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Abstract 

The aim of this essay is to show the significant effect censoring Oscar Wilde’s 

The Picture of Dorian Gray had on the protagonist’s moral standing. I compare the original 

uncensored version of The Picture of Dorian Gray with the censored version. The uncensored 

version, published by the Belknap Press and edited by Nicholas Frankel, has only been 

available to the public for three years. My comparison proves that a great deal has been 

changed in terms of content between the two versions of the novel. This essay will outline and 

discusses the changes made in order to make the text acceptable in terms of late Victorian 

moral conventions. It also illustrates the changes by comparing quotes. The function of the 

censorship applied to the novel is to make Dorian seem more callous and immoral in the 1891 

book version, since only then can Oscar Wilde’s story approach the standards of late 

Victorian morality. Indeed, a significant change has been effected in the character Dorian 

Gray’s morality between the two versions of the novel.   

Keywords: 

Dorian Gray, Uncensored, Censored, Morality, Victorian moral conventions, Immoral.   

Sammanfattning 

Syftet med den här uppsatsen är att visa vilken betydande effekt censureringen 

av Oscar Wildes The Picture of Dorian Gray hade på huvudkaraktärens moraliska 

ståndpunkter. Jag jämför den ocensurerade versionen av The Picture of Dorian Gray med den 

censurerade versionen. Den ocensurerade versionen som publicerades av Belknap Press och 

redigeradesav Nicholas Frankel, har bara varit tillgänglig för allmänheten i tre år. Min 

jämförelse visar att en stor del av innehållet har förändrats mellan de båda versionerna av 

romanen. Den här uppsatsen visar samt diskuterar förändringarna som har gjorts för att texten 

ska bli mer acceptabel i förhållande till senviktorianska moraliska konventioner. Uppsatsen 

illustrerar förändringarna genom att jämföra citat. Poängen med att censurera den här 

romanen var att få Dorian att verka mer hjärtlös och omoralisk  i bokversionen från 1891. 

Bara då kunde Oscar Wildes berättelse närma sig den viktorianska moralen. Man kan se en 

tydlig förändring av karaktären Dorian Grays moral mellan de två versionerna.   

Nyckelord:  

Dorian Gray, Ocensurerad, Censurerad, Moral, Viktorianska moralen, Omoralisk. 
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Oscar Wilde’s first and only novel The Picture of Dorian Gray was published 

for the first time in Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine in 1890. A year later in 1891 it was 

published in book form. However, neither of these two versions of the novel is the original 

one. The text of the 1891 novel has twice been through censorship. It was initially censored, 

without Wilde’s consent, by the editor of Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine Mr. J.M. Stoddard 

before he published it (Frankel 1). The second time it was censored by Wilde himself; in 

addition, he also added seven chapters to the novel. The original uncensored version of The 

Picture of Dorian Gray, edited by Nicholas Frankel, was published by Belknap Press, in 

2011, 121 years after the magazine publication. 

It was censored in 1890 because of what was seen as its immoral sexual content, 

both heterosexual and homosexual in nature. According to Antonio Sanna, the heterosexual 

content was considered too vulgar for readers in the nineteenth century, and the homosexual 

content was considered sinful and illegal (Sanna 28). Indeed, Wilde’s original novel was 

before its time in terms of questioning late Victorian convention and moral standards, and was 

apparently considered unpublishable on those grounds. According to Tom Gresham, the 

changes made to the novel were clearly censorship and not just mere editing (Gresham 

n.pag.). As a consequence, when the novel was censored to make it signify more in line with 

the conventions of morality prevalent in Britain in the late nineteenth century, something 

happened to the protagonist’s personality. As a consequence of the censoring, Dorian loses 

much of his moral standards and becomes callous. The uncensored version of The Picture of 

Dorian Gray still exists between the lines in the censored version of the novel. In terms of my 

reading, only a ghost of Dorian Gray’s morality remains.  

This essay will compare the moral differences between the final censored and 

the uncensored version of The Picture of Dorian Gray. I will argue that when the text is 

censored to make it more morally acceptable to late Victorian society, the main character 

Dorian Gray loses most of his moral standards. The censored version is the most commonly 

known; in that version Dorian Gray, after having been made aware of his youth and beauty, is 

a callous person without any kind of conscience. The changes to Dorian Gray’s character are 

made both by adding and removing content in the novel to make it more acceptable in 

accordance with the standards of late Victorian morality. In Victorian literature, a villain was 

supposed to be an obvious villain and condemned by society, with no conscience or regrets 

(Sanna 26).  The change in Dorian Gray’s moral standards happens successively during the 

course of the novel. According to Brooke Allen, in a review of the uncensored text, the 
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changes altered and conventionalized the morality in the novel (Allen n.pag.). Allen describes 

in her review that there is a moral difference between the two versions of the novel (Allen 

n.pag.) and briefly suggests that Dorian’s moral standards had to be erased. My essay will 

confirm her suggestion and show how this erasure was done. I will examine these moral 

changes chronologically by using quotes from both the uncensored and the censored version. 

