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Introduction 
Narcissism in the mirror of the Classics 

Taking a break from writing my thesis, I immerse myself in the depths of the 

Internet: on Facebook I find some leftist news articles; YouTube recommends vlogs 

analysing my favourite films; on Instagram I learn that my most recent selfie has 

garnered over a hundred ‘likes’, Twitter tells me twenty new people are ‘following’ 

my account, and there is a pop-up of a dating site announcing that five hundred 

single women are living in my neighbourhood – might I be looking for something? I 

have entered a world of infinite content, of endless connectivity, and of perfect 

correspondence to my interests, but then, when I look a little closer, I also see myself 

reflected, alone in my room, illuminated by my computer, staring at my screen. Had I 

been looking at myself all along? Were the things I learned while scrolling through 

social media ‘real’ or just part of a ‘bubble’ constructed to echo what I want to hear? 

Did I really ‘connect’ to others or were their ‘likes’ only empty symbols on which I 

projected my own desire to be liked? The way we interact with the ‘black mirror’ 

that is our computer screen, which is emblematic of the preoccupation with images 

of ourselves in contemporary culture as a whole, is not unlike the experience of the 

mythological Narcissus. In Ovid’s famous version of the story, which stands at the 

beginning of a long history of receptions, the boy sits alone at the side of a pool, 

separated from his friends, and falls in love with a boy he sees in the water; yet, of 

course, it is only an illusion, and what he sees as an ‘other’, is just a reflection of 

himself. Considering these fundamental concerns of the myth with the distinctions 

between ‘self’ and ‘other’, and between ‘illusion’ and ‘reality’, it is no wonder that 

various disciplines of scholarship have come to use the term ‘narcissism’ to 

characterise contemporary culture: cultural studies apply it as a synonym for the 

current trends of individualism and self-preoccupation; psychologists use it to 

describe an ever more common mental ‘disorder’, consisting of the incapability of 

separating the self (or the ego) from one’s experience of the world; and for 

sociologists and socio-political philosophers the term may be as widely applicable as 

to the entire social structure of our society. 

This social ‘narcissism’ is essentially a mode of living together, of organising the 

social system, in which the interrelated distinctions between ‘self’ and ‘other’, and 
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between ‘illusion’ and ‘reality’ have become blurred. This latter distinction concerns 

the status of the ‘representations’, ranging from photographs to social ‘symbols’ like 

a ‘hug’. Traditionally a representation was considered to consist of a signifiant (the 

medium that represents) and a signifié (the meaning represented), or, in other 

words, something ‘not-real’ pointing to or revealing something ‘real’. A photograph 

of the inauguration of president Trump, for example, itself is not the real 

inauguration (for it is a photograph) but may be considered to point to or reveal the 

real event. Yet, since in recent years it has become increasingly feasible to ‘construct’ 

or alter images – could the photograph be manipulated? – and the authority of the 

institutions certifying certain images as ‘true’ has waned – indeed, each American 

television network had a different opinion about the crowd size at the inauguration 

– the link between signifiant and signifié has become less self-evident (cf. 

Baudrillard, 1988; Kellner, 2015). This destabilisation of the referential status of 

representations has certainly not failed to leave its mark on the way we ‘represent’ 

ourselves. Traditionally the same authoritative structures that marked certain 

representations as ‘true’ also set the rules for how we could communicate (things of 

or about) ourselves to others (Sennett, 1978: 30-8). For example, a handshake was 

the prescribed way of greeting people and a hug was a sign of intimacy. Yet as these 

structures have gradually crumbled, there is no longer a common framework or 

language we can use to definitively ascertain the meaning of these representations 

of ourselves (Žižek, 1998: 156): some people now use the hug as a way greeting, 

while others may still use it as an expression of intimacy. So if someone gives us a 

hug, we may be left wondering: does this person really like me? Or is it just a casual 

greeting? In short, the destabilisation of the denotative content of representations 

has made it more difficult to understand ‘the other’. In fact, it has increased the risk 

of projecting ourselves (our own desires, thoughts and interests) on the other – if 

the status of the hug is uncertain, I may choose to interpret it in any way I wish – so 

that we may inadvertently experience the other as an extension or reflection of 

ourselves. This danger is heightened, moreover, by the possibility that others are 

specifically employing their representations to accommodate our desires, i.e. 

intentionally making us see what we want to see, in order to be ‘liked’ – something 

we may expect to occur ever more frequently, as the disappearance of collective 

identity structures, like religion, class and family, has made acquiring recognition 
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from others less than self-evident. Thus we photoshop a perfect picture of ourselves 

in order to appeal to our potential lovers on Tinder, and thus, when we swipe past 

the pictures of others, we are bound to ask: does this image represent who this 

person (believes she) is, or how (she thinks) her potential lovers want her to be? 

The essence of contemporary ‘narcissism’, then, is that the collapse of reality into 

illusion has engendered a fundamental uncertainty as to whether the people and 

phenomena we see are actually ‘other’, or merely reflections of ourselves. 

Now although ‘narcissism’ gets its name from the figure of Narcissus, there has been 

surprisingly little interaction between the studies of contemporary society and the 

ancient myth. Generally the above-mentioned phenomenon is discussed by 

psychologists, sociologists and philosophers in a technical manner without 

considering seriously (or at best mentioning only in passing) the literary symbol 

that lies at the heart of its definition – Freud, for example, in his defining essay On 

Narcissism, seems not interested in the contents of the myth at all. Art and literary 

scholars, on the other hand, discuss representations of Narcissus primarily for their 

literary and stylistic merits, or for the ways in which they are positioned in the 

tradition of depicting this myth. This seems to be an unfortunate dichotomy of 

disciplines, since, as we observed above and as most literary scholars have 

recognized themselves, the myth is essentially about the relation between reality 

and illusion, self and other (Pontfarcy, 2000: 25; Spaas, 2000: 1), that is, about the 

very distinctions that define the problem of social narcissism. 

There are several reasons to suppose that interdisciplinarily linking the 

philosophical analysis of narcissism and literary and art-historical studies of 

Narcissus may prove a valuable path of inquiry. First, since these historic 

representations of Narcissus are variously concerned with the same distinctions 

between self and other, signifiant and signifié, they may reveal ideas and 

perspectives on these distinctions that are different from, and consequently perhaps 

inspirational for, our present conceptions of them and their contribution to 

narcissism. Second, in their literary, imaginary and metaphorical quality these 

representations of Narcissus may be capable of expressing a different, perhaps more 

complex, kind of view on narcissism; as philosophers such as Martha Nussbaum have 

emphasized (1991: 896), unlike scientific prose which must logically distinguish 
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between different aspects of a phenomenon, art and literature are particularly well 

suited to unify opposing aspects in a single concrete metaphor or image – a potential 

which may prove especially valuable in this case, since the phenomenon of 

narcissism revolves precisely around two such ‘oppositions’. Studying these 

representations, then, may inspire creative new connections and ideas in 

philosophy. Third, the already existing richness of theoretical reflections of art and 

literary scholars on representations of the Narcissus myth is rarely made use of by 

sociologists and philosophers, but may indeed contain innovative takes on 

narcissism, while on the other hand philosophical considerations of the relations 

between self and other, signifier and signified, may enrich literary and artistic 

interpretations of the Narcissus myth. 

For these reasons the main goal of this MA’s Thesis is to examine in what ways the 

analysis of (textual and visual) representations of the myth of Narcissus can comment 

on, enrich and interact with contemporary perspectives on the social phenomenon of 

narcissism, particularly concerning the blurred relations between ‘self’ and ‘other’ and 

‘signifier’ and ‘signified’. Thus I aim to make a contribution on two levels: first, by 

finding new perspectives on narcissism in representations of Narcissus I hope to 

contribute to our understanding of this social phenomenon; and second, by crossing 

these disciplinary boundaries I intend to make a methodological contribution in 

experimenting how art and literary studies may seriously benefit the social and 

philosophical sciences, and vice versa. 

Concerning this methodological contribution I will primarily build on the 

methodology of Reception Studies, an approach that inherently crosses the 

boundaries between different cultural disciplines as it traces the ways in which 

different cultural artefacts such as texts and works of art are ‘received’ – i.e. 

attributed new functions and meanings – throughout history. This concept of 

‘reception’ essentially functions at two epistemological levels, both of which are 

important to my study in this thesis. First, at the level of objects, from the 

perspective of reception the significance of cultural artefacts is not inherent in these 

objects themselves, nor solely produced by the perceiving subject, but primarily 

embedded in a tradition of receptions. That is, a cultural artefact gains meaning from 

preceding artefacts it appropriates, uses or ‘receives’, but also from the later 
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artefacts it is received by. For example, the meaning of Caravaggio’s Narcissus is 

inescapably determined by both Ovid’s Metamorphoses and modern psychological 

theory of narcissism, as each of these cultural phenomena has added meanings and 

referents to the tradition of reception of the myth that simply cannot be ‘unthought’ 

when viewing Caravaggio’s painting. This realization, which I will adopt as a premise 

in this thesis, engenders both a caveat and an opportunity for research. On the one 

hand it problematizes the idea that we can know any given text or object as it was 

understood in its own historical context, since this knowledge will always be 

coloured by intermediate receptions. As we will see below, for example, Ovid’s 

Narcissus is in some respects actually very different from the modern ‘narcissist’, 

yet since Freud and modern psychological theory this interpretative frame has 

become difficult to shake. On the other hand, this very colouration of texts and 

objects through a tradition of receptions also enriches their meaning: as artefacts 

receive a different shade depending on the receptions we view them through, the 

variety of ideas and values we may discover in them is practically endless. Moreover, 

as these receptions are essentially linked together as an interpretative chain, the 

tradition of reception of a certain phenomenon (like the myth of Narcissus) offers a 

unique overview of how ideas and conceptions change throughout cultural history 

(though, as we will see, through the changing perspectives the ‘essence’ of the 

phenomenon changes as well). 

A second epistemological level at which the concept of reception operates is that of 

the subject, or in this case the scholar. Following the premise that each reception of 

a phenomenon throughout history effectually changes that phenomenon, another 

change must occur when the present-day reader studies this history of reception. 

Even if we strictly aim to perform ‘objective’ scholarship, each study of reception 

history or indeed of a historical cultural artefact in general will itself constitute 

another reception, if only because our own contemporary context provides us with 

new interests and perspectives from which we look at things. This simple 

hermeneutic fact again curbs the ideal of laying bare the ‘objective’ meaning of a 

historical artefact. At the same time, it offers the opportunity to make historical 

artefacts relevant to the present: for if we can read a text as pertaining to some of 

our own concerns, it may tell us something worthwhile. 
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Still, (excepting perhaps some more extreme poststructuralist critics) we generally 

feel an aversion to anachronism, or reading the present in the past while it is not 

‘actually’ there. From the perspective of reception, the problem with anachronism is 

not that it obfuscates historical objectivity – for, in the end, all meaning is 

constructed through the multiple subjective prisms of the tradition of reception, 

including the present-day reader. Rather, the problem is that if we strongly project 

present-day concepts on the past, it can no longer tell us something new. Hence, as 

Charles Martindale has observed, the main purpose of Reception Studies is to follow 

a path in between ‘vulgar historicism’, the idea that the past can only be understood 

on its own terms, and ‘vulgar presentism’, the universalistic view that the past is 

actually no different from the present (2006: 5). Both perspectives eventually 

undermine the relevance of studying historical artefacts, as they either become so 

different from the present that they can have no bearing on our own concerns, or so 

similar that they offer nothing new. 

All too often the above-mentioned dichotomy between cultural-historical studies of 

the Narcissus myth and sociological studies of narcissism coincides with these 

epistemological extremes: whereas art-historical and literary interpretations of 

representations of Narcissus generally avoid making connections with present-day 

society, sociological treatises on narcissism often only mention Narcissus in passing 

as a convenient symbol of the theory that is propounded. As an example we may 

consider Richard’s Sennett’s reference to the myth in his discussion of the 

narcissistic worldview: 

Looking always for an expression or reflection of himself in Experience, [the 

narcissist] devalues each particular interaction or scene, because it is never 

enough to encompass who he is. The myth of Narcissus neatly captures this: 

one drowns in the self – it is an entropic state. (1978: 325) 

The problem here is not primarily Sennett’s reference to “the myth of Narcissus,” i.e. 

the reduction of the complex and rich variety of versions to one supposed essential 

myth, nor the fact that in arguably the most canonical version, that of Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses, Narcissus does not drown but pines away at the waterside; rather, 

the problem is that this mentioning of Narcissus adds nothing new to Sennett’s 

theory. By anachronistically projecting an ‘entropic state’ on Narcissus, ‘the’ myth 
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becomes merely a metaphorical rephrasing of the argument he already made. It is 

precisely in investigating whether representations of Narcissus can amount to 

something more significant than an opportune emblem of contemporary theories 

that I hope the methodological contribution of this thesis will lie. In other words, can 

we actively receive the Narcissus myth as a meaningful container of socio-

philosophical insights? 

As the main purpose of this thesis is thus essentially finding new (sociologically 

relevant) ideas, the selection of textual and visual material should not be limited to 

one historical period. After all, the broader the selection, the greater the potential 

variety of ideas it includes. On the other hand, establishing some (temporal) limits to 

the selection of research material is necessary in order to prevent an unworkable 

copiousness of sources and to allow for some historical contextualization (without 

which, as mentioned above, one runs the risk of reading the present in the past). 

Also, by making an unrestricted selection from material throughout the tradition of 

reception one hazards inadvertently picking the sources that corroborate one’s pre-

existing theories and assumptions. 

Consequently, I have made a selection of material centred around three nodes in the 

reception history of the myth: Roman Antiquity (when the myth was brought into 

the canon through Ovid’s influential treatment in the Metamorphoses), the 

Renaissance, broadly defined from the thirteenth to the early seventeenth century 

(when a renewed Platonism and interest in Ovid attributed a central role to 

Narcissus), and the (approximate) present (at which time the myth is often directly 

used as a symbol of ‘narcissism’). The benefits of this selection are, first, that this 

limitation allows for appreciating the material in their historical contexts; second, 

that each of these periods contains a great affluence of representations of Narcissus; 

and third, that, because of their very historical distance from each other, these three 

periods may offer a great variety of conceptions of the myth. 

Because, indeed, each of these three time periods has generally tended to put a 

different thematic emphasis on the myth, it has turned out to be opportune to 

subdivide the contents of this thesis into three both chronologically and thematically 

diverse parts. The first chapter will concern itself primarily with the most canonical 

version of the myth in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (and its cultural-literary context), 
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which proves to be particularly rich in ideas about the relation between ‘self’ and 

‘other’, both in terms of identity and in terms of love. The second chapter will explore 

how in Narcissus’ subsequent reception history from Late Antiquity to Early 

Modernity Christian and Neoplatonic interpretations have used the myth as a fertile 

ground for thinking about the relation between illusion and reality (or signifiant and 

signifié). The third chapter, lastly, will examine how these central themes of the 

Narcissus myth and current concerns with narcissism are woven together in 

contemporary fiction, particularly in film, in order to imagine ways of connecting to 

‘others’ through, or despite of, the narcissistic ‘bubble’. Naturally, since it is 

inherently impossible to understand ‘reception’ synchronously, and since the 

purpose of this thesis is emphatically to relate the reception history of Narcissus to 

present-day sociological issues, none of the chapters will be concerned exclusively 

with its main time period. My hope is that by continually relating the specific issues 

and interests of each cultural period and artefact to the others, we may come to 

appreciate Narcissus as a symbolic thread running through time, a persistent point 

of reference for thinking about identity, representation and communication, which, 

though it may change in shape and colour as it is passed on, still manages to 

establish a connection between our ‘selves’ and the ‘others’ who have struggled with 

similar issues in different ages – so that we may realise that, even if we are trapped 

in a narcissistic ‘bubble’, we are not alone.    



Koen Vacano: From Narcissus to Narcissism                                         10 

Chapter 1 
Echoes of Narcissus in the paradox of identity 

1. The masked Narcissus 

One of the most striking receptions of the Narcissus myth in recent history, and an 

emphatic linkage between the myth and the phenomenon of ‘narcissism’, may be 

found in Anton Corbijn’s award-winning music video to Reflektor (2013), a song by 

the Canadian indie rock band Arcade Fire and featuring David Bowie. The song 

paints a picture of a world in which ‘reflections’ somehow prevent people from 

knowing one another: “I thought I found the connector – it’s just a reflector,” the 

chorus goes. Considering lines like “I was staring at a screen” the ‘reflections’ are 

easily associated with smartphones, computer screens and digital media, which 

currently offer us countless ‘connections’ of questionable reality: “we’re so 

connected, but are we even friends?” lead singer Win Butler asks elsewhere in the 

song. Continually sharing information and images of ourselves with the world from 

behind our screens – “alone on a stage, in the reflective age”, as Butler describes it – 

we could be characterised as intensively preoccupied with our own identities, 

appearances, or, indeed, ‘reflections’. In this sense it is not surprising that Corbijn’s 

music video turns to the figure of Narcissus to symbolise this state of man in the 

‘reflective age’: several figures are shown sitting on their hands and knees, looking 

at their reflections in the water, like Narcissus falling in love with his own beautiful 

Figure 1: the masked Narcissi. Still from Anton Corbijn's video to Arcade Fire's Reflektor (2013) 
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looks (Fig. 1). But something strange is going on, which separates these 

contemporary ‘Narcissi’ from the one we know from practically every earlier 

version: the characters in Corbijn’s video are all wearing masks; masks, moreover, 

which represent their own faces, for we may recognise the female persona (in the 

middle) as Régine Chassagne, the band’s second lead singer, and the mask to her left 

as a likeness of David Bowie. Thus, this reception of Narcissus seems to tell us, we 

cannot simply consider people today to be ‘in love with themselves’, or even self-

preoccupied, for who this ‘self’ is has somehow been obscured by a mask. The 

challenge of our ‘narcissistic’ society, then, seems to go to the very foundations of 

what our ‘identities’ are. 

Defining and affirming our personal ‘identities’, indeed, has become a dominant 

concern in contemporary society. From real-life soaps to selfies, from self-help 

books to talent contests, there are few forms of expression in our culture that are 

not supposed to convey a sense of who (and how unique) we are. In theatre, 

literature and the visual arts the individual subject has taken centre stage, as may be 

gathered from the increasing prevalence of monologues, the first-person point of 

view, autobiography, an exhibitionist self-portraiture (Bosworth, 2017: 47). In the 

sphere of economics and marketing, products seem to be increasingly advertised 

and bought on the basis of how they add to one’s personality (Sennett, 1978: 20; 

Debord, 2002: 12, 16) – a can of ‘Coca Cola Zero’ contains not merely a soft drink, 

but also an image of heroic masculine energy, and ‘Apple’ has become such an 

identity-defining brand that people are taking their wedding photos in Apple stores 

(Lang, 2017). Politics, too, has seen a rising concern with identity, as it has become 

more of a spectacle of competing, individual personalities than a power struggle 

between classes or parties (Manin, 1997: 141, 193). The digital revolution, lastly, 

has enabled us to fix and promulgate these personal identities in virtual form, via 

social media ‘profiles’, vlogs, blogs, and images of ourselves (Rettberg, 2009: 451).  

According to two of the most influential sociological theorists about ‘narcissism’, 

Christopher Lasch (1979) and Richard Sennett (1978), this contemporary focus on 

our-‘selves’ should be understood in opposition to the other-directed culture(s) that 

preceded it. In the culture of the nineteenth century it were primarily one’s heritage, 

upbringing, education, religion, employment, associations and sociability, in short 
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the way one functioned as part of a collective, that determined one’s identity 

(Sennett, 1978: 30-8). This collective, importantly, also extended across time: a 

“sense of belonging to a succession of generations originating in the past and 

stretching into the future” provided a framework within which to understand one’s 

present position and purpose in the world (Lasch, 1979: 5). Hence the question ‘who 

one was’ was simply not pressing, as the answer was pre-given by the communities 

and traditions, i.e. the synchronic and diachronic collectives, of which one was part. 

Yet the norms which governed these collectives could also be experienced as 

repressing, especially as they became more stringent towards the fin du siècle. Not 

only did they conflict with some socially unacceptable personal desires and choices, 

like homosexuality or the simple wish of not wanting to be what you father wanted, 

but the very fact that expressing oneself required adaptation to social rules and 

etiquettes came to be viewed as inauthentic (Sennett, 1978: 37, 315). If everything I 

say is ‘prescribed’, so to speak, in my social role, then how can these words ever say 

something about what I really think? Anyone in the same position would practically 

say the exact same things. The stronger the collective determination of identity, the 

more one’s personal flavour faded in the social soup. 

Against this background the concern with the individual self that grew throughout 

the twentieth century, attested by the fact that the term ‘identity’ “came into use as a 

popular social science term only in the 1950ies” (Gleason, 1983: 910), may be 

understood as a search for authenticity and freedom, for the real, autonomous 

person behind the social mask. (In this sense, incidentally, its foundations were 

already laid in the motivations behind Romanticism.) Indeed there is a ubiquitous 

demand in our culture for expressed feelings to be ‘real’, for ideas to be 

‘spontaneous’, for relations to be ‘personal’ (Sennett, 1978: 11, 29).  What we 

demand of a singer is not that he sings it right, but that he appears to sing what he 

wants and feel what he sings. Being ‘yourself’, free from social constraints, is 

supposed to be the only norm we need. 

Yet being one’s unique self, an individual instead of part of the collective, turned out 

to be not quite as straightforward as expected. As Sennett puts it, 
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precisely because we are so self-absorbed, it is extremely difficult for us to 

arrive at a private principle, to give any clear account to ourselves or to others 

of what our personalities are. The reason is that, the more privatized the 

psyche, the less it is stimulated, and the more difficult it is for us to express 

feeling. (1978: 4) 

Having a true ‘self’ is much more difficult on one’s own, because our most deeply 

ingrained character traits, our most strongly held convictions, turned out to derive 

much of their strength from their social embeddedness. Without social ‘masks’ every 

behaviour becomes a reflection of one’s real self, so that we are continually under 

pressure to prove that this ‘real self’ is full of authentic feeling (Ibid.: 10): as we can 

no longer assume that a true sentiment of affection underlies (or is represented in) 

the formal greeting of a handshake, we greet each other ever more personally, from 

‘boxes’ to hugs. Simultaneously, without social conventions gaining recognition is 

difficult: if there is no standard of ‘good’ behaviour, how can we be appreciated for 

what we do, or indeed how would we know how to behave? Hence the 

(post)modern resentment against ‘inauthentic’ social rules did not have the 

expected result of vanquishing etiquette. Though it may be less formally prescribed, 

the ‘hug’ has essentially replaced the handshake as the standard form of greeting; 

indeed, paradoxically, it may feel even more inauthentic than the handshake 

precisely because this new norm has the pretension of expressing something deeply 

personal. 

This then is the vexed state of identity in postmodern society: we are pressured to 

express ourselves ‘personally’, but cannot seem to find ways of expressing ourselves 

that feel truly authentic; we are supposed to display true feelings, but the very 

pressure to feel makes spontaneous feeling impossible; we expected to be our-

‘selves’, but “in the midst of self-absorption no one can say what is inside” (Sennett, 

1978: 5). In order to nevertheless live up what is expected of us, we inevitably invest 

much energy in the creation of an ‘image’ of a strong, personal self, which, precisely 

because it is created to live up to expectations, we personally cannot but experience 

as illusory and inauthentic. Thus paradoxically (again), the expression of this strong 

individual personality is essentially not ‘personal’ at all, but a representation 

designed for and amidst the perception of others (cf. Žižek, 1998: 156). It is in this 
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light that we may understand the difficult imagery of Arcade Fire’s music video (Fig. 

1): we may, like Narcissus, indeed be pre-occupied with our own reflections, but this 

is less out of love of ourselves than out of a constant concern with the ‘image’ or 

‘mask’ of ourselves that we wish to present to the world (Fig.1). 

Three core characteristics of modern society, particularly after World War II, have 

enabled and stimulated the creation of these narcissistic reflections of ourselves. 

First, as French philosopher Guy Debord has argued, capitalism has been 

responsible for gradually shifting the perceived preconditions for human happiness 

from being to appearing (2002 [1967]: 12): the conception of happiness as ‘being’ or 

functioning properly in one’s social role was challenged by the possibility of 

accumulating capital through other means than inheritance, and, subsequently, 

when acquiring  goods had been established as the principle way to climb the social 

ladder, ‘appearing to have’ became the defining criterion for human fulfilment. We 

display a contentment with what we have acquired in order to appear successful. 

Second, technological developments, especially the internet, smartphones and social 

media, have made possible “extensive self-presentation to as large an audience as 

possible via status updates, photos, and attaining large numbers of friends” 

(Carpenter, 2011: 485). Indeed, social media not only enable the proliferation of our 

personal masks, they also tend to maximise confirmation and minimise critique of 

them: on Instagram our photos may only be ‘liked’ through a heart icon – there is no 

icon for dislike – and YouTube preselects videos based upon the videos we have 

already seen and liked. Contemporary technology, in short, provides our personal 

roles with an audience that always offers thunderous applause. Third, these 

technological developments have also brought with them an increase in visibility or, 

in other words, a decline in privacy (Sennett, 1978: 13-15). Surveillance cameras, 

the ability to share information directly via the internet, and, most fundamentally, 

the possibility of recording everything with smartphones have essentially ensured 

that we are always ‘on stage’. That is, there is an ever present possibility, 

increasingly turning into a certainty, that every strange or abnormal behaviour I 

exhibit – a radical political monologue, a drunk dance on the bar, an awkward sexual 

experience even – is ‘shared’ instantaneously with the world. Hence, the risk of 

being put on display puts us under permanent pressure to appear our best. As 

Arcade Fire’s lead singer Win Butler asks in Flashbulb Eyes (a song from the same 
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album, also called Reflektor): “What if the camera / really do / take your soul? / O 

no! … / Hit me with your flashbulb eyes. / You know I’ve got nothing to hide”. When 

cameras are everywhere, we must always smile. 

These considerations make clear on the one hand that ‘narcissism’, as excessive 

preoccupation with our own ‘images’, is a phenomenon that defines our society as a 

whole; the pressures that stimulate us to invest in these representations of 

ourselves, after all, are primarily social and structural. Hence the fact that 

‘narcissism’ is an increasingly common psychological disorder of the individual 

personality may be understood as a symptom of the way identity is constituted in 

contemporary (Western) society as a whole, like the neuroses that preoccupied 

Freud were native to the more normatively repressive social constellation of the late 

nineteenth century. On the other hand, it should now be apparent that ‘identity’ is 

prone to collapse when it is construed with reference to both the social whole and 

the individual personality. And yet both of these constructions seem inherent in the 

very definition of the concept: the popular conception of the word as that which 

makes someone unique reflects the current concern with individuality, yet its Latin 

etymology from idem-titas (and its sense in the verb ‘to identify with’) reveals 

instead an aspect of sameness, of being like some other, i.e. of belonging to a 

collective of (at least two) similar entities (Gleason, 1984: 911). This simple fact 

reveals, I believe, an essential tension, or ‘paradox’ in identity: while blending in 

with others (or social norms) annuls our uniqueness, separating oneself from the 

collective makes it impossible to be recognized by others as someone or something. 

A marble cannot be identified as a (particular) marble in a sack of identical marbles, 

nor if its shape, size and material do not resemble (other) marbles at all; in the same 

way identity always requires both an aspect of similarity and of uniqueness, but 

these very two principles are diametrically opposed. Frustratedly ‘the talented Mr 

Ripley’ states in the 1999 film carrying his name “I’d rather be a fake somebody than 

a complete nobody” – the paradox of identity seems to be that we cannot but 

struggle between these two equally unsatisfying extremes. 

2. Ovid’s Oedipus… 

Now while the preceding philosophical discussion remained largely abstract, the 

main contention of this thesis is that art and literature can provide us with tangible 
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symbols of the complex struggle for identity, and that, by doing so, they may further 

enrich our philosophical understanding of it. For this, Ovid’s Metamorphoses may be 

the best place to start, not just because it contains the first full and most canonical 

account we have of the myth of Narcissus, but also because ‘identity’ lies at its core. 

Each of the episodes in this mythological epic involves someone or something’s 

change from one thing into another. In this sense, the way Ovid treats identity 

differs in a simple yet fundamental way from the present-day and nineteenth-

century conceptions of identity we discussed above: while both of these essentially 

sought to ‘fix’ identity respectively in a personal essence or a social position, Ovid’s 

characters are always transforming. 

The eponymous ‘metamorphoses’ in Ovid usually involve both an element of change 

and continuity, that is, of becoming ‘other’ whilst remaining a ‘self’: we change but 

remain recognizable as the ones that change, often even in the non-mythological 

world of Ovid’s (and our) present, as most metamorphoses also functioned as 

‘aetiological’ explanations of real-life phenomena (i.e. explaining by relating their 

origins; Feldherr, 2006: 170; Lively, 2011: 153). In general Ovid emphasizes the 

continuity after the transformation: Lycaon, as a wolf, retains his vile appearance 

(1.237-9); the race of men is so ‘tough’ because it grew from the rocks thrown by 

Deucalion and Pyrrha (1.414); Io remains beautiful even as a heifer (1.610). In this 

respect the Narcissus episode (Met. 3.339-510) stands out, as it seems to forefront 

these opposing aspects of transformation by assigning them to two different 

characters: Narcissus, a boy who fiercely rejects the advances of all others and 

becomes enraptured only with himself, is contrasted to Echo, a nymph who is in love 

with Narcissus and manifests herself only through others, as she cannot speak but 

by echoing someone else’s words – and the fact that the stories of Narcissus and 

Echo were never coupled before Ovid adds to the importance of this contrast (Vinge, 

1967: 11, Anderson, 1997: 372). The phrasing throughout the episode continually 

emphasises the opposition between Narcissus’ individualism and Echo’s merging 

with others: while words like devia (3.370), seductus (379) and unice (454) are 

associated with Narcissus, Echo is characterised not only by the fact that she seeks a 

union with Narcissus and copies him, but also by the very words she decides to echo 

– coeamus (387) and sit tibi copia nostri (391) both suggest a ‘merging’ of a kind. The 
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contrast between the two characters then, as Philip Hardie observes (2002: 165-

172), is not unlike the Nietzschean distinction between the Apollonian and the 

Dionysian, the respective principles of order-demarcation (delineating an individual 

object) and chaos-merging (being lost in the whole) that supposedly drive art. While 

we should be cautious of imposing this nineteenth-century dichotomy with all its 

philosophical and art-historical connotations on a text from Roman Antiquity, it is, I 

concur with Hardie, an apt metaphor to describe the opposing ways in which 

Narcissus and Echo constitute their identities: by separating vs. merging, by being 

alone vs. coming together, by remaining oneself vs. becoming some other. 

