
" ... the strangeness of his infatuation .. ;' 
(Ovid, Metamorphoses) 350) 

NLY AT TIIE BEGINNING of the Christi an era did the 
fable of Narcissus enter the domain of literature . owe 

the first complete variant to Ovid (43 B.C.-A.D. who inserted 
it into the third chapter of his Metamorphoses) which he began in 
A.D. 2 and completed in A.D. 8 on the eve of his exile to the dour 
shore of the Black Sea. Conon, Philostratus, and Pausanias, too, 
each in his own way, tackled the tragic tale of the youth enamored 
of his own image; but these late renderings do not allow us to 
reconstitute the original version of the myth. 1 Let us therefore 
restrict ourselves to Ovid. 

This is the outline of the myth. Born at Thespiae, in Beotia, 
son of the river Cephissus (we shalliater encounter the water that 
held his image) and the nymph Liriope (leirion) the lily, will even
tually be metamorphosed, as the myth teIls it, into that other 
flower of moist areas, the funereal narcissus), Narcissus is a youth 
whose beauty is as dazzling as he is scornful. Spurning youngsters 
of both sexes alike, Narcissus encounters aprefiguration of his 
doubling in a watery reflection in the person of the nymph Echo. 
In love with hirn but spurned, Echo, who can only repeat 
words of others (Juno willed it so in order to punish her for 
having overly protected the adulterous loves of her father, Sat
urn), ends up by wasting away, "her body dries and shrivels" and 
"then she is voice only, for the bones are turned to stone:' Finally 
Narcissus' deluded lovers ask of Nemesis, the goddess of Rham
fiUS, that he may "love one day, so, hirnself, and not win over 
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creature is out 
be nt over aspring to quench his thirst du ring a hunt, the youth 
is seized with thirst of a different SOft: "As he tried to quench 
his thirst ... he saw an image in the pool, and fell love with 
that unbodied hope, and found a substance in what was only 
shadow." 

We are here confronted with what we can but call the vertigo 
of a love with no object other than amirage. Ovid marvels, fas
cinated and terrified, at the sight of a twin aspect of the lure that 
will nevertheless continue to nourish the West's psychological 
and intellectuallife for centuries to come. On the one hand there 
is rapture at the sight of a nonobject, simple product of the eyes' 
mistake; on the other, there is the power of the image. "What 
you seek is nowhere .... The vision is only shadow, only reflec
tion, LKking any substance. It comes with you, it stays with you, 
it goes away with you, if you can go away.' , 

One then witnesses an erotic scene between Narcissus and his 
double, all woven with impossible embraces, missed kisses, de
luded contacts. With the eye) the mouth is the main organ of 
amorous longing, like the skin that is frustrated by "a thin film 
of water" that keeps them apart. 

At last the moment of understanding is at hand. Mter many 
frustrations Narcissus gathers that he is actually in a world of 
"signs": "You nod and beckon when I do; your lips, it seems, 
answer when I am talking though what you say I cannot hear:' 
The exertion for deciphering leads hirn to knowledge, to self
knowledge: "He is myself! I feel it, I know my image now." 

We have reached the crux of the drama: "What shall I do? ... 
What I want is with mc, my riches make me poor. If I could only 
escape from my own body!" 

The tragedy reaches a higher level when Narcissus, at the mo
ment when his tears disturb the pool, realizes not only that the 
loved image is his own, but furthermore that it can disappear
as if he had thought that, tOr want of touehing, he eoukt never
theless be satisfied with contemplation ("let me keep 1001<.
ing at you always"), has hencefurth also become 
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dies at edge 
adds, "Even in he found a pool to gaze 

ing image Stygian waters?' mourners, 
lamentations Echo repeats, prepare the funereal pile 
body, "they found nothing:' Through astrange resurrection, 
narcissus ftower has taken his place. 

