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Abstract

This essay compares and contrasts some relevaniegtaphical aspects of Oscar
Wilde and Edgar Allan Poe in order to demonstrate bnd why Wilde’s narrative
style and thematic developmentThe Picture of Dorian Grais similar to that of
Poe in “William Wilson.” The first part of the esshriefly outlines how Wilde
discovered Poe through the writings of Charles B&ice, and how Wilde
subsequently identified with Poe’s literary styteldis controversial social position.
Their narrative styles are then examined by apiptinadf narratological models to
The Picture of Dorian Gragnd “William Wilson,” revealing the motif of theodble
as a central component. What is established is&/ildiscovery in the work of Poe
of means to create and enhance his style and argumeesthetics ifihe Picture of
Dorian Gray.

The second half of this essay is devoted to a @oséysis of the protagonist
of each story, which reveals how the respectiveeg@mbody the shape and
direction of the author’s arguments. As a resh#, grimary focus of he Picture of
Dorian Grayis revealed to be an examination of artistic ardad@omplexities,
renderingThe Picture of Dorian Grags both a theoretical and a fictional exploration
of the inevitable separation between the artist stibject, the audience, and the work
of art. “William Wilson” is, on the other hand, dutly engaged with the
psychological effects of a split identity. Both \d& and Poe were, in other words,
interested in exploring the often ill-defined segiam between art or fiction and
reality. The Picture of Dorian Gragnd “William Wilson” reveal strong thematic and
aesthetic similarities between the two authorsjrtherent fragmentation of identity

under the pressure of society is an overarchingi¢hi@ both narratives.
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Introduction

There exists biographical evidence that explainkl®8 narrative mode ifihe

Picture of Dorian Grayby his fascination with the writings of Edgar All®oe (1809-
1849). It was in the works of Poe that Wilde fouhe roots of the Aesthetic
movement (in which he himself thrived) through negdBaudelaire’s translations and
interpretation of Poe’s work. Moreover there wdswel of familiarity that Wilde
found in the tragic life of Poe which he could itdgnwith from his own position as a
literary and political dissenter. Evidence of Peeaanajor influence in Wilde’s

artistic development invites comparison betweerd@/d renowned he Picture of
Dorian Grayand Poe’s more obscure — though no less impoftahort story titled
“William Wilson.”

Wilde’s interest in Poe’s depiction of human pesitgrand the mysterious
mirror image of oneself — or one’s double — reglitethe complex argument of art
influencing life (and vice versa) as well as thiatienship between the artist, the
subject and the audience, integrated into the magartrait of Dorian Gray; Wilde’s
exploration of the psychological torment of Dorié,projecting his sins onto a
double, suggests Poe’s doubling in “William WilsoBY utilizing narratological
models on the structures dhe Picture of Dorian Gragnd “William Wilson” and an
exploration of Edgar Allan Poe’s influence upon &s¢/ilde, along with a close
analysis of their characters, this essay will cora@and contrast the techniques and
themes that define each story. By comparing antrastmg some relevant
autobiographical aspects of Oscar Wilde and EddlanAoe, along with an analysis
of the structures and characters'oe Picture of Dorian Gragnd “William Wilson,”

this essay will identify the shape and directionha authors’ arguments.



The Authors

Wilde’s discovery of Poe through Baudelaire

An early observation that can be made upon hawad bothrhe Picture of Dorian
Gray and “William Wilson” concerns the familiar elemsrihat they both share, most
recognizable being the similarity between the pagnin The Picture of Dorian Gray
and theDoppelgangein “William Wilson.” Far from being a matter of cwidental
similarity of interests, it is well known that Edgallan Poe’s life and work served as
one of Oscar Wilde’s strongest inspirations, eveugh Wilde was not to discover
Poe’s work until his study of Baudelaire’s writingssign of Wilde’s high regard for
Poe is apparent in writings such as in his defefieehat was considered his indecent
behaviour, relating to his activities with men sashRobert Clibborn and Frederick
Atkins (both connected to his indecency trial); &sé/ilde writes irDe Profundis
“[to] entertain them was an astounding adventuremBspére Cellini, Goya, Edgar
Allan Poe, or Baudelaire, would have done juststhime” (Wilde 107). Perhaps the
most telling sign of the influence that Wilde expaced in Poe’s work stems from
the former’s own infatuation with the aforementidrizaudelaire, through whom he
encountered Poe’s writing. It is also evident kgirthvritings that both Wilde and
Baudelaire viewed the utilitarianism of the Americaiddle-class and its rejection of
the separateness or even superiority of art asstait restraint on Poe’s artistic
profession. Baudelaire noted:
In a country where the idea of utility [...] dominatend takes
precedence over everything; [...] Edgar Poe, on tmerary, dividing
the world of the mind intpure Intellect, tasteandmoral Sensge
applied criticism in accordance with the categaryhich the object