These quotes when compared will show that both sexual and immoral content has been 

censored in a manner which will affect the reader’s opinion of the main character Dorian 

Gray.  

 According to Valerie Lundberg there are different types of literary censorship: 

prevention, government or interest group monopolization, destruction, encryption, omission, 

sanitization, creative censorship, list banning and criminality (Lundberg 3-4). Three out of 

nine types of censorship are applied on The Picture of Dorian Gray. I find it crucial to 

describe the three types of censorship used to make the novel acceptable to the Victorian 

readership. Stoddard and Wilde chose to censor this novel for social reasons because of its 

language and sexual content. The first one is called ‘prevention’ which means that the censors 

stop a text from being printed until the unacceptable content is removed (Lundberg 3). This 

method was used by Stoddard who worked for Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine when he 

prevented Wilde’s story from being published in the magazine, until the most obvious 

unacceptable content had been removed. (Frankel 36). The second type of censoring used is 

called ‘omission’ which simply means removing unacceptable content. The censoring type 

‘omission’ is very similar to the type ‘prevention’ on this novel, since both were applied while 

changes were made to the content. This is the most commonly used type of censorship applied 

on The Picture of Dorian Gray.  This method often changes the entire point of the content, 

which is what censoring this novel has really done (Lundberg 3). The third and final type of 

censorship that is being used is called ‘sanitization’. This type of censorship is used both to 

remove and to change words in order to make the text more acceptable according to social 

convention. In other words, by using ‘sanitization’ censorship they made the text more 

acceptable for readers in late Victorian society (Lundberg 4).       

A major part of the censored content concerns the sexual attraction and love the 

painter Basil Hallward feels for Dorian Gray.  His affection is censored because it is a 

homosexual attraction. Since homosexuality was not accepted during the late Victorian era, it 

had to be erased. According to Antonio Sanna, in late Victorian society homosexuals were 

considered to be a problem for morality (Sanna 22). Before the novel was censored, Basil’s 
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feelings were more vivid and explicit through the homosexual content (Harvard Press n. pag.). 

In chapter one in the uncensored version, Lord Henry is curious why Dorian Gray is so 

special to the painter. Lord Henry asks Basil how often he sees Dorian and he replies by 

saying, “Every day. I couldn’t be happy if I didn’t see him every day. Of course sometimes it 

is only for a few minutes. But a few minutes with somebody one worships mean a great deal” 

(Wilde 2012, 66). It is obvious that Basil is deeply in love with Dorian; and this is why it feels 

like agony for him to be apart from the person he loves. Later on in this conversation they are 

discussing Basil’s painting of Dorian Gray. Lord Henry asks Basil why he will not exhibit his 

finest work and the artist answers him honestly by saying, “Because I have put into it all the 

extraordinary romance of which, of course, I have never dared to speak to him. He knows 

nothing about it”(Wilde 2012, 67). This, then, is the answer Basil gives in the uncensored 

version of the novel. Since the word ‘romance’ was unacceptable when discussing affection 

between two men in relation to late Victorian standards of morality, it had to be censored.  

In the censored version when Lord Henry asks Basil how often he sees Dorian, 

the part of Basil’s answer that was erased explained the agony of being apart from his young 

friend. This change results in the sentence ending differently. “Every day. I could not be 

happy if I didn’t see him every day. He is absolutely necessary to me” (Wilde 1891, 9). By 

‘necessary’ here in the censored version he presumably means for his art, since Dorian 

functions as his muse which allows him to create great art. Although the censored version still 

retains a homoerotic subtext, the uncensored version is more direct about the topic (Gresham 

n.pag.). The other expression containing romantic affection in the uncensored version is also 

altered. Thus, instead of removing Basil’s romantic affection completely, it was transformed 

into a major source of inspiration for his art. This type of censorship is called sanitization 

(Lundberg 4). The result of censorship in this case is that Basil answers the same question 

with: “Because, without intending it, I have put into it some expression of all curious artistic 

idolatry, of which, of course, I have never cared to speak to him” (Wilde 1891, 10). In the 

censored version Basil’s romantic attraction is replaced by idolatry, an inspiration for his art. 