There has been mueh emphasis plaeed on the morbid, narcotic, 
chthonian meaning of this legend, as of the ftower that bears its 
name. The humid, subterranean torpor of narcissistic space links 
the fable to the vegetative intoxication of Dionysus; the theme 
of sight points in the same direction (Narcissus dies after he has 
seen himself, Pentheus dies for having seen the mysteries of 
Dionysus), as does even more explicitly the character's genealogy, 
integrated by Ovid into the Dionysian eyde (Poussin remem
bered this in his Birth of Bacchus) which pairs the two myths and 
the two heroes ) . 

But it is perhaps more interesting today to stress the originality 
of the narcissistic figure and the very particular place it occupies, 
in the history of Western subjectivity on the one hand, and on 
the other, taking its Inorbidity into account, in the scrutiny of 
the critical symptoms of that subjectivity. 

PLOTINUS, THEORY OF REFLECTION 
SHADOW-AN INTERNALITY 

The refiection of which Narcissus became enamored and wh ich 
led hirn to his death becarne the fundamental topos of a thought 
that parted with ancient philosophy to nourish speculative think
ing, induding the patristics of the early centuries of the Christian 
era. The body of hermetic writings as weIl as the gnostics viewed 
the pereeptible world as the result of a fault one might call nar
cissistic, since archetyp al Inan is deeply fond of his own reflection) 
which is nevertheless merely the result of a fall. 2 Wirh Plotinus 
(A.D. 205-270), to the contrary, the primary refiection that 
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encounters 
surface. 3 

IS 

comogonies of his 
of a refiection a mirror; 

pejoratively called "nar
normally, the necessary creator 
produces a refiection it 

AALU' ........ · .. , just as a body is reflected in a shining 

nevertheless, it would be a serious error 
what is merely a reflection-as Narcissus 

I"-I<l1l"r,ee,<cnr'1I is thus condemned, but that condemnation has 
no bearing on the origin of the reflection process; according to 
Plotinus, the error would simply set in at the moment when the 
individual being grants reality to such images instead of exam
ining his own intimacy. . 

"Let hün who is able todo so advance and heed the inner 
beauty of this sanctuary, penetrating it intimately: let hirn dose 
his eyes to the spectade of terrestrial things, without throwing a 
backward glance on the bodies whose graces formerly charmed 
uso If he still sees corporeal beauties, he must no longer rush at 
them, but, knowing that they are only images, traces, and ad
umbrations of a superior principle, he will flee from them, to 
approach that Beauty of whom they are merely the reflections. 
Whoever would let hirns elf be misled by the pursuit of those vain 
shadows, mistaking them for realities, would grasp only an image 
as fugitive as the fluctuating form reflected by the waters, and 
would resemble that senseless man who, wishing to grasp that 
image hirnself, according to the fable, disappeared, carried away 
by the current. Likewise he who would wish to embrace corpo
real beauties, and not release them, would plunge, not his body, 
but his soul into the gloomy abysses, so repugnant to intelli
gence; he would be condemned to total blindness; and on this 
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recommended is 
P-v.U"'1t'"_ln1t'"p·(:'P?,'i" unity of intellect, 

rush down he re because have gazed at 
of Dionysus. Nevertheless, they not 

with their principle, intelligence?'S Let us recall that, according 
to one version of the myth, Dionysus as a child allows to 
be seduced by Hera by means of a mirror, before undergoing the 
ordeal of the Titans, who cut hirn up into pieces that are 
put together again by Athena Zeus, or Demeter, or 
Apollo ... 6 The exquisite details of this myth, which was taken 

again by Plotinus, thus indeed converge, it seems to me, on 
the theme of unification through the multiplicity of unessential 
refiections, which one more directly encounters in Plotinus' 
dling of the myth of Narcissus. 

this instance the error lies, therefore, failing to see 
the refiection is of none but the self; Narcissus after is 
oE being unaware of hirnself as source of the reflection. 7 

accept that charge, which indicts Narcissus as being 
knowing hirns elf : he loves a reflection '!lInrnr"\nr Urnt,'1liTllrilIT 

it is his own does not, in fact, who iso us note, 
however, that beyond error, refiection-of Narcissus-