of the analysis belonged. (Baudelaire 132-33)
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Without doubt, Wilde sympathised with Poe’s evideifficulties in life as well as
identifying with his ultimately tragic end. That @drew material from his personal
experiences has been asserted before and sincBaaddlaire notably compares
Poe’s persona directly to his character Williamadii, stating, “[A]ll of Edgar Poe’s
stories are, so to speak, biographical. The m&mhbe found in the work ['William
Wilson’]” (Baudelaire 43). The short story was fimiblished irBurton’s
Gentleman’s Magazine 1839 as “William Wilson: A Tale” and is the sgaof a man
unashamed and unrepentant of his mischievousrdeh& prevailing tendency to
exploit and cheat those around him. Throughoustbey, Wilson is haunted by his
double figure, who takes the form of an almost taahtwin whom Wilson might or
might not come to recognize as his moral self atethd of the tale. A reflection of
Poe’s struggles with what the society around hienakd appropriate, the narrative is
fraught with uncertainties as even the narratots hame is unknown since Wilson
states that it is merely a pseudonym. While Pos se#iings that are noticeably from
his early years in London, particularly in terms/ilson’s Catholic school and its
schoolmaster, the story itself marks a certainaaudk in Poe’s writing career. Arthur
H. Quinn, in hisEdgar Allan Poe: A Critical Biographydentifies “William Wilson”
as “an example of Poe’s progress as a writer 6bfi¢’ asserting that contrary to his
earlier works, where the characters’ mental andiglyidentities are maintained, “a
battle between moral and physical identities ise@gvhere the moral side wins
(Quinn 287).

Wilde himself very much accepted Poe’s doubleddeSouthern aristocrat and
as tortured impoverished artist, stating this aginin hisLetters that Poe was a
“great poet whom America put to death on a clepriyved charge of having written

poems entirely composed of those three wonderfagjghRomance, Music, and



Sorrow” (Wilde 567). Wilde’s blending of the poismrs and the perfect, his
conception of decadence as the new renaissanealsev further element adopted
from his reading of Poe. This infatuation with Postatus as one of the great writers
of all time is all the better underlined in anotbéiVilde’s letters, where he writes to
the editor of thé”all Mall Gazettein response to their list of the “Best Hundred
Books,” expressing his amazement that Poe has“paesed over,” querying whether
such a “marvellous lord of rhythmic expression” diat deserve a position; in
exchange he suggested that they “elbow out” Rd&bauthey (Wilde 318). Itis clear
that Oscar Wilde recognized the worth of Edgar ARoe and that he in some respect
felt some accord between the moral views exprelsgdtbe and by himself. One can
recognize a great number of similarities betweer ttore concerns when comparing
their works. The similarities become particularlgtohctive in Wilde’sThe Picture of
Dorian Grayand Poe’s “William Wilson,” even though their methand aims might
not always be aligned. Naming one field which setnisave been of great interest to
them both would be the scientific discoveries @iithimes. This surge of scientific
guestioning of prescribed laws laid by a supposgldén power is perfectly
summarised by Wilde in hide Profundis
And to me it is a joy to remember that if [Jesusi§l] is “of
imagination all compact,” the world itself is ofetlsame substance. |
said inDorian Graythat the great sins of the world take place in the
brain: but it is in the brain that everything talk¢sce. We know now
that we do not see with the eyes or hear with #s.& hey are really
channels for the transmission, adequate or inadegofsense
impressions. It is in the brain that the poppye, that the apple is

odorous, that the skylark sings. (Wilde 81)



In his own way, Poe famously presaged modern seieit his “Eureka: A Prose
Poem,” in which he introduced his own concept oatwwould later be known as the
Big Bang theory, theorising that the universe orged from a single “primordial
Particle” (Poe 1277). Evidently, both authors weeeply invested in scientific
discussion, in itself a subject fraught with comesy before its surge in the twentieth
century. What this further underlines is exactly #ttitude by which they approached

relevant subjects, despite whatever stigma thgyeca the process.

Their Narrative Styles

The Picture of Dorian Gragtarts with a rich, fully mimetic description dfet
atmosphere of a lazy summer day, with details sischow the “light summer wind
stirred amidst the trees” and how “there came thinahhe open door the heavy scent
of the lilac or the more delicate perfume of thekgilowering thorn” (Wilde 23). It
sets the tone for the easy-going nature of they sadtion of the novel whilst
simultaneously introducing two of the main charessteord Henry Wotton and Basil
Hallward. The introduction ends, however, with wagtirst might seem a trivial
point to construct a background for his chara¢tehose sudden disappearance some
years ago caused, at the time, such public excittrard gave rise to so many
strange conjectures.” “William Wilson,” howeverradlws the reader directly at the
consequences of an already completed series ofsgy®nmeans of utilizing a
proleptic technique followed by a framed narrativ®ugh which the protagonist
himself attempts to guide the reader.

In contrast to the zero-focalisationTfie Picture of Dorian Gray’'smniscient
and heterodiegetic narrator, which in fact fall$ime with what Wayne C Booth, in

The Rhetoric of Fictiojrefers to as “reflectors” that are the “third T centers of



consciousness” (Booth 153), Wilson’s focalizationl aarration is external and
homodiegetic, as it is Wilson himself who relays stiory to the reader, in the nature
of the self-conscious, dramatized and consequentigliable narrator, whilst denying
an unrestricted access to his inner thoughts. Reatter is only given this single
perspective which highlights the character’s owstatted psyche. Wilson maintains
through the majority of the tale that ld®ppelgdngepursuer possesses his own
exact features, but apparently during Wilson’shitigcross Europe and beyond this
pursuer has “so contrived it [...] that | saw notaay moment, the features of his
face” (Poe 1577). Those moments during his namatre furthermore among the few
hints of Wilson’s slight awareness of his own médisturbance. An interesting
similarity betweerThe Picture of Dorian Gragnd “William Wilson” centres on this
thread, except that Dorian Gray’s direct conta¢hwhe source of his corruption has
the opposite effect on him, in the sense that I lmcomes even more corrupt. The
intertextuality of the two stories is due to these of the doubling motif, as Stegner
observes in his wor®scar Wilde’s Gothic: The Presence of Edgar AllmehThe
Picture of Dorian Gray: “... Wilde adapted the douoglof Poe’s William Wilson into
his own novel to explore the psychological tormanborian Gray’s sins transmitted
onto a double, in this case a portrait” (Stegner 3)