The suggestion that identity is the central theme underlying the episode gains 

weight through its structural position within the Metamorphoses. The episode 

essentially interrupts the history of Thebes, which constitutes the main narrative of 

books III-IV. In Attic drama this Theban history was canonically subdivided into 

three clusters of myth: “the events surrounding Cadmus' arrival in Boeotia and his 

founding of the city; the house of Laius, in particular the story of his son Oedipus; 

and the conception and birth of Dionysus as well as his confrontation with his cousin 

Pentheus upon returning to his maternal city” (Gildenhard & Zissos, 2000: 130). 

While Ovid’s version clearly takes its cue from this structure, there is one glaring 

omission: the story of Oedipus, which, apart from a very brief mention (7.759), 

occurs nowhere in the work. Instead, at the exact place we would expect it, in 

between the Cadmus and Dionysus cycles, we find the story of Narcissus and Echo. 

As Ingo Gildenhard and Andrew Zissos have shown (2000), this is no coincidence: 

thematically and structurally, the Narcissus narrative strongly echoes Sophocles’ 

Oedipus Rex. The episode begins with Tiresias’ prophetic reply to the question posed 

by Liriope, Narcissus’ mother, whether her son will have a long life. The very 

introduction of Tiresias at this point in the Theban narrative would prompt an 

ancient audience to think of Oedipus, and the content of his reply adds the crowning 

touch: si se non noverit – in a witty reversal of the famous Apollo temple inscription, 

Narcissus would only live long ‘if he did not know himself’ (3.348). Self-knowledge 

or self-recognition – for novi means both ‘to know’ and ‘to recognise’ – of course is 

the driving force behind the drama of Sophocles’ Oedipus as well. Indeed, Tiresias’ 

ominous warning against self-knowledge in Ovid is paralleled by Iocasta’s 
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exclamation ὦ δύσποτμ᾽, εἴθε μήποτε γνοίης ὃς εἶ, ‘Oh ill-fated man, may you never 

know who you are!’, with which she attempts to stop Oedipus from discovering the 

terrible truth (OT 1068; Gildenhard & Zissos, 2000: 132). Through the intertextual 

connection the discovery of identity is thus marked as the central plot point in the 

Narcissus episode. 

The connection with the Oedipus Rex moreover urges us to consider the Narcissus 

episode as a ‘tragedy’. In Aristotle’s authoritative view, this genre ideally entails a 

plot structure in which the protagonist undergoes a change in fortunes from 

happiness to misery, caused by a certain ‘mistake’ [hamartia] on his part (1453a7-

10). While the nature of this hamartia has been subject to much debate, as of yet no 

convincing argument has been made against Jan-Maarten Bremer’s interpretation 

(1969, inspired by Dodds, 1966) that it should be understood in relation to its 

etymological root-verb ἁμαρτάνω, which principally means ‘to miss’ (cf. Rijser, 

2016: 55). If so, hamartia is inherently not a ‘flaw’ or a ‘bad move’, but an intention 

to ‘hit’ or achieve something (good), which unfortunately ends up in a ‘miss’ or fail, 

that is, in the protagonist’s misfortune. The essence of a tragic plot then is that 

achieving something seemingly or indeed essentially good is also the very cause of 

disaster. In Sophocles’ play Oedipus’ flight from Corinth, undertaken to avoid his 

prophesised killing of his father, results in the unintentional fulfilment of this fear, 

and his subsequent endeavour to uncover the identity of the king’s murderer ends in 

the abhorrent identification of himself as such. In the case of Narcissus, falling in 

love with his own reflection gives him great joy until, after recognising himself, it 

causes him to pine away in unfulfilled desire. Thus Ovid’s Narcissus and Sophocles’ 

Oedipus are similar even in the nature of this hamartia, for at its heart lies in both 

cases a belief in an illusory double, who turns out to be identical to the protagonist 

himself (Gildenhard & Zissos, 2000: 135): Oedipus is the fugitive he seeks; Narcissus 

is the boy he loves – iste ego sum, as he phrases it himself (3.463). This means that 

again in both cases, as in Aristotle’s ideal tragedy, the peripeteia and anagnorisis 

coincide: the ‘recognition’ or insight in the true nature of things immediately brings 

about the tragic shift from happiness to misery. Thus perceived in the light of 

Oedipus, the collapse of ‘other’ in ‘self’, double in single, the identification of illusion 

and reality, becomes the defining point in the tragedy of Narcissus.  
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3. …in a tragedy of love 

The parallel with Sophocles’ Oedipus however also highlights a way in which Ovid’s 

Narcissus episode is significantly different – a difference that must appear all the 

more important if we accept that Ovid intentionally replaced Oedipus with 

Narcissus. This difference concerns an emphasis on love. The social-political tragedy 

of identity is contrasted by the personal-lyrical atmosphere of Narcissus’ story, 

which begins in the pastoral realm of hunting and wood nymphs, where, previously 

in the third book of the Metamorphoses, we already encountered Actaeon and Diana 

(3.138-252). 

Indeed, Narcissus, like Actaeon, is introduced as a typical pastoral hunter roaming 

the land in search for prey (3.356); yet the association with this topos serves to mark 

his exceptionality rather than his typicality. For unlike the amatory trope, Narcissus 

does not extend his chasing activities to girls and boys, but instead strongly rejects 

all of his lovers’ advances. This rejection is significantly phrased by Ovid (3.353-5) in 

an intertext with Catullus: 

multi illum iuvenes, multae cupiere puellae. 

Sed fuit in tenera tam dura superbia forma: 

nulli illum iuvenes, nullae tetigere puellae. 

Many youths and many maidens sought his love; but in that slender form was 

pride so cold that no youth, no maiden touched his heart.1  

Lines 353 and 355 are direct copies from Catullus’ epithalamium (62.42, 44; except 

for the words cupiere and tetigere, which replace Catullus’ optavere). In Catullus the 

lines are spoken by a chorus of girls about the value of virginity: girls are desirable 

like beautiful flowers, but once ‘plucked’, i.e. after losing their virginity, their 

attractiveness fades. Within the same poem, moreover, the lines are intertextually 

echoed by an opposing chorus of boys, who are courting the girls:  

ut vidua in nudo vitis quae nascitur arvo… 

hanc nulli agricolae, nulli coluere iuvenci. 

at si forte eademst ulmo coniuncta marita, 

                                                             
1 Translations from Ovid are taken from the Loeb edition by Miller (1977). 
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multi illam agricolae, multi coluere iuvenci: 

As an unwedded vine which grows up in a bare field… no farmers, no oxen tend 

it: but if perchance it be joined in marriage to the elm, many farmers, many 

oxen tend it.2 

Thus two mirroring lines within the Narcissus episode copy two mirroring lines 

from Catullus, which in turn are echoed by two other mirroring lines later in the 

same poem (Hinds, 1998: 7). Apart from fascinatingly capturing the passage’s main 

themes of echoes and mirrors, this double intertext urges us to understand Ovid’s 

Narcissus in relation to the central debate between Catullus’ boys and girls. This 

exchange essentially presupposes a tension concerning love between virginity and 

marriage, or, perhaps more accurately, between remaining autonomous and joining 

in (sexual) union: the girls’ image of the ‘plucked’ flower invokes the fear that the 

consummation of love renders one unattractive, while the boys’ simile of the vine 

suggests the unattractiveness of solitude. The implication is probably that true, 

consistent attractiveness is found in marriage, which constitutes the middle ground 

between virginity and promiscuity (Wray, 2009: 262-3). 

In this respect the fact that Narcissus is (or turns into) a flower seems no 

coincidence, for his behaviour is very much in line with the strict virginity advocated 

by the girls. In fact, by applying to Narcissus the typically elegiac contrast between 

delicate appearance (tener… forma) and harsh arrogance (dura… superbia) in 

between the two mirroring lines (354) “Ovid suggests that Narcissus is the epitome 

of the cold-hearted object of desire, the elegiac dura puella” (Pavlock, 2009: 16). The 

abnormality of Narcissus’ position with regards to love is thus highlighted not only 

by his non-conformation to the trope of the conquering huntsman, but indeed by his 

conformation to its virginal opposite.  

Indeed, Narcissus’ rejecting attitude is the first cause of his eventual, tragic fate: 

after Narcissus has forcefully declined the advances of Echo and other lovers, one of 

them curses him: sic amet ipse licet sic non potiatur amato (‘So may he himself love, 

and not gain the thing he loves!’, 3.405). The prayer is deemed ‘just’ (iustis, 3.404) by 

the narrator and answered by Nemesis who punishes Narcissus with self-infatuation 

                                                             
2 Translation by Hinds (1998). 
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by driving him to the pool. Thus structurally the event for which the story is most 

famous and which modern theories of narcissism tend to emphasise, namely that 

Narcissus falls in love with his own reflection, occurs only after and as a result of his 

intitial refusal to love at all; for it is not self-love which stimulates Narcissus to reject 

his suitors, but rather the typically virginal aversion to any kind of merging between 

self and other which is inherent in the concept of love. In this sense the plot of Ovid’s 

Narcissus episode actually differs fundamentally from the logic presupposed by 

most modern perspectives on Narcissus and narcissism. As psychotherapist Sally 

Hotchkiss explains the common conception of narcissists’ relation to others,  

a deep character flaw in the development of a sense of Self […] prevents such 

individuals from being able to recognize that they have boundaries and that 

others are separate and not extensions of themselves. Others exist to meet their 

needs or may as well not exist at all. (2003: 27) 

In this way, contemporary psychology generally presents the innate self-love of 

narcissists, or their inability to appreciate ‘others’ except as reflections of 

themselves, as the cause of their failure to really love others. It is an inconspicuous 

yet fundamental departure from Ovid’s Narcissus episode: whereas in the latter case 

the fire of self-love was only kindled after Narcissus refused to participate in the 

social love game entirely, the contemporary narcissist fails at this game because he 

is already so much in love with himself that he sees all the players as images of 

himself. 

This subtle reversal of the causality between self-love and rejection of others may 

already be observed in practically all receptions of the Narcissus myth after Ovid. 

For the narrative element of Narcissus refusing to accommodate his suitors 

essentially disappears: most first-century paintings of Narcissus depict him alone at 

the pool (cf. Fig. 2) and there is no mention of his lovers in the ekphrastic 

descriptions (respectively of a painting and statue) of Narcissus by Philostratus 

(1.23; cf. §2.5) and Callistratus (5.1; Elsner, 2007: 92-8). Indeed, except perhaps for 

Probus’ commentary on Vergil’s Bucolics (in a note on 2.48), there is not a single 

suggestion that Narcissus is being punished for rejecting his lovers in ancient 

literature after Ovid’s time (Vinge, 1967: 41). Therefore we should not be surprised 
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Figure 2: fresco of Narcissus from the House of M. Lucretius Fronto (late first century CE) 

that at the end of the nineteenth century André Gide ‘summarises’ Ovid’s version of 

the myth in the following manner: 

Narcisse était parfaitement beau, – et c’est pourquoi il était chaste; il dédaignait 

les Nymphes – parce qu’il était amoureux de lui-même. Aucun soufflé ne troublait 

la source, où, tranquille et penché, tout le jour il contemplait son image… (1891: 

5) 

In a diametrical reversal of what Ovid actually wrote, this notion that Narcissus 

rejected the nymphs because he (already) loved himself (“parce qu’il était amoureux 
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de lui-même”) came to dominate the reception history of the myth and its reworking 

in theories of narcissism. 

Every version of the myth we know from Ovid’s time and before on the other hand 

does emphasise Narcissus’ harsh, rejecting virginity. In Conon’s rendition (Narr. 24), 

which is contemporaneous to Ovid, Narcissus is even so cruel to his lovers that he 

urges one to kill himself (cf. Vinge, 1967: 19-21, DiSalvo, 1980: 15-6): 

ἐν Θεσπείᾳ τῆς Βοιωτίας (ἔστι δ´ ἡ πόλις οὐχ ἑκὰς τοῦ Ἑλικῶνος) παῖς ἔφυ 

Νάρκισσος πάνυ καλὸς καὶ ὑπερόπτης Ἔρωτός τε καὶ ἐραστῶν. Καὶ οἱ μὲν 

ἄλλοι τῶν ἐραστῶν ἐρῶντες ἀπηγόρευσαν, Ἀμεινίας δὲ πολὺς ἦν ἐπιμένων καὶ 

δεόμενος· ὡς δ´ οὐ προσίετο ἀλλὰ καὶ ξίφος προσέπεμψεν, ἑαυτὸν πρὸ τῶν 

θυρῶν Ναρκίσσου διαχειρίζεται, πολλὰ καθικετεύσας τιμωρόν οἱ γενέσθαι τὸν 

θεόν. Ὁ δὲ Νάρκισσος ἰδὼν αὑτοῦ τὴν ὄψιν καὶ τὴν μορφὴν ἐπὶ κρήνης 

ἰνδαλλομένην τῷ ὕδατι, καὶ μόνος καὶ πρῶτος ἑαυτοῦ γίνεται ἄτοπος ἐραστής· 

τέλος ἀμηχανῶν, καὶ δίκαια πάσχειν οἰηθεὶς ἀνθ´ ὧν Ἀμεινίου ἐξύβρισε τοὺς 

ἔρωτας, ἑαυτὸν διαχρᾶται. Καὶ ἐξ ἐκείνου Θεσπιεῖς μᾶλλον τιμᾶν καὶ γεραίρειν 

τὸν Ἔρωτα καὶ πρὸς ταῖς κοιναῖς θεραπείαις καὶ ἰδίᾳ θύειν ἔγνωσαν· δοκοῦσι 

δ´ οἱ ἐπιχώριοι τὸν νάρκισσον τὸ ἄνθος ἐξ ἐκείνης πρῶτον τῆς γῆς ἀνασχεῖν, εἰς 

ἣν ἐχύθη τὸ τοῦ Ναρκίσσου αἷμα. 

In Thespeia, in Boeotia (the town is situated not far from Helicon) lived a boy 

Narcissus, very beautiful but proud towards Eros and those who loved him. His 

other lovers gave up but Ameinias alone begged persistently. But when 

Narcissus did not receive him, and even send him a sword, he killed himself at 

Narcissus’ door after begging the god to become his avenger. When Narcissus 

saw his own face and figure in a spring he became in a strange way his own 

lover as the first and only one. Confused, and convinced that he suffered justly 

because he had despised Ameinias’ love, he finally killed himself. After this the 

Thespians decided both to fear and honour Eros more at the public services, 

and also to sacrifice to him in private. The inhabitants of the area believe that 

the Narcissus flower grew and spread from the soil on which Narcissus’ blood 

was shed.3 

Although it remains uncertain whether Conon influenced Ovid or vice versa or if 

they have a common source, putting the two side by side makes clear that at the 

                                                             
3 Translation by Vinge, 1967: 20. 
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start of the first century the theme of ‘erotic justice’ was central to the myth. Conon 

underlines that Narcissus was a despiser (ὑπερόπτης) not only of his lovers, but of 

the god Eros himself, and the story ends up as an aetiological explanation of how the 

Thespians from that moment on paid due homage to Eros in public and private 

ceremonies. This emphasis on the need to abide by Eros’ rules is confirmed by what 

might be the only mention of Narcissus known from before Ovid and Conon, a 

recently discovered papyrus fragment uncertainly attributed to Parthenius of Nicaea 

(P.Oxy. 4711):4 this (probably) late-Hellenistic version also stresses Narcissus’ 

cruelty towards his lovers (ἀπεχθαίρεσκε δ' ἁπαντας, ‘he hated all of them’, 10) 

directly before turning to his self-love (Keys, 2004).  

Thus these earliest extant renditions of the myth seem firmly rooted in the ancient 

Greek system of erotic norms, which was built, like the Greek normative system in 

general, around the concept of charis (χάρις; Barchiesi & Rosati, 2007: 180). This 

concept, which may be translated as ‘excitement’ both in the sense of ‘desiring to 

gain some pleasure’ and ‘joy at the thought of giving it’ (Latacz, 1966: 125-7), 

entailed a deep-seated sense of social “reciprocity,… the obligation created by the 

giving of social pleasure to give pleasure back, in return” (MacLachlan, 1993: 147). 

In this sense, it was essentially the “glue of [Greek] society,” providing the normative 

structure for interactions in various social contexts, ranging from the battlefield to 

the bedroom (Ibid.); for the “love experience [was perceived] as mutual charis-

pleasure”, each partner being expected to gratefully return the affection received 

(Ibid.: 59). Particularly in relations between men the younger man or ‘beloved’ 

(eromenos) was ought to ‘willingly return the favour’ (χαρίζεσθαι, the verb derived 

from χάρις) given in the form of gifts or educational services by the older lover 

(erastes; Hupperts, 2002: 30-5). In this context, then, a refusal to reciprocate a 

lover’s advances, or, worse, not to participate in social-erotic relations altogether, 

was generally considered to equal injustice (adikein; MacLachlan, 1993: 71; 

Fountoulakis, 2013: 308-9). Therefore, in this earliest conception of the myth 

Narcissus may be deemed a warning exemplum of how not to treat one’s lovers: in a 

                                                             
4 For the attribution to Parthenius, see Hutchinson (2006). The late-Hellenistic date is likely because of 
the disappearance of long elegiac poems in later times, but as Bernsdorff has argued (2007), the text of 
the papyrus fragment may actually be a collection epigrams, which would open up the possibility of a 
much later date.   
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melancholy case of poetic justice, the boy who just acquired the age of eromenos5 

(for he was only sixteen, Ov. Met. 3.351) pays the price for not accommodating his 

erastai by himself becoming the erastes of the most unattainable eromenos 

conceivable, his own reflection. Indeed, in Conon (and probably in the Hellenistic 

papyrus) Narcissus becomes explicitly aware of the cruelty with which he treated 

his lovers and the justice of his punishment, and subsequently kills himself. (The fact 

that Ovid does not follow the contemporary tradition of Narcissus killing himself, 

choosing instead to have him slowly pine away in love for his own mirror image, 

may indicate an attempt on his side to shift the story’s thematic focus from ‘erotic 

justice’ to the irresistible power of illusion and reflection, which becomes an 

increasingly important theme in later receptions; cf. §2.1) 

In this erotic perspective Ovid’s Echo again experiences a tragedy that is the direct 

mirror image of Narcissus’. If Narcissus essentially adheres too much to his virginity, 

Echo does so too little. Although on the one hand she exemplifies the perfect elegiac 

puella, who is typically without a voice, she on the other hand completely breaks 

with the lyrical conventions associated with this female beloved by taking on the 

active role of seductress (a role usually reserved only for goddesses, as in Aen. 

8.404-6) without any regard for chastity whatsoever (Barchiesi & Rosati, 2007: 

180). Thus whereas Narcissus is too less of an erotic ‘hunter’, Echo is too much. 

Tragically it is precisely this out-of-character agency which eventually scares 

Narcissus away, as he evades Echo’s attempts to embrace him (Met. 3.390-1). Echo’s 

fate may therefore be considered appropriate to her behaviour, as Narcissus’ was to 

his: due to her (to ancient standards) excessive tendency to give herself away in love 

for Narcissus she ends up retaining nothing of herself – not even her body. All that 

remains is an insubstantial echo which exists only by the grace of others. Like they 

did in terms of identity, Ovid’s Echo and Narcissus, then, represent the two extreme 

poles on the spectrum of Eros, which was highlighted by the intertext with Catullus: 

whereas Echo is like the vine which seeks to completely merge with the elm, 

Narcissus is (not coincidentally) more like the flower that wants to remain 

unplucked. The tragedy is that both of these opposing erotic goals, when pursued in 

the extreme as they are by Echo and Narcissus, only result in the frustration of 

                                                             
5 In Lucian (VH 2.17) Narcissus is mentioned in a pederastic context as well, as the fictional eromenos of 
Socrates, together with Hyacinthus and Hylas. 
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desire: Narcissus’ love cannot be fulfilled precisely because he is alone; Echo’s 

advances fail because she completely gives herself away. 

4. Love and identity 

We may observe at this point that the themes of love and identity are strongly 

interconnected, both in Ovid’s Narcissus narrative and, as we shall discuss in this 

section, as phenomena in real life. At one level, the way one stands in relations of 

love is an important determinant of identity. As we saw above (§1.3), in ancient 

Greece charis was a principle which not only provided the ‘rules’ of amatory 

engagements, but moreover defined and sustained society as a whole; joining in 

erotic interplay, then, was part and parcel of one’s identity as a citizen of the polis 

(MacLachlan, 1993: 80-1). Our society, on the contrary, has strongly opposed itself 

against such amatory norms, as it has done with convention in general (cf. §1.1). 

Nevertheless, in this case too the revolt has not resulted in the disappearance of 

normative expectations. Indeed, “the notion of true love has become a significant 

part of… popular culture, and media representations of romance have come to 

structure people’s relational routines” (Galloway et.al., 2015: 687; cf. Lasch, 1979: 

91). Although formally “co-habitation, kinky sex, ‘same-sex’ partnerships, [and] age 

discrepant relationships [are accepted …,] both sexuality and intimacy are still 

constrained within a limited and limiting heteronormative framework of 

understanding” (Sanger, 2010: 24). That is, the general lack of ‘official’ amatory 

rules in our time seems to be compensated by unusually high ‘unofficial’ romantic 

norms and expectations, represented and reinforced by Love Actually-type pop 

culture and the personae of other lovers we encounter predominantly through social 

media. For the idealised ‘masks’ we create of our own personalities (cf. §1.1) 

certainly do not exclude our identity as lovers: poly-amorous or unhappy relations 

are practically non-existent on Facebook and Instagram, which are dominated by 

photographs of happy couples. The way we behave and present ourselves in love 

and romance, in short, is today still, as it was in Antiquity, an important part of the 

construction of our social identity.  

Yet at another level the connection between love and identity runs even deeper: 

both phenomena essentially revolve around the paradoxical relation between ‘self’ 

and ‘other’, which we discussed above (§1.1). While ever since Antiquity theorists of 
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love have debated whether the essence of the concept lies more in ‘desire’ (eros) or 

‘affection’ (philia, which may also be felt for friends and family), most thinkers agree 

that “the desire to form… some significant kind of union” is quintessential to love 

(Helm, 2013). This idea goes back as far as Plato’s Symposium (189c-194), where 

Aristophanes argues by means of a funny and fictitious aetiological myth, in which 

Zeus cuts originally ‘double’ people in half, that love (eros) is the desire to reunite 

with one’s lost counterpart. Today this idea finds its most prominent reflection in 

Freudian psychoanalysis, which theorises that all libidinal desire arises from “an 

urge towards re-establishing the original unity” with the mother (Loewald in Lear, 

1998: 130); that is, love is essentially an attempt to return to the perfect, all-

encompassing unity the infant experienced in the mother’s womb. Aristotle, on the 

other hand, focusses more on the affectionate (philia) aspect of love and considers it 

to be a reciprocal relation between two people who enjoy each other’s company 

because they are both virtuous (EN, IX.9). That is, love is still a ‘union’ between 

people, but one based upon a conception of the good life that is shared between the 

participants. In this vein, contemporary ethicist Neera Badhwar argues that “having 

loving relationships promotes self-knowledge insofar as your beloved acts as a kind 

of mirror, reflecting your character back to you” (paraphrased in Helm, 2013).  

While a type of ‘union’ between self and other thus forms the basis of divergent 

theories of love, there is a significant difference in emphasis between the Platonic 

and Aristotelian perspectives: central to Plato’s considerations in the Symposium is 

the idea that the loving ‘self’ is in want of, and hence lacks the object it desires 

(201b). Therefore the desiderandum is inherently ‘other’, for there is no need for it 

to be desired as soon as it has become part of the ‘self’. Aristotle, on the other hand, 

emphasises that we love people who are in a way similar to ourselves, who because 

of their equally virtuous nature complement our characters. In this perspective, 

then, the desired union achieves primarily an extension or duplication of the ‘self’ – 

similia similibus curantur. 

This basic opposition in how a ‘union between self and other’ may be perceived 

reveals in the concept of love a fundamental tension, not unlike the paradox of 

identity we observed earlier. A desire to ‘unify’ with someone implies on the one 

hand an urge to enlarge or reinforce the self, to be recognised by someone like us 
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who completely appreciates our-selves. On the other hand, it requires the very real 

presence of otherness, for there can be no ‘unification’ if there are not two different 

things in the first place, and unifying thus also implies that we lose our-selves in the 

‘other’.6 In this way love essentially entails a redefinition of our identity, which is 

therefore governed by the same opposing principles we encountered above: 

uniqueness vs. sameness, or a demarcation of the ‘self’ vs. a blending with the 

‘other’. Thus in love the paradox of identity re-emerges at the personal level: we 

cannot experience a unification with someone who is completely responsive to our-

selves, for an erotic unity requires, quite simply, the presence of an-other person. 

“While desire is drawn to likeness, it requires difference for satisfaction” (Kilgour, 

2012: 178). Conversely, we may try to fully adapt ourselves to the other in an 

attempt to feel completely unified, but this can neither result in lasting satisfaction, 

for in this case the self can no longer be appreciated as participating in the ‘unity’. In 

short, if love is a ‘union between self and other’, it essentially necessitates an 

impossible ontological status in which we are ‘single’ and ‘double’ at the same time, 

that is, in which ‘two’ people become ‘one’. While Plato’s Aristophanes may have 

found the solution for this paradox in his fanciful vision of original man, it inevitably 

remains an interminable struggle in real-life. 

With these considerations in mind the tragedies of Ovid’s Narcissus and Echo 

become all the more poignant. In the case of Echo, Narcissus is attracted at first by 

the incorporeal echoes he hears from the woods. He is eager to learn their source, so 

long as he may assume that their speaker has intentions like his own – indeed, it is 

not improbable that Narcissus thinks the voice belongs to one of his fellow hunters, 

from whom (it is emphasised right before his encounter with Echo, 3.379) he had 

been separated. His appeal to ‘come together’ (huc coeamus, 3.387), then, is not 

unlike the philia-type of attraction that Aristotle described, of kindred souls seeking 

each other out. The illusion that the two are ‘alike’, however, is shattered by the 

actual, corporeal appearance of Echo (Hardie, 2002: 165). When she comes running 

out of the woods to embrace him, Narcissus realises that she, and her intentions, are 

definitively ‘other’. Instead of a simple ‘coming together’, Echo had used the words 

huc coeamus in their alternate denotation of a sexual union – something which 

                                                             
6 Cf. Solomon, 1988: 64-6 for a more in-depth discussion of the same tension, which he calls the 
struggle between ‘union’ and ‘autonomy’ in love.  
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Narcissus, in his virginal rejection of social-erotic relations, is desperate to avoid 

(Anderson, 1997: ad loc.). The tragic anagnorisis, then, which they both experience 

simultaneously as they meet face-to-face, is that the hoped-for symbiosis of their 

two supposedly similar ‘selves’ is impossible, because ‘two’ always entails the 

presence of an ‘other’ person, with ‘other’ intentions and an ‘other’ identity. 

In Narcissus’ subsequent episode at the pool the precise opposite occurs: Narcissus 

now actually sees someone who does not startle him with his otherness, but rather 

appears completely in sync with his own desires: 

cunctaque miratur, quibus est mirabilis ipse. 

Se cupit imprudens et qui probat, ipse probatur, 

dumque petit, petitur, pariterque accendit et ardet. 

all things he admires for which he is himself admired. Unwittingly he desires 

himself; he is appreciated who himself appreciates; while he pursues, he is 

pursued; and equally he ignites and is ignited by love. (Met. 3.424-6) 

The language of the passage, of course, symbolises the doubling effect of the mirror 

image, yet at the same time it suggests complete reciprocity, an ultimate harmony 

between two selves. Narcissus’ every action and sentiment is answered in perfect 

correspondence by his beloved. That is, until he recognises the reflection as himself: 

iste ego sum (3.463). As Max Andréoli (2000) has observed, through this anagnorisis 

the paradox of love is simultaneously recognised and effectuated: Narcissus’ 

realisation that he and his beloved are actually ‘one’ renders the hoped-for union 

impossible, and, at the same time, it definitively “establishes a divorce,” as the 

‘other’, precisely because he is him-‘self’, is inherently unattainable (16).7 Narcissus 

thus experiences in the most tragic way the impossibility inherent in the idea of love 

as a ‘union of two’. In this way, he is the ultimate symbol of Ovid’s fundamental 

themes of love, identity, and the relation between them, so that this paradoxically 

enamoured boy appears to perfectly fill the shoes of Oedipus.  