Also, the word ‘dared’ from the uncensored version is changed to ‘care’ which is a much 

more indifferent response. This change made it more acceptable to late Victorian moral 

conventions. However, even though the text was censored, Basil’s attraction from an artistic 

point of view was still considered to be immoral (Frankel 16).  

It was not just homosexual content that was removed; immoral heterosexual 

content was also erased from the novel. There are several words that were considered taboo in 
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relation to the social convention of late Victorian society (Lundberg 5). Later on in the story, 

Dorian falls in love with the actress Sybil Vane. When they are discussing Dorian’s love for 

Sybil, Lord Henry expresses himself in a way considered to be taboo in the uncensored 

version. He asks Dorian, “…tell me, is Sybil Vane your mistress?”(Wilde 2012, 95). The 

word ‘mistress’ is the one that was considered to be taboo. Being involved sexually outside of 

marriage in late Victorian society was considered immoral; this social code of conduct made 

the word ‘mistress’ taboo to use. Also during this time there were reactions to any kind of 

sexual content in literature, not just the use of taboo words (Sanna 22). The change related to 

the forbidden word ‘mistress’ makes Dorian react differently in the two versions of the novel 

as well. His response to Lord Henry when he utters the word ‘mistress’ is, in the uncensored 

version: “Dorian leaped to his feet, with flushed cheeks and burning eyes. How dare you 

suggest such a thing, Harry? It’s horrible. Sybil Vane is sacred!”(Wilde 2012, 95). Even the 

idea of having a mistress is immoral, and Dorian becomes angry at Lord Henry for even 

suggesting it. This conversation ends with Lord Henry repeating this taboo word by saying 

“But why should you be annoyed? I suppose she will be your mistress some day”(Wilde 

2012, 95).  

This conversation becomes more morally acceptable in the censored version. As 

a result, instead of using the word ‘mistress’, Lord Henry asks, “…what are your actual 

relations with Sybil Vane?” (Wilde 1891, 50). The subtext still includes a suggestion that she 

is Dorian’s mistress but it could also mean something else. Since the sentence was toned 

down, so was Dorian’s response to it: “Dorian Gray leaped to his feet, with flushed cheeks 

and burning eyes. Harry! Sybil Vane is sacred!”(Wilde 1891, 50). He is still enraged so it is 

still obvious even in the censored version that Sybil Vane is implicitly referred to as Dorian’s 

mistress by Lord Henry. The censorship of this conversation also slightly changed Lord 

Henry’s response; he ends the conversation by saying, “But why should you be annoyed? I 

suppose she will belong to you some day”(Wilde 1891, 50). Here ‘belong’ can mean as a 

mistress or a wife, free to interpret as one sees fit. However, in a way, this censoring affects 

Dorian’s moral standards a bit, since the passage can still be interpreted as Lord Henry 

implying that Sybil is his mistress. This implication is emphasized when Dorian still reacts 

with anger. On the other hand, Dorian does not react as intensely in the censored version, 

which implies it is not as horrific according to him.  

Even minimal changes of the text can make a difference in terms of morality. 

Later on in the novel, after Sybil Vane has committed suicide, one can see a change in 
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Dorian’s morality which has been affected by replacing one single word. This change occurs 

when Basil pays Dorian a visit after hearing the terrible news about Sybil’s death. Instead of 

finding him in tears, Basil notes that Dorian seems indifferent to the event. Basil comments 

on his indifference by describing his actions in a judgmental way, and Dorian’s conscience 

appears when he responds to these accusations. His response in the uncensored version is, 

“Stop, Basil, I won’t bear it!” (Wilde 2012, 138). By using the word ‘bear’ the text indicates 

that it is emotionally painful for Dorian to hear what Basil says. His conscience makes him 

feel guilty about how he treated Sybil Vane, which is illustrated by this sentence.  

In the censored version the change of this sentence is minimal, but essential to 

Dorian’s morality. In the censored version Dorian responds by saying, “Stop, Basil! I won’t 

hear it!” (Wilde 1891, 105). The word has changed from ‘bear’ to ‘hear’. This minimal 

change of just one word makes a great difference to the impression we get as readers of 

Dorian’s morality. While ‘bear it’ is loaded with emotion, ‘hear it’ is a much more indifferent 

and selfish response. It indicates that he does not feel responsible for Sybil Vane’s death. It 

also shows that Basil’s accusations regarding Dorian’s reactions to her death do not affect him 

at all in the censored version. Later on in the censored version Dorian’s lack of conscience 

regarding Sybil’s death haunts him in the form of her brother James who comes back for 

revenge. This is new content that was added to the book version in 1891.   