Given that Peter Barry’s basic definition of mingesi Beginning Theorys that
of a “slow telling,’ [...] creating the illusion thave are ‘seeing’ and ‘hearing’ things
for ourselves [but of diegesis as] more ‘rapid‘ganoramic’ or ‘summarising’ way”
(Barry 223), the basic narrative Dihe Picture of Dorian Gragould be said to be
characterised by mimesis, considering the londates of slow mimetic sections, and
not merely the difference in length. As Dorian Gecayptinues his descent, however, the

narrative illustrating his experience becomes iasirggly jarring in terms of the rapid



shifts back and forth from mimesis to diegesisyal as the rather more Gothic
atmosphere in contrast to the relatively light aady tone of the first chapters. Such a
narration happens just as Dorian has abandoned &itdyheads outside:

Where he went to he hardly knew. He remembered arargithrough

dimly-lit streets, past gaunt black-shadowed argtswand evil-looking

houses. Women with hoarse voices and harsh laugatecalled after

him. Drunkards had reeled by cursing, and chatjgnrthemselves like

monstrous apes. He had seen grotesque childrereauglon doorsteps,

and heard shrieks and oaths from gloomy courtsld@\i17)
Dorian’s state of mind becomes increasingly frail a@isturbed, and of great effect are
these prolonged segments of that are progressiviehetic, often dictated by the state
of a given character’'s mind, which the detachedatar seamlessly delves into. In
contrast the account in “William Wilson” is heavigpendent on the nature of a
dramatized, involved narrator, as well as the todestructure of the framed narrative,
which accelerates the urgency in the story’s lagguenaking it characterised by a
diegetic approach — which in turn fuels the erratid unnerving atmosphere
characterised by Poe’s literary style. To clarégalepsis is the narration of a story-
event at a point in the text after later eventsehaeen told (b, c» a = analeptic).
Prolepsis is the opposite (c, a--bc = proleptic), for example: the opening of “\\aln
Wilson,” being positioned chronologically after gk events of the story have
concluded, would be proleptic as a whole.

In line with the narrative grammar concept of daed surface structureshe

Picture of Dorian Grayand “William Wilson” both have aspects which oe gurface
are different, but underneath carry the same mgaais noted by Shlomith Rimmon-

Kenan, the surface structures are in effect theatisorganization of observable



sentences, in line with narrative theorists’ obagon that a nigh-infinite variety of
stories may be (and in some sense already havé¢ peeerated from a limited
number of basic structures (Rimmon-Kenan 10). Téé@-Strauss model of deep
narrative structure serves to identify that undedyevery myth there is a four-term
homology, which correlates one pair of opposed eyiss with another. This creates
the formula A:B::C:D (A is to B what C is to D) (LITherefore, identifying similar
motifs and further deep structures that drive lsdthies is achievable by reading
beyond narrative choice of words or characterséspe
An obvious relation betweerhe Picture oDorian Grayand “William
Wilson” is of the double motif, and the control tle@ch character’s double exerts
over the other, most readily observable once tlotyadly hear them speak. In
“William Wilson” this recurs throughout the recowfthis mental disturbance, as
Wilson identifies his double as having a weaknassHe faucial or guttural organs
which precluded him from raising his voice at amygabove a very low whisper
(Poe 1570) which allows the double a presenc&hinPicture of DoriarGray, on the
other hand, it is only when Dorian Gray decidemtoder Basil Hallward that the
painting seems to reach out to him:
Dorian Gray glanced at the picture, and suddenlyremontrollable
feeling of hatred for Basil Hallward came over hams,though it had
been suggested to him by the image on the camlissperednto his
ear by those grinning lips. (Wilde 191-192, my elagih)
In “William Wilson” the motif is less literal — aadicated above regarding Wilson’s
fluctuated perception of the double’s existencehenas irDorian Graythe
painting’s change is clear and visible to charachasides Gray himself. Nevertheless,

it is the control that each double has on Wilsoth @nay that remains an essential



thread in both stories; in terms of Lévi-Straussdel, theDoppelgangel(A) is to
Wilson (B) what the picture (C) is to Gray (D). Remmon-Kenan notes, however,
deep structures are not themselves narrative egsatle simply “‘designed to account
for the initial articulations of meaning within areantic micro-universe’ (Greimas

1970, p. 161. Culler’s translation 1975 p. 92)"rflRion-Kenan 11).



The Characters

Comparison of the authors and their narrative teglas reveals some fundamental
similarities; what has been further establishdtiéscentral theme — what specifically
they explored iThe Picture of Dorian Gragnd “William Wilson” —and the
methods by which each achieved particular efféatsin-depth analysis of the
protagonist of each story separately, will revilal distinctive emphasis of each,
while simultaneously underlining the aspects s Picture of DoriarGray and

“William Wilson” share.

