murder 

The last lifeline that could have saved Dorian from his debauchery was unmistakably Basil 

Hallward. His position as that of the Epicurean nature, yes to some degree hedonistic with his 

obsession of beauty and artistry, however, modest in essence. Basil’s fatal fate is determined 

by him lecturing Dorian of his deeds and notorious gossip surrounding him, essentially trying 

to limit Dorian’s pursuit of pleasure and therefore causing him pain. Of course, Dorian’s “pure, 

bright, innocent face” and “marvellous untroubled youth”71 stuns Basil in disbelief that Dorian 

would be such a thrill addict.  Then again, the Victorian era was quite similar to the 21st century 

or rather the whole history of society, civilised society that is. Two quotes from Wilde 

are of the most importance as they state that “manners are of more importance than morals”  

and that Wilde’s Dorian lives “in the native land of the hypocrite”72 a land where most prefer 

the attractiveness of the face rather than refined moral characteristics. However, one certainly 

has a reputation and that of Dorian’s slowly deteriorating disturbs Basil. Upon seeing Dorian’s 
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conscience in the portrait Basil begins to pray. The words he utters prove no effect to Dorian  

as the high individualism that stirs inside him would disregard any social system or creed. 

The very last words Basil expresses to him are “I worshipped you too much. We are both 

punished.”73 At this point, Wilde’s Dorian reached the peak of his metamorphosis from 

a sensible young man into this hideous corrupted figure without any signs of aging. The murder 

is climactic for Dorian for the reason that he assumes there are no longer any obstacles 

in continuing his philosophy of seeking only pleasurable experiences. Nonetheless, there 

is a particular object which halts his efforts. 

4.1.4 The Portrait 

The Picture of Dorian Gray represents Dorian’s psychological state. As we saw with Aristippus 

his hedonism was clear of his conscience which would mar the value of gained pleasure74 

and yet Dorian even after concluding the aftermath of Basil’s death continues to struggle due 

to the portrait existing and reflecting the immoral steps which he had taken to maximize his 

lifestyle. Seeing that “it had brought melancholy across his passions. Its mere memory had 

marred many moments of joy”75 he would destroy it. The act of destroying one’s conscience 

results in death, be it literally or figuratively. It is true that Wilde’s Dorian on the brink of his 

end makes amends which is uncharacteristic of him. This is due to the character’s strong 

connection with his principles of morals that are not his own but rather of the society he trails 

in. One can only imagine what young Dorian would be capable of if it was not for the portrait 

or Victorian conventions. Which is exactly what Will Self does with his Imitation. 
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4.2 Self’s Dorian 

Will Self’s protagonist the twenty-two-year-old Dorian resembles barely that of Wilde’s 

Dorian. Self employs Dorian as an independent individual right from the start of his rendition 

which is clear considering Self pays much more attention to Henry dissimilar to Wilde. Perhaps 

the most significant difference between the novels being that in Wilde's original novel Lord 

Henry's influence foreshadows the entire story, as his poisonous rhetoric accelerates Dorian's 

descent into a life of debauchery and sin. Lord Henry adopts Dorian as a type of experiment, 

and he watches his little protégé’s trials and tribulations with satisfaction. “Because to influence 

a person is to give him one’s own souls”76 this notion that Henry contaminates Dorian 

is completely absent from Self’s Dorian, an Imitation. However, throughout the modernized 

novel they are some unclear parallels in which Dorian is depicted as Henry’s charge even 

though it does not justify the idea where Dorian would be dominated by his rhetoric albeit being 

“a brilliant talker.”77 Here Dorian is defensive saying how he does not “want to be cured 

of anything, any more than I’m obsessed by looks…they are such a superficial thing” to which 

Henry replies with a wit borrowed from the original: “You say that…but we are in an age when 

appearances matter more and more. Only the shallowest of people won’t judge by them.”78 

The mention of “age” meaning the 20th century is important as Self’s Dorian is already altered 

not by Henry but the society’s approach to beauty. Wilde’s Dorian is initially unconscious of his 

own good looks until a few pages later where Lord Henry’s voice resonates that beauty 

and youth is the only thing worth having. The Dorian in Self’s book is already awake.  

