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c h a p t e r  o n e

T h e  Tw o  N a r c i s s u s e s

The Naive and the Self-Aware
 “It is sheer folly to suppose that a person who has reached the age of 
falling in love should be unable to distinguish between a man and his 
reflection.” 1 Thus, bluntly, Pausanias branded the legend of Narcissus 
as folly — a story that perhaps is folly, yet has been capable of deeply 
molding the imagination of the West for many centuries: a myth in 
which at stake is not only the question of the origin of the image, but 
also the transgression of the boundaries between reality and repre-
sentation. This is how Leon Battista Alberti evokes it in a famous pas-
sage from De pictura, a treatise that marks the beginnings of modern 
reflection about the image: 

I have taken the habit of saying, among friends, that the inventor of painting 
was, according to the opinion of poets, that [famous] Narcissus who was trans-
formed into a flower. As the painting is in fact the flower of all the arts, thus 
the whole tale of Narcissus perfectly adapts to the topic itself. To paint, in fact, 
is what else if not to catch with art that surface of the spring?2

 Returning today to this myth on which so much has already 
been written may allow us to unleash its unexpected potenti-
alities: regarding not so much the origins of painting (many times 
proclaimed dead, and yet in some ways more alive than ever), but 
its extreme outcomes, which we experience today in the form of 
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immersive virtual environments — in the form, that is, of environ-
ments in which the transgression of the boundaries between reality 
and representation is configured, as we will see, as a peculiar kind 
of narcissism.
 In its most famous variant, as popularized by Ovid’s Metamor-

phoses, the handsome young man, born of the violence perpetrated 
by Cephisus on the nymph Liriope — first indefatigable in rejecting 
the amorous offers of persistent suitors and then exhausted from 
failing to possess the object of his own unquenchable desire (him-
self) — “On the green grass / He drooped his weary head, and those 
bright eyes / That loved their master’s beauty closed in death.” Even 
death could not end his passionate scopic obsession: Ovid points out, 
“Then still, received into the Underworld, / He gazed upon himself 
into the Styx’s pool.” 3 From the decomposition of his body on the 
bank of the spring sprang the beautiful white and yellow flowers that 
bear his name. 
 Several variants have developed around the figure of Narcissus 
and his tragic end. Before Ovid, Konon had preferred the suicide 
version.4 After Ovid (and this is the solution that most interests me 
for the argument I intend to develop), Plotinus will opt for drowning: 
without even naming him explicitly, in his treatise on the beautiful, 
in accordance with Neoplatonic ontology, he warns those who rush 
after bodily beauty without understanding the actual nature of bod-
ies as mere “images, traces, shadows”:

For if a man runs to the image and wants to seize it as if it was the reality (like 
a beautiful reflection playing on the water, which some story somewhere, I 
think, said riddlingly a man wanted to catch and sank down into the stream 
and disappeared) then this man who clings to beautiful bodies and will not 
let them go, will, like the man in the story, but in soul, not in body, sink down 
into the dark depths where intellect has no delight, and stay blind in Hades, 
consorting with shadows there and here.5

The variant of the fatal immersion would later be revived by Severus 
of Alexandria: “He was a beloved without a lover, but casting himself 
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upon the spring he took to loving his shadow as if it were his beloved, 
and, seizing himself from himself, he plunged into the waters. Thus, 
seeking comfort from passion, he found death.” 6

 In an interesting article, Pierre Hadot7 compares the version of 
Plotinus — later revived in the modern age by Marsilio Ficino8 — to 
other variants, noting that Ovid’s is the only one that introduces the 
element of self-recognition in the transition from naive falling in 
love with another who mirrors the gestures he himself makes to the 
realization that that young man is none other than himself reflected 
in image. At first, in fact, Narcissus addresses the object of his love 
as an otherness to whom he first speaks in the third, then in the 
second person:

 “My joy! I see it [et placet et video]; but the joy I see
I cannot find (so fondly love is foiled)
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Come forth, whoever you are! [Quisquis es, hue exi!] . . .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   
My looks, my age — indeed it cannot be
That you would shun. . . .” 9 

