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Remediated Bodies, Corporeal Images
in Gábor Bódy’s Narcissus and Psyche

Abstract:
Gábor Bódy’s Narcissus and Psyche (Nárcisz és Psyché, 1980) shows a remarkable openness towards theoretical 

queries related to the body, the image as well as to their intricate relation. It adapts to screen Sándor Weöres’s Psyché, 
published in 1972, a biography in verse and prose drawing the figure of a forgotten early 19th-century Hungarian poet, 
László Tóth Ungvárnémeti, counterpointed by the figure and oeuvre of a fictitious poetess, Erzsébet Lónyai. Going far 
beyond the scope of screen adaptation, Bódy’s monumental film experiment of encyclopedic character, conceived in the 
spirit of the “new narrativity” and “new sensitivity” of the 1980s, becomes a multilayered, intermedial and self-reflexive 
meditation upon the eye as the connecting link between the body and the image, as the sensory organ privileged in the 
course of the separation of the senses and the industrial remapping of the body taking place in the nineteenth century 
(Jonathan Crary). Thus, the intertwining story of Narcissus and Psyche, extending over several generations, turns into 
the narrative of the history of evolution of optical media, from the laterna magica, through Marey’s chronophotography 
and Muybridge’s photo sequences, to the birth of the moving image, as well as into a reflection upon the discourses of the 
body from nineteenth-century medicine, through Avant-Garde performances, to Neo-Avant-Garde body art manifestations. 
The conceptual basis of the film is serialism, resulting in the simultaneous presence of the early modern anatomizing 
view of the body (called “bioradicalism” and “metanaturalism” by Bódy), the representations of the body in historical 
Avant-Garde, as well as perceptions of the body pointing towards contemporary phenomenologies. Through the anatomic 
representation of the ill bodies, male and female, the film carries out an ample criticism of representation, rethinking 
film in terms of the corporeality of the medium, reinscribing corporeal perception and haptic visuality (Laura U. Marks) 
into cinematic experience.

Keywords: Hungarian experimental filmmaking, Gábor Bódy, corporeality, serialism, haptic visuality.

“Motion Studies” – Gábor Bódy’s Cinema

In Hungarian fi lm history, experimentalism 
does not refer to a specifi c style of cinematic 
expression, but rather to the artistic mani-
festations of kindred spirits, who wished to 
relieve Hungarian cinema of the ideological 
and representational sediments that limited the 
possibilities of expression. The experimental 
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practices of the 1970s and 1980s constitute a determining period of Hungarian fi lm 
history, with live connections with both the early avant-garde and contemporary 
cinematic trends. Experimentalism is, on the one hand, a form of cultural resistance, 
embedded in the alternative/underground cultural movements of the period of state 
socialism, and a form of representational resistance, strongly defying the conventions 
of mainstream or classical Hollywood cinema, on the other. The subversive potential―
in the sense of the term subversion proposed by Julia Kristeva (Kristeva 81) and the 
authors of the Tel Quel journal―of the cinematic experiments of the time manifested 
in a great variety of techniques and procedures aimed at breaking taboos and 
transgressing the generic, medial and representational boundaries of fi lm.

At the end of the 1970s, a number of fi lm directors, among them Miklós Erdély, 
Gábor Bódy, and András Jeles, manifested a common wish to reconsider and radically 
reform fi lm language. Their cinematic productions are manifestos of a new spirit in 
Hungarian fi lmmaking through a strong refl exive, medium-conscious att itude, viewing 
fi lm in a dynamic interconnectedness with the other arts. Gábor Bódy (1946–1985) 
was a charismatic fi gure of this period. He was an innovator who strived to renew 
the language of the Hungarian fi lm and to connect it to contemporary international 
trends. Deviation from mainstream cinema characterizes his whole life work, urging 
the viewers to leave behind their customary spectatorial preconceptions in order to 
get closer to the texture and materiality of the cinematic medium and to partake of 
a more profound, embodied experience of the cinema. In Bódy’s view the purity of 
“unconditioned viewing” is inversely proportional to fi lm’s narrative and generic 
contamination: “The capacity of unconditioned viewing is no longer given. To achieve 
it, both the viewer and the director have to proceed a way of destruction, in the course 
of which he becomes aware of―the exclusion of―the forms of awareness. This is a 
process of countdown until we reach the boundaries of language and consciousness.” 
(Bódy qtd. in Zalán 205–206.)1 

