NARcissus (339-510)

Tiresias was not a member of Cadmus’ family, and his sorrows at
first have no connection with those of the Theban monarchy. Similarly,
Narcissus, though a Boeotian, has no direct relationship with Thebes
or Cadmus. Our narrator seems to have forgotten his announced subject
and strayed off on idle material. However, in this substantial and
carefully organized story, Ovid continues to explore his principal
themes. Narcissus illustrates significant aspects of human sexuality
and the danger of not understanding it; he frustrates desires, which
hl§ beauty rouses, and spurns love of others, male or female, which
might have flourished, and he is left with futile self-love that inevitably
Proves suicidal. His discovery of himself, because of his prior snubbing
9f others, cannot lead to personal development, only to doom. Accord-
ingly, in the narrative, the circumstances of self-knowledge become
shaped like the events that brought Actaeon and Cadmus to misery.
Narcissus experiences, apparently for the first time, the vision of
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himself—and it is fatal, predicted so from the start by Tiresias. More-
over. he sees this fatal sight in a pool of an inviolate forest area. Like
Actacon. he must die, victim not of a violated deity, but of himself

We possess no other extended narration about Narcis:tls. and, al-
though some people argue that much of Ovid's achievement should
be credited to a lost Hellenistic source, there is no evidence whatsocver
for such material. Morcover, Ovid has woven into the myth of
Narcissus, fool in love with his reflection. the tale of Echo. the nymph
whose every verbal response depends on echoing (c.g.. reflecting)
the words of others. Ovid treats these two as opposites, Narcissus
totally preoccupicd with himself and Echo pathetically prcsvccupiLkl
with others.and he forces them into a doomed relationship. Echo falls
in love with the boy and yet must vainly try to pursue her love in
terms of his loveless words. She responds passionately to words that
he speaks with no interest in her, and she misinterprets his passionless
sentences. from which she is permitted to echo only final words or
syllables, as invitations to love. When she follows up her misinterpreta-
tion, and he spurns her, the rejection desolates her. and her body
wastes away. leaving her nothing but a forlorn, helpless echo as we
know the phenomenon. As Ovid presents the story of Echo, we [c‘nd
to sympathize with her and view her as a vicum of hc:_mlul\\.\‘ selfish
Narcissus. However, she is also a victim of her own defective nature.
Unable to be a complete person, forced to wait for others o speak
first before she can utter a word—and then only according to the last
words spoken by the other—Echo can never experience (hq mutuality
of love. the ideal toward which Ovid's amatory theme in Book 3
points. But sclflessness makes a stronger appeal then sullir.\hncs\. and
Ovid shows Echo. even after suffering rejection, capable of sympathiz-
ing with and pitying the fate of sclfish Narcissus. -

Once he has narrated the scoming and metamorphosis of Echo and
set up expectation of the merited punishment of Narcissus, Ovid moves
into the second phase of his story. Narcissus, tired hunter, comes to
an inviolate spot with a clear pool: he is like both Actacon and Diana
in situation, and so Ovid makes him play a double role as the mysteri-
ous power whose being may not be safely seen (or k!lo“'l'll ur}d 1l_1c
sacrilegious intruder and spectator. Narcissus \'icw\_hm r.cﬂcutum i
the pool and falls fatally in love with it and hinpc]t Ovid _dcvclnp:s
the delusion of Narcissus, his false perception of the reflection as an
other person. his crazy efforts to conduct a conversation with the
image in the water. In contrast to Echo, he generates all the words
:mdhgcslun:\' in this imaginary relationship. Although at first he inter-
prets the exact repetition of his movements of body and mouth
proof that this “other person” responds to him. eventually he rpullzcs
that the reflection is nothing but an echo of himself, devoid of body.
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feelings, and any existence that would provide him mutuality. Since
for Narcissus, then, there can be nothing lovable apart from himself—
and no gratification in this frustrating self-love—he can only waste
away. He leaves a pretty but insignificant flower on earth as his
physical memorial, and his vapid soul descends to the Underworld
clothed in an airy version of his human beauty, which he persists in
vainly admiring as it is reflected from the waters of the Styx. He is
a victim of his own defective nature, at the opposite extreme from
Echo. Love that proves to be nothing but self-love, that seeks self-
gratification without true perception of another, is doomed. Self-
centered beauty sooner or later dies, flawed in its humanity and de-
prived of lasting happiness.

Narcissus and Echo (339—401)

ille: Tiresias, whose new-found fame as prophet provides the transition
to this new story. Aenios: Bocotian; Ovid used the adjective once
carlier at 1.313. inreprehensa 340: Ovid invents this word, along the
lines of other Augustan neologisms, which negate a past participle.
Its prominent position in the line and the sound-patterns that it initiates
give a flashy epigrammatic quality to this transition.

prima: nominative, framing the clause with its proper noun Liriope.
fide: as indicated by vocisque, with which it is linked. this is genitive
singular. It is an archaic form that Ovid uses to avoid normally trisyl-
labic fidei. vocisque ratae: “powerful prediction™; literally, the voice
that proved true. temptamina: another poctic neologism, first used
here, then again at 7.734 and 13.19. Evidently, the narrative tone has
changed from the jesting manner of Jupiter with Juno. caerula 342:
a parallel poetic form to caerulea. The two adjectives have the same
meaning, and their usage depends on metrical considerations. Nomina-
tive singular feminine. caerulea has too many short syllables for the
hexameter. Ovid is the first to name Liriope as mother of Narcissus;
he may have based the name on flower-associations. It evokes a Greek
word for lily. flumine curvo / inplicuit: in this and the following clause,
Ovid suggests an crotic picture of a river that curves its waters, like
arms, around the struggling nymph. The Cephisos flows into western
Boeotia from the mountains of Phocis. Thus, the story of Narcissus
takes place closer to Delphi than to Thebes. The first epithet Ovid
uses for his hero is Cephisius at 351, vim tulit 344 this dactylic unit,
followed by a complete stop, denotes perpetration of rape. It next
occurs at 4.239. Ovid has another phrase, vim parar (cf. 2.576), which
covers attempted rape that does not always succeed.

Raped nymphs have become commonplace in the poem by now, and



