 This is an equal and opposite error to what would catch Dante in 
Paradise (3, 17–18) and make Beatrice smile: “I fell into the contrary 
error to that which kindled love between the man and the fountain.” 
While Dante looks at souls, mistaking them for “mirrored faces” 10 
of bodies and turns to see their flesh-and-blood models, Narcissus 
mistakes the mirrored reflection for a real person.
 But then the bitter awareness of the reflected self takes over, and 
the discourse, completing the “game of pronouns,” 11 switches to the 
first person: “Oh, I am he! [iste ego sum] Oh, now I know for sure / 
The image is my own; it’s for myself / I burn with love; I fan the 
flames feel.” 12 After all, the reader already knew this, because Ovid 
had pointed it out (today, we would call this a spoiler) about thirty 
verses earlier, calling Narcissus naive [credule]: “You see a phantom of 
a mirrored shape [imaginis umbra].” 13 Such self-recognition decrees his 
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death, reversing the prophecy that the seer Tiresias, when asked by 
Narcissus’s mother, utters: “and of him she asked the seer, / Would he 
long years and ripe old age enjoy / Who answered ‘If he shall himself 
not know.’” 14 
 The self-aware Narcissus who ends up recognizing himself in the 
reflection (and thus at the same time recognizing that he is facing 
the image of himself, thereby becoming aware of the medium water-
as-mirror) is contrasted with a naive Narcissus who, as Pausanias 
sums it up, grasps neither that he is the object of his own desire nor 
that he is the object of an image: “Narcissus looked into this water, 
and not perceiving that what he saw was his own reflection, fell in 
love with himself unaware.” 15 By branding such naivety as “folly,” 
however, Pausanias shows that he no longer understands (when he 
writes in the second century AD) that Narcissus’s inability to distin-
guish image and reality is not a defect, so to speak, in his perceptual 
and cognitive abilities, but a dulling caused by Eros, who thus takes 
revenge for the conceit of a young man who had rejected all his suit-
ors out of hybris. 
 In terms of contemporary media theory, we could reformulate 
the polarity between the naive Narcissus and the self-aware Narcis-
sus as the antithesis between the transparency effect and the opacity 

effect of the medium.16 The naive person fails to grasp the aqueous 
mirror as a material medium that allows the image to manifest itself 
as precisely an image and therefore believes that he is in front of a 
presence. By contrast, in the moment of self-recognition the self-
aware person takes note of precisely the relation between that sup-
port and that image, simultaneously realizing that he is in front of 
a representation, an image that represents him, that is, that makes 
a sign, unveiling the dimension of semiotic reference: “After many 
frustrations,” notes Julia Kristeva, “Narcissus gathers that he is actu-
ally in a world of ‘signs.’ ” 17 In the transition to image consciousness, 
the importance of tears should not be overlooked, and this Ovid 
promptly emphasizes:
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Distraught he turned towards the face again;
His tears rippled the pool, and darkly then
The troubled water veiled the fading form,
and, as it vanished, “Stay!,” he shouted, “stay!
Oh, cruelty to leave your lover so!” 18

The perturbation of the watery mirror caused by the tears makes 
clear the opacity of the medium, exposing its function as a support 
for the image and consequently the iconic nature of the love object.

Iconographic Polarities
In a Warburgesque study focusing on the language of gestures, Paul 
Zanker effectively shows how the antithesis between the naive type 
and the self-aware type is also reflected in a specific modulation of 
bodily postures peculiar to one and the other, accurately documented 
by ancient and modern iconography (with the chronological priority 
of the naive type and the predominance of depictions of the self-aware 
mode from late Hellenism onward).19 The naive type is often depicted 
in the act of raising an arm, marveling at the gesture that the “other” 
repeats in the reflection. The self-aware type is frequently associated 
with the depiction of the naked body of Narcissus, corresponding to 
the gesture of stripping himself naked described by Ovid immediately 
after the handsome young man’s realization that he is both object and 
subject of the mirror reflection: “Then in his grief he tore this robe and 
beat / His pale cold fists upon his naked breasts.” 20 In the development 
of this iconographic line, the intensely dramatic moment of Ovid’s 
verse is softened into a quiet pose of complacent self-contemplation 
of the naked body, not infrequently depicted in the posture with arms 
raised and crossed above the head: what Zanker designates as the Nar-

zißgebärde, Narcissus’s gesture. Hence it is possible to pursue a history of 
the effects of this gestural pattern, which, passing through depictions of 
the Callipygian Venus, reaches the twentieth-century representations 
(e.g., in Matisse or Picasso) of the painter’s model, who displays her body 
in all its beauty to herself and to her portrait painter.



AT  T H E  T H R E S H O L D  O F  T H E  I M A G E

22

 Among the most consciously narcissistic artistic genres, it is 
of course the self-portrait that stands out. Those who have recon-
structed its cultural history observe that “it seems perfectly justified 
to regard Alberti’s advocacy of the ‘Narcissus-painter’ as the seminal 
celebration of self-portraiture.” 21 The use of the mirror and catop-
tric reflection as a condition of possibility for this representational 
practice is evidently constitutive, as we will see more fully in the 
next chapter. The modern genesis of the self-portrait would be made 
possible by a narcissistic process of separation and autonomization 
of the individual from the supraindividual sphere of the sacred,22 a 
process in which the process of self-awareness is fundamental. Para-
digmatic of this line, because it makes it patently explicit, is Portrait 

of the Artist as a Weeping Narcissus, a life-size polyester sculpture made 
by Olaf Nicolai in 2000 (fig. 1.1). The artist, kneeling in casual clothes 
and sneakers, leans weeping over the mirror of water that reflects 
his image to him — his tears soon reveal the transparent medium in 
all its opacity.
 If, as has been aptly observed, “every age forms its own Narcis-
sus,” 23 it would be impossible to do justice here to the history of 
his iconography, which from the paintings in Pompeii, through the 
medieval miniatures of the Ovide moralisé and the Renaissance, man-
nerist, and baroque variations, is indeed characterized by the preva-
lence of the self-aware type, but will never definitively erase the 
polarity between naivety and image consciousness: the naive Narcis-