Later in the same conversation Basil and Dorian also talk about the painting. 

Since the painting shows the consequences of Dorian’s immoral choices it is essential to the 

story. Dorian asks Basil why he refused to exhibit the painting. Basil’s answer to this question 

in the uncensored version is filled with romantic feelings for Dorian. Basil asks Dorian if he 

has noticed something strange about the picture. Basil continues by saying: “It is quite true 

that I have worshiped you with far more romance of feeling than a man should ever give to a 

friend. Somehow, I had never loved a woman” (Wilde 2012, 144). In my reading of the 

uncensored version of the text, this is a confession of his true feelings for Dorian. He 

explicitly admits that he has never loved a woman, but he is in love with Dorian. According to 

late Victorian moral conventions, this confession was completely unacceptable since 

homosexuality was considered to be both immoral and unlawful (Sanna 28).  

Basil continues to describe his affection in the uncensored version by saying: 

“There was love in every line, and in every touch there was passion. I grew afraid that the 

world would know of my idolatry. I felt, Dorian, that I had told too much” (Wilde 2012, 144). 
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In this passage, he describes the painting in terms of both love and lust for another man. The 

fear he speaks of is related to people finding out about these feelings, since society considered 

it immoral to feel that way. When Basil later leaves, Dorian considers what the painter has 

just revealed to him. Dorian reflects upon it as follows: “There was something tragic in a 

friendship so coloured by romance, something infinitely tragic in a romance that was at once 

so passionate and so sterile” (Wilde 2012, 147). This sentence emphasizes that the feelings 

Basil harbors for Dorian are tragic in so far as they are romantic and homosexual. Since this 

conversation is completely immoral in relation to the moral conventions of late Victorian 

society it became censored.  

In the censored version, Basil describes his love and passion as expressed in the 

painting as follows: “I know that as I worked at it, every flake and film of colour seemed to 

me to reveal my secret. I grew afraid that others would know of my idolatry. I felt, Dorian, 

that I had told too much” (Wilde 1891, 111). A part of Basil’s confession was censored by 

both removing and altering content, using the censorship ‘sanitization’ to do so (Lundberg 4).  

As previously mentioned, this was because it was inappropriate to talk about homosexual 

feelings (Sanna 28).  However, it is still obvious here that Basil has some sort of feelings for 

Dorian, feelings which were not considered ‘normal’. He is still afraid that society will 

discover his true nature. It is interesting that a part of Basil’s confession was censored in the 

novel to make it more morally acceptable, but in this particular case it failed tremendously. It 

is quite clear from the subtext that something considered to be immoral is going on. As is 

evident in the text, Basil idolizes Dorian far more than any heterosexual man would; it clearly 

shows he has romantic feelings for his young friend.  

The last important act of censorship in this chapter concerns Dorian’s reflection 

upon Basil’s confession which is changed to, “There seemed to him to be something tragic in 

a friendship so coloured by romance” (Wilde 1891, 113). The censors only removed the last 

part of the sentence, but kept the word ‘romance’ in it. It indicates that Basil is in love with 

Dorian; however, the love has never been mutual and is not as clearly coded in terms of 

‘sterile’ homosexuality. The purpose of censoring is to make the content more acceptable in 

relation to late Victorian standards of morality, as previously mentioned, but a part was left 

here that was still considered immoral.  

After Dorian’s conversation with Basil he decides that he wants to hide the 

painting. The difference between the two versions of the text when he asks his housekeeper 
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Mrs. Leaf for the key to the hiding-place is enormous. It drastically changes how one 

interprets Dorian Gray’s character in terms of morality. In the uncensored version Dorian is 

caring and kindhearted towards his housekeeper Mrs. Leaf. He really cares for the old lady 

whom he has known all his life. When Mrs. Leaf shows up she talks about memories from 

Dorian’s childhood. She calls him ‘Master Dorian’ which is inappropriate now that he is a 

grown man. She also talks about his fondness for jam. Dorian’s response to her babbling on 

and on is kind and friendly: “He laughed. You must always call me Master Dorian, Leaf. I 

will be very angry with you if you don’t. And I assure you I am quite as fond of jam now as I 

used to be. Only when I am asked out to tea I am never offered any. I want you to give me the 

key of the room at the top of the house” (Wilde 2012, 149). He cares for this woman and 

participates in small talk with her before requesting the key. It is a perfect example to 

illustrate that the uncensored Dorian is not callous and immoral down to the core, he has 

moral standards and he does care about people. When Mrs. Leaf asks why he wants to go to 

the room upstairs he responds to her question kindly by saying: “I merely want to see the 

place, and perhaps store something in it. That is all. Thank you, Leaf. I hope your rheumatism 

is better; and mind you send me up jam for breakfast”(Wilde 2012, 149). It is emphasized that 

he really does care for her when he brings up her illness and hopes her condition will 

improve. It also shows that he and Mrs. Leaf have discussed her illness before and that Dorian 

is aware of her problems concerning it. Once again, finally, he emphasizes the long-standing 

emotional ties between them when he returns to the issue of jam. 