 As expected, the triangle of the characters is still present in a slightly altered manner. 

Basil is now called Baz and as far as art goes in the 20th century, there are clear mentions of him 

being mentored in the past by Andy Warhol whose Factory at the time was the epitome of new 

art and therefore new aestheticism.79 Henry Wotton loses his title as he lives off his wife, Lady 

Victoria who is commonly nicknamed as Batface due to her uncanny facial structure. Only 

Dorian is the same Dorian with some micro-changes. The self-aware Dorian, no pun intended, 

finds Wotton troubling though still entertaining unlike Baz. “Wotton might be disturbing, 
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but at least he wasn’t boring…at least he didn’t make Dorian into an object of veneration 

as Basil Hallward did.”80 Basil’s admiration and obsession with him is still present as it was 

in the original although in Self’s amplified explicitness it was not the case of silent homosexual 

love. Of course, Basil still feels love towards Dorian but with the very detailed sexual tension 

that was becoming the norm in the 20th century civilisation.  For further study, it is important 

to observe how the “poisonous theories” of the 19th century decadence and aestheticism transfer 

into Self’s accelerated modern moral and spiritual putrefaction.   

4.2.1 Influence 

An epidemic of the acquired immunodeficiency syndrome, or as more commonly known 

abbreviation AIDS, was first reported in 1981 “with the initial report describing five young 

homosexual men in whom a rare disease, Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia, and other unusual 

infections had developed. Each had abnormal ratios of lymphocyte subgroups and was actively 

shedding cytomegalovirus. This report was followed quickly by more series, and within a few 

months, the basic outline of the epidemic was established.”81 The year, 1981, is exactly 

at the same time with Self’s novel setting. Self is applying the disease as a mean of hyperbolizes 

ideology of hedonism which spreads throughout the novel. Therefore, Wotton loses his original 

purpose as the influencer of dangerous thoughts and is replaced by a literal venereal retrovirus.  
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2 AIDS 

There exists a thematic poster that resembles Herman, the first of many Self’s Dorian victims. 
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To add to this, Wotton is simultaneously still the best companion for Self’s Dorian 

owning to the fact that Dorian, aware of his youthful features and beautiful figure, is ambitious 

to climb higher in the social ladder and while being fresh from Oxford with all the looks 

and wealth of unknown origin, what he lacks is cultural layer to his personality. That is why 

Dorian “absorbs as much of Henry Wotton as possible through whichever membrane presented 

itself. He knew his own limitation: he had money but no real style….what he lacked was 

the deeper luster of someone like Wotton, who by remaining in situ had acquired cultural 

verdigris.”82 The way the subtle influence is presented here uses drugs as its main theme. Whilst 

the original was almost completely absent of the notion that Dorian was a junky, apart from 

the mentions of the dens in eastern London, here the fundamentals are built upon chemical 

formulas of various high-level narcotics. Since Dorian was already led astray by drug use, 

the knowledge of his own qualities and weaknesses and high demand of his figure in sociable 

circles, he becomes what Wotton has proclaimed a “chameleon…the most significant 

of modern types.”83 To clarify, the chameleon refers to Dorians’s ability to seamlessly adapt 

himself into whatever company he was up against which propelled him into any community 

of his desire. Furthermore, the dynamic between Henry and Dorian is to a lesser degree similar 

to what Lord Henry Wotton in Wilde’s original attempts with the young man. Since 

at the beginning of Self’s novel Henry is almost thirty-five years of age, he sees Dorian 

as someone who was what he needed: “a mortal clay to be moulded and shaped with a degree 

of definition that he felt lacking in himself. Henry Wotton wanted only to be anybody 

by proxy.”84 Thus trying to live his life through Self’s Dorian as a debacherous celebrity 

of the 20th century. 