sus at the Fountain (ca. 1600) leaning fatally deceived by the reflec-
tion of his beloved, attributed by Roberto Longhi to Caravaggio and 
preserved at Palazzo Barberini in Rome, and the Narcissus sculpted 
by Benvenuto Cellini (ca. 1548–1565) in full awareness of his beauti-
ful nudity, preserved at the Museo Nazionale del Bargello in Flor-
ence, eloquently represent this polarity in the art of the second half 
of the sixteenth century. Later, Nicolas Poussin, Claude Lorrain, 
Bertel Thorwaldsen — to name but a few major masters — would 
engage with the figure of the scornful youth indifferent to love, and 
nor would he be spared the desecrating irony of Honoré Daumier 
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published in Le Charivari in 1842. In the second half of the nineteenth 
century, Gustave Moreau stands out among the artists obsessed with 
Narcissus; Claude Monet’s passion for watercolor reflections (think 
of the cycle of some two hundred and fifty Water Lilies painted dur-
ing the last thirty-one years of his life) has also been read in the 
light of the myth of the immersive young man.24 Among the sur-
realists, André Masson repeatedly returned to this motif, and Sal-
vador Dalí even wanted to show his oil painting Metamorphosis of 

Narcissus (1936–1937) to Sigmund Freud at their first meeting in Lon-
don on July 19, 1938, hoping to spark a discussion with the father 
of psychoanalysis about narcissism and his own “paranoiac-critical” 
method.25 
 Even in contemporary art, as a whole characterized by a high level 
of reflexivity, the type of the self-aware Narcissus seems to predomi-
nate unchallenged: body art could be interpreted as an incessant and 
tireless commentary on self-aware narcissism: “Narcissus protests 
(and thus finds gratification) through the agency of himself.” 26

 In his polymorphous masquerades of self in guise of other, Luigi 
Ontani has very often varied his interpretation of the topos of Nar-
cissus: in tableaux vivants such as NarciGiuda (1993–1995) or in ceram-
ics such as BellimBusto NarcisEco (2018). The work that inaugurates 
the series in 1970, NarcisOnfalOnan alla SorGente Del NiEnte (fig. 1.2), 
makes clear from the title its place in the self-aware typology: 
omphalocentrism and onanism, concentration on one’s navel and 
autoeroticism.
 But the naive type endures, peeping out for example in Roy Lich-
tenstein’s Look Mickey (1961) (fig. 1.3): rod in hand, Donald Duck looks 
excitedly at the mirror of water, convinced that he has caught a big 
fish, not realizing that the hook is snagged in the back of his jacket 
and that — making a self-aware Mickey Mouse snicker — it is his own 
reflected body that he mistakes for a fine catch.27 
 The element of water plays a fundamental role in the art of Bill 
Viola: consider the series of “water portraits” (e.g., the 2013 self- 
portrait Submerged, donated by the artist to the Uffizi Museum, which 



Figure 1.2. Luigi Ontani, NarcisOnfalOnan alla 

SorGente Del NiEnte, blowup / enlarged color 

photograph, Tuscan-Emilian Apennines, 1970

(courtesy of Collezione Ontani).



Figure 1.3. Roy Lichtenstein, Look Mickey, 

oil on canvas, 1961 (courtesy © Board of 

Trustees, National Gallery of Art, Washington, 

and © Estate of Roy Lichtenstein, by SIAE 

2021).
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received it as the first animated work in its permanent collection), or 
the videotape The Reflecting Pool (1977–1979), all playing on the para-
doxes of the reflected image. But it is especially in the video diptych 
Surrender (2001) that the call of Narcissus is most strongly felt (fig. 1.4). 
Part of the Passions series, which explores emotional extremes, the 
work consists of two vertical plasma screens placed one above the 
other. On the top screen, a man dressed in red appears, while on the 
bottom, a woman is shown dressed in blue. Both are seen in half-
length, positioned as if they are each other’s mirror image. They bow 
toward the edges of their respective screens, seemingly attempting 
to kiss. However, as they move closer, their faces meet the surface 
of a mirror of water. When they rise, drops of water — evoking the 
tears of Ovid’s Narcissus — fall back, distorting the figures. At this 
moment, it becomes clear that the figures are merely reflections. The 
embrace they seek is unattainable; ultimately, they must surrender, 
as the title suggests.28 This diptych seems to allude to the transition 
from the naive type to the self-aware type: the difference in the colors 
of the clothes and of gender emphasizes the naive falling in love with 
the Other. In contrast, the dripping of water on the liquid mirror, 
which reveals (as was the case in Ovid’s version with the tears of the 
handsome young man) both the medium of reflection and indeed the 
mirrored nature of the object of love, embodies the self-aware type.
 On that note, we may recall that lesser-known variant of the leg-
end of Narcissus according to which the handsome young man is said 
to have fallen in love not with himself, but with a twin sister, who 
resembled him in every way, both in appearance and in the way she 
wore her hair and clothes. This is how Pausanias reports it, point-
ing out that in this variant, Narcissus was not so idiotic as not to 
recognize that the object of his vision was an image but nevertheless 
wished to contemplate it as a representation commemorating his 
beloved: “Narcissus loved his sister, and when the girl died he used to 
haunt the spring, knowing that what he saw was his own reflection, 
but finding solace in imagining that he was looking, not at his own 
reflection, but at his sister’s likeness.” 29