Dorian’s care and affection for Mrs. Leaf has disappeared completely in the 

censored version. It is not immoral to care about a person; however, this content was still 

erased completely to emphasize the protagonist Dorian Gray’s immorality in the censored 

version. As a result, in the censored version he calls for Mrs. Leaf and waits for her to arrive. 

This is described as, “After a few moments, in her black silk dress, with old-fashioned thread 

mittens on her wrinkled hands, Mrs. Leaf bustled into the library. He asked for the key to the 

schoolroom”(Wilde 1891, 114). Suddenly his care and affection for Mrs. Leaf are gone, 

without a trace. In the censored version an irritated response from Dorian was added when 

Mrs. Leaf wants to clean the room before he goes up there. He exclaims: “No, no, he cried, 

petulantly. Thank you, Leaf. That will do” (Wilde 1891, 115). This is all he says to Mrs. Leaf 

in the censored version. Not only does he no longer care about her but he is now also 

speaking to her petulantly.  This is an example of omission censorship and also addition since 

he is now petulant in his response (Lundberg 3). Dorian’s friendly and caring attitude towards 
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Mrs. Leaf is erased, and as a result, the entire part in the novel concerning his conversation 

with her has been altered. It is significant to note that this method is only used when 

something is considered to be unacceptable and has to be removed. Removing this content 

from the novel made it easier for the reader to despise Dorian Gray’s character. It is more 

obvious to the reader that he is the villain of the story if he is callous, selfish and evil, 

completely rotten to the core. In other words, they made his character more immoral because 

of this change but it made the story as a whole more morally acceptable in terms of Victorian 

codes of good and evil, virtue and sin (Sanna 26).  

As the story continues, several years go by. Dorian Gray becomes more immoral 

and sinful and there are rumors going around town about him.  The rumors concern his 

immoral actions which corrupt other people. Basil has no contact with Dorian any more, but 

he hears several rumors about Dorian and wants to confront him about them, hoping they are 

not true. This example is only from the censored version. Nothing has been removed, but 

some new content has been added to the text. This new content is used to emphasize Dorian 

Gray’s immorality. In the uncensored version he just listens to what Basil has to say. In the 

censored version he defends himself in a callous way and does not take any responsibility for 

corrupting other people. He responds by saying, “The middle classes air their moral 

prejudices over their gross dinner-tables, and whisper about what they call the profligacies of 

their betters in order to try and pretend that they are in smart society, and on intimate terms 

with the people they slander” (Wilde 1891, 147). In other words he is saying that he does not 

care what those people might say about him. He judges them in his own way without feeling 

any guilt for his actions.  

Dorian even takes his judgmental attitude one step further by questioning other 

people’s moral standards. He questions the life controlled by morality by saying: “And what 

sort of lives do these people, who pose as being moral, lead themselves?” (Wilde 1891, 147). 

Once again content was added to make Dorian Gray’s character seem even more immoral. 

According to Michael Dirda, Dorian Gray defies society and becomes both selfish and 

callous; he goes against the conventional morality of the late Victorian era (Dirda n.pag). He 

even questions morality itself in the censored version, and thus rejects a moral code of 

conduct which dominated society during that time.    

A couple of pages later yet another act of censorship has been performed that 

emphasizes the true nature of Dorian Gray. It is mildly expressed by Basil in the uncensored 
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version that he hopes the previously referenced rumors are untrue: “My God! don’t tell me 

that you are infamous!”(Wilde 2012, 185). The word ‘infamous’ is more general and can be 

interpreted in several ways. It is possible, for instance, that a person may be ‘infamous’ in the 

sense of having a flawed reputation, on false grounds, without having done anything wrong. 

In other words, Dorian does not necessarily have to be considered so bad by social standards 

if he is merely ‘infamous’.  

In the censored version Basil’s expression is more straightforward, and there is 

no room for interpretation. Basil instead says: “My God! Don’t tell me that you are bad, and 

corrupt, and shameful”(Wilde 1891, 149). Even just leaving out the exclamation mark causes 

the sentence to have a different implication. In the uncensored version Basil still hopes that 

the rumors are false, that Dorian still is the kindhearted and innocent man he used to know. 