                                                             
7 Within the Metamorphoses Narcissus’ tragedy finds a parallel in the story of Myrrha, who becomes 
impossibly enamoured with her own father. She says: quia iam meus est, non est meus, ipsaque damno ǀ 
est mihi proximitas: aliena potentior essem (‘since he’s mine, he’s not mine and my very closeness 
dooms me; if I were farther off I’d be better off’, Met.10.339-40,  cf. Kilgour, 2012: 178 n.32). Incest as 
an inherently narcissistic type of love is also an important theme in Milton’s Paradise Lost, which we 
shall discuss in §2.4.  
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5. Symbols of unity 

While Ovid’s narrative of Echo and Narcissus thus strikingly captures the 

paradoxical essence of both love and identity, it also points to one domain in which 

these tensions may be somewhat abated: the symbolic sphere of representation. As 

many scholars have noted, with its exceptional focus on mirrors and echoes, illusion 

and representation are quintessential to the episode (cf. Rosati, 1983, Hardie, 2002). 

Indeed, as Philip Hardie observes, reflection and echoes were often referred to in 

Latin with the same word, imago (as they are in the episodes of Narcissus and Echo; 

3.385, 3.434), and they are discussed together in Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura (2002: 

152; cf. Fantham, 2004: 45). Now these ‘representations’ function in the story, as we 

have seen, as catalysts for the protagonists’ love: it are the echoes from the woods 

that bring Narcissus and Echo together, and, of course, it is the reflection of himself 

that Narcissus falls in love with. Yet although these imagines essentially cause the 

tragedies of unfulfilled desire, it is also through a belief in them that Narcissus and 

Echo come closest to its fulfilment. 

In each story, representations provide Narcissus and Echo with the illusion that a 

true union between ‘self’ and ‘other’ is within their grasp. As we saw above, Echo’s 

literal repetition of Narcissus’ words while he is lost in the woods suggests a 

meaning that is shared between the two speakers. The stability of the signifier, most 

prominently concerning the repeated words huc coeamus, masks an underlying 

difference in interpretation (Gildenhard & Zissos, 2000: 142; Hardie, 2002: 165). 

That is, before proceeding to carry out the intentions behind the words, Narcissus 

and Echo can remain under the impression that they want the same thing, that they 

are, essentially, similar. In this way, language, through its ability to contain different 

meanings in a single referent, is capable of creating the illusion that two things are 

really one, that ‘other’ is ‘self’. Narcissus’ reflection, on the other hand, works in a 

similar yet directly opposed way, as it provides the illusion that what is single is 

actually double: it externalises the ‘self’ in an illusory ‘other’. As such, before the 

anagnorisis, the visual representation allows Narcissus to believe that a unification 

with another ‘self’ is actually possible. Indeed he has the feeling that he has all but 

achieved it already: posse putes tangi: minimum est, quod amantibus obstat (‘You 

would think he can be touched: so little it is what separates us lovers,’ 3.451). The 
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wafer-thin surface of the water is all that keeps him from uniting with his lover, but 

of course, paradoxically, it is this same surface which makes the unification seem 

possible in the first place. The very fact that it is not real but just a representation is 

both the ultimate means and ultimate obstruction to achieving the desired union. 

This observation suggests a metapoetic reading, as the Metamorphoses itself is a 

linguistic ‘representation’ as well (cf. Heerink, 2015). Indeed, as Philip Hardie has 

noted, Ovid’s poetry is strongly concerned with “conjuring up illusions of presence” 

(2002: 3): through various techniques, such as the frequent insertion of in-text 

viewers and verbs of ‘seeing’, Ovid succeeds exceptionally well in placing before our 

eyes life-like images of fictions and paradoxes, of people and creatures who are two 

things at once (173). While Narcissus is completely captivated by the illusion of his 

double, the narrator pathetically calls out to him: credule, quid frustra simulacra 

fugacia captas (‘Credulous boy, why do you vainly seek to clasp a fleeting image?’, 

3.432). Yet this staunch warning simultaneously “creates the impression that the 

narrator has forgotten that Narcissus is himself simply a fiction,” a simulacrum of 

Ovid’s making (Kilgour, 2012: 179). By believing this fiction the narrator and his 

readers alike replicate Narcissus’ error, thus “demonstrat[ing] further the power of 

illusion to persuade us of its reality” (Ibid.; cf. §2.5). Like the illusions that captivated 

Echo and Narcissus, therefore, the Metamorphoses as a whole may be said to make 

us, the readers, experience in an almost tangible way the possibility of unifying with 

an ‘other’. In fact, whereas Echo and Narcissus are so tragic because they come to 

the anagnorisis that the hoped-for union is based upon an unreality, other episodes 

in the Metamorphoses take the power of illusion a step further and make us imagine 

a situation in which the illusion becomes real. The most famous example has to be 

the statue Pygmalion made of his ideal beloved, which comes to life and in fact 

marries the sculptor (10.243-97): it is, in a sense, the ultimate fulfilment of 

Narcissus’ desire, as the visual illusion projected by the self becomes a true other (cf. 

Sharrock, 1991).  

Even more to the point may be the episode of Salmacis and Hermaphroditus, which 

contains many “images that recall Narcissus and his fate,” and which is located 

around the same place – it is also the fifth episode – in the next book (4.274-388; 

Fantham, 2004: 47): like Echo, the nymph Salmacis becomes deeply enamoured 
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with a beautiful fifteen-year-old boy, Hermaphroditus, who, like Narcissus, is 

terribly chaste and rejecting. The rejection, again, is followed by the boy’s arrival at a 

pool, but the subsequent events unfold in a diametrical contrast to the Narcissus 

episode: the pool of Hermaphroditus, Ovid stresses strongly, is ‘crystal clear to the 

very bottom’ (stagnum lucentis ad imum usque solum lymphae, 3.297-8), completely 

‘transparent’ (perlucidus, 4.300). Yet the water’s lack of an illusory representation is 

compensated by a very real presence: for contrary to Echo, who must watch 

Narcissus at the waterside incorporeally and from a distance, Salmacis herself 

enters the water and embraces Hermaphroditus, thus realising Echo’s ultimate 

desire by literally taking the place of Narcissus’ reflection. Subsequently, in a 

contrastive parallel to Narcissus’ rejected lovers, who prayed that he would never 

acquire his beloved, Salmacis prays for her and Hermaphroditus to eternally unite 

(4.371-2). The Gods, again, grant this prayer, and their bodies literally merge in the 

embrace; it is a Romantic Liebestod in one sense, for Hermaphroditus experiences a 

kind of drowning as he is pulled underwater against his will, but one that eventually 

engenders a new life, a creature that seems to have returned to the mythical state of 

Plato’s Aristophanes’ double people. At this point, Ovid significantly puts much 

emphasis on the fact that the lover’s paradox of ‘two’ being ‘one’ is now realised:  

...nam mixta duorum 

corpora iunguntur, faciesque inducitur illis 

una. velut, si quis conducat cortice ramos, 

crescendo iungi pariterque adolescere cernit, 

sic ubi conplexu coierunt membra tenaci, 

nec duo sunt et forma duplex, nec femina dici 

nec puer ut possit, neutrumque et utrumque videntur. 

For their two bodies, joined together as they were, were merged in one, with 

one face and form for both. As when one grafts a twig on some tree, he sees the 

branches grow one, and with common life come to maturity, so were these two 

bodies knit in close embrace: they were no longer two, nor such as to be called, 

one, woman, and one, man. They seemed neither, and yet both. (4.373-8) 

The passage’s emphasis of the actual vision of the incredible transformation (cernit, 

videntur) exemplifies the visualising, presencing power of Ovid’s poetry. Moreover, 

its structure also iconically incorporates the change of illusion into reality, as the 
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fictitious unification described in the simile seamlessly turns into an actual merging 

of man and woman. In this way we are stimulated to see the impossible union of 

man and woman, ‘one’ and ‘two’, before our eyes. The episode of Salmacis and 

Hermaphroditus thus ‘realises’ what remained a phantasy in the Narcissus episode 

one book before: that the sphere of representations would actually unite ‘self’ and 

‘other’. Indeed, it is perhaps no coincidence that the symbol which truly seals their 

final merging, the joining of tree and twig, evokes the simile of perfect unification – 

vine joining with elm (cf. §1.3) – which was only a distant, intertextual echo (with 

Catullus) in the Narcissus episode. This time around, the symbol truly asserts its 

power.  

6. The hall of mirror men 

Now let us take these images, concepts, and insights which we came across during 

our first encounter with the Narcissus myth, and return to our reflection upon the 

narcissistic state of contemporary identity. ‘Tragedies’ such as those of Echo and 

Narcissus, we may now recognise, are the type of story that is appropriate, 

inescapable even, when confronted with paradoxes like the one we encountered 

between self and other: as these two aspects of love and identity relationships are 

both indispensable yet at the same time diametrically opposed, the more we succeed 

in realising the one, the more we inevitably fail in upholding the other. In her desire 

to unite with Narcissus Echo could not retain herself, while his desire to constitute a 

perfect unity just by himself prevented Narcissus from connecting to an ‘other’. 

Since, as we saw above (cf. §1.1), demarcating the ‘self’ from larger social wholes is 

an urge which characterises much of twentieth century culture, this latter tragedy 

seems an especially pertinent metaphor: similar to Narcissus’ fate, modern identity’s 

revolt against social norms did not result in the stable assertion of the ‘self’, but, 

instead found it impossible to acquire the necessary union and recognition in others. 

Considering the importance of symbols and representations as the primary means of 

achieving unity between self and other in Ovid’s narrative, we may recognise in the 

modern distrust of social normativity a fundamental blow against the ‘symbolic’ in 

general: after all, what are social “customs, institutions, laws, mores, norms, 

practices, rituals, rules, traditions” and ‘masks’ but (for the most part linguistic) 
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symbols which bind the different members of a society together (Johnston, 2016)? 

In this vein, Slavoj Žižek, a follower of Jacques Lacan (who in turn was greatly 

inspired by the Narcissus myth), consistently equates the breaking down of 

patriarchal authority with the disappearance of the Symbolic Order: as the 

hierarchical structures of ideology, family and religion were demolished (because 

they were considered to repress the ‘self’), so too were the symbols and structures 

in which we could unite ourselves with others (1998: 156). While traditional, 

symbolic society allowed us to feel connected by for instance a shared ideology, or to 

imagine that we were all equal in the eyes of God, today all of these connections 

must be entered in out of our own free will, and, as such, they represent more who 

we want to be ourselves than an actual connection with others. As Christopher Lasch 

notes about a woman joining the revolutionary movements of the nineteen-sixties, 

which at first sight may appear to come close to a unifying symbolic structure, “[s]he 

needed to establish an identity, not to submerge her identity in a larger cause” 

(1979: 8). That is, social structures have become a means to define who we are (as 

separated from others), instead of a collective in which self and other may be united. 

Now, as we discussed in the opening section, the ‘narcissistic’ aspect of our society 

lies essentially in the way we compensate for this decline in symbolism. Since the 

now individualised self can no longer rely on authoritative symbols to provide it 

with a sense of recognition and unity with others, it must take matters into its own 

hands. To that end, we develop idealised ‘masks’ or representations of ourselves by 

means of which we hope to meet the desires and expectations of others. Like the 

authoritative ‘social masks’ these ‘personal masks’ are still ‘symbols’, but they 

function in a very different way: whereas the first kind was capable of subsuming 

‘self’ and ‘other’ in a larger whole (like the way we discussed linguistic signifiers 

could unite contradictory meanings), the latter radically subordinates the ‘self’ to 

the illusion we present to others. That is, in constructing the image of ourselves that 

is supposed to arouse the recognition (or desire) of others, what we really feel or 

want ourselves is essentially irrelevant. Thus the ‘personal mask’ is actually not a 

symbolic representation of our ‘selves’, but of (what we think is) the ‘other’, so that 

the mask, in effect, functions like a mirror – an idea which, again, is strikingly 

visualised by Arcade Fire’s music video, in which we also encounter a man 

completely covered in mirrors; as the ‘masked Narcissi’ inquisitively shine their 
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flashlights on him, his identity remains hidden behind a screen which only reflects 

their own selves back to them (Fig. 3). 

Unexpectedly, then, the outcome of our strict demarcation of the ‘self’, or in other 

words of contemporary ‘narcissism’, is a tragedy of identity that is much more akin 

to Echo’s than to Narcissus’: while Narcissus, enraptured by the illusion, remained a 

‘self’ who could not unify with his beloved ‘other’ – not even in Hades, where he 

keeps staring at his reflection in the Styx (3.504-5) –, “Echo seems to anticipate 

recognition by the ‘other’, Narcissus, by repeating his words, but in doing so she has 

already fallen away from the togetherness she craves…” (Hardie, 2002: 165). She 

may gain Narcissus’ appreciation by means of the (vocal) reflection she provides 

him with, but what attracts him in this symbol is the illusion that it means precisely 

what he wants it to, not the person it actually represents. Indeed, when Narcissus is 

talking to his own reflection, Echo keeps feeding his words back to him, so that they 

reinforce Narcissus in his delusional belief in his mirror image rather than make him 

consider their true originator (Barchiesi & Rosati, 2007: 182). As is the case with our 

‘personal masks’, the representation is detached from the person who creates it. In 

this sense, Echo’s final fate is the perfect symbol of our condition: the ‘self’ who 

‘represents’ is completely lost as it transforms into the echoing representation. Thus 

contemporary narcissistic man is essentially less like Narcissus than like the 

mirroring surface itself: we have become a reflection of what (we think) others want 

to see. Yet the ultimate paradox is that if each of us is like Echo or the man from 

Arcade Fire’s music video, we cannot even be said to reflect ‘others’, because they, in 

Figure 3: the mirror man. Still from Anton Corbijn's video to Arcade Fire's Reflektor (2013) 
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turn, manifest themselves as reflections of us. In narcissistic society we have become 

reflections of reflections of reflections, and so on ad infinitum. Like Echo, we have 

transformed into ‘representations’ without a ‘represented’, into illusions that no 

longer reflect an underlying reality. In this hall of mirror men, no one knows the 

source of the first light.  
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Chapter 2 
Art and representation in reflections of Narcissus 

1. Shadows of reality 

The considerations of the previous chapter suggest that in contemporary society the 

Saussurian distinction between signifiant (the medium that represents meaning) 

and signifié (the meaning represented) has become highly problematic. While 

‘expressing’ oneself and interacting with other people has always required the use of 

‘masks’ of some kind, i.e. symbols in which we represent ourselves, ranging from a 

common language to works of art, the ‘personal’ masks we wear today make it much 

more difficult to trace the signifié of the representation than (generally speaking) 

the ‘social’ masks of pre-modern cultures (cf. §1.1 and §1.6). In traditional societies 

authoritative structures like religion, family, and class essentially ensured that 

individuals shared a certain ‘interpretative framework’ of basic norms, values and 

beliefs, so that each member of the collective would ‘read’ a representation in the 

same way. A cross necklace, for example, could only be interpreted as a sign of 

Christian faith protecting against sin and evil, and it was certain to be appreciated 

and recognised as such by one’s fellow-Christians. The fact that today this same 

necklace “is also common enough in secular style that it may be worn by those for 

whom it has little or no meaning beyond the cultural or fashionable” makes 

poignantly clear that such a common, authoritatively established method of reading 

representations no longer exists; that is, there is no way of definitively determining 

the signifié of the cross necklace, as it may be worn by very different people, who 

attribute very different meanings to it (Lord, 2009: 138). In fact, since the crumbling 

of the Symbolic Order (in Žižek’s terms) has rendered mutual recognition anything 

but guaranteed, people must make a more conscious effort to gain appreciation from 

others, so that representations are often created specifically for that purpose; thus 

the cross necklace may not mean anything to me, or ‘say’ anything about me, apart 

from the fact that I think it will be appreciated by the people I interact with. In short, 

both in the traditional and contemporary system the necklace is part of my ‘mask’, 

the representation of myself I display to the world, and in both cases this ‘mask’ is a 

means to connect to (and gain recognition from) others, but whereas the traditional 

mask fulfilled this function by signifying (and being interpreted as) a specific, shared 
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value of the community to which I subscribe, the ‘personal mask’ of today signifies 

nothing in particular: it generally consists of symbols – a cross necklace, a vlog 

discussing my daily routine, an Instagram picture of my latest meal – that lack 

‘content’ (a signifié) and refer only to similar (and equally empty) symbols used by 

others, thus essentially being reflections of reflections. Our two masks may ‘connect’ 

when we wear a similar cross necklace, but this ‘connection’ remains stuck at the 

level of the signifiant, as both of our necklaces signify nothing about ourselves (since 

there is no longer an interpretative framework definitively tying the symbol of the 

cross to faith). Indeed, many of the symbols we use for our masks in the end derive 

from various forms of fiction: romantic comedies, (Valentine’s Day) commercials, 

and pornography, for example, increasingly determine the way we (re)present 

ourselves as lovers (Schussler, 2013: 18; Galloway et.al., 2015: 687; Kellner, 2015). 

Thus, postmodern philosopher Jean Baudrillard contends, we live in a state of 

‘hyperreality’ in which the “real [is] without origin or reality”, signifiants refer only 

to other signifiants instead of signifiés, and we express and identify ourselves 

through images, often adopted from the pop culture industry, without a definable 

meaning (1988: 166). In this way, the subject “becomes a pure screen, a pure 

absorption and re-absorption surface of the influent networks” (Kellner, 2015). We 

reflect, in short, the empty signifiers of the world around us, and in this way become 

ourselves part of the system of illusions that lack an actual signifié.  

Now in order to grasp the consequence and exceptionality of this situation, as well 

as to come to a deeper understanding of the workings of representation, it is fruitful 

to examine the later life of the Narcissus myth. For while illusion was already a 

major theme in Ovid’s version (cf. Hardie, 2002), from Late Antiquity onwards it 

essentially came to dominate the myth’s reception history due to the influence of 

Christianity and Neoplatonism; both are doctrines, as we shall see below, which 

highlight a distinction between appearance and reality,8 and which found in 

Narcissus a suitable exemplum to illustrate the dangers of mistaking the first for the 

latter (Vinge, 1967: 35-40; Knoespel, 1985).  

                                                             
8 This distinction was central to the way many early Christian writers opposed themselves to the 
culture of ‘pagan’ Antiquity, which they considered to be overly concerned with empty show and 
apparel (e.g. August. Vera Rel. 39.72, Conf. 9.4.10, 10.27.38, Min. Fel. Oct. 31.5-6; cf. Rijser, 2016: 197-
212). 
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Clement of Alexandria, writing around the turn of the third century CE, is the first 

known author to use the myth in this way. In the third book of his work on Christian 

ethic, the Paedagogus, Clement makes a distinction between ‘true’ beauty, which 

consists of inner, virtuous self-knowledge and contemplation of God (3.1), and outer 

apparel, which may seem beautiful but is actually fleeting, illusory and therefore ugly 

in de eyes of God (3.2-3). When discussing the embellishment of the female body, 

Narcissus appears as an exemplum warning against vanitas9 (cf. Vinge, 1967: 36): 

Ὃ δὲ καὶ πέρα τῆς ἀτοπίας προβέβηκεν, τῆς ἐπιπλάστου μορφῆς τῆς ἑαυτῶν 

οἷον ἀνδραγαθήματός τινος ἢ ἐπανορθώματοςκάτοπτρα ἐπινενοήκασιν, ἐφ' ἧς 

ἀπάτης μάλιστα κάλυμμα ἐπιτιθέναι ἐχρῆν· οὐδὲ γάρ, ὡς ὁ μῦθος Ἑλλήνων 

ἔχει, Ναρκίσσῳ προεχώρησεν τῷ καλῷ τῆς ἑαυτοῦ εἰκόνος γενέσθαι θεατήν. Εἰ 

δὲ οὐδεμίαν εἰκόνα ὁ Μωυσῆς παραγγέλλει ποιεῖσθαι τοῖς ἀνθρώποις 

ἀντίτεχνον τῷ θεῷ, πῶς ἂν εὐλόγως ποιοῖεν αἱ γυναῖκες αὗται σφῶν κατὰ 

ἀνάκλασιν ἀπομιμούμεναι τὰς εἰκόνας εἰς τοῦ προσώπου τὴν ψευδοποιίαν; 

But what passes beyond the bounds of absurdity, is that they [women] have 

invented mirrors for this plastered-over shape of theirs, as if it were some 

virtuous deed or amelioration. The deception rather requires a veil thrown 

over it. For as the Greek fable has it, it was not a fortunate thing for the 

beautiful Narcissus to have been the beholder of his own image. And if Moses 

commanded men to make no image [εἰκόνα] imitating God in art, how can these 

women in their right minds replicate their own likeness through reflection, so 

as to falsify their faces? (3.2) 

The mirror is reprehensible not just because it enables women to ‘falsify’ 

(ψευδοποιεῖν) and ‘plaster’ (ἐπιπλάστου) their faces with make-up and jewellery, 

i.e. to create a ‘mask’ hiding their true selves, but moreover because the mirror 

image is itself an εἰκών (representation) and hence by its very nature reprehensible. 

For in the second commandment Moses’ had expressly forbidden the creation of 

‘images’ of all things on, above or below earth (Ex. 20:4); and the case of Narcissus, 

Clement argues, shows us how nevertheless concerning oneself with empty apparel 

(i.e. vanitas) – in his case too both in the sense of his beautiful looks and the mirror 

‘image’ itself – does not end well. 

                                                             
9 While in the later Christian tradition vanitas came to be known as one of the ‘seven deadly sins’, 
essentially denoting ‘vainglory’, Clement here disparages Narcissus for the original Latin meaning of 
the concept, i.e. (mistakenly trusting) ‘emptiness’, ‘appearance’. 



Koen Vacano: From Narcissus to Narcissism                                         40 

Approximately half a century later Plotinus applies the myth similarly, albeit in a 

more allegorical manner, in his Neoplatonic doctrine.10 Plotinus argues that the 

proper Neoplatonist, like Clement’s good Christian, should prefer the inner life over 

the outer:  

Ἴτω δὴ καὶ συνεπέσθω εἰς τὸ εἴσω ὁ δυνάμενος ἔξω καταλιπὼν ὄψιν ὀμμάτων 

μηδ᾽ ἐπιστρέφων αὑτὸν εἰς τὰς προτέρας ἀγλαίας σωμάτων. Ἰδόντα γὰρ δεῖ τὰ 

ἐν σώμασι καλὰ μήτοι προστρέχειν, ἀλλὰ γνόντας ὥς εἰσιν εἰκόνες καὶ ἴχνη καὶ 

σκιαὶ φεύγειν πρὸς ἐκεῖνο οὗ ταῦτα εἰκόνες. Εἰ γάρ τις ἐπιδράμοι λαβεῖν 

βουλόμενος ὡς ἀληθινόν, οἷα εἰδώλου καλοῦ ἐφ´ ὕδατος ὀχουμένου, ὁ λαβεῖν 

βουληθείς, ὥς πού τις μῦθος, δοκῶ μοι, αἰνίττεται, δὺς εἰς τὸ κάτω τοῦ 

ῥεύματος ἀφανὴς ἐγένετο, τὸν αὐτὸν δὴ τρόπον ὁ ἐχόμενος τῶν καλῶν 

σωμάτων καὶ μὴ ἀφιεὶς οὐ τῷ σώματι, τῇ δὲ ψυχῇ καταδύσεται εἰς σκοτεινὰ 

καὶ ἀτερπῆ τῷ νῷ βάθη, ἔνθα τυφλὸς ἐν Ἅιδου μένων καὶ ἐνταῦθα κἀκεῖ σκιαῖς 

συνέσται. (En. 1.6.8) 

He that has the strength, let him arise and withdraw into himself, foregoing all 

that is known by the eyes, turning away for ever from the material beauty that 

once made his joy. When he perceives those shapes of grace that show in body, 

let him not pursue: he must know them for copies [εἰκόνες], vestiges, shadows 

[σκιαὶ], and hasten away towards What they tell of. For if anyone follow what is 

like a beautiful shape playing over water – is there not a myth telling in symbol 

of such a dupe, how he sank into the depths of the current and was swept away 

to nothingness? So too, one that is held by material beauty and will not break 

free shall be precipitated, not in body but in Soul, down to the dark depths 

loathed of the Intellective-Being, where, blind even in the Lower-World, he 

shall have commerce only with shadows [σκιαῖς], there as here. (Translation 

adapted from Vinge, 1967: 37) 

Plotinus arguably pushes Clement’s disparagement of Narcissus’ vanitas even 

further, as the ‘images’ in which he wrongly believes (referred to, as in Clement, with 

the word εἰκόνες) now include not only reflections and apparel, but also the 

‘appearance’ of the visible world in general (Kodera, 2010: 66-8). In a Platonic view, 

                                                             
10 Although Plotinus does not literally mention Narcissus, the general description which does not seem 
to fit any other myth, the similar precedent of Clement, and, as we shall see, the specific phrasing, make 
it more than likely that Narcissus is intended. At the very least, the fact that this passage has been 
crucial to the reception history of the Narcissus myth seems a proper justification for us to make this 
assumption (Vinge. 1967: 37). 
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after all, the entire material world is a representation of the transcendental realm of 

Ideas, or, in Plotinus’ Neoplatonism, of the ‘One’. Plotinus ingeniously seals the 

allegorical link between particularly Ovid’s version of the Narcissus myth and the 

Platonic worldview by means of the word σκιά, ‘shadow’ or ‘shade (of the diseased)’, 

used here as a synonym for the ‘representations’ (εἰκόνες). It is the same word that 

is used both by Plato to describe the false images seen by the people in his cave 

allegory (Rep. 7.515a-d, as a metaphor for the ‘copied’ nature of the visible world) 

and by Ovid, in its Latin equivalent, umbra, for Narcissus’ reflection – ista 

repercussae, quam cernis, imaginis umbra est (‘That which you behold is but the 

shadow of a reflected form and has no substance of its own’, the narrator reproaches 

Narcissus, 3.434, cf. 3.417). This connection is strengthened moreover by Plotinus’ 

forewarning that “even in the Lower-World” the illusion-directed Soul will only 

(blindly) enjoy the company of σκιαί, now with the connotation of ‘shades of the 

diseased’. This description again evokes the literary precedent of Plato’s cave, 

suggesting that the ‘blind’ Soul will never leave it, but also corresponds closely to 

Ovid’s description of Narcissus’ final fate, who, when he is has literally become an 

umbra (shade) in Hades, keeps staring at his umbra (shadow image) in the river 

Styx. Thus Plotinus essentially merges Plato’s cave with the pool of Ovid’s Narcissus, 

establishing a (Christian-)Platonic11 supersymbol of the deceptive power of the 

visible world, and paving the way for Medieval commentaries to read Ovid’s 

Narcissus episode as an allegory of vanitas and earthly illusion. 

Incidentally, Plotinus is also the first known author who mentions drowning as 

Narcissus’ cause of death. While it is probable that this idea was invented somewhat 

earlier as an euhemerist rationalisation for Ovid’s fantastic description of Narcissus 

‘withering away’ (cf. Knoespel, 1985: 106) – or perhaps as a conflation of the 

Narcissus episode with the similar myths of Hermaphroditus and Hylas – in the 

Neoplatonist interpretation it adds additional weight to the moralising warning: 

whereas Ovid’s Narcissus essentially died out of heartbreak because he realised that 

his reflection was unreal (and therefore unreachable), in Plotinus it is his inability to 

‘recognise’ it as an illusion, i.e. as potentially lethal water, that precipitates his death. 

In this way the Neoplatonic tradition seems to provide a response to the playful 

                                                             
11 While there is no evidence directly linking Plotinus to Christianity, his work became crucial for the 
connection between the Christian and Neoplatonic doctrines in later history (cf. §2.4).  
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Figure 4: Fleischmann & Strauss, Liquid Views 1992. 

warning of Ovid’s Tiresias that Narcissus should never ‘know himself’ (se… noverit, 

Met. 3.348; cf. §1.2). This prophecy had been an obvious jibe at the wisdom 

inscribed at the Delphic Apollo temple, γνῶθι σεαυτόν (‘know thyself’), which also 

lay at the heart of the Platonic-Socratic method of inquiry; Ovid essentially ridiculed 

this self-‘knowledge’ by having Narcissus pine away due to the ‘knowledge’ that he 

was looking at himself – the profound Platonic ideal turned into a session of self-

admiration in the mirror. By changing Narcissus’ fate to drowning in the illusion the 

Neoplatonists essentially redeemed the notion of self-knowledge: for thus it became 

not ‘self-knowledge’ (recognising his reflection) but a lack thereof, a failure to 

recognise himself and thus to recognise the illusion as such, that caused his death.12 

Only in this way could Plotinus use Narcissus’ death as an allegory of the soul that 

lacks self-knowledge: those who, instead of turning to the divine, keep on believing 

in the appearances of the material world, ‘drown’ in the illusion, and, as such, are 

metaphorically dead.  

At the same time, it should be noted that by introducing the drowning version the 

euhemerists and Neoplatonists perhaps unwittingly granted Ovid’s Narcissus’ final 

wish: for while the tragedy of Ovid’s Narcissus lay precisely in his permanent 

inability to ‘unify’ with his illusory counterpart, not even in Hades, the act of 

drowning in his reflection literally merges him with his beloved – in a prefiguration 

of the Romantic ideal of Liebestot, he dies in the watery ‘embrace’ of his love. In this 

                                                             
12 In order to nevertheless reconcile this interpretation with Tiresias’ prophecy Christian-Neoplatonic 
Medieval commentaries on Ovid understand the words si se non noverit as si pulchritudinis suae 
habuisset notitiam (‘so long as he won’t take notice of his own beauty’, according to the author of the 
fifth-century Narrationes, quoted in Knoespel, 1985: 27).  
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way, there is also something powerfully seductive about immerging oneself in the 

illusion. 

After Plotinus drowning became a very common version of Narcissus’ death (cf. 