4.2.2 Herman 

The evolution of modernized Dorian is rather hurried as he quickly begins to display “talents 

in the only two areas of human life that are worth considering: he was becoming a seducer par 

excellence, and was transforming himself into an artificer of distinction, a person who is capable 

of employing all of the objective worlds to gain his own end.”85 Such a dangerous display                  
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of hedonistic proportions make Dorian a self-indulgent character of every sense of the word. 

He dabbles in drugs and practices homosexual acts constantly. Whereas Sibyl Vane was 

the main attraction to Dorian’s appetite in Wilde’s novel, here we can follow a young dark-

skinned rentboy called Herman who strikes Dorian’s fancy. Before the seduction of Herman, 

there is an important dialogue between the two main characters about pleasure in which Wotton 

states: “Pleasure is Nature’s credit rating. When we are happy, we are always good, but when 

we are good we are not always happy.”86 Again, the depiction of egoistical hedonism is at work 

as happiness, which is the result of experiencing pleasure, makes one to be “good” however 

if we only act good one does not have to be happy. The source of pleasure should make one 

happy unlike the morality of the act that produces the feeling. Hence Dorian falling for young 

Herman in the Soho district becoming his source of money to satisfy his addiction to heroin. 

An orgy erupts after the vernissage of Dorian’s Cathode Narcissus, a nine-monitor installation 

created by Baz in comparison with Wilde’s portrait, where all attendees perform under 

the influence of injected mixture of A-level drugs. Dorian being hesitant at first, Wotton’s 

comment cements the deal in this display of depravity: “no cultured man ever refuses a new 

sensation, and no uncultured man even knows what one is.”87 It is this instance where each 

of the present guests have to collaborate on one syringe, presumably, all are clear of the disease 

aside from one person, Herman whom Dorian saw “fixing in his pox-ridden legs…an awful 

environment perfect for viral propagation”88 condemning full guest list with a virus. By the end 

of such an exhibition Herman overdoses himself before ever seeing Dorian as this was his only 

escape from his grasp. Upon waking up Dorian felt nothing only seeing his nine-monitor 

installation’s transformation for the worse. The aggravated performance was over prior 

to the second part of the story with the deliberate name Transmission. 

4.2.3 Dorian the Retrovirus 

Another reason for Henry's weakened influence in Self's novel is that in The Picture of Dorian 

Gray, Lord Henry's infectious theories are remodelled into the literal dissolving poison of viral 

and sexual disease of AIDS. This contrast between Wilde's poisonous forms of mind and Self's 

focus on contagious disease is fascinating in terms of its application. This juxtaposition 

is captured when Bluejay, a Rastafarian dealer arrives to a hospital to get bedridden Henry’s 
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next fix: “Don’t get nowhere near me, man! He warded Wotton off with a be-ringed hand 

and partially retreated out of the door.” To which Wotton jokingly replies: “Oh come now, 

Bluejay, you cannot be so credulous as to believe that I’ll infect you with my touch…or my 

breath?”89 Self is modifying the original meaning of Dorian Gray in this instance, rather than 

making explicit what was implicit in Wilde. Wilde's Dorian is accused of perverting many 

of his innocent followers, similar to his mentor, but this does not imply that Wilde was using 

these occurrences as metaphors for the spread of venereal disease. The link between Dorian's 

influence in The Picture of Dorian Gray and Dorian's intentional and deliberate infection 

of others with AIDS is dubious at best. The examples of corrupting effects in Wilde's work 

typically concern the sensation of attraction that of Walter Pater’s aestheticism and theories 

on decadence foster in susceptible young men, rather than disease. As a result, while Self's 

apocalyptic AIDS-infested society is a possible outcome of such a lifestyle, it is vastly 

exaggerated in comparison with Wilde's prophecy.  Moreover, Self seizes on lines from Wilde's 

novel, such as “Why is your friendship so fatal to young men?”90 and reads them as predictions 

of a future riddled with homosexual promiscuity and disease. 