There is more feeling to his expression, a feeling of hope that Dorian will deny the rumors. In 

the censored version it appears as though Basil has given up hope. It seems as if he already 

knows the answer by his way of expressing himself. This change was made to really 

emphasize Dorian’s corruption and immoral life. Basil is transforming Dorian’s immoral 

actions into words. 

In the next chapter, Dorian shows the painting to Basil. The painter reacts with 

sheer horror to the changes he sees in it. In the uncensored version, Dorian blames him by 

saying: “Can’t you see your romance in it?”(Wilde 2012, 188). It is indicated in the text that 

by ‘romance’ Dorian refers to Basil’s confession of his true feelings for him. Once again there 

is an inappropriate use of the word ‘romance’ in relation to late Victorian standards of 

morality. Basil’s answer to this question is, “There was nothing evil in it, nothing shameful” 

(Wilde 2012, 188). He states that the love and passion he felt for Dorian while painting the 

picture was not evil. However, in relation to the conventions of late Victorian society, his 

feelings were considered evil, sinful and most of all immoral (Sanna 28). Because of the 

references to ‘romance’ between men, it had to be censored.  

It was censored both by replacing words and adding new content to the text. 

When Dorian bitterly asks Basil the question the word ‘romance’ is exchanged. The censored 

sentence is: “Can’t you see your ideal in it?”(Wilde 1891, 153). In this case, ‘ideal’ refers to 

previously censored content in the novel. Instead of ‘ideal’ it was previously used with word 

‘idolatry’ on two occasions, both times when Basil talks about his painting. The censorship 

follows a pattern here by censoring each occasion of the word ‘romance’ through replacing it 
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with ‘idolatry’ or ‘ideal’ instead. This turning away from ‘romance’ is emphasized even 

further by adding content to Basil’s response to this question. The censored response is 

instead, “There was nothing evil in it, nothing shameful. You were to me such an ideal as I 

shall never meet again”(Wilde 1891, 153). As I see it, this last sentence underlines the idea 

that Dorian was an ideal for Basil’s art and not someone he was lusting for. An emphasis on 

art rather than romance and attraction made it more morally acceptable in terms of late 

Victorian moral conventions.  

One essential change to Dorian Gray’s morality occurs towards the end of the 

novel when he talks about the country girl Hetty. According to Frankel, in the censored 

version nearly 120 words were removed regarding her and Dorian’s romance (Frankel 46). In 

the uncensored version Dorian tells Lord Henry that they would have run away together, 

adding that he had taken a house for her in town. This indicates that his plan was to take on 

Hetty as his mistress. When describing the moment he changed his mind he says, “Suddenly I 

said to myself ‘I won’t ruin this girl. I won’t bring her to shame.’ And I determined to leave 

her as flowerlike as I had found her”(Wilde 2012, 208). These sentences are characterized by 

an expression of moral standards in Dorian’s favor. Dorian really cares about Hetty, so much 

so that he could not bear the thought of ruining her life. This is also expressed when Dorian 

defends his choice by saying: “Of course she cried, and all that. But her life is not spoiled. 

There is no disgrace on it”(Wilde 2012, 208). Here he specifically states that he did not ruin 

her life. This is also proof that Dorian Gray is not just a callous and immoral person but 

actually has a conscience and a sense of right and wrong. He does care for Hetty and makes a 

morally correct choice. He chooses to be good instead of being selfish and corrupting her. 

Lord Henry’s response to what Dorian says is completely erased from the text in the censored 

version. The omission type of censoring has been used here; this part was completely 

removed since it was considered both indecent and immoral. Lord Henry says the following 

about Dorian’s moral choice regarding Hetty: 

Upon the other hand, had she become your mistress, she would have lived in the 

society of charming and cultured men. You would have educated her, taught her how 

to dress, how to talk, how to move. You would have made her perfect, and she would 

have been extremely happy. After a time, no doubt, you would have grown tired of 

her. She would have made a scene. You would have made a settlement. Then a new 

career would have begun for her. From a moral point of view I really don’t think 

much of your great renunciation. (Wilde 2012, 208-209)      



 

13 
 

By a ‘new career’ Lord Henry indicates that Hetty will eventually become a prostitute. In the 

censored version Lord Henry only says that she will forever be unhappy since Dorian would 

have been the greatest thing ever happening to her. She will instead find a husband and settle 

down, being forever miserable knowing what she could have had instead. Lord Henry still 

believes that Dorian does something immoral against this girl by killing her dream. This 

change made the novel less offensive to contemporary morality (Dirda n.pag). In the censored 

version, the morality of Dorian Gray is lost, and what remains is only a ghost of its presence. 