Figure 1.4. Bill Viola, Surrender, 2001, color 

video diptych on two flat panel displays 

mounted vertically, one over the other on wall, 

204.2 × 61 × 8.9 cm, 30:51 minutes; per-

formers: John Fleck, Weba Garretson (photo: 

Kira Perov © Bill Viola Studio).
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Narcissisms
The polarization between the naive type and the self-aware type is, 
moreover, not the exclusive preserve of the Narcissus myth. For the 
naive mode, we recall the legend of the madwoman Acco, reported 
in the collection of Greek proverbs attributed to the philosopher 
Zenobius, who taught rhetoric in Rome in the second century under 
the emperor Hadrian: “Acco was a woman renowned for insanity, 
and it is said that in looking in the mirror she spoke to her own image 
as if to another person. Hence the saying ‘To be mad as Acco.’ ” 30 As is 
shown by the comparative exploration of the European tradition and 
the Chinese and Persian, Indian and African folk traditions under-
taken by fairy-tale historian Albert Wesselski,31 numerous cross-
cultural examples can be found regarding the lack of self-recognition 
in mirror reflection. To recall but one instance, we can cite a story 
included in the commentary to the Dhammapada, one of the canoni-
cal Buddhist texts of the Theravadan school. In preparing to attack 
the palace of the treasurer Jotika, Ajātasattu sees the image of him-
self and his own escort reflected by the jewels set in the palace walls 
and mistakes it for the enemy army: “Seeing his own reflection and 
that of his retinue in the jeweled walls, he concluded, ‘The house-
holder has armed himself for battle and has come forth with his host.’ 
Therefore he did not dare approach the palace.” 32 In the authorita-
tive treatise De re rustica (6.35), Columella also considered an animal 
version of the same theme: mares afflicted with rabies, “if they have 
seen their reflexion in the water, they are seized with a vain passion 
and consequently forget to eat and die from a wasting disease due to 
love. . . . This delusion is dispelled if you cut off her mane unevenly 
and lead her down to the water; then beholding at length her own 
ugliness, she loses the recollection of the picture which was formerly 
before her eyes.” 33 
 As for the self-aware mode, it appears in the form of an ancient 
superstition, found in numerous cultures, that holds that those who 
look at themselves and recognize their image reflected in a mirror 
or pool of water are destined to an imminent demise. In The Golden 
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Bough, James George Frazer collected many instances in which the 
reflection in the mirror is equated with the soul: according to the 
Zulu and Basuto in Africa and equally to some Melanesian peoples, 
mirroring oneself in a pool of water exposes one to the risk that 
ferocious beasts or evil spirits may take possession of one’s soul: “We 
can now understand why it was a maxim both in ancient India and 
ancient Greece not to look at one’s reflection in water. . . . This was 
probably the origin of the classical story of the beautiful Narcissus.” 34 
 In a fascinating pioneering investigation at the intersection of 
anthropology and psychoanalysis taking into account Frazer’s reflec-
tions, and with extensive references to the myth of Narcissus, Géza 
Rohéim parallels the notion of removal and that of taboo, examining 
a wide range of instances from European and non-European folklore 
relating to the prohibition of looking into the mirror and the fear of 
one’s own mirror reflection (eisoptrophobia or spectrophobia) as a 
fear of self-recognition.35 
 The type of the self-aware Narcissus, as originating with Ovid, 
has almost unilaterally fed into the mainstream story of the effects 
of this myth,36 decisively reinforced by the psychoanalytic concep-
tion of narcissism, which then became the standard in common 
parlance.37

 The psychoanalytic elaboration of narcissism is preceded by psy-
chological and psychiatric literature in which references, albeit mar-
ginal, to the figure of Narcissus occasionally crop up. This is the 
case, for example, with Alfred Binet, who in a note to an article on 
fetishism calls to mind the “fable du beau Narcisse” about “ces tristes 
perversions” in which the fetish consists of one’s own person.38 The 
explicit elaboration of the concept, however, is mainly due to the 
studies of Havelock Ellis and Paul Näcke, exponents of the intense 
period of research on sexuality, psycopathia sexualis (according to 
Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s famous designation) and the so-called 
perversions (exhibitionism, autoeroticism, coprophilia, fetishism, 
and, of course, homosexuality . . . ) that f lourished in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. As early as 1898, Ellis had sketched 
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out a predominantly female type of autoeroticism, designating it 
as “Narcissus-like”: “I may briefly mention that tendency which is 
sometimes found, more especially perhaps in women, for the sexual 
emotions to be absorbed, and often entirely lost in self-admiration. 
This Narcissus-like tendency, of which the normal germ in women 
is symbolized by the mirror, is found in minor degree in some 
feminine-minded men.” 39

