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1. Introduction to the Tale and the Theory of Other

The tale of Narcissus and Echo is taken from Book III in Metamorphosis, the Wrath of Juno. Narcissus was the
son of Liriope, a nymph raped by Cephisus. When Liriope asked the blind seer Tiresias about Narcissus’ fate: “Would
he long years and ripe old age enjoy”, all was foretold by the very simple clause: “If he shall himself not know”
(Ovid, 2008). Narcissus was admired by many but none he ever paid any attention to. Due to his narcissistic nature,
he rejected and mocked all of them, including Echo. Echo was a nymph with a talkative tongue and a concrete body
before she stalled Juno from catching Jove lying with nymphs with her incessant talking. This irritated Juno, thus
cursing Echo “Your voice avail but for the briefest use” (Ovid, 2008). it is in this pathetic way that she encountered
and fell in love with Narcissus, a proud but extremely beautiful youth. Predictably, she was rejected by him, wept,
and “her love endures and grows on grief” (Ovid, 2008), causing her transformation into stone with just a sound left.
Narcissus’s stoned and proud heart found him no lover. Till one day on an outing, he rested near a pool, “limpid and
silvery”. He looked into the pool and drank, while “he slaked his thirst, another thirst grew”. That’s the desire for
himself. The fire turned into hysterics once he realized the phantom of the pool. Finally, in the drowning, he achieved
a union with his “lover”, death and immortality completed all at once.

This tale is permeated with invisible others surrounding Narcissus, represented by Echo. Even for Narcissus him-
self, the one on the water is still an Other. For Lacan, Other is the locus in which is situated the chain of the signifier
that governs whatever may be present in the subject (Jacques Lacan, 1979). According to Dylan Evans, the big Other
(with a capital "O") represents an otherness with radical alterity. To put it simply, the big Other can be equated with
language and human law in its symbolic sense (Dylan Evans, 1996). Along with the big Other, the little other (with
a lowercase "0" ) is the projection and imagination of the subject in the imaginary order. It could be a person, or

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2023.11.015 2233 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science


https://www.hillpublisher.com/journals/jhass/

Yaqin Xu

object, but fundamentally, a signification.

The big Other is, in a sense, a symbolic one. Thus, it mostly happens in the signifying chain, which demonstrates
the incompatibility of signifiers and signifieds. The Other is not only the signifier but also the whole chain. It repre-
sents that what we signify is not what is signified. What’s more, the signifier, in a way, is the alienating otherness,
always running away when we think of it unconsciously. The little other, an imaginative one, usually refers to what
we perceive of others. The projection mechanism works when we perceive such otherness in others, which allows us
to imagine what otherness should be in others and to transform the other people into an otherness. Thus, in a way of
pursuing such otherness in order to be admitted by others’ order, the imagined otherness would alienate the primordial
part of the subject, forming a gap and thus developing its aggressivity, which in Freud’s terms is called the death
drive. The gap here, irreparable, would remind us of what we are not in a tragic and suicidal tendency.

2. Narcissus and His Admirers: Escaping from the Signifying Other

Narcissus was young and beautiful, with “many a youth and many a girl desired him” (Ovid, 2008). However, his
“hard pride” denied any possible relationship. No one could “touch his haughty heart”. Such a result is easily pre-
dictable if one is thrown into a world where others project an ideal and obsessed view toward the subject. Having
grown up in this world, Narcissus recognized himself in the eyes as an idolized object which he knew himself im-
plicitly not to be. Others’, or the world’s desire for him implied something hidden in himself which Narcissus did not
know for he couldn’t see himself with his own eyes. Thus, what he saw about himself was the one constructed by
otherness. He is the other superimposed by all kinds of fancies in the world he lives. In the world, his ego shows all
phantasmal emptiness in its essence, which in fact develops his narcissistic nature.

What’s more, Narcissus negated others not because of his narcissistic nature, but because of the thing behind it,
that is to say, the hallucination of all his being. The otherness in Narcissus’ ego projected an illusionary self, according
to which he reinforced his ego as an imaginary perfectness. However, such imaginary perfectness was established on
the basis of others’ admiration. The lack-of-being of his ego eagerly promoted Narcissus to find any real evidence as
sufficient support of himself to situate in an alienated field of otherness. The result was obvious. He found nothing
perfect as such in others, which conversely reminded him of his emptiness over and over again. That’s what made
Narcissus’ denial of others around him, a denial of his own phantasmic being. That’s what made Narcissus so crazy
and even hysteric beside the pool once he found the “other” embodying the perfectness that he was seeking all the
while, even if it was exaggerated by his own imagination.

