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Smell of Decadence at Fin de Siécle:
A Study of Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (2)

Kazunori MORI

Synopsis

The purpose of this study is to investigate how olfactory descriptions emerge and how they
co-relate with the narrative in Oscar Wilde’s (1854-1900) The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891).

In this paper, we will look at chapters from the eighth to fourteenth. We find that the nature of
smell around him changes gradually as he realizes New Hedonism and concludes his inner change
synchronizes with the change of smell. It changes from the smell of artificial perfumery to smell of nitric
acid. In other words, form the smell of decadence to the smell of ruin as decadent.
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“It was an exquisite day. The warm air seemed laden
with spices. A bee flew in and buzzed round the
blue-dragon bowl that, filled with sulphur-yellow
roses, stood before him. He felt perfectly
happy.”(Works, 76)®
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“There is a luxury in self-reproach. When we
blame ourselves we feel that no one else has a
right to blame us. It is the confession, not the
priest, that gives us absolution. When Dorian had
finished the letter, he felt that he had been
forgiven.” (Works, 77-78)
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Time is jealous of you, and wars against your lilies
and your roses. You will become sallow, and
hollow-cheeked, and dull-eyed. You will suffer
horribly.... Ah! realise your youth while you have it.
Don't squander the gold of your days, listening to
the tedious, trying to improve the hopeless failure,
or giving away your life to the ignorant, the
common, and the vulgar. These are the sickly aims,
the false ideals, of our age. Live! Live the
wonderful life that is in you! Let nothing be lost
upon you. Be always searching for new sensations.
Be afraid of nothing. . .
is what our century wants. You might be its visible

. A new Hedonism— that

symbol. With your personality there is nothing you
could not do. The world belongs to you for a
season.(Works, 31)
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“Of course, now and then things linger. I once
wore nothing but violets all through one season, as
a form of artistic mourning for a romance that
would not die. Ultimately, however, it did die.
(Works, 81)
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There was one aspect of this art of perfumery
which, more than any other, had always fascinated
him: that of absolute accuracy in imitation.

Actually, perfumes are almost never produced
from the flowers whose names they bear; the artist
rash enough to borrow his raw material from nature
alone would produce nothing but a spurious
creation, without authenticity or style, since the
essence obtained by distilling the flowers can
furnish only a very remote, very coarse analogy
with the authentic fragrance given off by the living
flower growing in the ground....In perfumery, in
short, the artist perfects the original natural aroma
by refashionig the scent and providing it with a
setting, just as a jeweller improves a stone’s
transparency and lustre, and provides it with a

mount to reveal its beauty. ©
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... It was a poisonous book. The heavy odour of
incense seemed to cling about its pages and to
trouble the brain. The mere cadence of the
sentences, the subtle monotony of their music, so
full as it was of complex refrains and movements
elaborately repeated, produced in the mind of the
lad, as he passed from chapter to chapter, a form of
reverie, a malady of dreaming, that made him
unconscious of the falling day and creeping
shadows.(Works, 98)
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And so he would now study perfumes and the
secrets of their manufacture, distilling heavily
scented oils and burning odorous gums from the
East. He saw that there was no mood of the mind
that had not its counterpart in the sensuous life, and
set himself to discover their true relations,
wondering what there was in frankincense that
made one mystical, and in ambergris that stirred
one's passions, and in violets that woke the memory
of dead romances, and in musk that troubled the
brain, and in champak that stained the imagination;
and seeking often to elaborate a real psychology of
perfumes, and to estimate the several influences of
sweet-smelling roots and scented, pollen-laden
flowers; of aromatic balms and of dark and fragrant
woods; of spikenard, that sickens; of hovenia, that
makes men mad; and of aloes, that are said to be
able to expel melancholy from the soul.(Works,
101)
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Yes: there was to be, as Lord Henry had prophesied,
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a new Hedonism that was to recreate life, and to
save it from that harsh, uncomely puritanism that is
having, in our own day, its curious revival. It was to
have its service of the intellect, certainly; yet, it was
never to accept any theory or system that would
involve the sacrifice of any mode of passionate
experience. Its aim, indeed, was to be experience
itself, and not the fruits of experience, sweet or
bitter as they might be.(Works, 99)
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The young man was leaning against the
mantelshelf, watching him with that strange
expression that one sees on the faces of those who
are absorbed in a play when some great artist is
acting. There was neither real sorrow in it nor real
joy. There was simply the passion of the spectator,
with perhaps a flicker of triumph in his eyes. He
had taken the flower out of his coat, and was
smelling it, or pretending to do so.

"What does this mean?" cried Hallward, at
last. His own voice sounded shrill and curious in

his ears.

"Years ago, when I was a boy," said Dorian Gray,
crushing the flower in his hand, "you met me,
flattered me, and taught me to be vain of my good
looks. (Works, 115)
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As soon as Campbell had left, [Dorian] went
upstairs. There was a horrible smell of nitric acid
in the room. But the thing that had been sitting at
the table was gone.(Works, 127)
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