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* Narcissus gazing at his reflection in a pool is the subject
of a Pompeian wall-painting, Fig. 11, p. 89 (Ternite,
Wandgemaelde, 111. 4. 25),
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BOOK 1. 23

23. NARCISSUS

The pool paints Narcissus, and the painting
represents both the pool and the whole story of
Narcissus.! A youth just returned from the hunt
stands over a pool, drawing from within himself a
kind of yearning and falling in love with his own
beauty ; and, as you see, he sheds a radiance in-
to the water. The cave is sacred to Acheloiis and
the Nymphs, and the scene is painted realistically.
For the statues are of a
crude art and made from a
local stone; some of them
are worn away by time,
others have been mutilated
by children of cowherds or
shepherds while still young
and unaware of the presence
of the god. Nor is the pool
without some connection
with the Bacchic rites of
Dionysus, since he hasmade
it known to the Nymphs of
the wine-press ; at any rate it is roofed over with vine
and ivy and beautiful creeping plants, and it abounds
in clusters of grapes and the trees that furnish the
thyrsi, and tuneful birds disport themselves above
it, each with its own note, and white flowers grow
about the pool, not yet in blossom but just springing
up in honour of the youth. 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—whether a real bee has been deceived by the
painted flowers or whether we are to be deceived into
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thinking that a painted bee is real, I do not know.
But let that pass. As for you, however, Narcissus,
it is no painting that has deceived you, nor are you
engrossed in a thing of pigments or wax; but you
do not realize that the water represents you exactly
as you.are when you gaze upon it, nor do you see
through the artifice of the pool, though to do so you
have only to nod your head or change your expres-
sion or slightly move your hand, instead of standing
in the same attitude ; but acting as though you had
met a companion, you wait for some move on his
part. Do you then expect the pool to enter into
conversation with you? Nay, this youth does not
hear anything we say, but he is immersed, eyes and
ears alike, in the water and we must interpret the
painting for ourselves.

The youth, standing erect, is at rest;! he has
his legs crossed and supports one hand on the spear
which is planted on his left, while his rigcht hand is
pressed against his hip so as to support his body and
to produce the type of figure in which the buttocks
are pushed out because of the inward bend of the
left side. The arm shows an open space at the
point where the elbow bends, a wrinkle where the
wrist is twisted, and it casts a shadow as it ends
in the palm of the hand, and the lines of the
shadow are slanting because the fingers are bent in.
Whether the panting of his breast remains from
his hunting or is already the panting of love I do
not know. The eye, surely, is that of a man deeply
in love, for its natural brightness and intensity are
softened by a longing that settles upon it, and he

1 Cf. the attitude of Oenomaiis in the east pediment of the
temple of Zeus at Olympia.
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perhaps thinks that he is loved in return, since the
reflection gazes at him in just the way that he looks
at it. There would be much to say about the
hair if we found him while hunting. For there
are innumerable tossings of the hair in running,
especially when it is blown by a wind; but even
as it is the subject should not be passed over in
silence. For it is very abundant and of a golden
hue; and some of it clings to the neck, some is
parted by the ears, some tumbles over the forehead,
and some falls in ripples to the beard. Both the
Narcissi are exactly alike in form and each repeats
the traits of the other, except that one stands out
in the open air while the other is immersed in the
pool. For the youth stands over the youth who
stands in the water, or rather who gazes intently
at him and seems to be athirst for his beauty.