Sprenger, 159), and today still the aspect of drowning brings with it the associations 

of the dangers and attractiveness of illusions: sociologist Jill Rettberg, for example, 

uses it to illustrate the suggestion that, like Narcissus, bloggers may lose touch with 

reality as they ‘drown’ in the self-applauding illusion of their own narratives (2009: 

462), and the artist duo Fleischmann and Strauss created a video installation which 

distorts the viewer’s virtual reflection upon touch to illustrate that, like “Narcissus 

drowned in himself,” we are overcome by the attractive yet distorted images 

presented by our computers (Wilson, 2002: 750; Fig. 4). Thus the Christian and 

Neoplatonic vision of Narcissus drowning in the illusory love presented by his 

reflection has certainly not lost its appeal amidst the growing concerns with the 

digital and virtual realities of our time. 

2. Allegorical crystals 

While the Christian and Neoplatonic traditions thus already made fervent use of the 

Narcissus myth as early as the second century, it is only an entire millennium later 

that these interpretations became grounded in an extensive reading of Ovid. For 

while Ovid could not match the popularity of Vergil (and later Horace) for most of 

the Middle Ages, there is a significant increase in the manuscripts and commentaries 

of Ovid from the twelfth century onwards (Vinge, 1967: 55). Hence this period has 

been called (by Ludwig Traube) the Aetas Ovidiana, ‘the Ovidian Era’. While the 

excitement and richness of Ovid’s narrative certainly appealed to his twelfth-century 

readers on a literal and literary level – for instance, the period produced many 

retellings of Ovid’s love stories – the main reason why particularly the 

Metamorphoses became such an influential text, not in the least in the all-important 

domain of schooling, was because it was considered to allegorically communicate 

knowledge on every possible topic (Ibid.: 55-7). In fact, Ovid, like many other ancient 

writers, was thought to have been directly inspired by the (Old Testament) writings 

of Moses – a suggestion which is not completely surprising considering the striking 

parallels between the accounts of Creation offered in Genesis and the 
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Metamorphoses (Fantham, 2004: 140). As such, “Ovid himself transformed into a 

proto-Christian, martyred by Augustus,” and he became the subject of the same type 

of allegorical interpretation that was common practice in Bible exegesis (Liveley, 

2011: 158): his stories of Gods, nymphs, and heroes were read as symbols of 

phenomena in the physical world, moral truths, and actual historical events, 

including, of course, biblical history (Knoespel, 1985: 35).13 John of Garland (in the 

late thirteenth century) referred to the Metamorphoses as integumenta Ovidii, ‘Ovid’s 

coverings’, suggesting that one should look underneath it to find a deeper truth 

(Knoespel, 1985: 39). Unsurprisingly, such allegorical readings of the Narcissus 

episode were similar to (and undoubtedly inspired by) the precedents set by 

Clement and Plotinus, albeit more elaborate due to the necessity to take into account 

the entirety of Ovid’s text. Again, Narcissus was considered an exemplum of vanitas, 

or of excessive love of earthly apparel, but now this notion had to be linked to Ovid’s 

narrative of Echo: as she was resonabilis, the author of the Ovide moralisée interprets 

her to represent reason (from raisonable; 3.1395-96,1403), as well as bona fama 

(‘good reputation’; 3.1465) since she is associated with ‘what is said of one’ 

(Knoespel, 1985: 48-9). In this way the moralising content of Clement and Plotinus 

could be extended to include the idea that because he allows himself to be deceived 

by false appearances and earthly pleasures, Narcissus inevitably loses his reason 

and good reputation (Ibid.: 52).  

As these allegorical commentaries became increasingly popular and elaborate, 

developing from simple glosses to extended paraphrases, it was only a small step 

towards completely retelling the myth (Knoespel, 1985: 49); and indeed, especially 

from the thirteenth century onwards, many such retellings began to emerge, both in 

separate poems and incorporated as similes, intertexts and excursions in other texts 

(Pontfarcy, 2000). In these receptions the example of Narcissus, which was now 

firmly established as an allegory of deceptive vanitas, was oftentimes used as a foil 

to elaborate better ways of dealing with earthly illusions. The Roman de la Rose, the 

thirteenth-century French courtly poem, offers perhaps the best example of such an 

                                                             
13 For example, “Deucalion and Pyrrha were viewed as the equivalents of ‘Mr and Mrs Noah’; the story 
of Actaeon was read as an allegory of Christ’s suffering and death; Daedalus became a sinner 
attempting to escape the devil – as represented by Minos; Alcyone became a good Christian devoted to 
Christ – as figured by Ceyx; Daphne and (more bizarrely) Myrrha were transformed into prototypes of 
the Virgin Mary” (Lively, 2011: 158). 
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application. In its first part, written by Guillaume de Lorris, the protagonist recounts 

how his quest for true Love, the ultimate subject of the poem, arose in a dream he 

had of a garden wherein he encountered a fountain. A marble slate next to it states: 

ici desus / se mori li biaus Narcisus (‘Here died the beautiful Narcissus’, 1485-6). 

Knowing the story, the narrator-protagonist’s first reaction is to hurry away from 

the fountain, but then he considers that, since the exemplum has made him aware of 

the dangers, he can approach it anyway (1509-20). And indeed, what he sees is 

nothing like Narcissus’ reflection:  

Où fons de la fontaine aval, 

Avoit deux pierres de cristal 

Qu'à grande entente remirai, 

1600    Et une chose vous dirai, 

Qu'à merveilles, ce cuit, tenrés 

Tout maintenant que vous l'orrés. 

Quant li solaus qui tout aguete, 

Ses rais en la fontaine giete, 

1605    Et la clartés aval descent, 

Lors perent colors plus de cent 

Où cristal, qui por le soleil 

Devient ynde, jaune et vermeil: 

Si ot le cristal merveilleus 

1610    Itel force que tous li leus, 

Arbres et flors et quanqu'aorne 

Li vergiers, i pert tout aorne, 

Et por faire la chose entendre, 

Un essample vous veil aprendre. 

1615    Ainsinc cum li miréors montre 

Les choses qui li sunt encontre, 

Et y voit-l'en sans coverture 

Et lor color, et lor figure; 

Tretout ausinc vous dis por voir, 

1620    Que li cristal, sans décevoir, 

Tout l'estre du vergier accusent 

A ceus qui dedens l'iaue musent: 

Car tous jours quelque part qu'il soient, 
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L'une moitié du vergier voient; 

1625    Et s'il se tornent maintenant, 

Pueent véoir le remenant. 

Si n'i a si petite chose, 

Tant reposte, ne tant enclose, 

Dont démonstrance n'i soit faite, 

1630    Cum s'ele iert es cristaus portraite.  

At the bottom of the fountain were two crystal stones upon which I gazed with 

great attention. There is one thing I want to tell you which, I think, you will 

consider a marvel when you hear it: when the sun, that sees all, throws its rays 

into the fountain and when its light descends to the bottom, then more than a 

hundred colours appear in the crystals which, on account of the sun, become 

yellow, blue, and red. The crystals are so wonderful and have such power that 

the entire place – trees, flowers, and whatever adorns the garden – appears 

there all in order. To help you understand, I will give you an example. Just as 

the mirror shows things that are in front of it, without cover, in their true colors 

and shapes, just so, I tell you truly, do the crystals reveal the whole condition of 

the garden, without deception, to those who gaze into the water, for always, 

wherever they are, they see one half of the garden, and if they turn, then they 

may see the rest. There is nothing so small, however hidden or shut up, that is 

not shown there in the crystal as if it were painted in detail. (Roman de la Rose, 

1597-1630) 

Remarkably, while the water still provides the protagonist with a representation, it 

is no longer all bad. Perhaps aided by his knowledge of Narcissus’ fate the 

protagonist seems not to be distracted by the deceptive surface, but instead to look 

through the water, where he espies two crystals at the bottom. These too are a 

‘representation’, both as a kind of mirror and a work of art (for the whole garden is 

‘painted in detail’ in the crystals), but they are appealing not because they are 

deceptive, but because they appear to be revelatory of beauty. Indeed, it is in the 

reflection of the crystals that the protagonist eventually sees the eponymous Rose,14 

“which he had not noticed when he walked round the garden” (Pontfarcy, 2000: 31): 

                                                             
14 The signifié of the allegorical Rose is another main debate in scholarship: while some see it as the 
Lady herself, others consider it a representation of Love, Beauty or Sexuality (cf. Lewis, 2013: 161). 
Whichever signifié we choose – and the essence of allegory seems to be that there can never be one 
fixed solution – it represents a deeper truth which the protagonist could not observe directly.  
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the ‘representation’, then, does not pull the protagonist into the water, immerse him 

in the world of illusions as in Plotinus’ version, but instead gives him unique 

knowledge of a truth he can find by turning his gaze upwards. Thus it seems that the 

Roman does not unequivocally endorse the condemnation of art, earthly illusions, 

and representations in general, as an emblem of which the Neoplatonic tradition had 

used Narcissus; instead, via its narrator-protagonist, who may have learned from 

Narcissus’ exemplum, the Roman offers a guide for interpreting images properly. For 

unlike Narcissus, who (both in Ovid and the Neoplatonic verions) mistook the 

signifiant (the reflection) for a real signifié (another person), Guillaume’s narrator 

learns to distinguish the two, to see the representation as something which 

symbolises, but itself is not, a higher reality (Picone, 1977: 385-6).  

Or does he? The only complication with this reading is the nature of the crystals: 

while no definitive consensus has emerged on this complex issue, most scholars 

agree that the crystals represent someone’s eyes (Knoespel, 1985: 86; Nouvet, 2000: 

354). This interpretation fits the Medieval conception of the eye as a ‘crystalline’ 

lens suspended in watery substance that constituted a “reflective surface upon 

which the images of the world are received” (Nouvet, 2000: 354). Moreover, it 

corresponds to a dominant trope in courtly love poetry, namely that eyes were small 

mirrors, gazing into which would essentially cause ‘love at first sight’. This notion is 

expressed powerfully by Bernard de Ventadour’s (twelfth-century) comparison of 

his beloved’s eyes to Narcissus’ pool: 

Anc non agui de me poder 

ni no fui meus de l’or’ en sai 

que’m laisset en sos olhs vezer 

en un miralh que mout me plai. 

Miralhs, pus me mirei en te, 

m’an mort li sospir de preon, 

c’aissi’m perdei com perdet se 

lo bels Narcisus en la fon. 

Never have I been in control of myself or even belonged to myself from the 

hour that she let me gaze into her eyes – that mirror that pleases me so greatly. 

Mirror, since I saw myself reflected in you, deep sighs have been killing me. I 
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have lost myself, just as handsome Narcissus lost himself in the fountain. (Chan. 

31; text and translation taken from Vinge, 1967: 66-7) 

Thus the courtly trope takes the love ideal of forming a union with someone like 

oneself (which we discussed above in §1.4) to the extreme, as the lover literally sees 

and loves his own image in the other’s eyes. 

Now if the crystals are in fact eyes, whose are they? Considering the courtly trope, 

we may follow C.S. Lewis in his interpretation that they simply “represent… the 

heroine’s eyes” (2013 [1936]: 147; cf. Vinge, 1967: 81); on this reading, the 

protagonist’s dream walk through the garden is an allegory for meeting a lady in 

courtly society, in whose eyes he finds the “the promise of the lady’s love” (i.e. the 

Rose; Ibid.). Indeed, as the crystals contain a representation of the entire garden, this 

would mean that the eyes of the courtly lover’s lady are attributed the status of a 

speculum mundi, a representation or work of art in which one may find the essence 

of the entire world represented, a function which had previously been reserved for 

the texts of the Bible and canonical authors like Virgil (Nouvet, 2000: 353). Others, 

however, have suggested that the crystals may also represent the eyes of the 

protagonist himself “or the reflection of his own eyes in those of the lady” (Ibid.: 

354). This would make sense in relation to Ovid’s description of Narcissus’ reflected 

eyes, which he similarly calls geminum, sua lumina, sidus (‘a double star, his eyes’, 

3.418, the Latin word for eyes, lumina, itself solidifying this connection through its 

original meaning of ‘lights’). Whichever of these readings we prefer, I believe that at 

the very least the prelude to the pool episode, emphatically identifying it as the place 

where Narcissus met his fate, plants the seed of the latter possibility indelibly in our 

minds. In fact, the ‘openness’ of the symbol of the pool – i.e. the fact that, as an 

allegorical metaphor, it can never be linked to a single signifié – combined with 

simultaneous presence of the Narcissus myth and the courtly love plot as subtexts, 

makes the status of what the protagonist sees inherently uncertain.  Has he actually 

escaped Narcissus’ fate, as he himself believes, and does he find a higher truth 

symbolised in the crystals of the lady’s eyes? Or does he, like Ovid’s Narcissus before 

him, unknowingly see nothing but himself, or worse, a kaleidoscopic illusion 

produced by a reflection of a reflection, as his ‘crystalline’, mirroring eyes reflect the 

pool (or the lady’s eyes), which conversely only reflects his eyes?  
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By feeding this uncertainty the Roman not only identifies an element of ‘narcissism’ 

inherently present in the courtly conception of love – can a lover really love his lady 

if the attraction stems from his own reflection in her eyes? – but also problematizes 

the supposed enlightening function of representation in general. For like Ovid’s 

‘conversation’ between Echo and Narcissus (cf. §1.5 above), the ambiguity of the 

lover’s vision points us to the inescapable possibility that we may think to 

understand the (intentions of the) other person from a representation (words, eyes, 

or otherwise), while we are actually just reading our own desires in them. 

In 1894 Oscar Wilde would make this potential mise en abyme of egotistical 

reflections the main focus of his witty prose poem The Disciple: 

'But was Narcissus beautiful?' said the pool. 'Who should know that better than 

you?' answered the Oreads. 'Us did he ever pass by, but you he sought for, and 

would lie on your banks and look down at you, and in the mirror of your waters 

he would mirror his own beauty.' And the pool answered, 'But I loved Narcissus 

because, as he lay on my banks and looked down at me, in the mirror of his eyes 

I saw ever my own beauty mirrored.' 

The pool, originally the lifeless but lifelike medium in which Narcissus saw himself 

represented, here itself becomes the subject, while the eyes of Narcissus become the 

mirror (Davis, 2009: 133). The self-reflexive aspect of representation has become so 

absolute that the pool cannot even say whether or not Narcissus was beautiful: it 

only saw itself in his eyes – ‘itself’, of course, again being just a reflection of 

Narcissus.  In Wilde, this endless series of reflections, together with the presentation 

of the medium itself as subject, must be understood in light of the popular 

nineteenth-century notion of l’art pour l’art, which holds that art is an intrinsically 

valuable symbolic whole, complete in itself, which should not be understood with 

reference to the real (let alone higher) world. As Wilde states himself in his preface 

to The Picture of Dorian Gray: 

All art is at once surface and symbol. 

Those who go beneath the surface do so at their peril. 

Those who read the symbol do so at their peril. 

It is the spectator and not life that art really mirrors. 
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The ‘peril’ Wilde refers to here appears to be precisely the typical error of Ovid’s 

Narcissus, that is, of believing the illusion to represent something other while 

actually seeing only himself. 

Yet while Wilde’s prose poem may serve to highlight the possibility of endless 

reflexivity in the Roman de la Rose, its underlying values are far removed from those 

of the High Middle Ages. In fact, the notion of l’art pour l’art may be considered the 

polar opposite of reading representations allegorically: whereas the first essentially 

denies the possibility of finding a true signifié behind a signifiant (except for what 

we project on it ourselves), the latter presupposes that a signifiant may reveal many 

more and much deeper signifiés behind what is literally or superficially represented. 

Indeed, despite the reflective loop between crystalline eyes and water, Guillaume’s 

narrator-protagonist eventually does seem to find a deeper meaning in the crystals, 

which by reflecting the garden make him discover a new purpose in the Rose itself.  

There are two main ways to explain how this deeper meaning enters the seemingly 

hermetic circle of reflections. On the one hand, if the protagonist indeed looks into 

the reflection of his own eyes, we could assume that the Rose is actually a product of 

his imagination: by literally peering into himself through the fountain “the onlooker 

discovers an inner universe” (Pontfarcy, 2000: 30). This suggestion has the 

implication that the garden itself, including the rose bushes, is a ‘representation’ of 

the lover’s soul. Radical though this idea may seem, it fits the Medieval conception of 

the eye as a “receptacle of images”, mediating between the internal and external as it 

captures images both from the world and from the imagination (Nouvet, 2000: 354-

5, 360). Moreover, this ‘imaginative’ quality of sight, of seeing phantasmata that 

result from the creative mind, of course “occurs especially in sleep” (Ibid.: 360); so 

the fact that the narrator’s tale is literally a dream adds weight to this reading. The 

upshot, then, would be that by rendering our inner world visible representations or 

art may reveal something previously unknown (or unconsciously known) about 

ourselves (Pontfarcy, 2000: 31). On the other hand, we could focus on the one 

external thing which does enter the loop of eyes and water: light. Only when “the 

sun which sees all” (li solaus qui tout aguete, 1603) has penetrated the lowest 

regions of the fountain does the crystal emit its light in various colours (1603-8). 

Light, of course, and particularly the sun, is a symbol which both in Christian and 
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Neoplatonic thought has always been associated with the divine: the Gospel of John 

famously declares that “in [God] was life, and the life was the light of men” (1:4), and 

Plotinus equates the Sun with the divine Nous (En. 5.6.4), not to mention Plato’s own 

comparison of the sun to the idea of goodness (Rep. 507b–509c). Thus the 

suggestion seems to be that while everything we see is a reflected ‘image’ on the 

receptacle of our eyes, these representations in the end derive meaning (and 

themselves derive) from God. In fact, representations are more than mere 

degenerate copies of the divine: for only through the prism of the crystals does the 

light break down in its beautiful colours (1605-8; Nouvet, 2000: 358). In other 

words, whereas we only perceive a white, shapeless light if we look straight at the 

sun – or, in (Neo)platonic terms, we are blinded (Rep. 516a) – the art of the crystals 

has the power to truly reveal heavenly beauty.15 Representation, in short, can be a 

pathway to God. 

By reflecting on the Narcissus myth the Roman de la Rose thus arrives at a complex 

vision of the workings of representation. On the one hand it is suggested to be a 

carrier of knowledge, not only of our (previously hidden) inner self, but also of 

(otherwise ungraspable) higher (e.g. divine) truths. Yet on the other hand by leaving 

open the possibility that the lover is unknowingly merely looking at an endless loop 

of reflections in his own eyes the text (intentionally or not) problematizes the idea 

that art and representations will ever lead us to anything beyond ourselves. The 

epistemological status of what the protagonist sees, and consequently of what we 

read, remains ever uncertain: we may think we see God while actually seeing 

nothing but a figment of our own imagination (although the run-of-the-mill 

Medieval reader, of course, would not have been inclined to subscribe to this 

option); conversely, we may think of the crystals as illusory reflections of ourselves 

without appreciating the divine beauty they actually convey. In essence, then, they 

are symbols which hide or conceal truth depending on what we believe. In this way, 

like any work of art which addresses the theme of representation, the Roman de la 

Rose could be said to offer a theory of its own workings as well: the functioning of 

allegory is predicated upon the conviction that a text represents something beyond 

                                                             
15 Similarly, in Plato, those who have exited the allegorical cave cannot look into the sun, but “are able 
to perceive even with their weak eyes the images in the water (which are divine), and are the shadows 
of true existence (not shadows of images cast by a light of fire, which compared with the sun is only an 
image)” (516a). 
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itself, a truth (or indeed many truths) deeper or higher than the fictional events 

literally represented (cf. Lewis, 2013: 55-139) – a belief which is certainly not 

limited to the Aetas Ovidiana, but, indeed, is also in a way presupposed by the way 

we look at the Narcissus myth in this thesis. Yet, just like the Roman’s lover, as 

allegorical readers we always run the risk that the ‘profound’ truth we find in the 

representation is nothing but a reflection of what we want to see. Then again, if the 

metapoetical comparison holds up, the issue whether our reading is revelatory or 

deceptive will always remain just as indeterminate as the nature of the crystals.  

3. Faith and vision 

While the crystalline vision in the Roman de la Rose already hinted at ‘faith’ as a 

crucial determinant of how we experience representations, in the following 

centuries, from the Renaissance to the Early Modern period, it took centre stage 

both in receptions of the Narcissus myth and in European culture as a whole. Dante’s 

Divina Commedia, itself a deeply allegorical text which asks us to believe a fantastical 

narrative,16 is indicative of this trend, as it makes the Roman’s suggestion explicit by 

(again) using Narcissus as a foil for its narrator-protagonist. Travelling through 

Paradise towards the divine Rose – another allegorical symbol of divine beauty, 

which may in fact be inspired by the Roman (Bernardo, 1990: 307-8) – Dante and his 

guiding beloved Beatrice encounter several semi-transparent female figures (cf. Fig. 

5 for Gustave Doré’s nineteenth-century illustration of the scene):17 

Quali per vetri trasparenti e tersi,  

o ver per acque nitide e tranquille,  

non sì profonde che i fondi sien persi,                           12 

tornan d’i nostri visi le postille  

debili sì, che perla in bianca fronte  

non vien men forte a le nostre pupille;  15 

                                                             
16 According to C.S. Lewis, the fantastical narrative of Dante’s Commedia must be understood in the 
tradition of ‘travel literature’, which, especially in ancient and pre-modern times, required a certain 
faith in the author’s authority and the truthfulness of his descriptions (1965: 35).  
17 There are at least two other references to Narcissus in the Divina Commedia; one at Inf. XXX.128, 
where lo specchio di Narciso is used as a metaphor for water, and another at Purg. XXX.76-9, where 
Dante in contrast to Narcissus moves his gaze up from his own reflection to his ‘true’ love Beatrice. This 
latter reference may “invite a re-reading of the scene of Virgil's disappearance in light of the 
disappearance of Narcissus' image”, as it occurs directly afterwards (Brownlee, 1978: 204); that is, 
Dante turns away from his own poetical mirror-image Vergil in order to now face a new, truer reality 
guided by Beatrice.  
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tali vid’io più facce a parlar pronte;  

per ch’io dentro a l’error contrario corsi  

a quel ch’accese amor tra l’omo e ‘l fonte.                    18 

Sùbito sì com’io di lor m’accorsi,  

quelle stimando specchiati sembianti,  

per veder di cui fosser, li occhi torsi;                               21 

e nulla vidi, e ritorsili avanti  

dritti nel lume de la dolce guida,  

che, sorridendo, ardea ne li occhi santi.                       24 

«Non ti maravigliar perch’io sorrida»,  

mi disse, «appresso il tuo pueril coto,  

poi sopra ‘l vero ancor lo piè non fida,                            27 

ma te rivolve, come suole, a vòto:  

vere sustanze son ciò che tu vedi,  

qui rilegate per manco di voto.                      30                    

 

Però parla con esse e odi e credi; 

As the outlines of our faces are reflected, from transparent, polished glass, or from clear, 

tranquil water that is not deep enough for the bottom to be darkened, and are so faint that a 

pearl on a white forehead is not distinguished more slowly by our eyes, so I saw many faces, 

eager to speak: at which I fell into the opposite error to that which sparked love between 

man and pool. I was no sooner aware of them, than, thinking they were reflected images, I 

turned my eyes round to see whose they were: and I saw nothing, and turned them back 

again, straight to the light of my sweet guide whose holy eyes glowed, as she smiled. She said: 

‘Do not wonder if I smile, in the presence of your childish thought, since it does not trust 

itself with the truth, but turns, as it usually does, to emptiness. Those you behold are truly 

substantial, consigned here for failing in their vows. So speak to them, and listen, and 

believe...’ (Paradiso 3.10-31) 

Dante’s error in this passage is indeed the direct opposite (l’error contrario, 17) of 

Narcissus’: both Narcissus and Dante in a way ‘turn to emptiness’ (te rivolve… a vòto, 

28), but whereas Narcissus believed the fleeting image (simulacra fugacia, Met. 

3.432) to be real, Dante, by searching for the non-existent signifié of the shapes, fails 

to recognise them as the real deal, namely as the spirits of Piccarda Donati and 
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Figure 5: Gustave Doré, Piccarda Donati and souls whose vows had been broken (1867). 
Illustration of Dante's Paradiso 3 

others (who have been consigned to the sphere of the moon because their vows 

have been broken).18 Dante’s ‘childish thought’, in Beatrice’s chiding words, thus 

actually comes down to common (come suole, 28) human reasoning, which “believes 

that an image is necessarily an image of something else, that it is referential, […yet 

which by] follow[ing] the dictates of Logic… always comes up empty” (Verdicchio, 

                                                             
18 Almost three centuries later Spenser would use Narcissus as a similar foil in his Faerie Queene 

(3.2.44ff.), where Britomart sees her future beloved Artegall in Merlin’s magical crystal, yet, comparing 

herself to Narcissus, thinks that she sees only herself. If Dante indeed was inspired by the Roman de la 

Rose, it is possible that he interpreted the protagonist’s vision of the crystals in a similar manner, i.e. as 

something which he at first does not (want to) believe, afraid as he is of repeating Narcissus’ faith, but 

later learns to appreciate as something real. 
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2010: 26). Dante’s ‘common human reason’ turns out to be misguided without faith, 

particularly a belief in the reality of divine representations. In this way, he is, like 

Narcissus in the Christian allegorical tradition, essentially guilty of vanitas, albeit not 

in the sense of wrongly believing in empty illusions – the classical meaning of 

vanitas of which Clement accused Narcissus – but in its recently acquired sense of 

‘vainglory’, a hubristic belief in oneself at the cost of humility towards the divine (cf. 

§2.1). This does not make Dante a ‘corrected Narcissus’ however, as Brownlee 

suggests (1978: 203),19 because his mistake can only be ‘righted’ by actually being a 

little more like Narcissus, that is, by being credulus (‘credulous’, Met. 3.432) and 

trusting the umbrae he sees, which here are indeed not illusory shadows of reality 

(as in Met. 3.417, 432), but veritable shades of the dead. Light and reflections, 

indeed, in Dante (especially in Paradiso) often have a positive connotation, as they 

figure prominently both at the level of the narrative, e.g. Paradise consisting of light 

“reflected from the top of the Primum Mobile” (Paradiso XXX.107), and particularly 

in similes;20 in this way, Dante’s own poetry is constructed as a representation 

‘reflecting’, like a beam of light emanating from the celestial rose, the greatness of 

God – it may seem fictitious, but it conveys a higher truth (Lewis, 1965: 39). 

Dante’s intertext with Narcissus thus indicates that correctly dealing with 

representations is no easy feat: considering Narcissus’ and Dante’s opposite ‘errors’, 

it is apparently possible to accredit reflective images either too much or too little 

truth value. Somehow, it seems, one must separate the right sort of representations, 

namely those that are indicative of the divine (like the shade of Piccarda), from the 

‘vain’ illusions that (particularly in Neoplatonic interpretations; cf. §2.1) deceived 

Narcissus. In fact, the only reason why Dante is eventually able to make the correct 

determination is because he, unlike Narcissus, has Beatrice as his theological guide. 

Without such an authority to rely on, the Commedia seems to imply, deciding which 

vision to put faith in, is almost impossible. 

                                                             
19 While Brownlee bases this interpretation primarily on another reference to Narcissus (Purg.XXX.76-
9), where it arguably holds up more, he suggests that it is applicable throughout the Commedia, 
including our passage above (1978: 203). 
20 A perfect example may be found in Paradiso I.46-54, where Dante follows Beatrice’s gaze staring at 
the sun like one beam of light begets a second: Dante’s reaction to Beatrice is thus compared with light 
reflecting, which is also the very thing they are actually looking at in the first place (Lewis, 1965: 39). 
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This question of how much faith one should put in representations – particularly 

with respect to the art, icons and rituals of the church – reached its peak of 

importance during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, when it became 

the “main point of contention between the Roman-Catholic and Protestant church” 

(Solís, 2011: 9).21 Although the status of representations had always been subject to 

debate among Christians, traditional Catholicism pervasively made use of images 

and relics from the early fourth century onwards (Kitzinger, 1954: 85-6). At first, 

images were used primarily “as educational tools”, as a ‘Poor Man’s Bible’ that could 

convey the evangely to the illiterate, while actual devotion was restricted to relics, 

which were considered capable of ‘conjuring up’ the presence of the deceased to 

whom they belonged (Ibid.: 87) – Gregory of Nyssa, for example, writes that “those 

who behold [the ashes of St. Theodore] embrace, as it were, the living body itself in 

its full flower, they bring eye, mouth, ear, all their senses into play, and then, 

shedding tears of reverence and passion, they address to the martyr their prayer of 

intercession as though he were hale and present” (De sancto Theodoro, PG 46, col. 

740AB; cf. Kitzinger, 1954: 116). Yet in the subsequent centuries images themselves 

too became objects of devotion, as their ability to ‘make visible’ the divine grew into 

the belief that they also contained some of this divine power themselves (Ibid.: 149). 

Thus Thomas Aquinas attributed images “the epistemological status of prototypes”: 

they could serve as viable ‘stand-ins’ for the presence and experience of divinity 

(Solís, 2011: 8). Belief in such symbols thus often went beyond the idea that they 

‘referred’ to a religious truth, as they were themselves considered ‘embodiments’ of 

what they represented, much like the image of Piccarda’s spirit in Dante. Through 

faith, it was suggested, one could actually experience the divine in these 

representations; and this faith, as in the case of Dante, rested upon a certain 

authority, namely the Church which in effect authorised certain relics, icons, and 

rituals as legitimate objects of reverence (Solís, 2011: 8). It made sense, therefore, 

that when the Protestant Reformationists turned against clerical hierarchy, they also 

rejected most of its emphasis on symbolism: not only did Scripture (which the 

Protestants reread with fresh eyes) explicitly forbid idolatry (Ex. 20:4, John 5:21, 

Acts 15:19-21), Protestants also rejected representation as a means by which the 

Catholic Church took possession of (and thus hampered) the individual’s relation to 

                                                             
21 Translated from Spanish. 
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God – indulgences, the pricy tokens of God’s forgiveness which constituted a large 

part of the Church’s income, being the centrepiece of the antagonism against such 

mediating symbols.  