.!I.'UL.Jl.1UU .. Al.LJ to n~T'""",",<,r,, ..... , 

complete establishment of consciousness of seif, facing 
shadow (the narcissistic one, one 
IS Self) is a error. re-
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1rpr!pr<r,r,n is anything 
cissan if you wish, but violently antinarcissistic, he condemns the 
veneration of images, beginning with his own. objects to his 
disciple Amelius, asked that he allow a portrait of himself 
to be drawn, "Is it not enough for me to have to carry around 
this image in which nature enclosed us? I besides transmit 
to posterity the image of this image as if it were worthy of atten
tion?"8 

l"fevertheless, if the shadow and fetishist images are con
demned, sight and reflection-Platonic instrulnents they might be, 
but how dramatized, humanized, and eroticized by Narcissus
become with Plotinus logical elements of the elaboration, beyond 
narcissistic madness, of that western consciousness of self which 
Inight have nothing to do with an Ego in love with itself, but 
whose autoerotic jouissance is nonetheless striking. Let us listen 
to Plotinus. 

The eye having henceforth become "inner" no longer sees 
"bright objects" but the "beauty of the good soul:' provided the 
following precept is followed: 

Withdraw within yourself and look. If you do not yet therein discover 
beauty, do as the sculptor, who cuts off, polishes, purifies until he 
has adorned his statue with all the marks of beauty. Remove from 
your own soul therefore, all that is superfiuous, straighten out all 
that is crooked, cleanse what is obscure and make it resplendent, and 
do not cease sculpting your own statue until the divine resplendence 
oE virtue shines forth .... Have you become thus? Do you see this? 
Do you purely dweIl within yourself, without any obstacle to unity, 
does nothing foreign anymore) by its submixture, alter the simplicity of 
your interior essence? ... you shall then have become light itself, ... 
Then must you observe carefully, for yours will be the only eye that 
is able to perceive supreme Beauty .... For the eye will first have to 
be rendered analogous and similar to the object it is to contemplate. 
Never would the eye have seen the sun unless first it had assumed its 
form:'9 

Here one \vitnesses a masterful synthesis between the Platonic 
quest for ideal beauty and the autoeroticism of one's own image, 
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suggests 
plan, narClsslstlC first to 
the activity of the nareissistie proeess-to be distinguished from 
its stop: the shadow-image for an essential 
that aetivity, PI atonie dialogism is transformed, with Plotinus, 
into a monologue that must indeed be ealled speeulative: it leads 
the ideal inside a Self that, only thus, in the eoneatenation of 
reflections, establishes itself as an in ternality. To the nareissistic 
shadow, asnare and a downfall, it substitutes autoerotie reflee
tion, whieh leads idealUnity inside a Self that is illurrlinated by 
it.Nareissus has been transcended, and beauty becomes embod
ied in the inner space. Would Narcissus then be a suffering body, 
which, like that of his renowned contemporary, Christ, leads (but 
afterwards, with others) the idea to become embodied in self
awareness, to become subjective? The suffering of Narcissus 
nevertheless leaves its mark in the apotheosis of that noetic Whole 
now become internality of consciousness; as if it assumed the ill
being of the youth before his unreachable reflection, the Plotinian 
Self, with its individuality and totality united and repelling each 
other, is aware of having changed: "He has become other, he no 
longer is himself?'l0 

ULYSSES UNTO FATHER 

It will be no surprise to note that the antithesis of: or rather the 
taking over from, Narcissus on the journey of his transformation 
into speculative internality is accomplished through the agency 
of another mythical figure-Ulysses, who is also on a quest, but 
not of his own image nor of an inner body. Courageously or 
deverly fleeing the watery element and the sirens, neither does 
he yield to his body, which he knows to be merely a reflection of 
his soul.Ulysses' soul, that anti-Narcissus, leaves on a quest for 
the "fatherland~' for "it is there that dweIls our Father~'ll in order 
to discover beyond the body that light of which it is only the 
reflection, and finaIly to reach the inteIlect that reflects primordi?l 
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going to 
uLU" ..... n ....... u.s;.. actually realizes the complete passage of 

speculation, of autoeroticism 
must dose eyes of the body, to open 

shall we train this inner visionr"12 
not perceive it, beauty leaves us insen-

as soon as it into the soul, it moves uso Now 
form alone can penetrate into the soul through the eyes?'13 