 Taking a statistical approach to the subject of sexual deviations 
in a sample of more than fifteen hundred male and female patients 
admitted to the Heil- und Pflegeanstalt Hubertusburg in Leipzig, 
Näcke adds the suffix “-ismus,” adopting the term “authentic narcis-
sism [echter Narcismus]” to denote the extreme (albeit in his opin-
ion rare) form of “auto-eroticism” described by Ellis, that is, the 
form that includes full sexual satisfaction resulting in orgasm, while 
reserving the notion of “Pseudo-Narcismus” for less intense forms, 
mostly consisting of self-admiration and intensive contemplation of 
one’s body in the mirror.40 
 In the more properly psychoanalytic context, with an approach 
that combines the examination of clinical cases together with 
ancient and modern literary and philosophical references, it is to 
Isidor Sadger whom we owe the first clinical discussion of what he 
calls “Narzismus”: an attempt to turn toward one’s own body those 
attentions and care devoted to it by one’s mother during childhood, 
ultimately therefore a kind of “Identifikation” between maternal and 
filial instance.41 
 According to the interpretation, later to become canonical, 
finally offered by Freud in the 1914 essay “Introduction to Narcissism” 
(which draws on the work of Ellis, Näcke, and Sadger), “an antithesis 
between ego-libido and object-libido” is produced that corresponds 
to a relationship of inverse proportionality: “The more of the one is 
employed, the more the other becomes depleted.” 42 While primary 
narcissism is consubstantial to infant life, in which the child (from 
the womb onward) assumes itself as a love object before investing 
in external objects, secondary narcissism consists of a later adult 
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regression to that stage, successive to withdrawal of object invest-
ment. The possibility of directing one’s libido toward an other and 
external support (i.e., anaclitic attachment: for the child, typically 
the mother as the original source of pleasure) is replaced by the 
choice directed toward one’s own self. Which version of the myth 
Freud was referring to, that of Ovid, is clearly revealed not by this 
major essay, but by a passage from the famous study “Leonardo Da 
Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood” four years earlier in which 
the male homosexual is described as having slipped back into the 
autoeroticism of early childhood:

The boys whom he now loves as he grows up are after all only substitutive 
figures and revivals of himself in childhood-boys whom he loves in the way in 
which his mother loved him when he was a child. He finds the objects of his 
love along the path of narcissism, as we say; for Narcissus, according to the 
Greek legend, was a youth who preferred his own reflection to everything else 
and who was changed into the lovely flower of that name.43

 This consolidates the general idea that narcissism consists of 
a general ineptitude for libidinal object investment, resulting in 
regression to early stages of undifferentiated autoeroticism and 
mother-child identification processes, together with homosexual 
inclinations. The issue crucial to our argument of the beclouding of 
image consciousness (i.e., the inability of the naive Narcissus to real-
ize the iconic nature of what he perceives in the mirror reflection) 
fades into the background.
 For this very reason, on the other hand, the analysis of a narcis-
sistic dream elaborated in 1911 by Otto Rank appears to be particu-
larly significant precisely because it addresses the image experience. 
It bears recalling here in its basic outline. A young woman, once 
infatuated with a man who initially reciprocated her attentions and 
then gradually distanced himself from her, dreams that she receives 
three letters. The first is a love letter in which “W” (an initial that 
during analysis the patient would later actually refer to the name of 
her lover) declares that he is always thinking of her and constantly 
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looking at the oil painting of her that she had given him as a memento, 
envying the man who can instead look at her in the flesh. He also 
confesses that he is already married and encloses a photo of his wife. 
The second letter is entitled “In a dream” (thus a kind of mise en abîme 
in which the oneiric planes seem to split): the intensely poetic tone 
of the writing makes her think of a reverie, a daydream. The third 
and final letter contains only images: leafing through it, she first 
comes across half-length portraits, then the image of a very beauti-
ful woman (it is not, however, his wife, since the surname written 
below is different: a surname known to the dreamer, who cannot, 
however, recall it), and finally the picture of his spouse, complete 
with surname. Her unattractiveness makes her realize why the man 
confessed to always thinking of the protagonist of this dream adven-
ture. The patient then returns in the dream to the image of the more 
beautiful woman, and here it is opportune to report the account 
in detail:

I go back flipping backwards until I find the beautiful image again, sinking 
[vertieft] into her gaze. . . . Above all, I am struck by her face, and primarily by 
her hair and hairstyle, with a ribbon running through it: I thought it was just 
the way I style myself. Her eyes reminded me of my own as they appear in my 
own portraits, and so the shape of her face looked like mine. Then I noticed her 
beautiful legs and lower body, which also reminded me of my own. I liked this 
image very much, and I immersed myself [versenkt] in its vision as if falling in 
love with it. I looked at it again and again for a long time, thinking that maybe 
Rubens might have painted it (maybe he actually painted it). Then it occurred 
to me that maybe I had talked to W., but I don’t know for sure whether I really 
did and in what way: whether I was there or he was here. I could only see his 
face, his head in front of me.44

 The dream scene reported by Rank appears particularly sugges-
tive because it seems to eschew the stark alternative between self-
recognition and nonrecognition, opting for a strong resemblance (and 
not a simple identity, precluded according to Rank by self-censoring 
intervention) between the dreamer and the image of the beautiful 
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woman portrayed. For the rest, the experience of deepening and 
immersion (suggested by the verb forms vertieft and versenkt, respec-
tively) and the dulling of proprioception (her uncertainty regard-
ing the position of her body: “whether I was there or he was here”) 
appear as unmistakable signs of that transgression of the threshold 
between image and reality that the legend of Narcissus in its naive 
type articulates as a mythological topos.