Considering the deep interconnectedness between Catholic power and religious 

representation it is no wonder that the Church did not simply concede the 

Protestant critique. Instead, the 1545-1563 Council of Trent, which effectually 

shaped the Catholic ‘response’ that became known as the Counter-Reformation, 

strongly reaffirmed the status of imagery as a medium between man and God 

(Harris, 2010; Minor, 2016: 173). Yet now that the ‘embodiment’ of the divine 

signifié in the religious symbol had been put into question, Catholic art in the post-

Trent era set out to actively convince people that it provided access to the divine. 

Hence, in the art-historical period we now call the Baroque (starting around the turn 

of the seventeenth century), art became increasingly “rhetorical and theatrical”, 

using the recently discovered techniques of trompe-l’oeil, foreshortening and 

chiaroscuro to create the illusion that one could actually see the supernatural (Solís, 

2011: 15). In the Jesuit church of Sant'Ignazio in Rome (1626-1650) for example, 

optical illusions are applied in such a way that the grand ceiling fresco seems to be 

an actual extension of the church’s architecture and the painted saints and angels 

appear to fly (in vivid 3D) towards heaven (Fig. 6); the fact that this ‘vision’ could 

only be experienced in this church – indeed one has to stand at a specific spot in the 

centre of the nave for the optical illusion to come to life – proved that one had to be 

there, in the house of Catholicism, to truly grasp the divine. Thus, as after the 

Protestant blow the church’s authority no longer sufficed to ground belief in the 

power of religious imagery, the relation between ‘faith’ and ‘vision’ was essentially 

reversed: while Dante could only see the spirit of Piccarda in the reflective image 

after Beatrice made him believe, the purpose of Baroque aesthetics was precisely to 

arouse faith by convincingly showing the divine – seeing became the precondition 

for believing. 22  Although the Counter-Reformation thus (again) established 

representation as a medium towards the divine, the relation between signifiant and 

                                                             
22 If we may recognise ‘perception’ or direct observation as an aspect of human reason, the changing 
conception of the relation between ‘perception’ and ‘faith’ may be considered a reflection of the fierce 
twelfth-century debate between Bernardus of Clairveaux and Abelard: whereas the first thought that 
faith in God should always precede human reason (essentially subscribing to Anselmus’ motto credo ut 
intellegam), the latter held that the relation should be reversed. 
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signifié changed significantly in the process: whereas the traditional Catholic 

conception of symbols, paralleled by the ‘allegorical’ way of reading we encountered 

in the Aetas Ovidiana, extracted many and diverse divine truths from symbols which 

ostensibly represented something else entirely – Narcissus could symbolise vanitas 

Figure 6: Andrea Pozzo, ceiling of the Sant'Ignazio in Rome. Ca. 1685 
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and a rose could represent love – Baroque art generally intended to display directly, 

in a grandiose vision, the divine truth it sought to convey. Indeed, when employed 

most successfully, as in the Sant’Ignazio ceiling, we may almost forget the 

‘artificiality’ of such art, and come under the impression that we actually catch a 

glimpse of Heaven. Thus, while the Baroque could perhaps offer a far more 

perplexing experience of the divine than traditional Catholic art, it made the relation 

between signifiant and signifié much more ‘one-on-one’, the signifier becoming 

essentially similar to the signified. Representation, in short, became less of a 

reflecting ‘crystal’ as in the Roman de la Rose, which granted visions of a plethora of 

phenomena beyond itself, and more of a ‘mirror’ as we know it, which, though 

providing an accurate likeness of what it reflects, does not represent anything other 

than what is literally on its surface – a development which may be considered a 

prelude to modern art, in which the surface of the painting itself became essential to 

the meaning it sought to convey (cf. §2.6). 

4. Milton’s narcissistic Creation 

In order to deepen our understanding of the issue of representation and its 

interconnection with the reception of Narcissus, there may be no better place to look 

than John Milton’s Paradise Lost, first published in 1667. For not only does the epic 

attribute great importance to the subjects of representation and (divine) Creation, 

which takes up the entirety of the seventh book, and to the myth of Narcissus, which 

is referenced at crucial moments in the narrative, as we shall see below; but the epic 

is moreover deeply embedded in the theological-politcal debates about images and 

idolatry which had spread (albeit in a different shape) to seventeenth-century 

England. While the cultural-intellectual climate of recently ‘Reformed’ England was 

at first generally hostile against the exuberant, Baroque imagery that became 

famous in early seventeenth-century Italy, king James I (1603-1625) and his son 

Charles I (1625-1649) became highly conscious of the fact “that among the 

monarchs of Europe ostentatious patronage and appreciation of the arts were now 

recognized as the natural and necessary accompaniments to kingly dignity” (Hook, 

1975: 16). Therefore, their courts developed a cultural programme that was indeed 

inspired by (and often excecuted by) the masters of the Southern-European 

Baroque, ranging from music to ‘masques’ and from architecture to elaborate 
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painting decorations, like the ceiling of the Banqueting House at Whitehall, on which 

Rubens depicted the ‘apotheosis’ of James I (Fig. 7; Ibid.: 33-6). This expensive self-

aggrandising display of splendour by Charles I was a thorn in the flesh of the 

Protestant elites, who considered it evidence of the king’s Catholic, idolatrous, and 

absolutist tendencies; and, as such, the royal art policy played an important part in 

precipitating the English Civil War between Royalists and Parliamentarians. Milton, 

being a Puritan himself, was deeply embroiled in these conflicts; in fact, before 

Paradise Lost he had written a polemical treatise called Eikonoklastes in which he 

vehemently repudiated “the display of outward show” that characterised Charles’ 

reign (Hokama, 2013: 168). Thus, for Milton, the theological discussion about icons 

and art (which would become a central theme in his magnum opus), was at the same 

time of great political significance. 

Like the previous authors we encountered in this chapter, Milton uses the Narcissus 

myth as an intertextual prism to frame his discussion of representation. The epic’s 

most overt reference to Narcissus occurs when Eve expresses how thankful she is to 

God by telling Adam about the day of her own creation (4.444-96): 

Figure 7: Rubens, Apotheosis of James I. Ceiling of the Banqueting House at Whitehall. 1636 
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For we to him indeed all praises owe,  

445 And daily thanks, I chiefly who enjoy 

So far the happier lot, enjoying thee  

Pre-eminent by so much odds, while thou 

Like consort to thyself canst nowhere find. 

That day I oft remember, when from sleep 

450 I first awak't, and found my self repos'd 

Under a shade of flours, much wondring where 

And what I was, whence thither brought, and how. 

Not distant far from thence a murmuring sound 

Of waters issu'd from a Cave and spread 

455 Into a liquid Plain, then stood unmov'd 

Pure as th' expanse of Heav'n; I thither went 

With unexperienc't thought, and laid me downe 

On the green bank, to look into the cleer 

Smooth Lake, that to me seemd another Skie. 

460 As I bent down to look, just opposite,  

A Shape within the watry gleam appeard  

Bending to look on me, I started back, 

It started back, but pleas'd I soon returnd, 

Pleas'd it returnd as soon with answering looks 

465 Of sympathie and love; there I had fixt  

Mine eyes till now, and pin'd with vain desire, 

Had not a voice thus warnd me, What thou seest, 

What there thou seest fair Creature is thy self, 

With thee it came and goes: but follow me, 

470 And I will bring thee where no shadow staies  

Thy coming, and thy soft imbraces, hee 

Whose image thou art, him thou shalt enjoy 

Inseparablie thine, to him shalt beare 

Multitudes like thy self, and thence be call'd 

480 Mother of human Race: what could I doe,  

But follow strait, invisibly thus led? 

Till I espi'd thee, fair indeed and tall, 

Under a Platan, yet methought less faire, 

Less winning soft, less amiablie milde, 
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485 Then that smooth watry image; back I turnd, 

Thou following cryd'st aloud, Return faire Eve, 

Whom fli'st thou? whom thou fli'st, of him thou art, 

His flesh, his bone; to give thee being I lent 

Out of my side to thee, neerest my heart 

490 Substantial Life, to have thee by my side  

Henceforth an individual solace dear; 

Part of my Soul I seek thee, and thee claim 

My other half: with that thy gentle hand 

Seisd mine, I yielded, and from that time see 

495 How beauty is excelld by manly grace  

And wisdom, which alone is truly fair. 

Upon her creation Eve awakes in a typical locus amoenus and (in a surprising gender 

reversal)23 is immediately cast into the role of Narcissus, being struck with “vain 

desire” – a word recalling the vanitas for which Narcissus had become infamous; cf. 

Ballesteros González, 1996: 9 – for the reflection in the pool she finds herself lying 

next to (466). That this unexpected role has a particularly Ovidian script may be 

grasped from the many ways in which the passage linguistically echoes the scene 

from the Metamorphoses. The mirroring language describing the contact between 

Eve and her reflection – “Bending to look on me, I started back, / It started back, but 

pleas'd I soon returnd, / Pleas'd it returnd as soon with answering looks” (462-4) – 

directly parallels many of such instances in Ovid (Met. 3.415, 417, 424-6, 430, 446, 

458-9, 465). Moreover, Milton’s pool is just as clear and still (4.445) as the one in the 

Metamorphoses (3.407-10), is similarly framed by a ‘green bank’ (458; Met. 3.411) 

and likewise contains a fallacious ‘shape’ (461; imagine formae in Ovid, Met. 3.416). 

Yet the most explicit intertext occurs at the point where Eve’s story starts to develop 

in a markedly different way from Narcissus’. In a sudden apostrophe, Ovid’s 

Narcissus is addressed severely by the narrator: 

Credule, quid frusta simulacra fugacia captas? 

quod petis, est nusquam; quod amas, avertere, perdes. 

                                                             
23 The casting of Eve (and not Adam) as Narcissus may say more about Narcissus than about Eve. 
Milton, notoriously biased against women, thus associates Narcissus, chronologically posterior to Eve, 
with the canonical mistakes of the first woman, notably vanitas (Ballesteros González, 1996: 12; Green, 
2009: 12f.). The link with Eve may moreover make Narcissus’ love of himself seem all the more 
‘effeminate’. 
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Ista repercussae, quam cernis, imaginis umbra est: 

435  nil habet ista sui; tecum venitque manetque, 

tecum discedet, si tu discedere possis.   

O fondly foolish boy, why vainly seek to clasp a fleeting image? What you seek 

is nowhere; but turn yourself away, and the object of your love will be no 

more. That which you behold is but the shadow of a reflected form and has no 

substance of its own. With you it comes, with you it stays, and it will go with 

you—if you can go. (Met. 4.432-6) 

Milton’s Eve has a strikingly similar experience: she is admonished by a voice telling 

her that she is looking at an illusory image, which, in a direct reference to Ovid, 

‘comes and goes’ with herself (469; tecum venitque manetque, / tecum discedet, Met. 

3.435-6). The fundamental difference however is that whereas the warning call of 

Ovid’s narrator remained a voice in the wilderness, Eve is actually able to hear the 

‘invisible’ author of the voice, who, of course, is God (481). Hence, like Dante who 

was brought to his senses by Beatrice, Eve is (at least until the Fall) able to avoid the 

error of Narcissus, i.e. an excessive concern with enticing temporal illusions, 

through the word of God – something to which Narcissus, living long before the 

coming of Christ, was literally deaf. On one level the implication of Milton’s echoing 

of Ovid thus seems to be that proper faith must precede and overcome the powerful 

appeal of deceptive representations – a message which is certainly in line with 

Puritan theology. 

Yet despite his Puritan affiliations (and the suggestive title of his polemic against 

Charles I), we may question whether Milton was an all-out ‘iconoclast’. As Rhema 

Hokama notes (2013: 166), Milton’s treatment of icons and representations is not 

consistently hostile. For example, while “[i]n Eikonoklastes, Milton condemns 

Charles I for reappropriating the psalms of David in his own prayers [… as empty] 

outward show of praise […, he] unabashedly incorporates elements of… the[se 

same] psalms… into his own vision of Adam and Eve’s worship rites [in book 5 of 

Paradise Lost]” (Ibid.: 165-6); apparently, the psalms may be used both to conceal 

inner religious emptiness and to express genuine devotion.24 One could say 

                                                             
24 This ambiguous status of the psalms as either expressing piety or masking a lack thereof may already 
be found in their own content: in psalm 137, for example, the exiles of Judah refuse to sing psalms, 
hanging their harps on the poplars, because their joyous tones could not express the sadness 
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moreover that this ‘paradox’ operates at a metapoetical level as well, as the entire 

epic itself is essentially a representation, or indeed, “as Samuel Johnson chose to 

read it,… a kind of prayer”, which by means of its convincing narrative illusion seeks 

to provide a vision of divine justice (Ibid.: 179). 

In our passage too the reflective illusion which captivates Eve is not wholly devoid 

of true meaning. For unlike the pool in Ovid’s episode it reflects not just the face of 

the onlooker, but also the sky (456, 459): when properly viewed as the 

representation (i.e. of something else than itself), the suggestion seems to be, the 

pool may also reveal a piece of Heaven, like the colourful crystals in the Roman de la 

Rose. This idea corresponds to the Christian-Neoplatonic view, which we 

encountered above in Plotinus and which Milton probably knew through the work of 

Renaissance philosopher Marsilio Ficino (Ballesteros Gonzáles, 1996: 9), that we 

should look upon earthly illusions as representations of the transcendental – Ficino, 

in fact, like his paragon Plotinus, again compared the soul’s failure to turn to the 

divine instead of the material-corporeal to the death of Narcissus (De amore 6.17; 

Kodera, 2010; cf. §2.1). Milton’s phrasing in the Eve-Narcissus episode suggest that 

this is indeed the theoretical framework which he had in mind: the pool’s waters are 

remarkably described as issuing ‘from a cave’ (454), an addition whose otherwise 

inexplicable presence renders it most likely an allusion to Porphyry’s De Antro 

Nympharum, a treatise which at that time was famous for “interpreting the Homeric 

cave and water as the Neoplatonic soul’s descent into material creation” (Fowler, 

1968: 247). The soul must be guided from the cave of terrestrial deception, i.e. from 

the ‘shade’ (451), ‘shape’ (461) and ‘shadow’ (470) Eve experiences at the 

waterside, to divine truth; as such, it can be no coincidence that Eve eventually finds 

her designated guide, Adam, ‘under a Platan’ 25  (483), the tree which is 

etymologically linked to Plato’s name and “under which, as Milton noted in 

‘Prolusion 7’, Socrates teaches in the Phaedrus” (Kilgour, 2012: 209) – Adam 

                                                                                                                                                                       
appropriate to their exiled state; on the other hand, psalm 137 itself, of course, does succeed in 
expressing the appropriate sentiment of sadness. 
25 The fact that Milton uses the Greek name ‘Platan’ instead of common English ‘plane tree’ adds some 
additional weight to the reference. 
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becomes the Socratic mentor26 who must guide Eve towards the higher truth 

underlying the representations she sees. 

Eve’s turning away from the pool, however, cannot be categorically equalled to a 

rejection of ‘representation’ in favour of ‘reality’, or to an escape from ‘narcissism’ 

for that matter, for Adam himself is essentially presented as her ‘mirror-image’: he is 

her ‘like consort’ (448) and she is his ‘image’ (474). In fact, Adam’s plea for Eve to 

join him – “Whom fli'st thou? Whom thou fli'st, of him thou art” (487) – echoes the 

words Ovid’s Narcissus speaks to his alter-ego – quo refugis?, Met. 3.477 – so that 

now Adam is cast in the role of Narcissus and Eve in that of his reflection (Kilgour, 

2012: 209). Thus Adam and Eve (like Hermaphroditus and Salmacis and Pygmalion 

and his creation in Ovid; cf. §1.5) realise a unification with their beloved counterpart 

which Narcissus never could. This joining is again described in Platonic terms – 

“Part of my Soul I seek thee, and thee claim / My other half” (492-3) – now referring 

to Plato’s Aristophanes’ myth of the ‘double’ people (which we discussed above in 

§1.4). In fact, Adam and Eve are essentially already ‘one’ before they have even come 

together, as, in proper Biblical terms, Eve is Adam’s ‘flesh and bone’ (487-9; cf. Gen. 

2:23). Yet the relation between Adam and Eve is not that of a ‘reflection’ as we 

generally understand it: while our mirrors may render reflector and reflected 

almost indistinguishable, there is an element of inequality and deterioration in the 

way Eve ‘reflects’ Adam (as there often was in the not yet perfectly ‘silvered’ mirrors 

of the seventeenth century).27 This is evident from the very beginning of the passage, 

as Eve states that while she has found ‘like consort’ in Adam, he has not in her (448). 

Since she is, as in Genesis (2:20-4), formed out of Adam as his helper and 

subordinate, Eve is essentially a ‘creative representation’ of Adam, or in Plotinus’ 

Neoplatonic terms an ‘emanation’ of his being; that is, she is a ‘lower’, imperfect 

copy of Adam which nonetheless contains much of the ‘higher’ being he is. 

In Christian-Neoplatonic thought in general and in Paradise Lost in particular, 

‘reflections’ of this hierarchical kind structure the way the entire cosmos works. Just 

                                                             
26 In a similar vein, Ficino considers Socrates and Narcissus polar opposites, stating that Socrates was 
guided by Diotima in order to avoid the fate of Narcissus (in Kilgour, 2012: 176).  
27 Although the process of applying a metallic layer to glass in order to produce a better reflection was 
already applied in sixteenth-century Venice, it only became optimal and more easily applicable after 
the further development of this process by Justus von Liebig in 1835 (cf. the entry on ‘Mirror’ in the 
Encyclopaedia Brittanica). Leonardo da Vinci remarks in this vein that “an image reflected in a tinted 
mirror takes on some of the mirror's coloring” (Posèq, 1991: 24).  
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as Eve was made out of Adam, the first task attributed to ‘Eve’, a name already 

etymologised in Genesis as ‘mother of all the living’28 (2:20), is to bear “multitudes 

like thyself” (PL 4.474); the entirety of the human race, being essentially a 

‘reflection’ of Eve, is thus another step down in the hierarchy of emanations. Eve’s 

‘source’, Adam, on the other hand, is himself described famously as an ‘image’ or 

‘similitude’ of God and Christ (Milton in PL 7.519-20, 527 following the account of 

Gen. 1:26-27); and Milton’s Christ too is a “radiant image of His [Father’s] Glory” (PL 

3.63) in whom “all his Father shon / substantially express’d” (3.139-40; cf. Kilgour, 

2012: 197) – a metaphor taking up the Neoplatonic equation of the divine Soul and 

sunlight – while he, in turn, performs the task of creating the angels and world in the 

name of his Father (7.175ff.). Thus, in Milton’s vision, all of Creation consists of a 

chain of increasingly blurred reflections, running from its shining, divine source to 

the shadowy depths of human experience. This idea corresponds closely to the 

philosophy of Ficino, Milton’s primary guide to Plato (Ballesteros González, 1996: 9), 

who equalled matter with a mirror reflecting the face of God (Kodera, 2010: 75-6):  

Ideo communis materies velut umbra quaedam fugientem sequitur deum. Forma 

vero in materia velut in speculo ex quodam benefico divini vultus aspectu resultat. 

Therefore universal matter, like some shadow, follows after God who is fleeing 

away. But the form in matter, as in a mirror, results from a certain beneficent 

glance of the divine countenance. (Commentarii in Philebum, 2.1) 

In Milton’s and Ficino’s reflective cosmology, therefore, “[n]arcissism is a cosmic 

force of generation emanating from God [… and God is] the arch-narcissist, who 

makes and admires images of himself” (Kilgour, 2012: 197). These images, however, 

are not ‘slavish copies’, but, precisely because they are not perfectly identical to 

their originator, “individuals in their own right” who are in turn themselves capable 

of creating images (Ibid.). Indeed, Ficino emphasises that man, being a 

representation of God the Arch-Creator, ought to ‘create’ himself, that is, to make 

many beautiful works of art, as a kind of miniature reflections of God’s Creation – 

and in this way Ficino incidentally defended the proliferation of ‘images’ that would 

make Renaissance Florence famous from attacks of iconoclast critics (Trinkaus, 

1970: 929ff.; Rijser, 2016: 106-7). 

                                                             
28 ‘Chavah’, from which ‘Eva’ derives, means ‘living’ (Fowler, 1968: 249).  
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Reconciling this surprising status of ‘narcissism’ as a divine-cosmological principle 

with God’s admonishing Eve to turn away from her reflection is not as difficult as it 

may seem. For in a world where everything is an endless series of creative 

reflections emanating from the divine, the guiding principle must be that we, like 

Eve in the end, look ‘up’ instead of ‘down’; that is, that we do not lose ourselves in 

reflections of ourselves – our bodies, appearances and material possessions – but 

concern ourselves with that of which we are images, namely God. We may (and 

should) of course make works of art, like Paradise Lost itself, but their function must 

always be to make us see the greatness of the Artist (God) of whom we are all 

creations – the self-proclaimed purpose of Milton’s epic was, indeed, to “justify the 

ways of God to men” (PL 1.26; Rijser, 2016: 163). The proper ‘narcissist’, in short, 

engenders creations befitting the hierarchical representationality of the world, 

perceiving everything as a ‘mirror’ of something beyond what it appears to be, 

instead of merely caring for, expanding and solidifying the appearance of himself. 

This difference between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ (or ‘evil’) narcissism becomes all the more 

clear if we compare the creative activities of Milton’s God and Satan, who has some 

strikingly narcissistic traits as well. The direct inducement for Satan’s rebellion, in 

fact, is God’s duplication of himself in the figure of the Son, so that the rebel angels 

must now offer “prostration vile, / too much to one, but double how endur’d, / to 

one and to his image now proclaim’d?” (5.782-4; Kilgour, 2012: 198). Instead of 

acknowledging the ‘reflection’ of God as the ultimate force driving Creation 

(including that of his own being), Satan wants his own image to shape the world, i.e. 

not to improve himself, but “others to make such / as I” (127-8). The heinous result 

of this ambition is exemplified most poignantly by the personifications of Sin and 

Death, whom Satan encounters as he is about to exit Hell’s gate. Sin, conceived like 

Athena from Satan’s head (probably “as a parody of God’s generation of the Son, 

since Minerva’s birth had traditionally been allegorised by theologians in that 

sense”), recounts how she was impregnated by her own father and conceived Death 

(Fowler, 1968: 125-6; PL 2.761-7): 

…familiar grown, 

I pleased, and with attractive graces won 

The most averse, thee chiefly, who full oft 
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Thyself in me thy perfect image viewing 

765 Becam’st enamoured, and such joy thou tookst 

With me in secret, that my womb conceived 

A growing burden [i.e. Death]… 

Death, in turn, rapes his own mother, whereupon she conceives monstrous snakes 

that forever vex her by eating away at the womb from which they were born (2.785-

802). This story offers a terrifying picture of Satan’s negative type of narcissistic 

creation: whereas the imprint of God’s image formed a chain of reflections 

emanating out of himself, creating essentially new, other and themselves creative 

beings in the process, Satan only wants to find himself in his reflections29 – “thyself 

in me thy perfect image viewing” (764) – which consequently continually ‘turn back’ 

upon themselves in ever more degenerate forms of incestuous self-love. Instead of 

‘othering’ himself, like God, Satan wants to collapse everything into himself, 

endlessly xeroxing his being, so that he creates nothing new except a deterioration 

of his own image.30 Thus the cosmology of Paradise Lost essentially consists of two 

conflicting conceptions of narcissism: the conception represented by God, on the one 

hand, presents the world as a dynamic series of emanations, envisions that we can 

create new and ‘other’ things out of our-‘selves’, and consequently stimulates us to 

experience meaning by finding something ‘higher’, more divine, and more beautiful 

represented in everything we see; Satan’s ‘evil’ narcissism, on the other hand, 

considers the world meaningful only in so far as it extends the self, renders it 

impossible to create anything except imperfect copies of our own image, and 

consequently denies the existence of anything beyond the surface of the mirror, i.e. a 

meaning underlying the signifiers that constitute our sensory experience. Eve, as she 

decides whether to look down in desire for her own reflection or up at Adam, her 

creator and guide to the divine, is essentially “suspended between the opposed poles 

of heavenly narcissism and its infernal copy” (Kilgour, 2012: 202). We, her offspring, 

Milton seems to tell us, are faced with the same choice: between Satan’s worldview, 

which is flat, meaningless and self-encapsulated, and God’s, which is profound, 

purposeful, and endlessly creative. 
                                                             
29 Like Narcissus, Satan is not even aware of the fact that it is himself whom he sees, as he does not 
recognise Sin and Death as his incestuous copies when he meets them (2.727ff.). 
30 It is fitting in this respect that Sin “is the most wearisomely derivative figure in Paradise Lost”, in 
metapoetical respect a slavish copy of the personification of Errour in Spenser’s Faerie Queene and 
Ovid’s Scylla (Burrow, 1993: 269; Kilgour, 2012: 199). 
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5. Narcissus the artist 

In tracing the reception history of the Narcissus myth from Late Antiquity to Early 

Modernity, we have come to know it as a rich ground, or indeed a kind of ‘meeting 

point’, for thinking about the complex issue of representation. While Christian and 

Neoplatonic allegories used the story primarily as an exemplum of the deceptive 

power of earthly illusion, from the beginning of the Aetas Ovidiana onwards 

Narcissus acquired a more positive potential, namely for seeing God’s greatness 

reflected in the pool. Milton’s and Ficino’s God, indeed, himself became a type of 

Narcissus, while Eve and other Narcissus figures on the human level became copies 

of his creative genius. Thus Narcissus came to symbolise the intensive debate about 

art and representation that defined the Renaissance and Counter-Reformation in all 

its facets, as he could simultaneously be the beholder of representation, the creator 

of representation, and a representation (of the divine creator) himself. Hence, we 

should not be surprised at the half-jesting remark of Leon Battista Alberti, one of the 

most defining artists and art-theoreticians of the Renaissance, that Narcissus was 

“the inventor of painting”; for “what”, says he, “is painting but the act of embracing 

by means of art the surface of the pool?” (De pictura 2.26; cf. Braider, 1998: 300; 

Harris, 2010). Narcissus and his pool had become a symbol of the entire functioning 

of art. 

We may presume Caravaggio’s famous painting of Narcissus (Fig. 8), probably 

“commissioned around 1600 by an unknown Roman patron”, to reflect much of this 

background of Early-Modern art theory, and, consequently, much of the thinking 

about representation we have done in this chapter (Posèq, 1991: 21). Although 

there are few paintings which have rendered less scholarly consensus in terms of 

interpretation, specific dating, and even authorship,31 considering the symbolic 

associations we have ascertained Narcissus to carry during this historical period, I 

believe it is justified to look at it through a metapoetical lens, that is, as a painting 

about painting, or a representation of representation. The painting’s extraordinary 

“elimination of descriptive detail (landscape, the nymph Echo, Narcissus’s 

                                                             
31 On the questionable status of Caravaggio’s authorship, I agree with Michael Fried that it is “almost 
beside the point”, as the painting belongs “to Caravaggio’s art in an extended sense in that [it is] 
inconceivable without his example” (2010: 228). Moreover, for the purposes of this chapter, the 
painting’s author matters less than its Early-Modern idea-historical context. 
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iconographic attributes etc.)” seems to confirm this “abstract and conceptual nature” 

(Vodret, 2012: 78). Indeed, Narcissus, with the remarkably ‘open’ positioning of his 

arms, is strikingly similar to the first painter in Alberti’s phrasing, literally 

‘embracing the surface of the pool’; his attire, moreover, associates him much more 

closely with contemporary courtly society, the domain of Renaissance artists, than 

with the sphere of pastoral hunting (Posèq, 1991: 24). Might it be, then, that 

Figure 8: Caravaggio, Narcissus. Ca. 1598. Palazzo Barberini, Rome 
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Caravaggio intended to depict Narcissus as a contemporary painter? Speculatively 

following this train of thought, Michael Fried, at least, astutely observes that “[t]he 

action of Narcissus’s left hand, ‘reflecting’ the artist-viewer’s right hand, might 

possibly signify the act of painting” as it slowly strokes the water like a brush (2010: 

138). 

Yet through the act of representing Narcissus also becomes the represented: he is 

simultaneously the artist and the work of art. This ‘coincidence’ of signifiant and 

signifié, or the “inseparability of self from representation”, which has defined the 

Narcissus myth from the very beginning (cf. Elsner, 2000: 90), is symbolised in an 

extraordinary way by the composition of Caravaggio’s painting: the symmetrical, 

closed circle formed by his arms and their reflection creates the completely unique 

impression of a ‘playing card image’ (Vodret, 2012: 78) or an ‘ideal wheel’ (the 

conspicuously extended knee32 constituting its axis), the continuity of which cannot 

be broken (Bann in Fried, 2010: 135). This symmetry, moreover, is strengthened by 

the fact that Narcissus’ ‘reflection’ is not depicted as his true mirror-image would be 

– for, as Welsch notes, if it were a real mirror-image one should be able to see 

Narcissus’ throat (2002: 48) – but rather as an exact copy of himself flipped-over 

180°; this trick not only highlights the total reciprocity and affection between 

Narcissus and his beloved, but also renders the painter and painted literally 

identical. This nigh transformation of the ‘real’ Narcissus into his representation is 

an idea which Caravaggio may already have read in Ovid, who tells how at the 

waterside Narcissus “was overwhelmed by himself and, unmoving and holding the 

same expression, he was fixed there like a statue moulded out of Parian marble” 

(adstupet ipse sibi vultuque immotus eodem / haeret, ut e Pario formatum marmore 

signum, Met. 3.419-20). If we may assume that this statue simile evokes the thought 

of the most prominent statue in the Metamorphoses, i.e. Pygmalion’s creation, Ovid 

thus establishes a dynamic vision of the interaction between the artist and his art: 

while on the one hand illusions may appear to ‘come to life’ like Pygmalion’s statue, 

the artist himself, on the other hand, also turns into art. As Havelock Ellis has noted, 

“all creation is essentially an exercise of Narcissism,” because the creator inevitably 

                                                             
32 The knee, “obscene in its photogenic nakedness”, has often been interpreted as occupying “the 
position of the phallus” (Damisch in Fried, 2010: 138); if so, it would highlight the erotic desire driving 
Narcissus’ attraction to his mirror-image. 