 As everyone in Self’s novel has contracted the disease, Dorian forever youthful 

continues with his decadent life. The high society of the 1980s is at his feet which is apparent 

from Self’s employment of Diana Spencer, the late Princess of Wales. He becomes “the ultimate 

fag” as Wotton almost jealously proclaimed how the period treated him and examines him 

in contrast to the virus. “Eighties was Dorian’s decade – he revelled in every opportunity that 

London offered him to assume an imposture. Sometimes I think that it’s Dorian who’s the true 

retrovirus.”91 The fact that Dorian is the retrovirus, be it metaphorically or literally, is even 

testified by people who are associated with the “old bath-house scene” and it “was even 

rumoured that Dorian was the AIDS Mary, the malevolent and intentional transmitter 

of the virus.” As far as rumours go, this turns out to be true cause one can explore it further 

when Dorian meets Helen and beguiles her into having sex with him where “he could assay 

the situation still better and decide how best to infect Helen. Performing in excess of a thousand 

thousand HIV impregnations had given Dorian the forensic attitude of a virologist injecting 

 
89Self, Will. Dorian, an Imitation, p. 106  
 
90 Wilde, Oscar. The Picture of Dorian Gray, p. 146 

 
91Self, Will. Dorian, an Imitation, p. 108  
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an attenuated virus into experimental cohorts.”92 Affirming the idea that 20th century’s Dorian 

was intentionally transmitting a fatal illness among other abhorrent crimes. 

4.2.4 Sadistic End 

The abrupt end for Basil Hallward is somewhat expected as Dorian invites him to see 

the Cathode Narcissus video installation. This situation is quite different from Wilde’s original 

where Dorian stumbles upon Basil in coincidence and the artist ushers him to talk inside his 

residence. Self’s Dorian deliberately encourages Baz to come and see the video installation with 

his own eyes. Baz, being clean for years at that point, is shocked by his past model as Dorian 

seduces him with an oral pleasure and a syringe full of “antidote to life”93 and sinks back into 

his old obsession: Dorian Gray and narcotics.  

 The quote “As t’were a flea / That’s sucked on you and now sucks on me…”94 

is presumably a modern shot at John’s Donne The Flea (1663) as both enter a passionate 

mixture of ecstasy. While Dorian is confessing how the piece transfigured instead of him all 

this time, Baz only remotely murmurs how he is “too wasted”95 to fully understand 

the confession. Upon witnessing the installation which now had all Dorians affected by the use 

of drugs and the effects of the venereal disease was clear, Baz’s disbelief makes him semi-

conscious and in his attempted to leave Dorian manages to murder him with a switchblade. 

The impropriety of such a scene where Dorian carries on in his thrusts while even lapping 

at the splatter of blood, depicts the hysterical nature that has developed inside him. While 

Wilde’s scene had the emotional Dorian contemplate to an extent, Self’s Dorian is completely 

emotionless apart from the rage that he felt towards his victim. The horror show is further 

amplified, simultaneous to the arrival of Campbell to take care of the mess, by Dorian 

seemingly burying his hand into the corpse and bringing his bloodied knuckles towards his 

mouth to lick the content. More of a negligent conversation rather than of contemplation follows 

as Dorian meets Wotton later to inquire whether Baz’s death would be significant. In a side-by-

side comparison with Wilde’s Wotton who declares how morality is eclipsed by manners 

and beauty, Self’s Henry, with his many witticisms, states how “Violent crimes are 

astonishingly bad taste, just as bad taste as a violent crime. You, Dorian, are far too comme il 