He made his fi rst fi lms within the framework of the Béla Balázs Studio, where in the 
sixties freshly graduated directors and cameramen could try their wings, and which 
later, in the seventies, thanks to Bódy’s contribution, opened its gates also for young 
artists graduating fi ne arts, theatre and music, transforming the studio into an atelier 
of experimentation. Bódy’s early short fi lms were in fact fi lm language studies aimed 
at investigating the relationship between reality and representation, the process of 
what he called “att ribution of meaning” (Bódy qtd. in Zalán 140‒156) through various 
techniques of manipulating the image, masking, the use of the cross-thread, the use of 
archival as well as found footage. Bódy was the fi rst to direct fi lms in the BBS already 
before graduating the profi le of fi lm and television directing at the College of Theatre 
and Film Art. It was within the BBS that he accomplished the Film Language Series, that 
is, the fi rst experimental fi lm project of the Studio, then his diploma fi lm, the American 
Torso (Amerikai anzix, 1975), in which he used fake found footage; accordingly, the 
fi lm is supposed to have been created in 1865, off ering itself as an overtly “impossible 
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documentary,” following the fate of Hungarian revolutionaries emigrating to America 
after the suppression of the 1848 revolution and taking part in the American Civil 
War. American Torso, an ingenuous game with the idea of the non-perfect fi lm deriving 
from the fi ction of the one-time amateur fi lmmaker (Bódy resorted to the technique 
of so-called light cutt ing, burning the fi lm reel in order to create the impression of an 
erroneous copy), played off  the generic characteristics of feature fi lm and documentary 
against each other. Bódy’s feature fi lm entitled Dog’s Night Song (Kutya éji dala, 1983) is 
characterized by manifold generic and intermedial transgressions and the combination 
of analogue and electronic techniques, also thematizing the video by introducing the 
Super 8 camera. It is a product of what is called new sensitivity, that is, the manifestation 
of a new kind of artistic att itude after the decline of the medium-oriented Neo-Avant-
Garde, marking a motion from the objectivity of documentarism to more subjective 
forms, emphasizing the poetic individuality and spiritual autonomy of art (cf. Hegyi 15).

Similarly to the “father-fi gure” of Hungarian Neo-Avant-Garde art, Miklós Erdély, 
and according to the spirit of the age, when fine arts and visual arts were accompanied 
by a great bulk of interpretive-theoretical texts, Gábor Bódy also pursued film theory, 
redefi ning the rhetoric of visual representation on representation-critical and fi lm-
philosophical grounds. He was preoccupied with “fi lm thought,” distinct from 
thoughts that language allows, marking the autonomy of the fi lm medium, his ideas 
reverberating with Malcolm Le Grice’s statement that the aim of the experimental fi lm 
was “to develop the medium as an area within which ‘fi lm thought’ can take place, 
rather than as a tool for the expression of literary ideas” (Le Grice qtd. in Small 85). In 
his theoretical writings Bódy signifi cantly contributed to the semiotic theory of fi lm and 
elaborated his theory of serialism as well as his concept of the att ribution of meaning 
related to the motion picture. In his later writings he expounded on his views regarding 
the phenomenology of seeing. Bódy held lectures on fi lm theory; he initiated the fi rst 
international video magazine entitled INFERMENTAL; he founded the experimental 
unit of the MAFILM. Gábor Bódy’s experimental views, as manifested in his theoretical 
writings as well as in his artistic productions, present a strong tendency of redefi ning 
the rhetoric of visual representation on aesthetic and philosophical grounds. Besides, 
he was interested in examining human conduct and possible roles and att itudes under 
various social-historical conditions related to and beyond the Hungarian realities of 
the time. As Gábor Gelencsér remarks: “Bódy rises above his contemporaries by the 
fact that he renders this particular thematic into a form generating principle, thus 
exposing it not only as social question, but also as artistic form.” (Gelencsér, n.p.) In 
1985, with a lot of fi lm projects ahead, Bódy died tragically young. His video works 
have enjoyed an international recognition; recently an exhibition has been held in 
Berlin, with a publication as a follow-up, linking two Central Eastern European media 
artists, the Polish Zbigniew Rybczynski and the Hungarian Gábor Bódy (see Zielinski 
and Weibel 2011).
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Narcissus and Psyche beyond the Scope of Adaptation