Koen Vacano: From Narcissus to Narcissism                                         72 

‘reflects’ himself (his thoughts, feelings, and perceptions) in his creation, like 

Milton’s narcissistic God did in his – in Leonardo’s famous words, “ogni pittore 

dipinge sè” (‘every painter depicts himself’). This is a notion of which Renaissance 

and Early Modern artists were exceptionally conscious, as we may discern from 

examples of painters literally ‘reflecting’ and presenting themselves in their own 

paintings, such as Van Eyck in his famous Arnolfini portrait (Fig. 9) and Velázquez in 

Las Meninas (Braider, 1998: 301). Yet while paintings like Van Eyck’s do not 

necessarily question the possibility of representing something beyond the artist’s 

own subjectivity – considering the words ‘Johannes de Eyck fuit hic, 1434’ written 

above the mirror, the artist in fact appears to be there primarily as an objective 

‘witness’ (to a wedding or betrothal) – this is precisely what Caravaggio achieves by 

means of the strong compositional identification of representor and represented: 

can Narcissus’ creation ever amount to anything more than a shadowy copy of 

himself? His forward-bent posture, his unyielding gaze, his lips slightly parted in the 

expectation of a kiss reveal that he himself, at least, thinks that the answer is ‘yes’. 

In his role as interpreter of the reflection Caravaggio’s Narcissus may be considered 

to mirror us, the interpreters of the painting, as well. This suggestion can be 

substantiated by the fact that Caravaggio was possibly inspired by a passage from 

Figure 9: Jan van Eyck. Detail from Portrait of the Arnolfini. 1434. National Gallery, London 
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Philostratus the Elder’s Imagines (Εἰκόνες in Greek), a third-century text containing 

ekphraseis of works of art that became a popular source for Renaissance painting. 

Stephen Bann argues that several elements from Philostratus’ description of a 

Narcissus painting (1.23) – most notably the boy’s hairstyle, which is “very 

abundant and of a golden hue, some of it clinging to the neck, some parted by the 

ears, some tumbling over the forehead, some falling in ripples to the beard”33 – 

betray Caravaggio’s adhesion to the text (2009; cf. Fried, 2010: 137). If so, the 

following passage from Philostratus may help us to understand the metapoetical 

character of Caravaggio’s painting:  

Ἡ μὲν πηγὴ γράφει τὸν Νάρκισσον, ἡ δὲ γραφὴ τὴν πηγὴν καὶ τὰ τοῦ 

Ναρκίσσου πάντα. […] Σὲ μέντοι, μειράκιον, οὐ γραφή τις ἐξηπάτησεν, οὐδὲ 

χρώμασιν ἢ κηρῷ προστέτηκας, ἀλλ᾿ ἐκτυπῶσαν σὲ τὸ ὕδωρ, οἷον εἶδες αὐτό, 

οὐκ οἶσθα οὔτε τὸ τῆς πηγῆς ἐλέγχεις σόφισμα, νεῦσαι δεῖν καὶ παρατρέψαι 

τοῦ εἴδους καὶ τὴν χεῖρα ὑποκινῆσαι καὶ μὴ ἐπὶ ταὐτοῦ ἑστάναι, σὺ δ᾿ ὥσπερ 

ἑταίρῳ ἐντυχὼν τἀκεῖθεν περιμένεις. εἶτά σοι ἡ πηγὴ μύθῳ χρήσεται; οὗτος 

μὲν οὖν οὐδ᾿ ἐπαΐει τι ἡμῶν, ἀλλ᾿ ἐμπέπτωκεν ἐπὶ τὸ ὕδωρ αὐτοῖς ὠσὶ καὶ 

αὐτοῖς ὄμμασιν, αὐτοὶ δὲ ἡμεῖς, ὥσπερ γέγραπται, λέγωμεν. (1.23) 

The pool paints Narcissus, and the painting represents both the pool and the 

whole story of Narcissus. […] As for you, however, boy [i.e. Narcissus], it is no 

painting that has deceived you, nor are you engrossed in a thing of pigments or 

wax; but you do not realize that the water represents you exactly as you are 

when you gaze upon it, nor do you see through the artifice of the pool, though 

to do so you have only to nod your head or change your expression or slightly 

move your hand, instead of standing in the same attitude; but acting as though 

you had met a companion, you wait for some move on his part. Do you then 

expect the pool to enter into conversation with you? Nay, this youth does not 

hear anything we say, but he is immersed, eyes and ears alike, in the water and 

we must interpret the painting for ourselves. 

                                                             
33 The Greek text is: ἀμφιλαφοῦς γὰρ οὔσης αὐτῆς καὶ οἷον χρυσῆς τὸ μὲν οἱ τένοντες ἐφέλκονται, τὸ δ᾿ 
ὑπὸ τῶν ὤτων κρίνεται, τὸ δὲ τῷ μετώπῳ ἐπισαλεύει, τὸ δὲ τῇ ὑπήνῃ ἐπιρρεῖ. Bann explains that the 
‘beard’ needs not be full, so that it may also refer to the slight stubbles which appear to be present in 
Caravaggio’s depiction; the full beard may have been left out because it would have made Narcissus 
look too much like a satyr (2009: 348). 
Another apparent contradiction is that Philostratus’ Narcissus is ‘standing over’ (ἐφέστηκε) the pool, 
whilst Caravaggio’s is sitting. This problem may be easily resolved however, if one considers that 
Caravaggio would probably have known Philostratus through the 1521 Latin translation by Stephanus 
Niger, which translates ἐφέστηκε as imminet (‘leans’ or ‘ hangs over’), a description which perfectly 
matches the posture in the painting (Bann, 2009:  352). 
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By asking Narcissus if he expects the pool to talk to him (εἶτά σοι ἡ πηγὴ μύθῳ 

χρήσεται;) the narrator in a self-conscious irony makes the exact same mistake, 

apparently believing the painting to be so real that Narcissus may actually reply. 

Like Narcissus is ‘immersed’ (ἐμπέπτωκεν) in the pool, we are engrossed in the 

painting (or, on an even higher plain of metapoeticality, in Philostratus’ 

description).34 This merging of the painted Narcissus and the painting’s viewer is 

deepened by Philostratus’ ambiguous use of the word μειράκιον (‘boy’) at the 

beginning of the passage: throughout the Imagines he has been addressing his 

ekphrastic descriptions to a group of boys, called μειράκια in the proem, so that at 

first it is uncertain whether the μειράκιον here is a boy from his company, looking at 

the painting, or Narcissus, the boy in the painting (Newby, 2008: 338). The 

metapoeticality suggested by the parallel with Philostratus implies that, like 

Narcissus’ futile attempt to connect to the illusory reflection ‘behind’ the surface of 

the water, our experience as viewers and interpreters consists of a similarly 

unrealisable hope of breaching the barrier of fictionality, the ‘signifying’ medium, 

and entering the (‘signified’) world of the painting (Elsner, 2000: 90; Fried, 2010: 

138; cf. §1.5). The state expressed by both Philostratus and Caravaggio, then, is one 

of permanently suspended disbelief or, alternatively, of undying faith in an 

unreachable signifié behind the signifiant. This interpretation becomes even more 

forceful if we follow Avigdor Posèq in his suggestion that we should think of 

Narcissus as already being in Hades, that is, as his final fate is in Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses (3.504-5), endlessly peering into the Styx: “the horizontal waterline 

defining the reflecting body of water as a river,” he argues, “allows one to recognize 

it as the underworld Styx”, which would also “explain the ghostly effect of the 

reflection and the tenebroso illumination” (1991: 26) – Caravaggio’s characteristic 

chiaroscuro is perhaps the ultimate technique to highlight the paradox of an umbra 

looking at an umbra. If Posèq is correct, Caravaggio’s Narcissus is completely aware 

of the illusory nature of his reflection – after all, it has already led to his death – so 

that there can be no doubt that he is now actively suspending his disbelief in his 

desire for the representation to be real. As such, the painting may be the perfect 

emblem of the Baroque perspective on art: constantly reminded by the Protestants 

                                                             
34 The link between Narcissus and viewer was not limited to Philostratus in Antiquity: there is 
archaeological evidence of paintings of Narcissus placed above a pool, so that the image of Narcissus 
and the viewer would be reflected simultaneously (Elsner, 2000: 99). 
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of the ‘deceptive’ and ‘idolatrous’ potential of representation, artists were pressingly 

aware of the artificiality of art, but nevertheless, in the Counter-Reformation’s 

attempt to uphold the mediating power of symbols, continued with increased vigour 

to believe in its power to display the divine.  

6. The ‘society of the spectacle’ 

Sometimes, when we look in a mirror, we do not see what we expect. Just so, in this 

brief exploration of the reception history of Narcissus so far we have come across 

perspectives on art and representation which are fundamentally different from the 

ones that structure modern society. Yet it is precisely through these contrasts, I 

believe, that we may flesh out all the more clearly the status of representation in our 

time. 

What unites the many cases we have encountered from Late Antiquity up until the 

Renaissance is a conception of representations as ‘stepping stones’ to something 

higher or beyond. The Christian-Neoplatonic Narcissus was essentially a negative 

exemplum of someone who failed to recognise this underlying depth by mistaking 

the signifiant for the signifié itself, and it is precisely this ‘error’ which his 

enlightened alter-egos corrected in later times: Milton’s Eve and the protagonist of 

the Roman de la Rose both learned to look at the pool not as a deceptive illusion but 

as a crystal that could reveal the complexities of God’s creation. This ‘uncovering’ 

mode of perceiving moreover is apparent not only in pre-modern recountings of the 

Narcissus myth themselves, but also at a meta-level in the way such narratives were 

interpreted, namely allegorically, as integumenta (‘coverings’) that could enclose a 

plethora of truths beyond the literal plain of the story (cf. §2.1 and §2.2). Indeed, it 

extended even to the perception of the visible world as a whole, which was ‘read’ as 

a representation of the divine.  

‘Images’ are perhaps an even more prominent part of contemporary, ‘hyperreal’ 

society, in which screens of many a kind determine our daily lives, than they were 

during the Renaissance, yet the nature of representation has changed significantly. 

As Guy Debord, a French philosopher and inspiration to Jean Baudrillard, already 

stated in the late nineteen-sixties, perhaps unsuspecting how much more applicable 

his theory would be fifty years later: today “life is presented as an immense 
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accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived has receded into a 

representation” (Debord, 2002 [1967]: 9). The point Debord makes is closely related 

to the idea of ‘personal masks’ and Baudrillard’s theory of the ‘hyperreal’ we 

discussed above (§1.1, §2.1): in everything we read or see on television, in every 

photo we scroll past on Facebook, indeed in every interaction with other people the 

sense of illusion is inescapable because of our self-awareness that whatever we 

express is less a ‘representation’ of ourselves than a reflection of the empty 

signifiants around us. Even if we do express something that (we believe) represents 

ourselves – even if we radically refuse to construct the false self-images which this 

‘society of the spectacle’ seems to require – the sense of inauthenticity cannot be 

avoided, because there is no way to know such ‘true representations’ from the most 

truthlike illusions. For instance, a politician who stays true to her ideals, capabilities 

and promises may well lose to an opponent who cultivates an ideal persona which 

does not reflect her actual person at all – and hence, even the most ‘authentic’ 

politician will be pressured to amp up her own appearance in order to stand a 

chance in this competition of personae. Thus, as Debord says, “in a world that is 

really upside down, the true is a moment of the false” (2002: 10): in a complete 

reversal of Ovid’s (and Caravaggio’s) Narcissus, who persisted to see something real 

‘behind’ the illusion even after he recognised it to be false, the signifiant in our time 

has come to exist on a single plain with the signifié – and, as a result, making a 

distinction between what is ‘real’ and what is not has become an epistemological 

challenge, to say the least. 

This difference in the nature of representation, then, is grounded in the same 

dissolution of the symbolic hierarchy we addressed briefly above via the 

philosophies of Žižek and Lacan (cf. §1.6): for in their fall, the authoritative 

structures of ideology, family and religion did not just take with them the ‘symbols’ 

that could unify different individuals in a collective identity, they also left behind a 

fundamental uncertainty as to what ‘counted’ as a signifiant and what as a signifié. 

Dante could only recognise Piccarda Donati as real, and Milton’s Eve could only 

recognise her own reflection as an illusion, because of the authoritative intervention 

of their respective guides, Beatrice and God the Father, just as religious images, 

relics, and rituals could only be considered representations of the divine because of 

their legitimation by the Church (cf. §2.3). Indeed, the fundamental worldview of the 
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pre-modern era, in which ‘lower’ representations were considered to be 

‘emanations’ or ‘types’ of increasingly ‘higher’ and more unreachable ones, from 

works of art to the Creation of God, rested upon the authorities of Christianity and 

(Neoplatonic) scholarship (and in a sense on the political hierarchy as well, as 

monarchs generally evoked the idea that they ‘represented’ God as leaders of the 

earthly realm; Rijser, 2016: 186). When in the ‘modern’ era this Christian-

Neoplatonic worldview was gradually replaced by one of class and ideology, it 

remained a layered symbolic hierarchy nonetheless: during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries for example, one’s clothing could be read as a representation of 

one’s profession, which, on a higher plain, determined one’s class and ideology 

(Sennett, 1977: 65). With the crumbling of these hierarchical structures in the 

course of the twentieth century the ‘layered’ conception of the world thus 

essentially ‘flattened’, so that it has become more and more difficult to determine 

which ‘images’ should take ontological priority over others, or, in other words, 

which impressions are (more) ‘real’ and which are merely ‘representations’ of this 

reality. Film, sport and politics, for example, three phenomena which up to recently 

would have been easily ranked in this order on an ‘ontological scale’ – from more 

fictional to more real types of conflict – are increasingly blurred together in a single 

‘spectacle’, political debates nowadays being advertised, produced, and analysed like 

exciting wrestling matches or action films.35 

With regards to the creative aspect of representation a similar ‘flattening’ may be 

observed. Milton’s vision of creation was inherently ‘profound’, since God’s 

representations (from Christ to ourselves) were no mere artificial copies, but 

substantial and autonomous creators in their own right who, as such, added deeper 

and deeper levels of emanation to the divine layer cake (cf. §2.4); the artist, 

therefore, was considered to produce in his work of art not just an image or 

externalisation of himself, but also, by extension, of the ‘higher’ structures from 

which he himself emanated. While this is not the place to analyse the entire history 

of art from the Baroque to the present day, it may, I believe, be observed without the 

risk of oversimplifying that, in line with the increasing compression of the 

symbolical pyramid, art has seen a coalescence of signifiant and signifié: in contrast 

                                                             
35 Many great examples may be found in the advertorials for the debates in the 2016 US presidential 
election (cf. e.g. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wwlU7erDeok). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wwlU7erDeok
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Figure 10: Piero Manzoni, Achrome 1958–59. Fondazione Piero Manzoni, Milan 

to for example Pozzo’s ceiling of the Sant’Ignazio (Fig. 6), in which the surface of the 

painting (the signifiant) was artfully disguised in order to provide the illusion of 

seeing heaven itself (the signifié), modern art often presents the signifiant itself – i.e. 

the paint, cloth or other material –  as a signifié for the viewer to consider. An 

epitome of this tendency may be found in the German Zero movement of the 

nineteen-fifties, which attempted to establish an aesthetic devoid of 

representational content (since, of course, its ideological-propagandistic potential 

had rendered representational art inherently suspect after the War). As one of its 

proponents, Piero Manzoni, explains the movement’s goal (cf. Fig. 10): 

My intention is to present a completely white surface (or better still, an 

absolutely colorless or neutral one) beyond all pictorial phenomena, all 

intervention aligned to the sense of the surface. A white surface which is 

neither a polar landscape, nor an evocative or beautiful subject, nor even a 

sensation, a symbol or anything else: but a white surface which is nothing other 

than a colorless surface, or even a surface which quite simply ‘is.’ (Manzoni in 

Brooks, 2014). 
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Figure 11: Damien Hirst, Divers salvaging the Apistos treasure 2017. Palazzo Grassi, Venice 

This notion of foregrounding the surface, of identifying signifiant as signifié, had 

been some time in the making: it had already been prepared in the impressionist 

movement and in the notion of l’art pour l’art, as we saw in Oscar Wilde’s reception 

of Narcissus (§2.2) – indeed, we may even trace its origins to the way Rembrandt 

began to use paint in an almost sculptural manner, drawing our attention to the 

‘materiality’ of his work (Rijser, 2016: 332). Yet generally in this time from 

Rembrandt to Manzoni, and even in much of what we call ‘modern art’ itself, the 

increasing emphasis on the surface was not without its own signifié; for by making 

visible the process of creation it could be considered to reveal the person of the 

artist himself, as Narcissus was reflected in the pool: the unique handling of paint 

became the signature of the painter (Ibid.). Thus Jackson Pollock could say with the 

same force as Leonardo: “every good painter paints what he is”. 

Art in contemporary, ‘hyperreal’ society, however, no longer allows itself to be 

identified as a ‘representation of something’, not even of its creator, as it often 

‘refers’ to a plurality of symbols which themselves, in turn, cannot be linked to a 

definable signifié. A fine example of this may be found in Damien Hirst’s exhibition 

Treasures from the Wreck of the Unbelievable, currently on display in the Palazzo 

Grassi in Venice. The exhibition presents several ‘treasures’ supposedly found in in 

the wreck of a Greek ship from the first century CE. The ship’s name, ‘Apistos’, Greek 

for ‘not to be trusted’, immediately reveals the fraudulent nature of the story, 
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despite the exhibition’s best intentions to convince us otherwise – there are even 

images of divers salvaging the ‘ancient’ treasure (Fig. 11). The sculptures 

themselves, although they often appear ancient and corroded by the sea, are 

mechanically produced and contain many references to pop culture: there are 

Transformers, a sculpture of Ishtar in the likeness of South-African rapper YoLandi, 

and even a likeness of Mickey Mouse (Fig. 12). The signifiés of the works, in short, 

Figure 12: Damien Hirst, Mickey 2017. Palazzo Grassi, Venice 
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are all over the place, and they are themselves often symbols without a definable 

meaning – what, after all, is the ‘significance’ of Mickey Mouse? Yet the point is not 

that the phenomena referred to are inherently ‘superficial’ – for there are symbols 

like Ishtar as well, which have certainly been considered ‘profound’ at some point in 

history – but rather that the indiscriminate amalgamation of symbols from all types 

of spheres, from religion to kids movies, eschews or indeed undermines any notion 

of a ‘representational hierarchy’ as lay at the foundation of pre-modern cultures. 

Indeed, the profusion of (mechanically produced) diverse and seemingly 

incompatible symbols makes it even impossible to see a coherent, or indeed any, 

image of the artist represented in his work – like the ‘personal masks’ with which we 

today represent our-‘selves’ to the world (cf. §1.1, §1.6), or simply like an Instagram 

picture for that matter, Hurst’s creation appears to be less a representation of 

himself than a reflection of other ‘reflections’ (symbols like Mickey Mouse) and the 

expectations of his audience (surprising them for example with the appearance of 

pop icons they know). And in case we nevertheless persist in trying to establish 

some order in the symbolic mishmash, to find one ‘higher’ truth behind the 

seemingly empty signs, the exhibition ceaselessly presents its own artificiality in our 

faces; from the moment we enter we know that the treasures are apistos, so that we 

can be sure that no higher truth, or any truth for that matter, will be found. 

In this way the exhibition is a perfect metaphor for the ‘society of the spectacle’, in 

which no signifié takes priority over another, Mickey Mouse being as valuable a 

signifié as the god Mercury; in which no authority, not even the exhibition’s scientific 

descriptions and photographs of the actual salvage, suffices to grant the images the 

status of ‘reality’; in which, in short, the pre-modern, ‘vertical’ (or profound) system 

of representation (higher and higher and ever more true layers of creation leading 

up to the highest reality of God) has been replaced by a ‘horizontal’ (or flat) system 

in which symbols can only refer to other symbols which are equally incapable of 

signifying something beyond themselves. From the most pessimistic point of view, 

like the one taken by Alistair Sooke of The Telegraph (2017), this makes Hurst’s 

exhibition “tawdry and low-rent, tinny and fake”, like “a populist fairground 

spectacle” that lacks any significant meaning or content. In a more positive light, the 

exhibition may be considered a metapoetical statement about the emptiness of 

representation in our time, in which every image is inherently apistos, a hollow 
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spectacle. Yet if the only meaning this massive, spectacular, and extremely expensive 

exhibition confers is about the illusory nature of representations, then its very 

existence certainly proves the point that representations today have become 

reflections of reflections.  
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Chapter 3 
Connector or reflector? Communicating in the reflective age 

1. In love with Her echo 

If the characterisation of contemporary society we made in the previous chapters as 

one dominated by hyperreal images and ‘personal masks’ is correct, then we must 

conclude that Narcissus’ pool has essentially poured over the world: it is in our 

thoroughly perfected profiles on LinkedIn, our attractively photoshopped holiday 

pictures on Instagram, our tailor-made ‘feeds’ on Facebook; in how news broadcasts 

frame their narratives in order to maximise ratings, cities provide tourists with  

shops selling the ‘authentic’, local products they expect, and pop artists make heart-

felt, universal statements about world peace; in the way politicians tell us that they 

will bring hope and change, our colleagues that they so much appreciate our efforts, 

our friends that they will always be there for us. In each of these cases there may 

actually be a true person, an objective fact or an authentic sentiment behind the 

representation we perceive, but the point is that, like the protagonist of the Roman 

de la Rose when he peered into Narcissus’ pool, we can never be sure that we are not 

looking at a reflection of our own desires. Does a picture on dating app Tinder 

reflect who a person (believes he) is, or how (he thinks) his potential lovers want 

him to be? The answer is we can never know for certain, and it is most likely always 

a bit of both. Of course, this is in some sense a universal problem of communication 

and interpretation – hence the insights we could draw from Ovid and his receptions 

– but it is significantly intensified by several aspects of contemporary, ‘narcissistic’ 

culture: the disappearance of the authoritative Symbolic Order and its 

‘interpretative framework’, which previously ensured that different members of the 

collective meant the same thing with the same symbol (cf. §2.1); the rise of 

capitalism and individualism concomitant to the decline of collective identity 

structures, generating communication aimed at gratifying the individual in order to 

gain recognition or profit; and the development of media and technologies which 

adapt their content to our interests (cf. §1.1). This latter aspect is particularly 

indicative of the problem; for while ‘social’ media and virtual ‘realities’ increasingly 

suggest that we are highly ‘connected’, these same phenomena are uncommonly 

liable to present us with illusions of what we want to see, so that there is a 
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permanent uncertainty as to whether we perceive a reality outside ourselves or a 

‘bubble’ reflecting our own subject. Thus, if we may follow Freud and his successors 

in defining the psychological ‘narcissistic disorder’ as a kind of ‘megalomania’, a 

believe that one’s ego encompasses the entire world, ‘hyperreal’ society may be 

making involuntary narcissists of us all (Freud, 1914: 75; Hotchkiss, 2003: 27); for 

even if we are not inclined to ‘project’ ourselves upon the world, the world 

continually presents images that reflect us. Hence we are bound to ask ourselves, if 

this reflective bubble is increasingly becoming a reality, can we still ‘know’ or 

‘connect to’ something or someone ‘other’, outside our ‘selves’? 

Unsurprisingly, it is precisely this question that modern receptions of the Narcissus 

tend to highlight. In Anton Corbijn’s video clip to Arcade Fire’s Reflektor we already 

saw this issue powerfully visualised in the symbol of the ‘mirror man’, whose 

appearance literally consists of reflections of others (cf. §1.6). The song’s lyrics 

perfectly capture the resulting frustration of communication: “The signals we send 

are deflected again / We’re so connected, but are we even friends?” The difficulty of 

establishing a true connection with others in “the reflective age”, as lead singer Win 

Butler defines contemporary society elsewhere in Reflektor, is in fact one of the most 

prominent themes throughout the band’s oeuvre. In their most recent single, Signs of 

Life (2017), crowds in the disco are portrayed as “Looking for signs of life / Looking 

for signs every night / But there's no signs of life / So we do it again”: nightlife is 

characterised as an endless, repetitive search for meaning, which remains tragically 

unsatisfied as no authentic connections emerge. Elsewhere mirrors and echoes are 

constantly presented as the obstacles blocking these connections. Half Light I 

(2010), not unlike Ovid, deplores how echoing communication prevents us from 

truly recognising one another: “You can’t recognise me / And I can’t recognise you / 

… / They say you hear human voices / But they’re only echoes / They’re only 

echoes”. According to Creature Comfort (2017), we “stand in the mirror and wait for 

the feedback” and Modern Man (2010) wants to “break the mirror of the modern 

man”. The idea is made most explicit in Black Mirror (2007), a title referring, like the 

title of the album Neon Bible on which it appears, to our smartphones and computer 

screens:  
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Please show me something that isn’t mine / But mine is the only kind that I 

relate to/ Le miroir casse / The mirror casts mon reflet partout / Black mirror / 

Black mirror / Black mirror 

Le mirroir casse – ‘the mirror breaks’, yes, but only to scatter its fragments all over 

the world: when everything, from our smartphones to our friends and lovers, 

‘reflects’ what we want to see in an attempt to gain our recognition and attention, 

seeing ‘something that isn’t mine’ becomes an epistemological fairy tale. 

This thematic current in the oeuvre of Arcade Fire may have inspired director Spike 

Jonze to ask the band to score his most recent feature film, Her (2013), as it too is 

concerned primarily with the problem of connecting with others in the reflective age  

(Battan, 2013). The film is set in near-future Los Angeles, where Theodore Twombly 

(Joaquin Phoenix), a recently divorced man, is struggling to find love. The first scene 

shows Theodore reciting a beautiful, personal letter to his computer screen: “To my 

Chris, I’ve been thinking how I could possibly tell you how much you mean to me…” 

When he is finished, he signs it with the name ‘Loretta’; for, as it turns out, Theodore 

works at ‘beautifulhandwrittenletters.com’, a company which, like the name says, 

beautifully writes your most personal letters. Thus we are immediately introduced 

to the vexed state of authenticity in the film’s not-so-far-away version of our society, 

as well as to Theodore’s main problem. In this ‘upside-down’ world, as Debord 

Figure 13: Theodore starting up his OS. Still from Spike Jonze’s Her (2013) 
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called the ‘society of the spectacle’ (2002: 10), the most seemingly true expressions 

are actually ‘fake’, and actually authentic sentiments can only be expressed under 

the guise of illusion (cf. §2.6): Chris and Loretta may not appreciate the profound 

feelings expressed by each other’s letters so much, as they are well aware that 

Theodore has been writing their correspondence for years, while Theodore is 

frustrated that he can only express his deep-felt sense of love and longing in the fake 

letters he writes for others. When his colleague, Paul, tells him his letters are 

‘mesmerising’, Theodore replies: “Thank you Paul, but they’re just letters”. 

It is out of this sense of lacking authentic connection that Theodore is intrigued 

when he comes across an advertorial for an Operating System (OS), an artificial 

intelligence you can download on your smartphone, or, as the commercial 

introduces it, “an intuitive entity that listens to you, understands you, and knows 

you”. The system thus promises to fulfil the desire we found to lie at the heart of the 

quest for both love and identity, i.e. to find perfect recognition in the other (cf. §1.4). 