Media Narcosis
We said: beclouding of image consciousness, dulling of propriocep-
tion. This is a further reason that warns us against quickly dismissing 
the naive Narcissus as an idiot, as Pausanias would have it. It is again 
Hadot45 who reminds us of the crucial role played by the narcissus 
flower, the etymology of whose name has been traced by several 
authors to narkè, numbness, narcosis: we read, for example, in Pliny 
that “it has received its name, from narkè [torpor], and not from the 
youth Narcissus, mentioned in fable” 46 or in Clement of Alexandria 
that “there is the narcissus, a f lower with heavy perfume, whose 
name itself suggests that it acts as a narcotic [narkan] on the nerves.” 47 
It is thus its narcotic power that establishes that dimension of con-
sciousness at once auroral and crepuscular through which the failure 
to distinguish between image and reality, between the body and its 
representation, is made possible.
 Marshall McLuhan did not fail to note the connection between 
the legend of Narcissus and the effects of numbness, making explicit 
its mediological repercussions in a way that is crucial to our discus-
sion. In chapter 4 of his landmark work Understanding Media, signifi-
cantly titled “The Gadget Love: Narcissus as Narcosis,” the Canadian 
mediologist evokes from the outset the etymology that would see 
the young man’s name derived from narkè. And he advances in his 
own way a critical reflection around the Ovidian question of self-
recognition, which, as mentioned earlier, has become mainstream:

The wisdom of the Narcissus myth does not convey any idea that Narcissus 
fell in love with anything he regarded as himself. Obviously he would have 
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had very different feelings about the image had he known it was an extension 
or repetition of himself. It is, perhaps, indicative of the bias of our intensely 
technological and, therefore, narcotic culture that we have long interpreted 
the Narcissus story to mean that he fell in love with himself, that he imagined 
the reflection to be Narcissus!48

 The recourse to this myth is not ornamental; on the contrary, 
it appears crucial in the economy of McLuhan’s argument, aimed 
at describing the essential ambivalence of the media as extensions of 

man: “When the spell of the gimmick or an extension of our bodies is 
new, there comes narcosis or numbing to the newly amplified area.” 49 
The enhancement of the organic-natural performance of the human 
body is inseparably accompanied by a corresponding numbing of 
the corresponding organ: presumably to preserve a state of balance 
between the hyperstimulation caused by the prosthetic extension 
and the numbing that compensates for it. The invention of the wheel 
(this is McLuhan’s own example) exponentially increases human 
capacities for movement and transportation, but this prosthesis ends 
up causing an atrophy of the foot, which has delegated to the wheel 
a whole range of functions that it was previously performing itself. 
In the case of the handsome young man at the spring, the prosthe-
sis constituted by the reflecting mirror of the water offers him an 
extension of the self, except that it then (in the non-Ovidian vari-
ants) prevents him from recognizing himself since the extension of 
the sense of sight constituted by the mirrorlike medium entails at 
the same time a dulling or, as McLuhan sometimes prefers to put it, 
a self-amputation: “Self-amputation forbids self-recognition.” 50

 Esthesiology is the study of sensations, and proposing an analogy 
between the human being’s central nervous system and the electric-
ity-based technology that extends and externalizes it into the world, 
McLuhan advances an esthesiological reading of this correlation, 
believing that the introduction of each new technical device entails 
an overall redevelopment of the relationships among the particular 
senses and of the human sensorium as a whole: “Any invention or 
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technology is an extension or self-amputation of our physical bodies, 
and such extension also demands new ratios or new equilibriums 
among the other organs and extensions of the body.” 51 By serving the 
machine, the human being becomes in turn — dialectically — its rela-
tive servomechanism. 
 Returning to what he calls the “Narcissus narcosis” syndrome in 
an interview with Playboy a few years later, McLuhan significantly 
associates this syndrome with the question of media awareness 
and the relationship between the transparency and opacity of the 
medium, resorting to a metaphor destined to become famous, that 
of the rearview mirror. As long as they are immersed in a medium, 
the human beings are as little aware of it as is the fish of the water 
in which it swims. Only at the moment that medium is superseded 
by a later medium can it be retrospectively focused on and grasped 
precisely as the medium in which the experience took place: “Thus 
we are always one step behind in our view of the world.” 52