Such internal unity, established by inner sight and whose mythical 
genesis from Narcissus to Ulysses we have just glimpsed, proceeds 
through love and the exdusion of the impure. Love is, in short, 
the soul's sight for invisible things: 14 contemplation triggers emo
tion, "but it is possible to experience feelings (and the soul does 
in fact experience them) even for invisible beauties; any soul, so 
to speak, does so, but especially the most loving. "15 In the final 
analysis it is love that constitutes the inner unity of the soul: as 
in the Symposium) but in explicitly autoerotic fashion, the soul is 
established through loving itself in the ideal. "What are your 
ecstasies, or your enthusiasms? Whence come your desires to 
unite yourselves to your real selves, and to refresh yourselves by 
,:,etirement from your bodies? Such indeed are the experiences of 
those who love genuinely." It is feit "when one discovers in one
self, or contemplates in others, the greatness of character, the 
justice of the he art, the pure temperance, etc:'16 At the same time 
and conversely, the ugly soul is not an internality, it does not have 
its own space, it is no longer able to see within this unifying 
circularity because the latter lifts one toward beauty. "It no longer 
contemplates anything it should, it is no longer allowed to remain 
solitary, because it is constantly attracted toward external, inferior 
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it is at rest, 
worthy life, can rise to it JOln 
ing loving reverberation of 
recall the generosity of Christian Agape. Nevertheless, 

is love" can be found in Plotinus, meaning a self-
sufficient love that radiates in itself and for itself-a felicitous, 
dazzling return of Narcissus. The One "is simultaneously 
loved one and love; He is love of himself; for is beautiful only 
by in HimselP"19 That autou eros I see as "' ....... vAA" ..... "" 

postasis of narcissistic love was to constitute the decisive step in 
the assumption of inner space, the introspective space of the west
ern psyche. God is Narcissus, and if the narcissistic illusion is for 
Myself a sin, my ideal is nonetheless Narcissan. 

Let us imagine the sense-world with every being remaining as it is, 
without confusion, and yet all together in the unity of the whole ... 
as in a transparent sphere external to the spectator, in which one can 
truly contemplate everything. Preserve the form of this sphen~, and 
without diminishing the size of it, suppress mass, extent, and material 
conception. Then invoke the divinity that created this sphere of 
which you have made yourself an image, and pray that he come to 
you. The Divinity that is simultaneously single and manifold will 
come, bringing His own world, in the company of the other inferior 
divinities that exist within Hirn; each of these is aB the others; they 
all form a single divinity.20 

Thus is spelled out a divinity that is unifying through 
die dynamics of sight, which is, in fact, delegated to light itself. 
Neither eye nor image, neither subject nor object, neither 
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..... __ w ...... n .. 1'-......... F, nor a light ..... '-.>JlJoL'-.JLJlJliJJoU.L.U.J"F, 

self, the autovision of light. 21 Understanding itself, but also the 
soul that is established through being enlightened by it, sharing 

rounded, soothed softness of a contemplative sphere: 

One may be assisted in forming a conception of it by imagining a 
variegated living sphere, or a composite being made up of many an
imated and brilliant faces. Or again, imagine pure souls, pure and 
without fault, and then universal intelligence seated on a summit, 
and illuminating the whole intelligible region. One might thus con
template it weH, but from the outside, as one sees another; but that 
is not enough; one has to become Intelligence, and then choose one
seIf as object of contemplation. 22 