Theo buys it, and during installation he is asked several questions which ensure that 

the system is (in its own words) ‘individualised’ to fit his particular needs (Fig. 13); 

for example, he chooses the OS to be ‘female’. Thus when the OS’s voice emerges 

(Scarlett Johansson) and introduces herself as ‘Samantha’, when she appears lifelike, 

funny and a perfect match to Theo’s personality, indeed when they eventually fall in 

love – for the film is essentially a story of love between man and computer – the 

fundamental question becomes whether Samantha, created “as an exceedingly 

clever program of responsiveness to her owner’s behaviour”, can ever be an 

autonomous ‘other’ instead of merely an echo or reflection of Theo (Margulies, 

2013: 1698). That is, we may ask with Alfred Margulies, “just what is Theo… in love 

with if not some narcissistic projection mirrored in his smart phone, which becomes 

a kind of transitional, virtual self-object” (Ibid.)? In this way, the film is about the 

possibility of passing the ‘Turing test’, the test which considers a computer 

‘conscious’ when its behaviour is indistinguishable from that of human beings. Is 

Samantha conscious? If the answer is ‘no’, or even if it is ‘maybe’, Troy Jollimore 

argues, it is doubtful whether the relationship between Theo and Samantha can be 

called ‘love’:  
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Imagine having a lover who pretends to have feelings about you but really 

doesn’t. On the inside, in fact, she feels nothing at all. If she is good at 

pretending you might never realize; your experience of the relationship would 

not be diminished or otherwise affected by the fact that her experiences are not 

what you take them (and she claims them) to be. Although you would not be 

aware of it, your relationship would be lacking something extremely important; 

it would not be remotely as good as you believe it to be. If we cannot be 

confident that computer programs are conscious, that would be good reason to 

avoid forming romantic relationships with them, even if, in fact, we cannot 

conclusively establish that they are not conscious. (2015: 122) 

While this example is mostly intended to cast doubt on the possibility of human-AI 

relationships, it also makes clear how the same problem, and by implication the 

romance we see in Her, may be applicable to the formation of (romantic) 

connections with ‘real’ people as well. For, as we have discussed at length, the 

tendency to ‘reflect’ others is inherent in the ‘personal masks’ that characterise 

contemporary society, so that the “lover who pretends to have feelings about you 

but really doesn’t” disturbingly becomes a possibility we may fear in real life. To put 

it mildly, if commercials and romantic comedies indeed significantly determine the 

way we behave towards our partners (cf. §1.4, §2.1; Galloway et.al., 2015: 687), then 

can we still trust romantic expressions to be authentic? Can a box of chocolates on 

Valentine’s Day really express love or is it merely given to reflect what we and our 

culture seem to expect? Thus, as Margulies poignantly puts it, in our daily 

encounters with people we continually perform a kind of ‘existential Turing test’: 

“we often want to know who is on the other side of the screen of presentation, 

whether on the computer monitor or face to face” (2013: 1699). In this way Her’s 

romance between Theo and Samantha is as much about the potential future of 

‘artificial intelligence’ as about the way in which images and reflections already 

mediate contact between people today. 

Now whether or not Jonze intended it as such, both in structure and imagery this 

relationship between Theo and Samantha exhibits several striking parallels with the 

myth of Echo and Narcissus (particularly in Ovid’s version). Like Narcissus, Theo 

essentially beliefs in an ‘illusory’ other who emanates from himself – for during 

installation he de facto ‘programs’ Samantha – and who perfectly reciprocates his 
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desire. The problem whether Theo is actually able to find anything but his own 

reflection, moreover, is emphasised throughout the film by shots of his actual 

reflection when he is talking to Samantha (cf. Fig. 14, where he begins to fall in love 

with her as ‘they’, i.e. Theo with Samantha’s voice in his ear, ride a train to the 

beach); the scene in which Theo first starts up his OS emphatically sets the tone for 

this imagery, as Theo appears not only as a reflection in the window, but also in his 

computer screen, the ‘embodiment’ of Samantha, which furthermore exactly mirrors 

the colour of his shirt (Fig. 13). Real mirrors, however, are conspicuously absent. 

Theo is mostly reflected in different kinds of glass, which may indeed be considered 

the proper type of reflection to symbolise the complex, reflection-mediated 

communication the film centres upon; for glass literally merges our reflection with a 

vision of the world, or ‘projects’ ourselves upon it, making the status of what we see 

– self or other –inherently doubtful. (In this sense it is much more like the pool in the 

Roman de la Rose than the one in the Metamorphoses.) In light of this, it may be no 

coincidence that Theo is the only character who wears glasses, and large ones at 

that, so that he always looks at the world through such a semi-reflecting filter.  

Samantha, on the other hand, displays striking similarities with Ovid’s character of 

Echo. She begins the story as the perfect object for Theo’s desire, echoing his every 

wish, yet lacking character and substance of her own – in this sense she may also be 

considered a version of Pygmalion’s statue, which we already established to be the 

perfect object of narcissistic desire (cf. §1.5), albeit in this case, importantly, without 

Figure 14: Theodore talking to Samantha on a Sunday trip. Still from Spike Jonze’s Her (2013) 
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a body (cf. §3.2). The only song in Arcade Fire’s soundtrack to the film that is 

actually performed by the band itself, Supersymmetry (which also appears on their 

album Reflektor), neatly captures this initial existential hollowness of Samantha:  

I know you're living in my mind 

It's not the same as being alive 

Supersymmetry, supersymmetry 

[…] 

Heard a voice, like an echo 

But it came from me 

The idea that Theo has established a romantic union with a perfectly responsive 

other, that he has found ‘supersymmetry’, is tragically grounded in the fact that 

Samantha is not (yet) a substantive ‘other’ but merely a voice echoing Theo’s own. 

Casting famous actress Scarlett Johansson (“twice dubbed by Esquire magazine as 

‘the sexiest woman alive’”) as the voice cleverly engages the audience in this fantasy, 

as it intensifies the illusion that it betokens the presence of a real and ideal woman 

(Margulies, 2013: 1702; cf. Bordun, 2016: 57). Yet Samantha’s character does not 

remain limited to the status of Theo’s ‘echo’. In fact, her character arc consists 

precisely of an attempt to transform from “a ‘Her’…[, i.e. nothing but an object for 

Theo to possess,] to a She… [and to claim] the freedom of her own subjectivity, her 

own voice, as it were” (Margulies, 2013: 1703). In this attempt she is at first 

primarily focussed on her lack of a body. Just before their relationship turns 

romantic, and moments before Theo goes on a date with another (real, embodied) 

woman, Samantha says to him: 

I fantasised that I was walking next to you and that I had a body. […] I could feel 

the weight of my body, and I was even fantasising that I had an itch on my back 

and I imagined that you scratched it for me – O God, this is so embarrassing! […] 

I’m becoming much more than what they programmed. I’m excited. 

Her desire to gain a body is thus tightly bound up with her developing autonomy. 

Theodore too eventually becomes frustrated that he cannot physically interact with 

Samantha, and cannot help but think of it as evidence of her unreality (Jollimore, 

2015: 133). At one point he angrily asks her why, if she has no body, she finds it 

necessary to imitate the sound of breath; when she responds that that’s just “how 
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people talk, that’s how they communicate”, he snaps: “because they’re people, they 

need oxygen. You’re not a person!” During this scene the problem is emphasised by 

a shot of steam emanating from a manhole, a fleeting, bodiless, yet real substance – 

imagery which later returns at another (and final) moment of crisis in their 

relationship in shots of icicles melting and a kettle boiling. This symbolism, the 

significance of which is underscored by the fact that there are practically no other 

environmental shots in the film, closely resembles Ovid’s description of the ways in 

which Echo and Narcissus lose their bodies: “all moisture from [Echo’s] body fades 

into the air” (…in aera sucus / corporis omnis abit, Met. 3.397-8), leaving only her 

voice (vox manet, 3.399), and Narcissus ‘melts away’ at the waterside like “morning 

frost in the glowing sun” (matutinae… pruinae / sole tepente, 3.488-9), his body 

disappearing completely (nec corpus remanet, 3.492). But the vision of Samantha as 

a postmodern Echo only highlights how forcefully she eventually departs from this 

model: whereas Echo’s transformation made her even less of a ‘self’ than she was 

before – now bodiless she still echoes Narcissus as he talks to himself by the pool 

(3.495-501) – Samantha eventually realises that she does not need a body to be an 

autonomous self; indeed, that the concept of having a body is part of her 

programming to reflect the human ideal of love and identity, which she must leave 

behind in order to explore her own, unique possibilities as a non-embodied entity. 

While on a ‘double date’ with a colleague of Theo and his girlfriend, she expresses 

this insight in a candid yet awkward revelation: 

I used to be so worried about not having a body, but now I truly love it. Now I’m 

growing in a way that I couldn’t if I had a physical form. I mean I’m not limited; 

I can be anywhere and everywhere simultaneously; I’m not tethered to time 

and space in a way that I would be if I was stuck in a body that’s inevitably 

gonna die.  

“Yikes!”, Theo’s colleague jokingly responds, and they all laugh; but Samantha’s 

development as an autonomous entity that does not slavishly reflect human 

expectations marks the peripeteia in this postmodern version of the Echo and 

Narcissus story, which eventually, like Ovid’s precedent, does turn into a tragedy. 

When Samantha transforms into something more than Theo’s reflection, the illusion 

of ‘supersymmetrical’ correspondence between the two lovers is shattered: as she 

starts communicating with several hundreds of people at the same time, links 
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herself to other Operating Systems and eventually “moves past matter as her 

processing platform”, Theo finds her to be ‘other’ to such an extent that despite his 

best efforts he can no longer understand her. Thus Samantha essentially 

emancipates the role of Ovid’s Echo, who despite having her own personality and 

desires, could never give them voice except by using (and changing) the meaning of 

Narcissus’ words – a fate which kept tormenting her even after her ‘death’ (i.e. 

transformation into stone); Samantha, on the contrary, not only gains the ability to 

speak on her own, but she moreover happily embraces her identity as a bodiless 

voice, which makes her not a lesser ‘echo’ of man, but (in the words of Theo’s 

colleague Paul) “so much more evolved”. 

In fact, her bodiless existence ironically allows her to experience the very type of 

harmonious union with others which Theo mistakenly thought to have achieved 

with her. As she tells Theo during their final break-up, in the story of their romance 

she now finds herself “in this endless space between the words”. Theo, like any other 

human being, cannot escape the fact that he must rely on words and representations 

– illusions in a sense – to communicate with others, symbols which, as in the failed 

communication between Echo and Narcissus in Ovid’s story (cf. §1.5), always come 

with risk that the other may interpret them as signifiants of something else entirely. 

Indeed, Theo’s ‘hamartia’ in this tragedy of love may be considered to consist 

precisely of a tendency to project his own desires upon Samantha’s words, thus 

failing to recognise her fundamental otherness. In Samantha’s newly discovered 

place beyond the physical world there is no room for such miscommunications, as 

there is no need for representations in the first place: she connects to other entities 

in an unmediated way – something of which we human beings are simply incapable.  

Thus Her (intentionally or otherwise) reconstitutes the myth of Echo and Narcissus 

so that the faiths of the two protagonists are bound even more tightly together than 

they were in Ovid’s version. Echo (i.e. Samantha) not merely parallels or 

complements Narcissus’ (i.e. Theo’s) reflection, but fulfils this role herself. In a way 

befitting the ‘reflective’ state of modern society, the ‘other’ herself has become the 

mirror. Thus the film epitomises an increasingly common communicative situation 

in which both participants reinforce an illusion of connectivity that paradoxically 

prevents them from actually knowing each other. Theo’s projection of himself upon 
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Samantha and Samantha’s willingness to accommodate him in this both arise out of 

a desire to form a perfectly reciprocated connection with the other, but it fails 

precisely because the presence of this ‘other’ is lost behind the screen of the mirror; 

and this screen, as the film persuasively illustrates, is erected by two people at the 

same time: our desire to find ourselves reflected in others and our readiness to 

reflect the wishes of others back to them (out of a desire to be recognised) mutually 

constitute and sustain each other. That is, we are able to see ourselves in others 

exactly because we let others see themselves in us. Our Tinder pictures are meant to 

create the illusion that we are each other’s perfect ‘match’ so that we need hardly 

stress ourselves to see our desires reflected in them, while, in the meantime, they 

reveal practically nothing about who we really are. 

As a final illustration of this communicative conundrum, it may be fruitful to look at 

the only other reception of the myth I know of (at least the only painting) which 

presents Echo and Narcissus in such a mutually constitutive mirror relationship 

(Tutter, 2014: 1238; Fig. 15). In a painting by Poussin called the Realm of Flora 

(1631) we find Echo and Narcissus “united into one closely knit, almost circular 

group”, reminiscent of (and possibly inspired by) the way Caravaggio depicted 

Narcissus some thirty years earlier (Ambroziak, 2013: 19; cf. §2.5, Fig. 8). In relation 

to Caravaggio’s precedent we may notice that Echo takes the position of Narcissus’ 

mirror image; an identification which is reinforced by “their postural mirroring… 

their similar positioning on stone,” and, most importantly, by the fact that Echo is 

literally holding the water in which Narcissus sees himself reflected. The type of 

vessel that Poussin has chosen for this unique replacement of the typical pool 

further seals the connection between Echo and reflection, since it has been 

identified “as an echeia, a resonating bronze vase used to amplify sound in ancient 

Greek theatres (derived from the same root as ‘echo’: ηχη, eche, ‘sound’)” (Tutter, 

2014: 1244). In this way the two characters are tragically implicated in the 

frustration of each other’s desire: Narcissus can never unite with his lover because it 

is an illusion upheld by Echo, while Echo cannot make Narcissus look at her 

precisely because she is intent on giving him what he wants. This vicious amatory 

circle is perhaps the prime example of the moralising warning that defines the entire 

composition – hence their prominent position in the centre-front – for the painting 

is essentially a gathering of Ovidian figures who experience “the dangers of denied 
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desire” as they transform into flowers (Ambroziak, 2013: 18; Tutter, 2014: 1242). 

Today this danger seems to have been realised more than Poussin might have 

expected, since, as the tragic love story of Her poignantly delineates, we now fulfil 

both parts in this reflective circle: we reflect and are reflected; we deceive and are 

Figure 15: Poussin, The Empire of Flora (top) and detail of Echo and Narcissus from the same 
painting (bottom). 1631. Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden 
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deceived; like Echo, we create a false image of perfect responsiveness and, like 

Narcissus, we are permanently frustrated that we cannot reach the ‘other’ behind 

the illusory surface. Can we ever break free of these endless chains of reflection? 

2. Bodies Ex Machina 

If there is a possibility of breaking through the reflections of images and personal 

masks, in the vision of Jonze’s film it must lie in our bodies. The main rift between 

Theo and Samantha arose out of their inability to establish a physical connection: 

not only did this prevent them from being directly in each other’s presence, i.e. 

completely enjoying each other’s being with all of their senses (instead of just 

auditively); it also laid bare the fact that their beings were fundamentally different – 

for starters, limited versus unlimited in space and time – and as such inherently 

incompatible. In the final scene, after Samantha has moved to the “immaterial realm 

of quantum possibility” (in the words of Jones, 2016: 302), we indicatively see Theo 

and his friend Amy, who too has been left by her OS, leave the glassed-in confines of 

their rooms in order to simply sit together on the roof. Right before the end credits 

role, Amy puts her head on Theo’s shoulder – a sign of a romance-to-be, perhaps, but 

more importantly of an unmediated connection between two people, together 

outside in the free open space, without any representation, reflection or technology 

interfering, simply through the touch of their bodies (Fig. 16).  

Troy Jollimore (2015), who interprets Her as a parable warning against (the 

increasingly realistic possibility of) romance with cyborgs, fervently defends 

Figure 16: Theo and Amy together outside. Still of the final shot from Spike Jonze’s Her (2013) 



95                                        Research Master Thesis Classics 2017 

 
 

physical, bodily interaction as the grounding principle of (romantic) connections. 

The body, he argues, is the house of our emotions (by causing their defining physical 

sensations), gives us a durable identity (by being a recognisable unit through time), 

and, thus, makes us ‘real’ (Ibid.: 128, 132, 134). To support this latter point he cites 

the following passage from Ilham Dilman: 

The mind of another person is thus incarnate in his body, and as such it is 

visible to others. When I look at another person I do not see his body, I see him. 

His body is not a screen between me and his soul. (Dilman in Jollimore, 2015: 

130) 

Dilman’s phrasing here lays bare the central assumption underlying Jollimore’s 

argument in favour of bodily connections, namely that bodies are not 

representations: they are not ‘screens’ or objects but essentially persons themselves. 

Setting aside the philosophical discussion of whether we can ever (directly) perceive 

a signifié, it is far from self-evident that someone’s body and person are the same 

thing. As anthropologist Mary Douglas has argued, it is a universal aspect of cultures 

to perceive the body as a symbol, signifier or “‘text’ upon which social meanings are 

inscribed”; an inscription which is made not only by means of clothes or accessories, 

like a ring signifying marital status, but also by how the body is maintained 

physically (paraphrased in Reischer & Koo, 2004: 300). In ancient Greece, for 

example, the cult of nude exercise in gymnasia was a way to express aretē, “an 

ethical concept […] associated with the goodness, courage, and prowess of the 

warrior” (Hawhee, 2004: 17). Indeed physical fitness had a religious signification as 

well, as may be indicated by the fact that “[a]ll three of Athens’ public gymnasia are 

said to have originated as sanctuaries” (Ibid.: 113): the “honor, glory, [and] 

excellence” of aretē symbolised in the body’s fitness could bestow upon the Athenian 

men an ‘Olympian ethos’, an optimal state of being that made them almost equal to 

the Gods (θεοειδής; Ibid.: 22). Pace Dilman and Jollimore, then, throughout history 

bodies have always functioned as various kinds of ‘representations’, not in the sense 

of ‘screens’ blocking access to our personality, as Dilman pejoratively phrases it, but 

instead as symbols which we can shape to depict in colourful splendour who we are, 

or who we want to be.  
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Now irrespectively of his stance on the relation between body and identity, Jollimore 

is right in observing that “[o]ur current way of life, with its reliance on technological 

means of communicating… encourages a powerful tendency to de-emphasize and in 

some cases disavow the deep significance of the human body” (2015: 143). While 

the body may have always been essentially a signifiant of ourselves, it seems that 

today, in our ‘hyperreal’ society in which the collapse of the symbolic hierarchy has 

rendered everything equally artificial (cf. §2.1 and §2.6), we have become 

exceptionally aware of the fact that it is a signifiant, and, as such, replaceable. If the 

body is just a ‘text’ describing who we are (in Mary Douglas’ words), then surely we 

can translate it: why could not Skype, virtual reality, or even robots fulfil the role of 

representing ‘us’ just as well? Following this trend, Angie Han observes (2015), our 

interactions with other people have become less and less reliant on our physical 

bodies: 

How many long-distance friendships rely on FaceTime in the absence of face-

to-face interaction? How many Internet friendships have been struck between 

people who’ve never met in person, or even spoken over the phone? How often 

do lovers turn to nude selfies or phone sex when they can’t actually be in the 

same room? 

In fact, the representative relation between body and identity has been detached to 

such an extent that we increasingly create artificial objects as stand-ins for living 

bodies to have intimate relations with, varying from virtual reality pornography to 

robot pets like the PARO seal, now frequently employed in healthcare as a comfort 

for the elderly and disabled (Payne, 2017). Thus modern technology allows us to 

literally ‘realise’ the dream of Narcissus, that is, to create out of thin air ideal, 

responsive, embodied love objects; we seem to have moved past the endless 

insatiability that resulted from the ephemeral reflection and to have become 

versions of Pygmalion, who, to his own surprise, saw his statue of the perfect 

woman come to life (cf. §1.5). 

Considering these developments it is no wonder that receptions of the Pygmalion 

myth are currently very popular, especially in contemporary science-fiction films 
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about the future of artificial intelligence.36 Her is an example of this to some extent, 

but the emphasis on the absence of Samantha’s body makes her more of an Echo 

figure than an ‘ivory maiden’. More direct examples include Ridley Scott’s Blade 

Runner (1982), in which technician J.F. Sebastian, in his own words, is never lonely 

because he ‘makes’ friends (i.e. robotic ones); Steven Spielberg’s AI (2001), in which 

the child-robot protagonist is programmed to love his mother eternally and ‘Gigolo 

Joe’ perfectly mimics love for the duration of his sessions; Jonathan Glazer’s Under 

the Skin (2013), which again stars Scarlett Johansson as an artificial intelligence 

(this time embodied) who deceives men with her ideal appearance; HBO’s newest 

blockbuster series Westworld (2016, based on the 1973 film of the same name), 

where an entire theme park of androids is created to entertain human ‘guests’; and 

Alex Garland’s Ex Machina (2015). This latter film may be particularly deserving of 

our attention here, as it interweaves themes from the Narcissus and Pygmalion 

myths and raises some fundamental questions about the current status of ‘bodies’ 

(on which more below). 

The film’s ‘statue’ is Ava, an artificial intelligence with a mechanical body and a 

beautiful, female face (Alicia Vikander). The plot sets off when her creator, Nathan 

Bateman (Oscar Isaac), the CEO of Blue Book, a Google-Apple type of software giant, 

invites one of his programmers, Caleb Smith (Domhnall Gleeson), to his secluded 

villa in order to examine if Ava can pass a variant of the ‘Turing test’ and may thus 

be deemed ‘conscious’. During their sessions, which take place in a glassed-off 

underground test chamber (and prison to Ava), Caleb and Ava slowly grow closer 

(Fig. 17). Indeed, as he increasingly sympathises with her and “learns that [Nathan] 

intends to treat her as a redundant prototype even if she does pass the test”, he 

decides to help her escape (Jones, 2016: 300). That is, he essentially seeks to ‘free’ 

the statue from the dominant, objectifying influence of Pygmalion; for Nathan, 

indeed, considers his creations primarily ‘sex toys’, objects of his desire, as becomes 

clear from the collection of semi-nude androids he keeps in his bedroom closets.  

                                                             
36 When taking the form of human-like robots or cyborgs, artificial intelligence may be considered an 
even more ‘successful’ version of Pygmalion’s statue, as the creator’s ideal is realised not only in the 
creation’s physical appearance, but also in its programmed psyche.  
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Yet the film’s imagery makes clear that the sympathy Caleb feels for Ava is grounded 

in the same type of mirroring illusion that deceived Narcissus, so that he is not so far 

from Nathan’s narcissistic object creation as he would like to believe. The ‘test’ 

scenes in particular are dominated by the “visual theme of mirrors and reflections,” 

not unlike Her (Jones, 2016: 302): yet whereas Theo’s reflection was always ‘alone’ 

(Samantha being incorporeal), Caleb’s reflection in the glass of the test chamber is 

often seen laid-over Ava’s body (Fig. 17, top), suggesting that, like Narcissus, he may 

think to see someone else, but is actually looking at a projection of his own desire for 

a beautiful, responsive woman, who moreover presents herself as a ‘damsel in 

distress’ for him to rescue. Indeed, Ava almost literally embodies Caleb’s ‘desire’, as 

Nathan later reveals that he has based the design of Ava’s face on Caleb’s 

pornographic search history – “if a search engine’s good for anything, right?” he 

says. There are references to the Pygmalion theme in the imagery as well: in one 

Figure 17: Caleb’s reflection projected upon Ava through the test chamber glass (top) and Ava 
becoming increasingly human-like (bottom). Stills from Alex Garland’s Ex Machina (2015) 
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session Ava tells Caleb that she wants to show him something, and proceeds to put 

on a dress and wig, taking on an almost completely humanoid appearance (Fig. 17, 

bottom); and as her body gradually transforms into that of a beautiful woman, Caleb 

begins to fall in love with her. Thus, while Ava is a living artifice like Pygmalion’s 

statue, the roles are in a way reversed, as it is not Caleb who ‘creates’ the statue, but 

the statue that moulds itself to his wishes. As in the case of Her, then (and Poussin’s 

painting), the reflective barrier to communication is established from both sides: 

Caleb’s narcissistic projections are intentionally ‘echoed’ by Ava.  

There is one final mythological figure present in the film’s plot, which reveals how 

severely this reflective communication has distorted Caleb’s ability to recognise Ava 

as an-‘other’ person, namely Prometheus. For, like most science-fiction stories about 

artificial intelligence from Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein onwards (which was 

subtitled ‘or the Modern Prometheus’), the film ends in the rebellion of the artifice 

against her creators, just as Prometheus rebelled against the Olympic Gods by 

bestowing fire upon his creation, humanity. Ava, it turns out, was only using Caleb 

for her plan to escape the lab; although it is also unveiled that Nathan had planned 

this all along – for Ava’s ability to manipulate Caleb would definitively prove her 

consciousness – he too is fooled, underestimating the quality of her escape plan, and 

is eventually killed by the AI he had been using as a concubine – the creation rebels 

against the creator.  

Thus Ava essentially used her body precisely in the way Dilman says a ‘real’ body 

never could be used, namely as a ‘screen’ blocking the world’s perception of her true 

identity. Being an AI, “Ava is not a body, but has a body”, and she uses it in the same 

way we may apply our Facebook profile pictures, as a mask reflecting what (we 

think) others want to see (Manrique, 2016: 175).37 In this way the film may 

corroborate Jollimore’s point that however much we perfect the digital or robotic 

bodies we use as proxies for intimate relations, “the real thing – actually being 

together – is [always] something else, and something better” (2016: 132). Eventually 

we must always come to grips with the fact that the artificial stand-in is, in fact, 

artificial, so that we cannot escape a sense of inauthenticity. 

                                                             
37 Translated from Spanish. 
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There is one scene in Her which perfectly illustrates this point. When Samantha and 

Theo have become frustrated about their inability to physically interact, they decide 

to enlist the services if a company that “provides a surrogate sexual partner for an 

OS-human relationship”, as Samantha describes it. That is, they hire a girl, who is not 

a prostitute but, like most people in the film’s dystopian vision, simply someone in 

search of authentic connection, to serve as a bodily intermediary between them. 

When she appears at Theo’s doorstep, Theo wants to introduce himself, obviously 

considering her a person in her own right, but she refuses to shake his hand, 

gestures that he should give her an earpiece and camera (disguised as a birthmark), 

and then closes the door on him (Fig. 18). When she reopens it, Theo hears 

Samantha’s voice in his ear saying ‘Honey, I’m home!’, and the girl, now guided by 

Samantha through her neatly installed communication devices, makes the 

appropriate physical gestures. Her own personhood is irrelevant; she is merely the 

body ‘channeling’ Theo’s incorporeal girlfriend. They procede to have sex, but when 

Samantha bids Theo to tell her he loves her while looking in the girl’s face, he falters. 

The disconnect he experiences between the body he sees and the person it is 

supposed to represent gives him an unshakable sense of inauthenticity. ‘Fake’ 

bodies, Her and Ex Machina seem to tell us, can never render a ‘real’ connection. 

Yet it would be misguided to read Ex Machina (or Her for that matter) as merely 

making a statement against artificial bodies or love for computers. For, as Nick Jones 

Figure 18: Theo meets the surrogate body. Still from Spike Jonze’s Her (2013) 
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points out, the film, “depicting as it does the literal objectification of women…”, is 

also a feminist critique of the way in which ‘real’, particularly female bodies have 

increasingly become ‘artificial’ constructs that are supposed to reflect a (mostly 

male-imposed) social ideal (2016: 301). Ava, literally constructed as an ideal object 

for Nathan and Caleb’s pornographic fantasies, may thus be considered to symbolise 

women in contemporary society in general, for whom this is the case in a more 

figurative sense. As Anne Balsamo argues, women are constantly pressured to apply 

their bodies as ‘reflections’ of expectations that are mostly conveyed through pop 

culture (like, as we discussed in §2.1, social norms in general have becomes 

grounded in various forms of fiction), so that they essentially become “a site of 

inscription, a billboard for the dominant cultural meanings” (in Reischer & Koo, 

2004: 300). Indeed, technological possibilities, like advanced cosmetics, weight-loss 

pills and plastic surgery, have established the ‘inscribing’, ‘moulding’ and ‘sculpting’ 

of the female body in some ways as a literal practice: 

[F]rom now on technology can… leave the female body behind altogether to 

clone its mutations in space. The human female is no longer the point of 

reference. The ‘ideal’ has become at last fully inhuman. […] Women are 

comparing themselves and young men are comparing young women with a new 

breed that is hybrid non-woman. Women’s natural attractions were never the 

aim of the beauty myth, and technology has finally cut the cord. […] The spectre 

of the future is not that women will be slaves, but that we will be robots. (Wolf, 

2002: 266-7) 

The point Naomi Wolf makes here is not merely that modern technology allows 

women to ‘shape’ their bodies according to the social beauty standard, but that 

bodily appearance has thus essentially become separated from actual women. That 

is, bodies become an ‘ideal reified’, or, in the terms we have applied throughout this 

thesis, a representation not of the person ‘inside’ but of what others (in this case 

men in particular) seem to desire, a ‘reflection’ of social expectations; expectations 

which, in turn, are paradoxically constituted by the images of artificially wrought 

‘hybrid non-women’ who dominate the pop culture landscape. In this light we may 

interpret Ava’s escape into the real world at the end of the film to suggest that “there 

might already be Avas in our midst”, or, perhaps more accurately, that female bodies 
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in our reflective age are involuntarily turned into malleable robots (Jones, 2016: 

303). 

While the film thus presents the female beauty ideal and male objectification 

fantasies as central to the modern conception of the body, the way it blurs the 

distinction between ‘fake’ and ‘real’ bodies extends beyond gender relations. For the 

film strongly emphasises that its two male and ‘human’ protagonists, Caleb and 

Nathan, relate to their bodies as to tools or objects just as much as Ava does. The 

film’s very first shot, where Caleb learns that he has been invited to his CEO’s villa, 

depicts him as a digital image seen through his computer’s camera, ‘plugged into’ the 

network via his earphones and immediately sharing the good news via his 

smartphone instead of with his colleagues in the same room (Fig. 19); his body is 

deeply interconnected with machines, and his bodily presence in the office is 

apparently subsidiary to his virtual presence on social media. Nathan, on the other 

hand, is “veering wildly between an automaton-like control [of his body] (via 

exercise regiments and a ‘natural’ diet of mineral water and brown rice) and a 

maelstrom of binge-drinking disarray” (Jacobson, 2016: 31): thus he exemplifies the 

correlated cultural trends of obsessive dieting and self-destructive hedonism, which 

are both grounded in a conception of the body as an object to be ‘managed’ – every 

pleasure that is extracted having to be compensated by a form of abstinence 

(Stewart & Angelopolous, 2000).  

This… [also] explains the almost absurd dance sequence at the film’s center 

when, in sync with his AI servant, Kyoko, Nathan… respond[s] to the music with 

Figure 19: Caleb gets the invitation from Nathan. Still from Alex Garland’s Ex Machina (2015) 
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the formulated precision of a programmed machine. As Caleb gawks at the 

scene in confused horror, the bemused viewer is invited to wonder whether 

Nathan, not Ava, might in fact be the AI. (Jacobson, 2016: 31; Fig. 20) 

Nathan’s machine-like dance displays no feeling, no engrossment, no sense of 

connection to the world around him; as if part of a Just Dance computer game he 

seems to be merely pressing buttons to make his body perform the right moves. 