 A similar categorical framework also seems to be referred to by 
the historian of ideas with a sociological orientation, Christopher 
Lasch, in a series of works published between the late 1970s and the 
1980s dedicated to the analysis of the narcissistic personality of con-
temporary American man. Directly tying such a style of behavior 
to the phenomena of media spectacularization, Lasch is among the 
first to identify the “imaging” of existence in its every minimal and 
private recess as one of the fundamental causes of this process of the 
overall narcissification of life, due to the uncontrollable proliferation 
of images intended for recording and broadcasting: such pervasive 
iconic mediation means that “we cannot help responding to others 
as if their actions — and our own — were being recorded and simul-
taneously transmitted to an unseen audience or stored up for close 
scrutiny at some later time.” 53

 Returning to these themes in a subsequent essay in The Minimal 

Self, Lasch is keen to distinguish the narcissistic personality from the 
concepts of egocentrism and egoism with which it is often and will-
ingly confused: “As the Greek legend reminds us, it is this confusion 
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of the self and the not-self — not ‘egoism’ — that distinguishes the 
plight of Narcissus.” The minimal or narcissistic self presents itself 
as a self uncertain of its own boundaries (those that determine the 
typically contemporary preoccupation with individual “identity”), 
which originates from a radical transformation: “The replace-
ment of a reliable world of durable objects by a world of f licker-
ing images that make it harder and harder to distinguish reality 
from fantasy.” 54 
 As was already the case for McLuhan, for Lasch, what essen-
tially constitutes the essence of the Narcissus fable (insofar as it can 
help illuminate the pervasive transformation of the contemporary 
world into an image) thus has nothing to do with self-recognition 
and self-eroticism at all, but rather with “naivety,” that is, the dif-
ficulty or rather impossibility of distinguishing between reality 
and its iconic representation: “Narcissus drowns in his own reflec-
tion, never understanding that it is a reflection. He mistakes his 
own image for someone else and seeks to embrace it without regard 
to his safety. The point of the story is not that Narcissus falls in 
love with himself, but, since he fails to recognize his own reflection, 
that he lacks any conception of the difference between himself and 
his surroundings.” 55 
 Slightly subsequent to Lasch’s reflections, Régis Debray’s medio-
logical considerations, also engaged in an attempt to reconstruct 
the history of the Western gaze, identify in the media narcissism of 
the contemporary technological stage designated as “visual” a self-
reflexivity and circularity of referrals between media that is sealed 
in a self-referential bubble devoid of effective connections to the 
real: “In a culture of subjectless gazes and virtual objects, the Other 
becomes a species in danger of extinction, and the image, an image of 
itself. Technological narcissism, that is, corporate ‘communication’ 
as mere navel-gazing. . . . The visual communicates itself, no longer 
desires anything but itself. Vertigo of the mirror: more and more 
frequently the media tell us about the media.” 56
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Apnea
In the light of these considerations, which we might well call dialecti-
cal mediology, we are now in a position to assign to Narcissus a fun-
damentally archetypal role in the genealogy of immersive environ-
ments that we propose to delineate: a role that is all the more crucial 
insofar as it is rooted not in the chronology of prehistory, but in the 
undefined mists of myth. The reconstructions of media archaeology 
that have attempted a history of the precursors of such environ-
ments — discerning them, as we will see, in the illusionistic paint-
ings of Pompeian villas, in panoramas, in iMax cinemas — have not 
gone as far as Narcissus, who instead can be included in the geneal-
ogy of immersivity and indeed must be recognized as its eponymous 
hero: Narcissus is the proto-immersive, the archetypal experiencer 

who grasps the image as if it were reality itself and not a mediation 
of it (immediateness), relates to it as a presence relates to another 
presence, and not to a mere iconic representation (presentness), and 
finally, corresponding to a specific affordance, immerses himself in it 
(unframedness) traversing its threshold.
 And it is precisely by turning to the timeless past of this proto-
immersive myth that we can begin to glimpse the sense of the seem-
ingly ineluctable drive toward immersiveness that distinguishes our 
contemporary media landscape and seems to direct its near future.57 
Although, as we will see more extensively in later chapters, while 
“immersion” refers lato sensu to an experience of total involvement in 
an iconic environment, its meaning stricto sensu, which ties it literally 
to the liquid element, exhibits its status in a paradigmatic way. 
 Early cinema had already made a pact with this literal sense of 
immersiveness:58 the shot from the train of the Whirlpool Rapids 
in Panorama of Gorge Railway (Edison, 1900), which seems to want to 
draw the viewer into the swirling waters, offers an early example of 
this. The pact would later be reaffirmed and strengthened by sub-
sequent developments in a cinematography aimed at what has been 
called a true “enwaterment” (water + embodiment) of the viewer, 
who is incorporated into a liquid and fluid dimension.59 Think — to 
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mention but a few successful titles — of the cases of Cape Fear (Mar-
tin Scorsese, 1991), Titanic (James Cameron, 1997), The Truman Show 

(Peter Weir, 1998), and Saving Private Ryan (Steven Spielberg, 1998).
 In the context of video art, the video environment The Swimmer 