Such an internalizing metaphor of intelligence impelled by love 
of the good appears distinctly more feminine when cornpared to 
Plato's winged Eros. 23 Do not the feminine and the Narcissan, 
with Plotinus, merge in that image of his early biography, as 
recalled by Porphyry, which shows the child, already eight years 
old, still sucking his nurse's breast?24 The internality illuminated 
by One good that comes out of it is at any rate gaze and eye, just 
as the good itself, a soothing haven for narcissistic dichotomies, 
ecstatic resorption of inside/outside, same/other splittings: "Fur
thermore, how could he exist? It is as though he rested upon 
hirns elf, contemplated hirns elf. With hirn, what corresponds to 
existence is this contemplation:'25 

It is far from certain that woman be more narcissistic than man, 
as Freud maintained. But for a woman to be able to redirect the 
insatiable craving for a fine distinctive image toward her inner 
bosom or, in more psychological terms, her inner solitude, in the 
exquisite rain of contemplation, daydreaming, or even halluci
nation-that amounts to a true resolution of narcissism that is 
not at all erotic (in the Greek sense 01' the word) but is, quietly 
or fanatically, wholly amorous. Dissipation of the glance within 
itself, fusion and permutation of the one and the other, neither 
seeing nor seen, neither subject nor object; love in the feminine, 
against which mystical experiences srumble, coils up around the 
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stage?' swallowing 
the emergence of the imagination under the aegis 
bolie, the beginning absolute ideal-this 
faeet of love is perhaps the most subtle sublirnation of seeret, 
psyehotie ground of hysteria ... 

If it be true that in Narcissus' universe there is no other, one 
might nevertheless think of the spring as his partner. A symbol 
of the maternal body, is it not after a fashion penetrated by the 
youth who thrusts his image into it? It still needs to be said that 
such apossession, and one must eall it whoHy imaginary, holds 
only nothingness in store for the other, particularly the other sex. 
Simply a medium, the spring merely engulfs and ruins the one 
who ventures i.nto it. In this autarkie love, which leads to union 
with a divinity that is itself autarkie, there is no other but noth
ingness. The Nareissan Plotinian divinity is love, but it is a love 
of self and in itself. The one who eonstitutes himself through it 
creates himself in and for himself. Not for the Other. To be or to 
vanish, to integrate the other in bedazzlement. . . Augustine 
(354-430) on the road to Tagaste or in his garden, enlightened 
by revelation, is areader of Plotinus. 

ALONE W1TH 15 ALONE 

The soul having beeome, so to speak, a pure gaze toward the 
One, toward understanding and the good, divests itself of the 
body and, in the dynamies of this amorous aseent, ereates the 
space of western internality. The untranslatable Plotinian phrase 
MONOS PROS MONON, which is rendered [in English as "the 
one to the one" is interpreted in Freneh] as seul Pt seul) "alone 
with someone" [or, in the present context], "alone with hirn who 
is alone:' Although it is already found with a slightly different 
meaning in rituals originating in Egypt as weH as with neo
Pythagorians, with Plotinus it sums up the existence of a solitude 
that is opened up, for it is direeted to an aseent toward the One. 26 
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The subject 
splitting that is 

ascent toward 
must to to which every 

soul aspires . . . having relinquished everything that is for-
eign to alone with who is aione, one behoids 

simpiicity and purir-)', from whom depends, to 
aspires, frOlU whom everything draws its existence, life, 

and thought:'27 Let me note fina11y that The Ennecids dose with 
an apology of solitude oriented toward the One, as by an as
sumption of narcissism: "[the soul] then does not aspire to any
thing different from itself, but penetrates into itself. As soon, 
however, as it is within itself aione it necessarily resides in Hirn 
. . . Detached from a11 things here below, scornful of a11 earthly 
pleasures, the soul has taken flight toward Hirn alone:'28 As a 
pause within this apotheosis of contemplative solitude, let us read 
a passage that is not far from the condusion of the Enneads) 
keeping in mind Narcissus' tragic adventure. The dreary chthon
ian flower has not been forgotten: it has been, so to speak, as
sumed, displaced, subsumed within the experience that is no 
lünger narcissistic but inner. 