Dorian Gray: Establishing the Legitimacy of Art

Clearly, Wilde is primarily preoccupied by what $ew as being the nature of his
contemporary society and its perceptions of whatighbe seen as genuine, and
Wilde’s realisation of what that authenticity adtuaignifies. More to the poiniThe
Picture of DorianGray could readily be deemed as Wilde’s personal ip&oson
and perhaps as his attempt to explain himselfs@bdience at large. The last point
gains particular weight in a letter which he wrotel2 February, 1894, to a dedicated
admirer ofThe Picture of Doriarray, one Ralph Payne, to whom he relates: “l am
so glad you like the strange coloured book of mineontains much of me in it. Basil
Howard is what | think | am; Lord Henry what the ndbthinks of me; Dorian what |
would like to be — in other ages, perhaps” (WiB#2).

Towards the end of Chapter 1Tie Picture of Dorian Graywilde
introduces his ideas on of how art can influenige ©n one level, Wilde develops
this theme through his depiction of the relatiopdhetween the portrait and its sitter,
painter and admirer. While Lord Henry is fascinatgdDorian Gray upon observing

Basil's overt fascination of the young man, helsoatrangely attracted to Basil’s
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artistic depiction of Dorian Gray’s aesthetic bgaln effect, Henry grows infatuated
with the aesthetic representation of Dorian; consat]y, the portrait itself has
asserted an influence and control over Henry. IsilBaview, Henry desires the
“harmony of body and soul” of the picture, to whiobrd Henry exclaims, “Basil,

this is extraordinary! | must see Dorian Gray” (iil33). What is made observable is
one level of interpretation for Wilde’s theory ot and its power to influence Nature,
not only by the portrait's effect on Henry, butalsy the way it literally turns Dorian
into a work of art.

As Basil states about Henry's character, an allegbfwhat the world thinks
of [Wilde],” in perhaps a naive belief given Herggubsequent ostensible role as the
devil’'s advocate: “You never say a moral thing, §od never do a wrong thing.

Your cynicism is simply a pose” (26). Given Wildefen-made criticisms of
Victorian England’s hypocritical disposition, Hetgextravagantly cynical character
may well be an act; however, it is an act on wtietseems to thrive: “I make a great
difference between people. | choose my friendsHerr good looks, my
acquaintances for their good characters, and mmieseor their good intellects. A
man cannot be too careful in the choice of his eag(30).

The reader is provided with a further example afd_Henry’s habit of making
paradoxical speeches about whatever topic beirmyisked. What starts off as a praise
of Basil's latest painting becomes a comment orsibe of the Academy as being “too
vulgar,” so that there “have been either so mampleethat | have not been able to see
the pictures, which was dreadful, or so many peduhat | have not been able to see
the people, which is worse” (24). Oscar Wilde, likany other authors, had a habit of
using a character as the mouthpiece for his owsopatity and opinions — as

mentioned above — and Henry certainly serves thetiion of an implied author, along
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with Basil and Dorian, and becomes awfully apt aking quotable observations about
Victorian art and life, in keeping with the storyiteeme of duelling ideas on morals and
the real (and particularly considering Dorian arglRicture). The fact that the
Academy'’s size seems to either consume the anegpe¢ople that it contains is
comparable to Dorian’s vain wish of preservingyosith and beauty before gradually
losing sight of the distinction between realitydaeal values) and art. This discussion,
while exemplifying another level of Wilde’s developnt of Poe’s doubling motif, may
well be related to one aspect of the story’s samahmentary — that in order to fit in,
one must put on an act, a face, which naturaldyfedse representation of one’s true
self. As Henry puts it, “You seem to forget thainh married, and the one charm of
marriage is that it makes a life of deception alsdy necessary for both parties. [...]
We tell each other the most absurd stories witmthst serious faces” (26).

Contrary to Henry’s skilful adaption to society’srdands (and delusions)
Basil Hallward seems to represent an altogetheerfragile character (yet another
aspect of Wilde himself), sensitive to excessiveliguattention. As a result he has
acquired a reputation for disappearing withoutceotf| have grown to love secrecy.
[...] When | leave town now | never tell my peopleax | am going” (26).
Eventually he is murdered by Dorian and therefesampears indefinitely; soon after
he is forgotten by the society that once gossipeahigch about his activities, which is
no doubt a comment on people’s relatively shodraibn span. Basil expresses a fear
of inscribing too much of his own self upon a peagtin the belief that he would risk
revealing himself to a public should his masterpigo on display: “[E]very portrait
that is painted with feeling is a portrait of théist, not of the sitter. [...] It is not [the
sitter] who is revealed by the painter; it is rattie painter who [...] reveals himself.

The reason | will not exhibit this picture is tham afraid that | have shown in it the

12



secret of my own soul” (27). Basil's dilemma is bbsession with Dorian Gray’s
physical beauty, which drives his artistic credgivin his early discussions with
Henry, Basil claims that in Dorian he has encowtésomeone whose mere
personality was so fascinating that, if | allowetbido so, it would absorb my whole
nature,” after which he further asserts his nedaktbis own “master,” confessing to
Henry that he had only felt himself independenbbefncountering Dorian. Despite
his reliance on Dorian, he tragically seems awatbedanger involved as he
conveys one of Wilde’s uses of foreshadowing: “Stbning seemed to tell me that |
was on the verge of a terrible crisis in my lif@8J.
Further to Basil's confessions, there are hints Braian has had some
mysterious supernatural effect on him, in a way tieald suggest Dorian’s soul (or
physical Hellenic looks) are powerful enough tglssed onto Basil: “Some subtle
influence passed from him to me [...]” (33). Doriare§ has become integral to
Basil’s ability to express his art; he repeatedgntions how greatly Dorian has
affected his ability to create:
He is all my art to me now [...]. It is not merelyati paint from him,
draw from him, sketch from him. [...] But he is mutiore to me than
just a model or a sitter. [...] His personality haggested to me an
entirely new manner in art, an entirely new modstgle. | see things
differently, | think of them differently. | can nove-create life in a way
that was hidden from me before. (32).