When he describes the moment he changed his mind, his moral standards are erased: 

“Suddenly I determined to leave her as flowerlike as I had found her” (Wilde 1891, 210). His 

morality is gone, he gives no further explanation why he decided to leave her other than 

saying: “Of course she cried, and all that. But there is no disgrace upon her”(Wilde 1891, 

210).  When he expresses the end of their romance so briefly it makes him seem indifferent to 

losing her; he appears callous once again. Making the protagonist Dorian Gray callous and 

immoral made the story more acceptable in relation to late Victorian standards of morality. 

Compared to the uncensored version where he really does care for Hetty, it makes his 

decision morally unsound and selfish. This difference between the uncensored and censored 

versions of The Picture of Dorian Gray is essential. It makes a major difference to Dorian 

Gray’s morality just before he dies at the end of the novel. 

 The last and most important change to Dorian Gray’s morality occurs in the last 

couple of pages in both versions of the novel. When Dorian is standing before his painting 

one last time he questions his own morality. Even though the ending remains the same, in the 

sense that Dorian Gray dies when he stabs the picture, his morality is tremendously different 

between the two versions. This is the point when he is no longer considered human in the 

censored version but is represented as a monster instead. He looks at the painting and 

analyzes its reflection of him. He considers his good and moral deed in reference to the 

situation with Hetty. However, Lord Henry’s doubt about his change of moral standards still 

lingers in his mind. Since the painting has changed, and is now barely recognizable, he 

reflects upon it in the uncensored version as: “It was an unjust mirror, this mirror of his soul 

that he was looking at. Vanity? Curiosity? Hypocrisy? Had there been nothing more in his 

renunciation than that? There had been something more. At least he thought so. But who 

could tell?” (Wilde 2012, 216). In this passage, he is questioning the morality of his choice, 

but decides that he really believes he has changed. He has a moral debate with himself, 

whether he ended his relationship with Hetty for selfish reasons or for her sake. In the end 
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Dorian believes in himself and in his decision to start a new life and be good from now on. He 

does not want to be reminded of his previous actions and immoral values, so he wants to get 

rid of his past by destroying the painting. Right before he strikes the painting with his knife he 

thinks about this action as: “It would kill the past, and when that was dead he would be free.” 

(Wilde 2012, 216). However, he never gets the chance to start his new life. When Dorian 

destroys the painting, he accidentally kills himself. He wants to return to innocence, 

kindheartedness and his previous morality that had since been lost.  

In the censored version Dorian Gray makes a very different choice in the end. 

Wilde himself added some content to the text to make Dorian’s choice more obviously 

immoral (Frankel 42-43). This time when he reflects upon his moral deed in reference to 

Hetty he decides on the opposite, that he did it for selfish reasons. The additional content 

changed his conclusion as follows: 

For it was an unjust mirror, this mirror of his soul that he was looking at. Vanity? 

Curiosity? Hypocrisy? Had there been nothing more in his renunciation than that? 

There had been something more. At least he thought so. But who could tell? ...No. 

There had been nothing more. Through vanity he had spared her. In hypocrisy he had 

worn the mask of goodness. For curiosity’s sake he had tried the denial of self. He 

recognised that now. (Wilde 1891, 222) 

In the censored version he chooses evil, chooses yet again an immoral life. He even gives 

explanations to why he is so evil. The last thing he reflects upon before destroying the 

painting in the censored version is that, “It would kill the past and when that was dead he 

would be free. It would kill this monstrous soul-life, and, without its hideous warnings, he 

would be at peace” (Wilde 1891, 223). It is emphasized here that Dorian only wants to 

destroy the painting for selfish reasons, to rid himself of his bad conscience. The painting is 

the only evidence against him, a constant reminder of his moral shortcomings and wrongful 

actions (Frankel 31). He wants to destroy it for his own sake. At the end of the censored 

version, he has turned into a monster. The last remaining morality was erased, completing the 

work of making it more acceptable according to late Victorian moral conventions.  

According to Frankel it was Wilde himself who made this last change. It was 

Wilde’s choice to make Dorian so monstrous, all for the reason to make the ending more 

appropriate through a moral conclusion (Frankel 42-43). Wilde apparently wanted to erase the 

last lingering sympathy people may have had for Dorian by removing his remorse at the end 
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(Frankel 230-231). Although it is a small change in the text, it made a significant difference 

for how the reader felt for the character Dorian Gray. Since immoral choices and a sinful life 

were so unacceptable in late Victorian society, Wilde may have felt that he had to change 

Dorian’s character. It would have been too difficult for people during that time to accept the 

protagonist Dorian Gray as a changed man. He was too evil to change, so the benefit of a 

doubt had to be removed. The censors had to erase Dorian Gray’s moral standards in order to 

make the ending more morally appropriate in late Victorian society.  