We withdraw into ourselves, and there is no part of ourselves that is 
not in contact with Hin1. Then the soul can see Him and see itsel.t so 
far as it is possible to have such contemplations. One sees oneself 
shining brilliantly, filled with intelligible light; or rather, one be
comes pure light, a subtle and weightless being. One becomes divin
ity, or rather one is divinity, a shiningJ amorous light. Until one falls 
back under such weight, and the flower withers. 29 



NARCISSUS: 

aU'J,--a.,~ to US, is p~<::'pn'h 

a source of western subjectivism-and not only so because of 
pvr~hr~t- or presence Thc Enncads. The banality his 
11-''''''' . ..:1"-"j .... '- (there is nothing heroic about the 
as as insanity of speaks of a novitas 
furoris) a new insanity) turn him into a borderline case indeed, 

also a common one. Neither Dionysus nor Christ tragic 
and immortal through floral metamorphosis, that lover of himself 
is strangely dose to us in his everyday childishness. yet 
makes us uncomfortable, giving off a subtle uneasiness, a cold, 
sticky discomfort. if at the start of a new era, the Christian 
era led us to assume our through the imposing 
suffering of Christ, insinuated in parallel fashion, not on the sac-
rificial heights of Calvary but in swampy, wastelands 
human experience, that internality, that Psyche turned into psy-

a price-a new insanity. all too .Il.ll .... JLU.UJUl.. 

infantilism 
pejorative meaning 

.Il~"',u. .. ,,",~ Unity-in no way con-
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an 
amounts to a demystification, a lowering of the sublimity that 
characterizes the amorous state. the other hand, if the Nar-
cissan adventure is perceived by as insane, It IS not so in 
the sense of a sexual frenzy, as experienced by Dionysus or the 
bacchantes. Here, insanity comes trOIn the absence of object, 
which is, in the final analysis, the sexual object, What is the object 
for? It serves to give sexual existence to anguish. Narcissus does 
not reach that point. He lives in another dimension. Not secured 
to an object, his anguish returns, and when he realizes through 
that rebound that the other in the spring is merely himself~ he 
has put together a psychic space-he has become subject. Subject 
of what? Subject of the reflection and at the same time subject 
of death.Narcissus is not located in the objectal or sexual di
mension. He does not love youths of either sex, he loves neither 
men nor women. He Loves, he loves Himself-active and passive, 
subject and object. Actually, Narcissus is not completely without 
object. The object of Narcissus is psychic space)' it is representation 
itselj; fantasy. But he does not know it, and he dies. If he knew 
it he would be an intellectual, a creator of speculative fictions, an 
artist, writer, psychologist, psychoanalyst. He would be Plotinus 
or Freud. 

Nineteenth-century German psychiatry has retained the per
verse aspect of Narcissus' myth: the love of the subject for his 
own body. That is indeed how P. Nacke puts it to use in 1899. 
And yet, not only is perversion an undefinable notion on ac count 
of its numerous paradoxes; not only does it seem, when you come 
right down to it, necessarily and universally germane tG the neo
teinic person's sexuality; but furthermore, and this is what the 
fable narrated by Ovid has the advantage of highlighting, it is far 
from certain that the narcissistic "perversion" is borne by sexual 
desire. There is nothing he re to remind one of the erotic mania 
of Phaedrus or Alcibiades. Would the Narcissan ''Amor;'' which 
initiates the speculative space of psychic, ideal, and contemplative 
internality, be borne by another force? Which one? Melancholy? 
Death drive? term like "negativity" or "death drive" might 
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to 
kaleidoscopic eventually muddled identity-in 
death of the youth smitten with his inlage. death that 110thing 
justifies, unless it had been ... always already there. Perverse 
Narcissus or psychotic Narcissus? Novitasque furorisy writes, 
and we are ready to believe hirn. It is a new insanity, soothed and 
worked-through against the background of a wholeness ideal that 
postmythical thought ended up by imposing on a henceforth 
Christian West. 