The last sentence is particularly worthy of consatlen, as Basil will shortly

thereafter paint a portrait of Dorian alive enotgltompletely capture his physical

gualities. In that very moment, Henry’s corruptimenologue about age and decay

has dramatically changed Dorian’s nature: “But peuer sat better. You were
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perfectly still. And | have caught the effect | viaah [...]. | don’t know what Harry
has been saying to you, but he has certainly maddgve the most wonderful
expression” (43). Dorian later displays this app#yeinherent ability to further
influence people, albeit in a corrupted manneteotihg his later condition.

Basil appears to remain morally honest throughloaistory, although his own
hamartia is his clear dependence on Dorian foriaspn. For more personal reasons,
perhaps, he repeatedly displays symptoms of wittalrance Henry begins
manipulating Dorian. At the end of chapter six dgrhis ride home from Henry, “A
strange sense of loss came over him. He felt tbatb Gray would never again be to
him all that he had been in the past. [...] His eda@%ened, and the crowded, flaring
streets became blurred to his eyes” (108). Basilsaccessful artist and participant in
London Society; therefore his peripeteia would widedly have to be his tragic
murder as he makes a final desperate attemptlemehimself from Dorian’s
dominance, possibly whilst redeeming Dorian himfelin his moral corruption. In
the preface tdhe Picture oDorian Gray, Wilde writes, “To reveal art and to conceal
the artist is art's aim” (21), but in the novel tteadly portrait is revealed as an
independent and autonomous object of art only vidmeh its maker and its model are
departed. The violence that divides art from thistgpoints to a tension and
aggression in their relationship; “Art’'s aim” sounlike an embedded representation
that credits art with conniving against the arstnceivably to the point of murder.

Dorian Gray’'s hamartia is revealed almost instanfgn his encounter with
Henry, who has an immediate effect on Dorian’s riyraand it is captured by
Basil's portrait. Dorian’s peripeteia is his sucduing to Henry’s corruptive influence,
and himself becoming fully corrupt and obsesseti Wie seedy elements of London

night-life; all his focus is spent on external gtk and immediate self-gratification,
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as during his infatuation with Sibyl Vane: “You leakilled my love. You used to stir
my imagination. Now you don’t even stir my curig8i{115). He cannot distinguish
between his obsession with her stage performart¢harfact that he is incapable of
returning her love (which is real), shunning hed aneffect killing her.

Sibyl is a patrticularly tragic character in thatfdre falling in love with
Dorian Gray, she was a star actress who lived amd-for — the stage and its
characters, itself an artificial world. She is rngaol forgo everything worthwhile in
her life for Dorian — her own hamartia — but isridly shunned by Dorian, who loved
her only for her stage presence, as a piece dfiminvolvement with Sybil could be
seen as a display of a parasitic or leeching ¢fditorian’s, as if his dominant
influence consumed her abilities. However, by fglin love with Dorian, Sibyl in
fact realises the uselessness of making that whioht seem real, and casts aside her
dependence on the fictional: “Tonight, | saw thriotige hollowness [...] of the empty
pageant in which | had always played. [...] You haatleme understand what love
really is” (114-115). Dorian seems either unwilior incapable of accepting Sibyl's
argument, he being preoccupied by artistic peidecibove reality — having himself
become its very embodiment. While Dorian does rbtlet regret over his
mistreatment of Sibyl, he later attempts to rekisttemptations illustrated by the
painting’s corruption, and decides he “would na kerd Henry any more — would
not, at any rate, listen to those subtle poisortlbegries that [...] stirred within him
the passion for impossible things” (121). His rgeak, however, quickly destroyed
when he learns of Sibyl’'s fate from Lord Henry améh reflection further illustrates
his detachment from reality: “How extraordinary metic life is! If | had read all this
in a book, Harry, I think I would have wept overSiomehow, not that it has

happened actually, and to me, it seems far too etbualdfor tears” (128).
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Wilde did not only depict these paradoxes of ad ke in his books. He once
stated that he put his genius into his life ang &g talent into his work; the drama of
his trials, incarceration and premature death hasynelements of its own story, to the
point that one might expect the events to have beapted. Wilde describes the
conflict between the volatile nature of the psycigatal and the relative immutability
of the physical in a passagelihe Picture oDorian Gray:.

[Dorian] used to wonder at the shallow psycholofthose who
conceive the Ego in a man as a thing simple, peemtareliable and of
one essence. To him, man was a being with mynad land myriad
sensations, a complex multiform creature that botiein itself strange
legacies of thought and passion, and whose vesi fhas tainted with
monstrous maladies of the dead. (175)
The Picture of Dorian Gragramatises the perils involved in the pursuitrofdeal self
to the exclusion of all the complexities and pemtis of a living consciousness; in a
way relatable to the central theme in “William Véitg” it shows what happens when a
fiction of a self turns against the real body.tin¥ilde makes troublesome his own
notion of cultivating one’s personality through bytdramatizing its morally dangerous
and socially irresponsible side.