If turning around from the perspective of Narcissus to a specific other, one of his admirers, Echo, it would be a
tragic but fascinating insertion in Narcissus’ story in bringing about the aggressive nature of his narcissism, not only
to himself, which was testified by the vicious prayer from one of his scorned admirers: “so may he love—and never
win his love!” (Ovid, 2008), but also to the pitiful Echo as an extremity of its victim. On the surface, Echo’s trans-
formation was in a way caused by Narcissus’ words—“Keep your arms from me! Be off! I’ll die before I yield to
you” (Ovid, 2008). when she misinterpreted Narcissus’ meaning and tried to embrace him. Naturally, she felt
“shamed and rejected” and hid in the woods. Deceivingly, after the rejection, she wept, “yet still her love endures
and grows on grief” (ibid). Is it because of being cruelly disdained by Narcissus? Or of too much self-pitying? Clearly
more than that. Narcissus broke her heart, but what had vanished the possibility of restoring the heart into one piece
was the cursed fate of repeating others’ last words wherever the circumstances were.

For example, when, by chance, Narcissus was calling for his friends, he shouted: “Anyone here?”—“Here!” “Come
this way!”—“This way!” “Why run away?” “Join me here!”—*"Join me here!”. She answered with gladness, miscon-
strued his reply as permission to approach the calling beauty. Therefore she “throws her longing arms around his
neck”, while Narcissus shouted: “Keep your arms from me! Be off! I'll die before I yield to you.” Worse than the
harsh exclusion Echo received from Narcissus was her forced answer:—*1 yield to you” (ibid).

It is palpable that the discordance in their conversation caused the violence of words. The signification of Narcissus
was totally different from that one of Echo. Narcissus mistook the voice as that of his friend while Echo thought he
was talking to herself in a fragmented yet smoothly running channel. Indeed, their conversing was coincidental, but
every word still went on before Echo took any action. Even though the result of her action was full of woe, what’s
most destructive to Echo was her reply to Narcissus’ rejection. “I yield to you”. it announced to its utmost extent her
incapability of ever reaching the end of her lover’s signification, and of making any desire achievable. Before their
discourse, Echo “longed to come to him with winning words”. She wanted to “urge soft pleas”. She wanted to win
his love, but she couldn’t speak till others speak first—opposed by her cursed nature. But what’s behind the damned
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nature?

It’s the implicit drive to rack its brain to approximate the signified and another signifier. Speech produces meaning,
while in Lacanian view, the meaning of speech demonstrates itself by its absence because the signifier of speech
would reach an impasse on its way toward the signified on the horizontal line. When the subject tries to announce his
arrival at the signified, he was actually confirming his arrival by the presence of the signified’s absence, thus fooled
into the next failure till in his regression, he unconsciously recognizes the transformation by the constituting power
of spoken fallacy. Echo’s answer testified to the eternal impasse when she tried to make her way toward Narcissus,
either by unconsciously changing his meaning or by altering the number of words in repetition. It seemed to work at
first when she tried to hug Narcissus, whose response broke the fallacy. And her response killed everything that might
produce any meaning except further humiliation on the vertical order of the signifying chain. Just as Lacan said in
his Seminar: “by the fact that the subject depends on the signifier and that the signifier is first of all in the field of the
Other.” (Jacques Lacan, 1979). She realized that the bolting point that everyone was hanged to on the chain which
connected the subject with the otherness was simply void. In such regression, she “hides” not from once being hu-
miliated, but from the alienating nature of words that compelled an otherness totally foreign to her. She dwelt “in the
lonely caves”, and wept day and night. Even though Echo hadn’t retracted herself from the desire for Narcissus and
“her love endures”, her body gradually dried its moisture, leaving only voice and bones. At last, her bones turned
into stone.—but just a sound” (Ovid, 2008). Echo was transformed into a sound, in its true sense of what she was.
She went away from the first lack, that is to say, the lack of the meaning once the subject encountered another signifier
in which the field of the Other alienated the subject. What’s more, Echo was also freed from the second lack as a
splendid result of Ovid’s romantic treatment of the character. According to Lacan, the second lack is the real lack,
which is what the living being loses situated at the advent of the living being (Jacques Lacan, 1979). The original
lack where human beings are suffocated no longer works for Echo. She was herself in the way where we, the centrif-
ugal phantom spotted by an imaginative drive, met an eternal impasse.

3. Narcissus and the Pool: Man’s Desire is the Desire of the Other

The journey intervened by Echo’s transformation was just an interlude, yet a significant one in this tale. The alien-
ating Other beneath Narcissus’ narcissistic nature not only works in the way of aggressivity but in the lapse of the
movement of the signifier. The split that could never be recreated when Echo sacrificed her tongue collapsed due to
Echo’s perpetual leaving. She would have been granted otherness in that split if she hadn’t forever word-cided herself.
The gap from that split became a meaningless summit where none would notice or would have the courage to climb
in the infinite bolting points of the signifying chain. Even for Narcissus himself. Like a muddy ground as he is,
rejecting all others means taking in what others tried unconsciously to inject into him. It would be silly to call an
idealized perfectness a summit that lots of followers are eager to climb, because summit means barrenness, and per-
fectness means purity. What the two prohibit is any otherness. And Narcissus couldn’t see that.