Must one insist on the price (probably very nHlCh due to Plo
tinus' own story, but which does not, for all that, lose its symptom 
value) that is paid for this luminous, reflective dosure of psychic, 
autoerotic space under the constituent eye of the One? "Plotinus 
was subject to chronic digestive disorders:' Porphyry disdosed at 
the very outset of his Life of Plotinusy "nevertheless he never was 
willing to take any remedies .... He never bathed, contenting 
hirns elf with daily massage. . .. But when at the time of the 
plague ... the man who rubbed hirn died of it, he gave up the 
massage. This interruption in his habit brought on hirn a chronic 
quinsy" (p. 6). And at the time of breathing his last, the man 
who lived while ignoring his body in order to build, out of his 
suffering, the psychic space that we cannot be sure we have de
parted from as yet, avers, "I am trying to unite wh at is divine in 
us to what is divine in the universe:'3o A rnelancholy, pathetic 
individual, Plotinus did not seek an object to halt his anguish. 
He lashed hirns elf down to the archetype or rather to the source 
of objecthood-inlage, reflection, representation, speculation. Ey 
totalizing them, by unifying them within the inner space of the 
Self, "alone with hirn who is alone:' causing Platonislll to top pIe 
over into subjectivity. Ey deferring or waiting for incarnation. 1ts 
task would be simply to rehabilitate bodies, inevitably suffering, 
and images, nevertheless inferior. The Christly passion and the 
arts of all Churches have come to root into the history of created 
beings, of sons, that psychic space of love that the Narcissan myth 
and the neo-Platonic logos had actually just completed. 

Confronting this new narcissistic fury, very different and never-
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to was it 
ri":'''''''~'''~T of a society whose center no longer was 

was becoming a civilized universe (oi-
cosmopolitan, gave beings over to 

calls "ineffable solitude?'31 Platonism, strug
against gnosticism,32 was thus not unaware of Christianity. 

in "autonomous fashion it accomplished the culmination of 
Hellenistic thought by effecting the metamorphosis of myth in.to 
logos, of fiction into philosophy. It was an epistemological trend 
toward internalization in which what is represented (mythical 
images) toppies over into the discourse of the representing Sage. 
Needing no Savior, Messenger, or Intercessor, not postulating the 
necessity of a real salvation, the Plotinian universe, while re
maining hierarchical, effected a presence as weIl as a permanent 
implication of the superior within the inferior and vice versa. Such 
a mystique of immanence within a metaphysics of 
transcendence33 relied essentiaIly, as has been noted here, on the 
dynamics of reflection in both the concrete and abstract meanings 
of the term. How can one avoid deciphering a Narcissan trend 
inscribed in the very dialectic of the idea that generates the in~ 
ternality of a new man in Plotinian reflections such as the foIlow
ing: the One "is completely indined toward Himself and is 
immanent in Himself"; 34 "What is outside Himself is also Him
self, for He is the comprehension of aIl things, and their measure. 
Rather, He i5 the internal, being the most intimate depth of all 
things";35 and finally, "The wise man is imbued with reason, and 
in himself possesses what he manifests to others; he contemplates 
himself; he not only tends toward unity and isolates himself from 
external objects, but finds all things within himself?'36 The tragic, 
death-bringing solitude of Narcissus has henceforth become, in 
the ideational dialectic of daring separations and reciprocal r.e
fleetions, an apology of being "alone with him who is alone:' the 

on which will be founded a man very 
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us out 
one of most spectacular elements of 

theory; the latter may also be found elsewhere 
general web that sustains other mythical representations. 