 A great many things in the uncensored version of The Picture of Dorian Gray 

were considered immoral and not acceptable to society during the time the novel was written. 

The novel was way before its time in terms of content. It took the world 121 years to become 

ready for the uncensored version. However, the novel is still considered to be immoral and 

socially taboo in various parts of the world because of its content (Lundberg 19). I argue that 

censoring the sexual content, especially parts including the romantic feelings of Basil 

Hallward for Dorian Gray, greatly affected Dorian Gray’s morality and the reader’s 

perspective on the character. Removing Basil’s feelings of love for Dorian it made the novel 

more acceptable in relation to Victorian standards of morality.  

As my reading shows, making the novel more acceptable in terms of morality 

required making the protagonist Dorian Gray even more immoral. As previously mentioned, 

in late Victorian literature a villain was supposed to be an obvious villain and condemned by 

society, with no conscience or regrets. (Sanna 26). Erasing Dorian’s affection for Mrs. Leaf 

and the remorse he felt at the end of the novel emphasizes his immorality. An example of how 

Dorian’s immorality is affected indirectly is how Basil’s affection is illustrated in the 

censored version. In the censored version he is still attracted to Dorian because of his 

extraordinary beauty, but without the sexual implications. His attraction to Dorian is purely 

artistic; he is a muse who can help the artist create great art. Basil’s affection for Dorian is 

therefore shallow, since it is the young man’s beauty that fascinates him so much. In the 

uncensored version of the novel though, his affection goes deeper, beyond beauty. He falls in 

love with Dorian, inside and out. He obviously admires Dorian’s beauty, but he also falls in 

love with his personality. The important point in terms of my reading is that Basil falls in love 

with Dorian while he is still innocent, kindhearted and has moral standards. In a way, Basil’s 

romantic feelings for Dorian emphasizes that Dorian really is good at the beginning of the 

novel. He was not born evil but becomes so through the immoral choices he makes. Deep 
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inside he is still that kindhearted person, which is reflected at the end of the uncensored 

version.  

After being with Hetty Dorian realizes that he does not want to live an immoral 

life anymore. Erasing Basil Hallward’s love for Dorian greatly affects the readers’ perspective 

on the character since they never see him as good to begin with; he is quickly portrayed as 

being evil. In late Victorian literature, conflict was represented as good vs. evil, with nothing 

in between. If the protagonist prefers a life with unnatural iniquity, he or she is considered 

sinful and evil, condemned by society (Frankel 229). By making Basil’s attraction shallow, 

the new version of the story created an impression about Dorian being an obvious villain, 

rotten to the core. He did not deserve redemption, he did not deserve forgiveness. In the end it 

was easier for the author to kill him since everyone hated him instead of feeling sorry for him.  

 To conclude, censoring the novel The Picture of Dorian Gray had a tremendous 

effect on the characters in the novel, especially Dorian Gray himself. The content which 

indicated that Dorian Gray had any morality at all was erased or altered in the censored 

version. The censorship made the novel more morally acceptable for the late Victorian readers 

and critics. Homosexual content was removed since it was not only morally unacceptable for 

a man to be sexually attracted to other men, it was even considered illegal. Inappropriate and 

immoral heterosexual content was also erased, such as words that were considered taboo to 

use in relation to late Victorian standards of morality. Some of the changes, especially those 

concerning the morality of the protagonist Dorian Gray, are small but essential. The passage 

that stands out the most in terms of changes to the character of Dorian Gray which erases his 

moral standards is the conversation Dorian has with his housekeeper Mrs. Leaf. In this 

conversation in the uncensored version he is very kind, he is laughing and takes a trip down 

memory lane to his childhood. She seems close to him, almost like a grandmother. It was 

important to erase his kindness towards her, especially so far into the novel. If the original 

conversation with Mrs. Leaf had been kept it would have been difficult to consider Dorian 

Gray an evil person. The changes to this conversation made a tremendous difference to the 

course of the story. In the end, he became immoral and callous in the censored version. 

However, the uncensored Picture of Dorian Gray illustrates that the protagonist once had 

moral standards. The morality of Dorian Gray had been lost and forgotten for over 120 years, 

until the publication of the uncensored version of Wilde’s novel shows another, slightly less 

ghostly, picture of Dorian Gray.  
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