For all the discussion surrounding his villainoehéviour, Dorian is
nonetheless remarkably passive in his actionsicpéatly when compared with
Wilson’s dynamic scheming and activities. For exlemm the scene at the opium den,
where a Soho prostitute eventually refers to Doasfithe devil’'s bargain,” he rejects
both offers of sex and pleas for compassion befaking his exit from the
establishment. When he ultimately does take actiosiwwhen he sordidly murders his

best friend, Basil. As much as Dorian detests tnede violence of disordered life” he
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is almost equally attracted to it — actively spdrom by Henry. By changing places
with the portrait of himself, Dorian simultaneousglysumes the portrait’s role of the
“gracious shape of art,” assuming the arrestedatiepi of a man, and the appearance
of actual life. In its own way, that pictorial imag@f a charming young man becomes
the literary stereotype of a Prince Charming —itiibealmost a satirically corrupt and
exaggerated fashion — that assumes the identap aidividual. The initial desire of
Dorian is to achieve the immortality and immutdlibf a work of art. His ultimate
hamartia is that he succeeds.

Dorian is immediately attracted to the paintingdese of its representation of
his ideal self: a Dorian Gray unshackled by théra@gsts of the material body and of
the instability of the human consciousness. Theshdwninishes the disparity between
a painting and a literary text by concentratinglos clash between the material and
ideal selves of the artist, the subject and theezee, and can therefore be interpreted
as an allegory of artistic creativity. This clasidramatically magnified in the last
scene of the story, in which Dorian attempts te fienself from his portrait’s
corruption by stabbing it. For his efforts he maggtp regain his natural self, with all
its marks of his frivolous life: “Lying on the fleavas a dead man, in evening dress,
with a knife in his heart. He was withered, wrirkkland loathsome of visage” (264). In
exchange, the painting has regained its flawleséitegs as Dorian’s ideal self smiles
down at his corpse. This invulnerability of art seeto represent the characteristics of a
literary text rather than that of a painting, tllwantage of the literature being the
comparable ease by which it can be reproducedrardfore kept immortal, so to
speak. A representation such as a painting mighek&oyed and its splendour erased,
but the existence of written art is guaranteedvergnew printing. In effect, it is

possible to interpret Dorian’s painting as Oscaldé/s argument for the immortality
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of discourse, capable of staying independent fimencbrruption of the material world
surrounding it. His designation of the three distisubject positions of the artist,

subject and audience, represented by Basil, DamanHenry further indicates both the
fragmentation of identity inherent in the artigtiocess and the omnipresent illusion of
unity that detracts from an artwork’s impact. Whhe portrait is painted by Basil and
modelled by Dorian, it is Henry’s observation of fprocess and his words that produce
the “wonderful expression” that allows Basil to qaete the painting (43). All three
subject positions contribute to the completed artwBasil supplies the colours on the
canvas; Dorian lends it his beauty; Henry inteipeatd thus completes the process.
Their subsequent clash over the ownership of th&ipg reflects the problems in

establishing its subjectivity.

William Wilson: Morals and Their Consequences

As with The Picture oDorian Gray, Poe’s “William Wilson” engages with the subject
of fragmented identities and the pressures of soditowever, whileThe Picture of
Dorian Gray is focused on objects such as the relationshiwdeet the artist, the
subject and the audience, “William Wilson” is mawmncerned with the psychological:
the engagement of morals in terms of human natutdle expectations of what
should be considered morally good or evil. If itrev@ot for Wilson’s dynamic
psychological instability and his hallucinationsatving that which he believes to be
his nemesis, the story of “William Wilson” couldsglg be read as an unremarkable
adventure focused on a villain’s exploits and sghbseaet flight from the constant
harassments of the hero who works against him.sRoasterful employment of the
first person narrative of a monomaniac undermimgsgaiarantee that the dramatized

narrator could be trustworthy, effectively undetitig any perceived information and
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amplifying the emotional horror of the story, whichiminates in Wilson'’s physical
and psychological self-destruction.

The essence of William Wilson’s mental state caeXygained by a definition
by Bruce Fink in hidA Clinical Introduction to Lacanian Psychoanalysis
“Hallucination is a typical form of primary-procetkinking,” and plays a role in
daydreaming, fantasizing, and dreaming. Thus,ptésent in all of the structural
categories: neurosis, perversion, and psychos8y’ @oecifically, what Wilson
believes to be hiBoppelgangercould be understood in terms of the “voice of the
punishing super-ego,” the visual and auditory leatiations of an obsessional
neurotic (85). In extreme cases it lends itselfizaztingly physical presence:

As | put my foot over the threshold | became avaddriie figure of a
youth about my own height [...]. Immediately upon emtering he
strode hurriedly up to me, and seizing me by the &ith a gesture of
petulant impatience, whispered the words “Willianiddh!” in my ear.
(Poe 1573)
William Wilson sees, touches, and hears his dodenparable to the relationship
between Dorian and the paintingTihe Picture of Dorian Grgythe suppressed
portion of Wilson’s self is projected into a phyaiéorm — a character in its own right
— and only defeated by spending the life of the glete person. To Wilson, the
certainty of his double’s existence is only givearecredence as the narrative
progresses, to the point when during their finaoemter the double “spoke no longer
in a whisper.” Wilson even confides that “I coulave fancied that | myself was
speaking while he said: ‘You have conquered, ayidlti’” (1579). The certainty as to
whether Wilson actually succeeds in killing his eupgo becomes ambiguous at best.