(going to Heidelberg too often) (fig. 1.5), made in 1984 by Studio Azzurro 
(a group of artists who were among the first to experiment with digi-
tal technologies), appears particularly significant for our discussion 
since it stages in an exemplary way the dialectic between framing 
and unframing. Arranged side by side, twenty-four monitors scan 
separate spaces horizontally. But this discontinuity is systematically 
negated by what the monitors themselves display: a swimmer who, 
gliding from one screen to the next, bursts, as it were, from their 
frames and imposes the establishment of a continuous space.
 Nowadays, when immersiveness seems to have become a buzz-
word, we should ask ourselves whether the future of virtual reality 
will be underwater. In 2020, Pierre “Pyaré” Friquet, an artist who 
creates immersive virtual environments, presented at the Sundance 
Film Festival the work Spaced Out, to be experienced by swimming 
underwater with a waterproof VR headset designed by Ballast Tech-
nologies, a liquid journey from the Earth to the Moon that, as the 
press release states, allows for full immersion: “Floating in the water 
with VR goggles becomes a space simulation as the absence of gravity 
immerses all the senses.” 60 
 With Aquaphobia,61 a 2017 VR installation, Jakob Kudsk Steensen 
stages a watery world in which nature has now taken over from 
humans, uniting the post-Anthropocene future with an archaic, 
prehuman Brooklyn. The title makes direct reference to psycho-
therapeutic treatments aimed at curing water phobia and alludes to 
a perspective in which, due to climate change and rising sea levels, 
the submerged condition promises to become not the exception, 
but the rule of existence (the perspective foreshadowed by the film 
Waterworld, directed by Kevin Reynolds and released in 1995).
 Immersion in a virtual reality environment that simulates a world 
alternative to the real world could well be compared to a condition 



Figure 1.5. Studio Azzurro, The Swimmer 

(going to Heidelberg too often), video environ-

ment, 1984 (courtesy of Studio Azzurro).
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of apnea, in which the so-called breathing rhythm that governs our 
usual interactions with the real world is suspended and replaced with 
a different rhythmic pattern in which we must learn new gestures 
and new sensorimotor performance. 
 Apnea62 is a VR video game published by MephistoFiles in 2015 
in which the player embodies a Soviet diver who must retrieve the 
proto type of a nuclear missile from the US submarine Scorpion, which 
sank in the waters of the Atlantic in May 1968. But Apnea (fig. 1.6) is 
also an immersive installation combining virtual reality and interac-
tive documentary, created in 2016 by Vanessa Vozzo and dedicated to 
the tragic shipwreck in the Mediterranean off Lampedusa on Octo-
ber 3, 2013, in which at least 368 migrants perished: passing through 
three distinct moments (an exhibition room where photographs, 
videos, and documentation related to the shipwreck can be viewed; 
an interactive projection; and a 360-degree video that immerses the 
viewer in the waters off the coast of Sicily), the viewer is invited 
to share a disturbing threshold experience: “In Apnea the sea is a 
boundary where everything disappears, a real border, but also a 
re presentation of the limit that separates life from death, from soli-
tude, from void.” 63

 We will have to return later to the (controversial) use of vir-
tual reality in humanitarian documentary filmmaking as a device 
capable of triggering in viewers feelings of empathy and proactive 
participation. For now, we can observe that this installation leads us 
directly back — uniting history and myth — to the figure of Narcis-
sus as proto-immersive and in particular to the watery death that 
we have seen reserved for him in the version embraced by Plotinus. 
By immersing himself in the image, Narcissus dies by drowning: 
the deadly danger of immersion. By immersing themselves in the 
image, the viewers of Apnea are invited to identify themselves, albeit 
asymptotically (like the famous parallel lines that meet, yes, but only 
in infinity), with those drowned in the Mediterranean: through such 
an immersive experience of identification, users are urged to empa-
thize with the victims and to develop a prosocial attitude toward 



Figure 1.6. Vanessa Vozzo, Apnea, interactive 

and immersive documentary about migrants 

and the sea, 2016 (courtesy of Vanessa Vozzo 

[Officine Sintetiche]).
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the migrant crisis and a participatory understanding of this tragic 
phenomenon.
 We are here faced with what Walter Benjamin calls “telescoping 
[télescopage] of the past through the present,” a telescoping or colli-
sion of different levels of temporality (like a spyglass closing up on 
itself) by which the contemporary reactivates the meaning of a past, 
a past so archaic that it blurs into the mists of myth, leading it to new 
“legibility” and “recognizability.” 64

 Thus, the ambiguous profile of immersiveness as a true two-faced 
Janus begins to emerge: on the one hand, as a destiny of death and 
loss of the boundaries of the self in the indistinguishability that fuses 
together reality and image and nullifies the experiencer’s ability to 
assume a critical distance from the situation that envelops him or 
her.65 (The hikikomori, who practice an almost total social withdrawal 
and isolate themselves from the world by sealing themselves inside a 
digital bubble, could be contemporary embodiments of this form of 
narcissism.)66 On the other hand, as an opportunity of involvement 
in and participation in the situation, which transcends the tradi-
tional position of the subject standing in front of the object and opens 
up unprecedented experiential and cognitive horizons: an occasion 
that, just like a free-diving experience, is delimitated in time and 
destined to resurface but that also promises to transform those who 
experience it. 
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