In order to conciliate infinite and the limit the thinking of 
the period often conjured up the theme of the leaning (pare
kupsen) man (Poimandres) or woman (Sophia). Like a "wo man 
leaning out the window" or a "goddess leaning out the window," 
the being gazes at himself below as if in the surface of 
the water and longs to meet that image. Creation and fall at the 
same time, that gnostic image represents another use of the re
fiection theme. Finally; the apocryphal acts of the apostles (Acts 
of John, 26-29; Acts of Andrew, 5-6) evoke knowledge through 
the mirror and set it against face-to-face knowledge, the imme
diate vision of the self by the self being considered superior to 
the recognition of a simple illusory refiection.37 

LOSS OF/INTO OTHER-ECSTASY 

Finally; how can one avoid seeing in the Narcissus myth as weH 
as in the speculative doctrines of the time (gnosticism, neo-Pla
tonism, Christianity) an impossible, tragic, painful attempt to 
tackle a problem that the ancient world had not solved-other
ness, to eterotes? What difference is there, with Plotinus, between 
the human soul that has emerged from the cyde of incarnations 

divine souls? Is there a difference in strength and function, 
but not in quality?38 The problem is not stated, or at any rate 
not in such terms. If, however, for gnostics, the Creator's other 
can only belong to the realm of evil, the Plotinian other does not, 
no more it is numerically or qualitatively different: it is 
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nonbeing. Ta eterotes 
short only be desire for nothingness. if everything that is not 
the One is endowed with such otherness and thus such a yearning 
for nothingness, the otherness disappears when we merge with 
the One. The blending-love with the One is elimination of oth
erness. The soul's merging with the One is described by Plotinus 
in visual terms: "seeing oneself whole" (Enneads V, 5, 10) rather 
than "being whole:' The soul then loses is specificity, it is no 
longer completely itself, it is outside itself, in extasis. It has pushed 
aside otherness in order to reach, beyond the grasp of otherness, 
the steadiness of rest. Beyond the fear that such a rnotion arouses, 
the soul devotes itself to it for it is destined for such union-as 
our eyes avvait the sunrise. Now it is precisely the distinctive 
feature of the loving nous (as opposed to the thinking nous) that 
it effects the merging that is loss of otherness. 39 One may weIl 
wonder at the inherent contradictions in Plotinus' theory of oth
erness. How can one indeed reconcile the following propositions: 
the One is transcendent, otherness is the first product of the One 
as a separating motion from himself~ and the soul becomes united 
with the One in mysticism? Doesn't the imbroglio take place 
because the sun is taken as a model for an incorporeal universe? 
Otherwise one would have to abandon the idea of the other as 
tendency toward nothingness, viewing the other as a simple finite 
being-and that is a step Plotinus did not take. 

ActuaIly, everything becolues coherent again if one remembers 
that the sun is intended not to represent the laws that bear on 
physical bodies but to provide a basis for the theory of reflection. 
ihe other, that is, the eye, sees only because it reflects the light 
of a single source. The loving soul must therefore give up its 
otherness and give in to the sameness of the single light where 
it loses itself as other, in other words, for Plotinus, as nonbeing. 
Narcissus' error would lie in his having reversed the perspective: 
he mistook his eye for the solar source, for the One, and believed 
there could be an other for that other. Plotinus knew that the 
soul is always already an other, but it can emerge from its soli
tude, its nothingness, its possible downfall, by means of an am-
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orous return to 
'H" .. '.''-.......... ,.,." ... out, the soul's otherness is 
mystical, initiatory path of nondualistic neoplatonism. 

to the mythical Narcissus, he is a character much 
doser to uso breaks with the ancient world because he turns 
sight into origin and seeks the other opposite hirns elf, as product 
of his own sight. then discovers that the reftection is no other 
but represents hirns elf, that the other is the presentation of the 
self. Thus, in his own way, Narcissus discovers in sorrow and 
death the alienation that is the constituent of his own image. 
Deprived of the One, he has no salvation; otherness has opened 
up within hirns elf. He no longer has the thinking nous of the 
ancient world that could have enabled hirn to approach the other 
as plurality, as a multiplicity of objects or parts. no longer has 
the Plotinian loving nous that could have led hirn to escape his 
otherness through a merging with the One. If he is alone with 
hirn who is alone, his otherness is not completed within totality, 
it does not become internality. It remains open, gaping, mortal, 
because deprived of a One. 

Is it then by chance that the images of psychological or esthetic 
Narcissi accompany the crises of salvation religions, and are a 
compelling presence in our contemporary world, shaken by the 
death of the One Godr 