 
92 Self, Will. Dorian, an Imitation, p. 231 

 
93 Self, Will. Dorian, an Imitation, p. 159 

 
94 Self, Will. Dorian, an Imitation, p. 159 
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faut (which roughly translates to a citizen who is correct in behaviour or etiquette) to commit 

a murder. I’m sorry to ruffle your feathers by saying so… but it’s a fact.”96 Indeed this is a fact 

if that fact being that the society only judges by one’s appearance. This notion is still present 

in both renditions of the story and the two Dorians likewise possess a rotten core. The resolution 

in which Wotton deems Dorian to be some type of a modern myth correlates to the myth 

of classic Dorian from the 19th century England. However, in the end where we find Dorian 

unmasked and deranged, with which seems to be a schizophrenia’s paranoia, one has to question 

the absence of subtlety in his damnation. In Wilde’s conclusion Dorian tears the portrait apart 

with a knife while accidentally killing himself freeing his soul from the shackles that confined 

him to it. Self’s take on this lacks the beauty of Wilde’s original as Dorian’s psychological 

analysis is missing and terrifying correlations are being made through mentions of horrific 

historical zones, such as Auschwitz. 

  

 
96 Self, Will. Dorian, an Imitation, p. 180 
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Conclusion 

As mentioned earlier in my thesis, Hedonism, the philosophical concept of pleasure seeking 

and avoidance of pain, has not been explored by Wilde or Self from a metaphysical point 

of view. Of course, Wilde was no stranger to the sensations evoked by multitude of sources 

such were fine garments, beautifully scented perfumes and collecting ancient arts. This was 

however fully supported by the ideas of Aestheticism and Decadence that Walter Pater brought 

forth as the opposing ideology to the contemporary Victorian England. Both movements, which 

are to an extend related, employ the ideal about authenticity of experiences including their 

maximized enjoyment. Likewise Self whose Imitation takes place during the time he himself 

embarked on debauchery and other self-indulgent behaviour such as his addition to heroin that 

turned out to be the fuel which realised him as a writer initially.  

 The Picture of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde mentions Hedonism through its characters, 

the practice itself though is clouded by the restrictive circumstances in which Wilde lived. That 

is why there are only indications of the possible crimes that was Wilde’s Dorian capable of. 

Self strips his Dorian of any implicitly and turns him into “a vicious little bitch like all 

the others”97 whose abhorrent crimes and sexual liberty are put on the canvas for everybody 

to enjoy or detest. That is possible for Self, as it had been stated already in my analysis, due 

to the attempt in his novel to be the realisation of the original’s evasive hedonistic subjects. 

While Dorian by Wilde is rich in imagery and sensual lines of language, in order to spoil 

the reader in excessive displays of hedonism, Self is rejecting the opportunity to replicate any 

likeness of Wilde's original's affecting and emotional brilliance. Self is purposely provocative 

to elicit a comparable sense of anger as Wilde's original, rather than making implicit remarks 

obvious or fulfilling prophecies made in Wilde's Dorian Gray. This is difficult to achieve 

because our present viewpoints are more immune to immorality than those of Wilde's 

Victorian society, but Self succeeds by exposing AIDS and gay conduct in a carefree 

and inappropriate manner. 
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In conclusion, it can be said that both novels are prime examples of the hedonistic 

and aesthetic tendencies in British romantic fiction. Despite their differences, both criticise their 

contemporary periods. Be it, on one hand, in Wilde’s original where art has a moral purpose 

to move the observer into action that undermines the art’s aesthetic value and, on the other, 

Self’s extension of art with technology and ecstasy inducing narcotics that lead to horrific 

consequences. The chosen theoretical topics aided the analysis of pleasure-seeking philosophy 

which is significantly more present in Will Self’s Dorian, an Imitation as Self was able to write 

from his society’s perspective enriching The Picture of Dorian Gray with what, presumably, 

really transpired under the dim light of late 19th century Victorian gas lamps. 
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