The voice that condemns Wilson is unmistakably tiiditis own, which could suggest
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that his double’s persona — Wilson’s morally gomté s- has defeated the depraved
half of his psyche and in a sense masqueradeg asstinct-driven Wilson.
Consequently, it would be the double that doegedhi@ag of his autobiography. Again
however, the nature of the narrative allows theleea limited scope to properly
discern what transpires chronologically betweenctimax and the beginning of the
story, providing numerous possible answers of vayyglegrees of plausibility.

More important than the possible extrapolationg/loét really happens during
and after the climax would be the proper identtfma of the narrator and protagonist,
William Wilson. Poe disperses a number of hintsuttbas identity, as by the tone of
his narration. First and foremost is Wilson’s dymamoral nature — irrespective of
whether they are “good” or “evil” morals — charatded by the condemnations that
he levels on himself for his wrongdoings that faceed their actual seriousness. That
Wilson has committed any “unpardonable crime,” lmglbis cheating at cards and
general debauchery, like his excessive drinkingraadipulation of others, lends a
great disproportion between the relatively blaradst of Wilson’s crimes and the
extreme baseness with which they are characteinsiy@ super-ego’s judgement. The
two most severe tangible crimes detailed are thatack moral sense rather than
crimes suitably punished by death. One of thoseesj or lapse in moral judgement,
is that of a would-be adultery with “the young, theey, the beautiful wife of the aged
and doting Di Broglio.” Wilson does give the opponity a serious thought, though
naturally he is stopped by his super-ego beforeadlgtperpetrating it, even when it
would have been with a woman of a similarly casydroach to morality: “With a
too unscrupulous confidence she had previously conntated to me the secret of the
costume in which she would be habitated [...]” (15H} other crime of an

admittedly greater severity is the cheating ats#ndt would have brought financial
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ruin to one “youngparvenunobleman, Glendinning — rich, said report, as kHeso
Atticus — his riches, too, as easily acquired” @b5Again, the act is immoral but not
one befitting an ultimate punishment. William Witsoould at most be characterised
as a squanderer, a gambler and an abuser of koabother “perhaps more dangerous
seductions” (1573).

The narrative point of view, despite its limitatioroes offer some crucial
indications to Wilson’s psychotic state by his dbsoconviction about the reality of
his double’s existence. One might interpret Wilsastiper-ego as characteristic of an
overly-repressive father system, or the effectsetbie in terms of the mechanism
defined with the theory of Lacanian Psychoanalpgi®ylan Evans irAn
Introductory Dictionary of Lacanian Psychoanalysian elements rejected outside
the symbolic order just as if it had never existéeNans 65, original emphasis). The
“element” is the Name-of-the-Father:

[It] is the Name-of-the-Father (a fundamental sign) that is the
object of foreclosure. [...] When the Name-of-theHeatis foreclosed
for a particular subject, it leaves a hole in tholic order which can
never be filled; the subject can then be said te l@apsychotic
structure. (65)
Because the Name-of-the-Father has been expetisdWilson’s unconscious, rather
than having been buried there, the specified foserk has to be viewed separate
from a repression due, in fact, to Wilson'’s laclclefar parental influence in his
upbringing. While he himself explains that he halderited his family’s “imaginative
and easily excitable temperament,” he quickly degidis family’s “ill-directed
efforts” to educate him, which “resulted in complé&ilure” (Poe 1566). He

establishes that he quickly rose to become theofative family household (making
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his manipulative abilities seem powerful, as mushhey are deplorable) and could
do anything that he wanted. When he later attesdhdol, he developed a form of
alienation in order to handle the outside worldjrgg form to his moral double, the
punishing super-ego that counterbalances his Baiasure. However, as much as
Wilson laments his past actions and asserts thahlght, today, have been a better,
and thus a happier man, had | more seldom rejelstedounsels embodied in those
meaning whispers which | then too cordially hatedT(1571), one is obligated to
investigate more closely the supposed moral highrpt enjoyed by his double.
Wilson might be a villain but so, really, is hisulide; therefore the ethical distinctions
made in the story become misleading as no conpsstehic wholeness can rise from
the complete tyranny that Wilson’s double asseres bim — in spite of it being a
taste of his own medicine. His super-ego has astalk in seeming a benevolent and
virtuous giver of decent advice, working to savdst from his depravity. Wilson’s
self-inflicting punishment might stem from a sewn$eemorse or guilt over his

actions and a wish to attain the sympathy of heidtv men”; however, the heavily
didactic tone of his own storytelling is more claeaistic of his super-ego’s voice:
effective in its callousness due to being maskeddoepentant confessions. Evidence
for the argument that Wilson’s super-ego actualistthe story is not only revealed
by his apparently regretful dialogue but also by iticonsistency he displays when
describing Dr. Bransby’s school, the “old and iukg” house surrounded by “a high
and solid brick wall [...]. This prison-like rampddrmed the limit of our domain

[...]. At an angle of the ponderous wall frowned arenponderous gate. It was riveted
and studded with iron bolts, and surmounted wigfggal iron spikes” (1567). In
Wilson’s description of his own character as “seilied, addicted to the wildest

caprices, and a prey to the most ungovernable@essj1566), the pleasure which he
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claims to have experienced in the confinement e sudismal place headed by the
harsh father-figure of Dr. Bransby seems rathemgr “The apparently dismal
monotony of a school was replete with more intemngatement than my riper youth
has derived from luxury, or my full manhood fronmae” (1568). This joyous
description corresponds accurately with the charestics of the super ego — or
double — whose narration would lead the readeebe\e that the wild and dynamic
Wilson was happy in that place; in effect suggestivat he not only needed but
thrived under control.

