
Zargarpour �1

Ata Zargarpour

September 30, 2019 (Ext: October 4)

EMSP 2230

Narcissus: A Twofold Collapse

Philostratus the Elder and Caravaggio each approach the Narcissus story from 

different angles, choosing to emphasize its aspects of illusion and lust respectively. Concern 

for visual realism dominates Philostratus’ analysis: for him, the painting is masterful insofar 

as its finest details succeed in fooling us as viewers into believing it is real, just as Narcissus 

himself believed the reflection in the pool was real. Caravaggio, on the other hand, attends 

less to the youth’s deception and more to his allurement. That is, his painting recreates not 

simply the experience of illusion, but rather the particular captivation and entrancement 

that overcame Narcissus, drowning him. Taken together, these texts illumine the two 

elements at play in Narcissus’ downfall, neither of which alone could have succeeded in 

destroying him. 

As Philostratus the Elder repeatedly emphasizes, Narcissus by the pool “is painted 

realistically” (Philostratus the Elder, “Narcissus” 89). Much of this realism lies in its 

excruciating attention to detail: “The painting has such regard for realism that it even shows 

drops of dew dripping from the flowers and a bee settling on the flowers”; “[t]he arm shows 

an open space at the point where the elbow bends, a wrinkle where the wrist is 

twisted” (89-91; 91). This realism thematically amplifies the painting. This is because, for 

Philostratus, “the painting represents both the pool and the whole story of Narcissus” (89). 

He understands this story as an allegory for the deceptiveness of painting itself, to such an 
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extent that “[t]he pool paints Narcissus” (89). This radical collapse between reality and 

artifice is something Philostratus sees at work in the painting itself. For example, he cannot 

ascertain “whether a real bee has been deceived by the painted flowers or whether we are to 

be deceived into thinking that a painted bee is real” (89-91). Speaking to Narcissus, 

Philostratus says: “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” (91). Philostratus’ analysis 

is preoccupied with the artfulness of the illusion. It finds marvellous the painting’s deceptive 

realism, its obfuscation of reality, because he considers this deception to be the essential 

theme of the Narcissus myth. Notably, his writing speaks to a contradiction fundamental to 

painting: namely, that the artist labours to recreate the appearance of reality—that is, they 

obtain a sense of realism through artifice. 

Whereas Philostratus is concerned with the effect of realism—achieved primarily 

through adornments and specificities—Caravaggio disregards superfluous details, choosing 

instead to concentrate on the figure of Narcissus at the expense of everything else. Here, 

there are no “vine and ivy and creeping beautiful plants, [nor] clusters of grapes and the 

trees to furnish the thyrsi, [with] tuneful birds disport[ing] themselves above” (89). 

Caravaggio excludes the rest of the world from the frame, which he fills with Narcissus and

—to a lesser degree—his reflection in the water. Whereas Philostratus describes “[b]oth the 

Narcissi [as] exactly alike in form,” Caravaggio almost disregards the reflection, which he 

paints in more subdued hues a little cropped by the bottom of the frame (93). Consequently, 

we have nowhere to look but at Narcissus; he compels our gaze, just as the reflection in the 

pool compels his. As a result, we feel the lure that he is feeling—we understand it. In 

Philostratus’ description, Narcissus, “standing erect, is at rest; he has his legs crossed and 
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supports one hand on the spear which is planted on his left” (91). By contrast, Caravaggio’s 

youth is bent over the pool, engrossed, consumed. There is tension, poise. One is braced for 

his imminent fall into the water. The effect is captivating. Here, we are not tricked but 

seduced, not deceived but enchanted. Caravaggio’s painting aims not so much to fool the 

eye as to ensnare the soul. 

Notwithstanding these different emphases, Caravaggio appears to take certain cues 

from Philostratus’ description. The latter relates, for instance, that Narcissus is “drawing 

from within himself a kind of yearning” (89). He goes on: “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” (91). These attributes of yearning and immersion are Caravaggio’s 

focus. The painting is gripped by a kind of hush, a spell of silence. Not only does the 

imperative of interpretation fall on us, but it is also forestalled, discouraged. We ourselves 

become rapt and mute as we share in Narcissus’ desire. Granted, Caravaggio does not really 

paint “[b]oth the Narcissi […] exactly alike in form”; nevertheless, it is true that “one stands 

out in the open air while the other is immersed in the pool” (93). The latter Caravaggio 

plunges into shadow, so that only certain aspects of the reflection’s person and dress stand 

out. This bears especially on his shirt, which shines with a kind of luminousness, a radiance 

even—just as Philostratus describes: “as you see, he sheds a radiance into the water” (89). 

Importantly, Caravaggio is concerned with the same collapse that Philostratus describes 

between the depicted and the real. The fundamental difference lies in Caravaggio’s attention 

to the seduction involved in our engrossment in the real depicted, rather than the 

techniques that enable this seduction to occur. 
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Moments in Philostratus’ description that refer to Narcissus’ desire cohere well with 

Caravaggio’s depiction. Nevertheless, the two emphasize quite different aspects of the 

Narcissus tale. For Philostratus, the object of the painting is to deceive us in the same way 

that Narcissus himself was deceived. “The pool paints Narcissus,” and in doing so obscures 

the distinction between person and painting, between reality and artifice. Meanwhile, 

Caravaggio isolates Narcissus, fixating our eyes on him. His painting arouses in us the same 

enthralling energies that doomed the youth, affording us a different kind of insight into his 

fall. In either case, we are brought closer to the experience of Narcissus. Painting, both 

examples suggest, does more than simply depict an event for the spectator: it recreates an 

experience within them. Both paintings enable us—if even for a moment—to see the world 

(and Narcissus) through his eyes. 
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