Muddy as he was, tainted by ubiquitous idealization from others, Narcissus found the beauty that was both illu-
sionary and real: real in the way that it was the reflection of himself on the water; whimsical it was as he projected
the image of “Bacchus or Apollo” into himself “like a marble statue”. He stared and gazed down endlessly searching
for his lover and “in vain” kissing “the cheating pool”. Even Ovid cried: “What you see is nowhere, and what you
love—but turn away—you lose! You see a phantom of a mirrored shape. Nothing itself. With you, it came and stays;
with you, it too will go, if you can go!” (Ovid, 2008).

Ovid’s sympathetic words not only illustrate Narcissus’ foolish persistence towards the phantom, but more or less
reveal the truth of imaginative projection of our desire: Narcissus’ lack-of-being as a result of being intruded on by
Other, which has been discussed before, pushes him to further identification of his being. He desired to be recognized
by a perfectness represented by the imaginative reflection of himself on the pool. At the poolside, his lack finally
found a being in its reflected sense.

After endless gazing, Narcissus cried to himself in a minute implication that all the joy “I see I cannot find”. He
was saddened by “some nameless hope”, and eventually realized “It’s for myself I burn with love; I fan the flames I
feel.”. Pitiably the boy shouted for its staying, it is functioning to “feed the arching fever in my heart”. Distraught
and grieved, Narcissus yelled, condemning its cruelty “to leave your lover so”. Under such circumstances, his only
resort for him was death. It was the death that he clutched: “But now we two—one soul—one death will die”.

Would things go the way Narcissus imagined? Would death, a panacea in other works, also work for the youth
who fell in love with himself? The answer is no, if we take a cautious look at his after-death. “by love wasted”, “by
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hidden fire consumed”, Narcissus received his death like “a wax” melting “before a gentle fire”. He ended his life
beyond and started the Underworld, where “he gazed upon himself in Styx’s pool”. Nothing changed except the
location where Narcissus was capable of enjoying the love for himself. And why is that? Why did the solution of
death fail to function? Why did he still stick to the phantom once he realized what it was?

A literary stubbornness wouldn’t satisfy like Narcissus’ desire wouldn’t be filled even after he died for it. The
reason behind it is that the phantom on the pool is his desire for being recognized by a perfectness, his alienating
otherness driving the subject away from primal status, not the desire for love. I would put him “by love wasted” into
“by desire wasted”, “before a gentle fire” into “before an alienating desire”, which explains his tragedy, not only his
death in its very core. Taking a further step, his desire for recognition to conceal his lack of being is, in its essence,
the desire of the other. First, Narcissus imagined his reflection as a perfect beauty, clearly adding to it some alienness.
What he desired for is not his gorgeous reflection, but the otherness attached to it imaginatively. Second, Narcissus
craved for the union of his reflection, at the expense of drowning himself. The union is not a simple connection
between the phantom and the somatic body, but a return to what he was in its primordial form, a form cast away once
we were born. Third, Narcissus failed the union no matter where he was. Because his death hadn’t extinguished the
desire that inherently searches for non-otherness. He not only desired what he was not but the desire itself was driven
out as a consequence of others’ projection on him, a result of wanting to be one part of others’ order. The desire of
the Other coerced this youth into a meaningless persistence to an irresistible yet totally absurd journey. His necessity
lies not in his death or persistence, but in that, Narcissus, in essence, is another, of which he never had the slightest
awareness. It is his blindness governing his actions, not his tragic death, that gives us a sense of absurdity.

4. Conclusion: “My riches beggar me”

“My riches beggar me”, serving as the keynote of Narcissus tragedy, seems to us that his surpassing beauty and
overwhelming narcissism bring his inevitable death. Nevertheless, if we take a Lacanic vision, the “surpassing” and
the “overwhelming” are granted by the average standard of others, endowed to the youth what we feel about the
“normal being”. Narcissus, whose abundance was entrusted by others’ desire and recognition, is in himself a beggar
for being admitted by the otherness. He is empty not in the sense of his knowledge or culture, which is extremely
highlighted by the audience of this tale, but in the way that he never truly grips or notices the otherness in him. The
hallucination was not his reflection or persistence, but the otherness that ruled all his life. In this way Narcissus is a
beggar “riched” by otherness, suffering from otherness, and dead for otherness. And in this way, his death is only
one part of his journey toward otherness, a tragic but ignoble part. Put it further, it is a thorough failure. And what
highlights this failure must be the transformed Echo. She deprives herself of the ability to speak, or the alienating
signifier of Other. The chain of Other wouldn’t work in Echo’s case, even though she is still enchanted by the imag-
ined otherness in Narcissus.
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