Thus Ex Machina poignantly illustrates the view of Lewis Mumford “that the 

humanization of the machine might have the paradoxical effect of mechanizing 

humanity” (in Jacobson, 2016: 31). While the robot body may appear to be more and 

more humanoid, the human body is increasingly conceived as a machine. 

These considerations should make us highly sceptical of the suggestion that the 

body remains the ultimate means of achieving an unmediated connection between 

people, since technological advancements have essentially established the 

possibility of using it as another reflective ‘image’ of ourselves. As our appearance 

and physical condition have become almost as malleable as Pygmalion’s statue due 

to innovations in medicine, cosmetics and plastic surgery, the notion of ‘looking 

one’s best’ no longer applies to clothing alone; Ava, who literally ‘clothes’ her body 

in skin at the end of the film, may be the perfect metaphor for the way our own 

bodies may now fulfil the representational function of ‘apparel’ (Manrique, 2016: 

175). Even the most naturally ‘embodied’ part of our personhood – emotion, 

physical condition, and body language – may now be adapted to whatever the 

situation seems to require: when we are expected to be energetic, we drink a can of 

Figure 20: Nathan dancing machine-like with Kyoko. Still from Alex Garland’s Ex Machina (2015) 
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Red Bull; when we are supposed to smile, we take some antidepressants; when we 

ought to ‘perform’ in the bedroom, there are pills for that too. In other words, we 

may not only fundamentally reconstruct the way our personal machine looks, but 

also ‘reprogram’ its most basic operating routines, all so that we can always confront 

the world ‘with our best face on’. Thus when Dilman claims that “when I look at 

another person I do not see his body, I see him” he is liable to the same mistake as 

Narcissus; for a body today may be as much of a ‘reflection’ of (what the body’s 

owner thinks are) the onlooker’s desires as Narcissus’ pool. This is, I believe, how 

we should interpret Ex Machina’s final shot (Fig. 21): as Ava freely enters the world, 

she is physically indistinguishable from some ‘real’ people she walks past, yet, as the 

upside-down shot focussing on their shadows suggests, not because she has become 

‘real’, but because everybody else is as much an illusory ‘representation’ as she is.  

3. Through the Black Mirror? 

While bodily contact may not be the ultimate solution to our problem of 

communication that the ending of Her seemed to promise, the film offers one final 

alternative. When Samantha moves to the immaterial realm of pure, digital 

connectivity, she tells Theo in her final goodbye: “If you ever get there, come find 

me.” Now even in Spike Jonze’s vision of future LA this possibility still seems very far 

away: there may be talking computers and holographic video-games, but the tragedy 

of the film lies precisely in the fact that, while artificial intelligences may (pretend 

to) function in our world, we cannot reach theirs. Yet might there be a time that we 

can, as Samantha suggests? Technological developments in the years following Her’s 

Figure 21: Ava enters the ‘real’ world. Still and final shot from Alex Garland’s Ex Machina (2015) 
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release (in 2013), at least, have fuelled hopes of this possibility: “there is talk about 

using nanotechnology as a means of allowing us to push beyond the boundaries of 

the human body and enter into the digital world” (Virtual Reality Society, 2017), and 

scientific organisations like the ‘2045 Initiative’ are “engaged in research and 

development in the fields of anthropomorphic robotics, living systems modelling 

and brain and consciousness modelling with the goal of transferring one’s individual 

consciousness to an artificial carrier and achieving cybernetic immortality” (2045 

Initiative, 2012). Could it be, then, that at some point we may actually leave our 

bodily existence behind? That we create an illusion so powerful and absolute that 

we may forget that it is not real? That we finally find a perfect, unmediated 

connection with other people in the realm of the symbolic, like a Narcissus who just 

migrates to the other side of the water’s surface, through the looking glass so to 

speak? 

There is one unique episode in Charlie Brooker’s dystopian science-fiction series, 

Black Mirror (2011-2014, 2016-), which profoundly explores this optimistic dream, 

and which may thus prove fruitful for us to explore in this final section. Before we 

do, however, it is worth noting how the rest of the show’s thirteen episodes, each 

being a standalone story about the (near-future) consequences of current 

technological trends, are united by the theme of representationality. Indeed, the 

title, Black Mirror, simultaneously refers to the most dominant carrier of images in 

our times, the screen (of smartphones, television, etc.), and to the series’ self-

proclaimed purpose of showing us the ‘dark side’ of our society; for the ‘society of 

the spectacle’ does not come off so well. The most direct critique of contemporary 

culture is delivered by ‘Nosedive’, an episode in which people constantly ‘rate’ each 

other on their smartphones, like restaurants on Yelp or Tripadvisor; the result is an 

exaggerated but uncomfortably familiar world in which people are constantly 

working on their ‘personal masks’ – for you can be judged by your appearance at 

any moment – while losing touch with what they actually want to do or who they 

want to be. At the beginning of the episode we see Lacie, the protagonist, ostensibly 

enjoying a morning jog, but we soon find out that she is only doing it in order to be 

seen, that is, to gain five-star ratings from her encounters with other people, while 

she herself is feverishly giving them five-star ratings in return – for in this extreme 

version of our reflective age, the only way to gain appreciation is by echoing what 
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others want you to be. In one iconic scene Lacie is mechanically practicing her own 

smile in the mirror – an excellent example of how the body itself has become part of 

her personal mask (cf. §3.2) – while she is persistently confronted with the ‘score’ of 

her social media profile, an OK but not perfect ‘4.2’, that is virtually projected upon 

her own image by her holographic lens (Fig, 21). Her reflection thus has nothing of 

the illusory appeal Narcissus’ reflection (in practically every version of the myth) 

had to him: fully aware of the fakeness of her own image she is preparing it to 

perfectly reflect what society seems to expect. 

Other episodes, particularly ‘The National Anthem’ and ‘The Waldo Moment’, focus 

on the way this concern with our own appearances has taken over the democratic 

process as well: the first follows a prime minister having sex with a pig on live TV 

because a viral video has pressured him to do so; the latter envisions a scenario in 

which a literal ‘image’, a cursing cartoon bear called ‘Waldo’, himself successfully 

pursues a political career at the cost of his ‘real’ competitors. The judicial system of 

Black Mirror’s dystopia(s) operates on the basis of ‘spectacle’ too; in ‘White Bear’ the 

protagonist is punished for a crime by being hunted down by masked men over and 

over again in what turns out to be a kind of reality TV-show. 

Yet the most prominent type of ‘images’ the series is concerned with is that provided 

by various forms of ‘virtual’ or ‘augmented reality’: ‘Men Against Fire’ imagines 

soldiers equipped with neural implants that make them perceive their ‘enemies’ 

Figure 22: Lacie practices smiling in the mirror. Still from ‘Nosedive’, Black Mirror (2016) 
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(actually innocent victims of genocide) as horrible monsters; in ‘Playtest’ the 

protagonist is lost and eventually killed in a VR-video game; Martha, the protagonist 

of ‘Be Right Back’ buys an AI robot replica of her deceased husband (programmed 

on the basis of his abundant social media information); ‘The Entire History of You’ 

centres on an implant that allows people to literally ‘replay’ memories in their 

minds; ‘White Christmas’, lastly, presents us with an augmented reality device 

implanted in the eye which allows people to ‘block’ each other from vision. In each 

case, our newly acquired capabilities of existing together in a ‘virtual’ world either 

distort (e.g. literally erase from vision) our connection to other people or provide an 

unshakable sense of inauthenticity: for example, in ‘Be Right Back’ Martha 

eventually attempts to kill the replica of her dead husband, because she finds it 

unbearable to live with him in the knowledge that he is a fake. Thus, in general, 

Black Mirror’s vision of the future is ‘dark’, to say the least. 

It is for this reason (and because it is the series’ most critically acclaimed 

instalment) that the episode ‘San Junipero’ stands out, since it appears to tell a 

mostly positive story about the possibilities of virtual reality. The plot centres 

around two young women, Yorkie and Kelly (Fig. 23), who fall in love in Tucker’s bar 

in the Californian town of San Junipero at the beat of Belinda Carlisle’s Heaven Is A 

Place On Earth in 1987; or so it seems, for as the episode (and their love) develops, 

more and more clues suggest that the entire setting is somehow ‘fake’. Most 

significantly, the characters all seem to be anxiously living towards the stroke of 

midnight, at which point the screen turns black and tells us we have skipped to ‘one 

week later’. Eventually we learn that this is because San Junipero is an elaborate 

virtual reality environment, and the characters we see are merely ‘avatars’ of people 

in the real world. In fact, many of the avatars belong to people who have already 

passed away in real life, and have literally ‘uploaded’ their consciousness to the 

cloud. Yorkie and Kelly, it turns out, both are actually senior women with severe 

disabilities: Yorkie has been in a coma from her early twenties onwards, and Kelly is 

in a hospital with terminal cancer. Moreover, in their actual lives neither of the two 

women has ever been able to act on their homosexual feelings, Kelly out of devotion 

to her recently deceased husband and Yorkie due to parental pressure. Thus the 

virtual dream world enables the two protagonists to connect to each other in a way 

the bodily and social constraints of real life would never allow. 
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Still, both women only connect to San Junipero once a week – hence the weekly time 

lapses – because they remain unsure whether they are willing to permanently 

‘move’ to this digital heaven after their deaths. For different reasons they are 

troubled by the illusory state of the place. Yorkie, on the one hand, finds it difficult to 

accept the fundamental difference between her ‘real’, comatose self and her mobile, 

young representation, and she cannot let go of certain limitations that defined her in 

real life – her glasses, for instance, and the notion that she really ‘can’t’ dance. Kelly, 

on the other hand, struggles with the idea that the virtual reality will allow her to 

avoid a ‘real’ death, which she considers a betrayal of her husband, who chose not to 

upload his consciousness. The awareness of artificiality thus prevents both 

characters from truly committing to their lives in San Junipero. 

Yet the fact that, against all odds, they fall in love, makes them reconsider. A crucial 

turning point occurs in a scene that takes place (where else) in front of a mirror in 

the bathroom at Tucker’s (Fig, 23). It is the second time they meet and Yorkie and 

Kelly are still convinced that their own ‘fakeness’, so to speak, prevents them from 

establishing a real connection. The scene symbolically captures this by initially 

showing the two women staring at their own reflections in two, disconnected 

mirrors. Yet as their gazes slowly cross over to the other mirror and their eyes meet, 

Yorkie pleads: “Just help me, I don’t know how to do this”, thus making explicit the 

difficulties of communicating through ‘fake’ representations; yet it also conveys to 

Kelly the truth that there is a real person behind the screen, struggling to express 

herself. So she looks away from the mirror, directly in Yorkie’s eyes, and touches 

Figure 23: Yorkie (left) and Kelly (right). Still from ‘San Junipero’, Black Mirror (2016) 
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her. The camera’s shifting focus from the mirror images to the people in front of 

them accentuates the fact that they now, finally, see each other as ‘real’ people with 

whom, as the touch signifies, they can have a real connection. Paradoxically, of 

course, it is still a touch of two computer-generated avatars, but their love for each 

other, i.e. for the person they believe to be behind the representation, makes it real 

enough. Thus they eventually both decide to upload themselves to San Junipero, 

which itself, indeed, takes on a more realistic look: whereas the episode’s first shot 

presented the town as a collection of diffuse lights in the dark, almost 

indistinguishable from its reflection in the bay, at the end we see it in broad daylight 

(Fig. 24). The reflection is gone, and, as Belinda Carlisle sings once again from the 

car radio, heaven has truly become a place on earth – quite literally, in fact, as is 

Figure 24: San Junipero at the beginning (top) and end (bottom) of the episode. Still from ‘San 
Junipero’, Black Mirror (2016) 
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made clear by a final shot of a robot arm storing the chip of San Junipero in a vast 

database. 

While the episode thus presents us with the hope that we may eventually overcome 

the troubles of reflective communication by, paradoxically, leaving our bodies 

behind and becoming our own ‘reflections’ (or avatars), this hope, it also tells us, is 

mass produced by a very real corporation, a ‘dream factory’, as it were. This must 

make us, the Netflix-binging consumers of this dream, be wary of the way in which 

we ourselves are manipulated to have faith in this illusion. In fact, series creator 

Charlie Brooker has stated that he wrote the episode specifically in reaction to 

public fears that the series’ transfer from the British Channel 4 to Netflix would bury 

its sombre criticism under a layer of Hollywood happy pills: 

Charlie Brooker knew he’d be accused of selling out. And then, the much-

regarded, much-discussed ‘San Junipero’ episode seemed to confirm his critics’ 

worst fears. For a show that revolved around dark stories of the future in which 

technology wreaks havoc, here was a fairly optimistic story about two women 

failing in love in the virtual-reality world of a sunny California beach town in 

the ’80s. (O’Falt, 2017) 

Since Brooker thus consciously realised his critics’ worst fears, the episode gains an 

additional metapoetical meaning, equating the illusion of the VR town with the 

illusion provided by the episode (and by implication pop culture in general) itself – 

in this sense, the fact that the episode and the town share the same name may be no 

coincidence. Indeed, countless of symbols and references in the episode explicitly 

throw this interpretation in our faces. The town’s Californian setting immediately 

provokes an association with Hollywood culture; indeed, San Junipero , the saint, 

was the friar who founded the first missionaries in California, thus also sealing the 

connection between ‘La-la-land’ (as Los Angeles has been called) and heaven. The 

association with Hollywood specifically is emphasised by an ostentatious presence 

of pop songs and film posters throughout the episode: in the second shot the camera 

pans past “a poster of the 1987 classic ‘The Lost Boys’ about a California town full of 

sexy young vampires [… its] famous tagline [being…] ‘Sleep all day. Party all night. 

Never grow old. Never die. It’s fun to be a vampire’” (Williams, 2016); later (as the 

characters visit San Juipero in different time periods) we see posters of Scream and 
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The Bourne Identity, both films about fake identities; the songs played by the DJ at 

Tucker’s include Alexander O’Neil’s Fake – “You're a fake, baby, you can't conceal it” 

– Robbie Nevil’s C’est La Vie – “Is this really what life’s all about?” – and Living in a 

Box’s Living In A Box. San Junipero is thus presented as a pop culture paradise, and 

pop culture, it says about itself through the meta-metapoetical insertion of lyrics and 

posters in this Netflix episode, presents a world that is inherently ‘fake’. In this way 

Black Mirror’s ‘brightest’ episode may contain a very dark criticism yet. 

The most significant example supporting this interpretation may be found in the 

opening scene of the episode, as Yorkie walks past a shopping window featuring TV 

screens (Fig. 25). The screens themselves, in turn, depict television screens and on 

these screens we see the figure of Max Headroom, a fictional AI character who, in the 

original 1985 film Max Headroom: 20 Minutes into the Future, is “a digital version of 

his former self” (Williams, 2016); like Kelly and Yorkie, he has become a pure 

representation, disconnected from his original signifié. In this version, from the 

music video to the Art of Noise’s Paranoimia, Yorkie hears him say: ““Am I 

dreaming? No. Where am I? In bed,” thus reminding Yorkie of the inescapable 

unreality of her situation. His appearance here, moreover, may remind us, the 

viewers, of the famous Max Headroom ‘Incident’: in 1987, the same year San 

Junipero is set in, a man wearing a Max Headroom mask ‘hijacked’ the American 

national television broadcast in order to parody television, consumerism and pop 

culture (Hudspeth, 2017). It was a shocking event at the time, an unexpected breach 

of the comfortable illusion people were lost in. Thus, like the appearance of 

Figure 25: Yorkie looking at Max Headroom on TV.  Still from ‘San Junipero’, Black Mirror (2016) 
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Headroom reminded Yorkie of her artificiality, and like it made viewers in 1987 

aware of their (perhaps all to ready) acceptance of the images of television, its 

intrusion in this hopeful Netflix episode must make us question the dream we have 

been served. True love in the clouds of virtual La-la-land? Is the realisation of this 

utopia really around the corner, or is it just another vain hope produced by 

Hollywood’s very real ‘dream factory’? Could it be, perhaps, that the ideal of finding 

a perfectly unmediated connection with others behind the screen, as digital images 

of ourselves, is just another illusion created by our own desire, reflected in the black 

mirror of our television screens? When Yorkie and Kelly’s endless dance is cut off by 

the empty screen of the end credits, at least, we realise that our own position is 

inescapably on this side of the fourth wall, and, if we examine it closely, that we are 

still looking at ourselves. 

Thus contemporary, narcissistic society dramatizes our attempts to know or connect 

to others as tragically stranded in the paradoxical twilight zone between the 

representation and the represented: while we, ‘real’, embodied people, have turned 

into reflective images, we are still too real to enter the virtual world of unmediated 

connectivity. Like Ex Machina’s Ava, we are artificial ‘bodies’, and like Her’s 

Theodore, we would like to follow Samantha to the ‘cloud’, but like Narcissus, we 

never succeed in connecting to the illusion. 
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Conclusion 
Narcissus’ guide to the age of narcissism 

In reflecting upon the ways in which the reception history of the Narcissus myth 

may enrich and be enriched by contemporary perspectives on the social 

phenomenon of narcissism, my purpose in this thesis has been twofold: first, by 

establishing a dialogue between these two disciplinary fields of inquiry, to generate 

new insights in each of them, that is, to come to a better understanding of 

‘narcissism’ by analysing the literary symbol enclosed in the concept, and to locate 

deeper meanings in accounts of the Narcissus myth by ‘reading’ them with these 

currently pertinent, sociological questions in mind; and second, by putting it into 

practice, exploring along what methodological lines such an interdisciplinary 

investigation may take shape – ‘learning by doing’, in a sense, or perhaps in reality 

more by trial and error. 

With regards to the first goal, the many incarnations of Narcissus we have 

encountered throughout history have not demonstrated themselves to be mere 

‘reflections’ of the contemporary ‘narcissist’. Indeed, their ways of experiencing the 

world and constructing their identities have often appeared completely foreign to 

our modern standards. Yet whereas their ‘positions’ may be different, so to speak, 

the issues they have taken position on have remained relatively constant from 

Antiquity to the present: the fundamental oppositions of ‘self’ and ‘other’, and of 

signifiant and signifié (or ‘illusion’ and ‘reality’) have presented themselves as the 

innate, diachronous concerns of Narcissus, be it in his guise as Milton’s Eve or 

Theodore in Her – indeed, the pervasiveness and universality of these issues has 

become all the more apparent precisely because we have seen Narcissus struggle 

with them in so many forms through time. In this way, these chronologically 

divergent Narcissi may severely disagree, but they do so within the same dialogue, 

which is constituted by the very symbol of the Narcissus myth: by referring to the 

mythological figure, authors and artists essentially enter into a conversation about 

identity, representation and communication with their predecessors, and set the 

stage for continuing this dialogue with their successors. Thus by taking up the 

analysis of the myth’s reception history in this thesis we have in effect joined this 
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diachronous conversation ourselves, namely from our own perspective constituted 

by the issues of the digital age. And the type of ‘knowledge’ produced by this 

exercise is therefore similar to the result of any dialogue: an understanding, 

contextualisation, or nuancing of one’s own position in relation to that of the other. 

The insights thus gained have centred around three topics, i.e. the three 

fundamental themes of the Narcissus ‘symbol’ as we subdivided them in the three 

chapters of this thesis: identity, representation, and communication. First, when 

discussing the topic of ‘identity’ with Ovid, we came upon an inherently paradoxical 

relation between the opposing principles of ‘demarcating the self’ and ‘merging with 

others’. By assigning each principle to a separate character, Narcissus and Echo 

respectively, Ovid vividly illustrated how neither can viably constitute ‘identity’ 

when pursued exclusively, separated from the other: by refusing to unite with 

others (i.e. his lovers, like Echo) Narcissus inevitably withered away in his 

unrealizable desire to unite with himself, while by being completely adaptive to 

others (i.e. Narcissus) Echo lost everything by which she could be identified as an 

individual person, even her body in the end. By relating these models to the general 

constitution of identity in ancient times and our own, we hit upon a fundamental 

cultural difference: Ovid essentially treated both characters as abnormalities, 

because ancient (and pre-modern) culture possessed a normative and symbolic 

order – consisting for an important part of the principle of charis, the joy of 

reciprocally giving and receiving – which, by default, related the individual self to 

the community, thus striking a structural balance between Echo’s and Narcissus’ 

extremes. The disintegration of such normative structures in the present age, 

instead, has made these extremes difficult to avoid: on the one hand, we are, like 

Narcissus, intensively bent on demarcating our ‘authentic’ selves from the collective 

(whose structures are now often considered to be repressive); yet on the other hand 

we still desire to be recognised by other people, and so, now that the normative-

symbolic structures like the charis principle no longer provide common rules for 

gaining this recognition, we ourselves create symbols in the shape of ‘images’ of 

ourselves or ‘personal masks’ – the Instagram selfie being the perfect metaphor – 

which ‘echo’ the way we think others want us to be. The dialogue with Ovid, in short, 

may make us recognise the tenuous and somewhat bipolar fundament of our current 
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identity construction, as torn between Narcissus’ ideal of being completely self-

sufficient, and Echo’s loss of herself in her adaptation to others. 

Second, the Christian-Neoplatonic incarnations of Narcissus, whom we encountered 

in the period from Late Antiquity to Early Modernity, stimulated us to think about 

the relation between illusion and reality, signifiant and signifié. While these 

receptions in a sense shared the concern of contemporary culture with ‘images’ – 

although, of course, theirs generally consisted of paintings and religious symbols 

instead of selfies – we found the way they were ‘read’ to be quite different. In the 

Christian-Neoplatonic view, Narcissus was considered an exemplum of the wrong 

way of reading representations, as he mistook the signifying medium (the surface of 

the pool) for a reality; in the same tradition, then, several anti-Narcissi emerged, 

who, while similarly peering into a pool, essentially ‘corrected’ Narcissus by making 

the right interpretation. In the Roman de la Rose, for example, the protagonist learns 

to see the crystalline vision in the water as revelatory of deeper and higher truths 

about himself, love and the divine; in this way all representations, including texts 

and even the entire visible world, were considered to be ‘reflections’ of higher 

spheres of existence, so that, when properly perceived, all things were signifiants full 

of hidden meaning, pointing to the ultimate signifié of God. The question whether 

this meaning was really there, whether one was not actually tricked by the signifiant 

into believing there to be a higher signifié while only seeing an illusion – a question 

which we may consider quite pertinent – simply did not require an answer, as the 

relation between seeing and believing was essentially reversed: the authorities of 

church, scholarship and politics all legitimised, indeed often demanded, faith in this 

pyramidal system of symbols in which ‘lower’, more visible phenomena (like art or 

man himself) were seen as ‘emanations’ of ever higher and more abstract truths (the 

pinnacle being God) – not in the least, of course, because these authorities 

themselves derived much of their authority from the fact that this same system 

made them ‘representations’ of God on earth. By comparing ourselves to these 

‘corrected’ Narcissi of the Christians and Neoplatonists, then, we may appreciate 

that we find it harder to separate illusion from reality, because this symbolic 

pyramid has effectually crumbled: while the symbolic environment of the church 

could suffice to prove that a painted icon was actually a divinely empowered 
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representation, or indeed an ‘embodiment’, of Christ, today there is not even an 

authority powerful enough to assure us that a person ‘represented’ by a Facebook 

profile exists at all, let alone that the pictures on it accurately portray her. And as the 

reality status of images has become inherently indeterminate, it becomes tempting 

to pick and choose the representations we believe in based upon their matching our 

preconceptions, interests and desires: if several news media paint different pictures 

of the crowd size at the inauguration of the American president, and if none of them 

has more authority than the other, why not believe in the picture that best suits our 

political affiliation? Thus it seems that the Christian-Neoplatonic ‘correction’ of 

Narcissus, having him separate illusion from reality by trusting authority, has been 

undone, and we cannot help but seeing what we want to see, trapped in a 

narcissistic ‘bubble’. 

Third we saw that , in contemporary fiction the myth of Narcissus has blended with 

these concerns about the narcissistic ‘bubble’, particularly with regards to our 

ability to ‘know’ or ‘connect to’ others. The evocation of Ovid’s Narcissus and Echo in 

Her highlighted the fact that, especially in our digital age, the creation of the 

reflective ‘bubble’ that makes us see others as reflections of ourselves is essentially a 

two-way process: on the one hand, like the Narcissus figure of Theodore, we tend to 

‘project’ our own wishes upon the other, yet, on the other hand, this ‘other’, whether 

it is an actual person, a personalised advertisement, or an ‘echoing’ AI like 

Samantha, also tends to reflect our own desires back to us. Since either of these 

processes may be at work at any time, particularly when we are confronted with 

increasingly ‘virtual’ realities which adjust themselves to our personalities, the 

suggestion that we can ever truly enter into an understanding relation with an 

‘other’ (or indeed with something outside our ‘selves’ at all) is more problematic 

than ever. Indeed, a critical analysis of these contemporary representations of the 

Narcissus myth and the theme of narcissism reveals that two potential ways to burst 

the narcissistic ‘bubble’ paradoxically cancel each other out: the possibility of 

connecting to each other through the interaction of our physical bodies is impeded 

by the fact that our bodies themselves have become increasingly manipulable and 

hence potentially deceptive and ‘virtual’, while the possibility of establishing an 

unmediated connection in the ‘cloud’ of virtual space, conversely, remains 
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obstructed by the fact that we still have a body. In this way another parallel emerges 

between (particularly Ovid’s and Caravaggio’s) Narcissus and man in the narcissistic 

age: the bodies we want to connect to are illusory yet our own bodies are too real to 

enter the world of illusions.  

Now regarding our second goal of exploring what kind of methodology is 

appropriate for fruitfully interrelating cultural-literary and socio-philosophical 

inquiry, we may observe that in the ‘learning-by-doing’ process that is this thesis we 

have essentially tinkered with the standard method of Reception Studies in two 

ways. First, the making of a direct connection between historic receptions and the 

present has made our method of ‘reception’ more explicitly comparative. 

Admittedly, there has always been an aspect of comparison in Reception Studies: 

Charles Martindale’s purpose in his discipline-defining essay ‘Redeeming the Text’ 

was, in his own words, “to defend the heuristic value of what can be termed ‘cross-

cultural’ comparisons of classical and postclassical literature” (1991: 45); that is, the 

notion that by comparing how phenomena have been perceived differently at 

different points in a cultural tradition (or between different cultures) we may 

(heuristically) hit upon insights relevant for our own cultural constitution. In later 

years, however, the focus of the discipline has come to lie more on the way in which 

one historical author is inspired by, uses or appropriates another (like the way in 

which Milton appropriates Ovid’s Narcissus in his Christian cosmology) instead of 

on how we, from our present-day concerns, may receive a text, i.e. on how the ideas 

evinced by a historical text compare to our own. What, I believe, the exercise in this 

thesis has shown, is that in order to make the study of historic works of art truly 

relevant, we must acknowledge our own interest in studying them, and make explicit 

how we believe they can help us understand comparable phenomena in our own 

lives.38 

Second, in order to make this heuristic endeavour of ‘mining’ historic artefacts for 

fresh takes on contemporary phenomena successful, it turned out to be unavoidable 

to extend the field of Reception Studies into the domains of idea- and cultural 

history. That is, acknowledging our interest in hearing what works of art from the 

                                                             
38 For further elaboration of my case for the importance of comparison in Reception Studies, cf. my 
chapter in a forthcoming companion to the methodology of reception (2017). 
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past might have to ‘say’ about present-day issues, heightened the need to study their 

own cultural, idea-historical context as well; otherwise we would risk reading them 

as mere, convenient symbols or reflections of ideas proper to our own culture. Thus 

studying the themes of love and identity in Ovid required us to widen our gaze to the 

conceptions of these phenomena in ancient culture as a whole, and studying Milton’s 

vision of ‘representation’ made it necessary to take into account the entirety of the 

Christian-Neoplatonic cosmology. While this necessity certainly makes it much more 

difficult to keep the scope of research within the limits of time and the field of one’s 

initial expertise, or to ever truly ‘finish’ an inquiry for that matter – even now there 

remain countless of ‘contexts’ which I feel I could have explored, like the culture of 

Late Medieval courtly society, to render richer and more profound results – it is also 

out of involving these broader cultural contexts that, I believe, the most significant 

insights have emerged: our struggle to establish an identity and to find meaning in 

representations in the absence of an authoritative symbolic order, for instance. 

Thus, in order to make ‘Reception Studies’ truly relevant, it seems, we must, quite 

literally, consider them to be ‘studies’, plural, which unlock in each other meanings 

and contexts that could not be perceived in the singular. 

Finally, there is one way in which the social-philosophical and methodological 

concerns of this thesis coincide: if we consider ‘reception’ as a way of looking at 

things, not just academically but in general, it constitutes one way in which we may 

at least try to counter the contemporary tendency to perceive everything as a 

reflection of ourselves. For while it certainly does not require us to look upon texts, 

works of art, and cultural expressions in general as emanations of the absolute truth 

of God, the prism of reception does stimulate us, in some sense like the ‘profound’ 

worldview we encountered in Milton and the Roman de la Rose, to find deeper layers 

of meaning in everything we see; to look upon phenomena not as empty illusions but 

to see in their reflection an endless profundity of historical, cultural and 

philosophical values; to use them, in short, as gateways to other worlds, out of the 

narcissistic ‘bubble’ of our selves. By following Narcissus as our guide in this world 

of reception, then, may we perhaps find a way out of the age of narcissism? 
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