Through the device of misleading the reader irtieelving that the immoral
Wilson is the narrator, Poe not only allows an egpive super-ego to work
unchecked, but also points the reader to what doeilseen as another of the story’s
main concerns, which is ethical. On the one hand, d&picts Wilson’s self-
destruction because of his inability to absorbcoisscience. On the other, he points
up a moral about the implication of the reader, wao readily be led to perceive evil
in the instinctual license but not in the destneriess of excessive containment of the
instincts, by a fierce super-ego. What Poe coutgmsally be suggesting is the
possibility of the conscience being criminal aslw&onscience grim” (1566) could
easily be implicated in driving Wilson to his sdistructive acts, which suggests that
both aspects of his psyche are potential “murdérene of the story’s main themes is
thus the effects of excessive morality againsinotial license.

The climax of the story makes it easy to belidat Wilson perceives his
double as being exactly identical in every wayhaslescribes it when he sees “mine
own image” in “a larger mirror” and “I could havarfcied that | myself was speaking
while he [went on to condemn Wilson]” (1578-79)isliogical to deduce that the two

halves of Wilson are identical because each reptesme half of a whole personality.
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However, to go back to the nature of his mentdésthe construct of the super-ego
has a tendency to falter at dispersed intervalg. €dch is described in this passage:
“It was about the same period [...], that, in aerahtion of violence with him, in
which he was more than usually thrown off his guardl spoke and acted with an
openness alemeanour rather foreign to his natdre]” (1572, emphasis added). In
spite of such episodes, Wilson tends to write tigdisepses out of his psyche as not
only delusions but realities independent of himdalther to the point, he perceives a
connection with his double which runs deeper thevhdd earlier presumed:
| discovered, or fancied | discovered, in his atckis air, and general
appearance, a some thing which first startled,thed deeply
interested me, by bringing to mind dim visions of earliest infancy;
wild, confused and thronging memories of a time nvimeemory
herself was yet unborn. | cannot better describesémsation which
oppressed me than by saying that | could withdiffy shake off the
belief of my having been acquainted with the beung stood before
me, at some epoch very long ago; some point gbdse even infinitely
remote. (1572)
To recall Wilson's earlier claims of correlationtiveen himself, “self-willed,
addicted to the wildest caprices” (1566) and hisestego, the voice of ruthless and
overpowering morality: both identities stem fromattsame early childhood source,
materialising in innate narcissism that drives daghinstinct-driven life
(characterised by Wilson’s many vices) and his lbgaring conscience which drives

his ruthless and persistent self-condemnationsditinag him to self-destruction.
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Conclusion

A comparative reading of both Wildel$he Picture of Dorian Gragnd Poe’s
“William Wilson” reveals strong thematic and aesibhigimilarities between the two
authors; it further highlights the fact that bothld#& and Poe were interested in
exploring the often ill-defined separation betweenor fiction and reality. What has
been established is that Wilde discovered in Peeik the means to create and
enhance his character of Dorian Gray. Poe’s exiidoraf the concept of perversity
in humans and his doubling motif in “William Wilsbhas many similarities to
Dorian Gray’s corruption and eventual downfalltte process, Wilde joined Poe's
investigation of the enjoyment and pain resultiranf leading a double life. Oscar
Wilde explores the facets of morality in a somewdiierent manner to Poe, when he
connects it overtly with discussions about artiatid social complexities, rendering
The Picture of Dorian Grags both a theoretical and fictional exploratiornhef
inevitable separation between the artist, the stifdlee audience, and the work of art,
and the simultaneous impossibility of their comple¢paration.

Both authors were accused of writing immoral woeks] it is particularly in
Poe’s work where the audience is lured into theydty a three-fold invitation to
satisfaction: the socially acceptable joy in wisiag retribution for illicit behaviour;
the concealed indulgence in sadistic identificatiotth a merciless super-ego; and in
the pleasure of identifying with vice. It is cldhat the main protagonist in both
stories suffers from extraordinary circumstances$ state of mind. In the case of
Dorian Gray, he suffers from the obsessed pur$uiteostandard of aesthetic beauty
set by art as well as his losing himself to narstgsand hedonistic lifestyles that
slowly but surely bring about his own self-destimet On a different level, William

Wilson remains in differing states of awarenesthefconflict within his own mental
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condition, without knowing why or how he destroysikelf through the mischievous
and relentless pursuit of his morality-driven daubl

In their studied approach to the debatable vafugood morals, Wilde and
Poe both made calculated efforts to undermine dehéemporary conventions that
enjoyed prevalence throughout the nineteenth cgntlowever, despite their success
of establishing themselves as mainstream writelscammentators, they nonetheless
suffered from society’s fickle attention and conpemrary prejudices: Wilde was
famously disgraced, imprisoned and died shortlydhier; and Poe died of an as yet

unexplained condition, in depths of poverty.
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