Gábor Bódy’s fi rst feature fi lm, regarded as his masterpiece, is Narcissus and Psyche 
(Nárcisz és Psyché, 1980). It adapts to screen Sándor Weöres’s Psyché, published in 1972, 
a biography in verse and prose drawing the fi gure of a forgott en early 19th-century 
Hungarian poet, László Tóth Ungvárnémeti, counterpointed by the fi gure and oeuvre 
of a fi ctitious poetess, Erzsébet Lónyai. Ungvárnémeti’s poetry was rediscovered by 
Sándor Weöres and introduced to the Hungarian reading public alongside with the 
poems by Psyche, the fi ctitious poetess, in a narrative framework created through 
various genres, resulting in a literary work of unprecedented generic ambiguity. 
The game of recontextualization is reinforced by the contrast of the poetry of the 
two: Ungvárnémeti’s abstract poems refl ect the spirit of the Enlightenment and Neo-
Classicism, whereas Psyche’s poems are light-hearted, playful, and blithesome, 
betraying modernist concepts of language and literature beyond the disguise of a 19th-
century imaginary poetess. Psyche’s fi gure off ers a proper playground for the poet 
famous for the polyphony of his voice, preferring the game of switching genders, roles 
and discourses within his poetry. Besides, the book that Bódy chooses to adapt to screen 
is a specific combination of a narrative thread, following Psyche’s biography from 
childhood to death, and a non-narrative part, including poems, diary entries, notes, 
even lists, created in the spirit of serialism. The freedom of perspective that Psyche’s 
fi ctitious fi gure creates allows for an alternative view of Hungarian literature and 
culture history; this is what Bódy would complete with an additional layer, namely with 
an implied refl ection upon the prehistory of cinema. Bódy’s vision of the controversial 
nexus between Narcissus, the poet László Ungvárnémeti Tóth, and of Psyche, the 
“poeta contess” Elisabeth Lónyai, fulfilled contemporary readers’ expectations only 
partly, as the director deviated far from the original, went far beyond the scope of screen 
adaptation, and devised a melodrama of mythical associations, extending over several 
generations, from the end of the 18th century to the beginning of the 20th century. 

Bódy’s multilayered fi lm is the result of an excess of ambition that turns the 
apparently simple task of screen adaptation into a more than four-hour-long hyper-
production, created in the spirit of the “aesthetics of excess” of the 1970s.2 This excess 
is not merely quantitative, but also qualitative, as Bódy conceives of his production 
as being of an encyclopaedic character, embracing ages (from the Enlightenment 
to the beginning of the 20th century, following the transformation of the Hungarian 
society), styles (from Neo-Classicism to Art Nouveau), and forms of knowledge 
(poetic vs. scientifi c). In connection with the comprehensive, all-inclusive character of 
the fi lm, Bódy confessed in an interview: “I designed the whole fi lm to resemble the 
encyclopaedic productions highly popular at the turn of the [19th and 20th] century, 
especially in the German language area, thus also by us, with titles like ‘Man and the 
Universe’. Everything can be found in them, from Bantu rites to the Zeppelin and from 
medical treatises to reports on the new ballet, in a peculiar, ‘eclectic’ stylistic medley.” 
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(Bódy in Zsugán 6-7.) Bódy’s directorial concept led to a monumental production 
in terms of conceptual synthesis and technical achievement, an outstanding work 
virtually without a predecessor and a follower in the context of Hungarian fi lm history, 
but a worthy contemporary of internationally famous productions of the time. Gábor 
Bódy’s signifi cant achievement is the transposition of the experimental toolkit into 
the genre of feature fi lms; marrying the experimental modes of expression with the 
narrative claim of feature fi lms results in what is called, after Bódy, new narrativity3, 
that is, alternative modes of narrative construction replacing traditional, conventional 
cinematic techniques with experimental procedures, involving the presence of the 
other arts, emphasizing fi lm’s intermedial, hybrid and transgressive character. 

The universe of Bódy’s Narcissus and Psyche may evoke that of Antonioni’s feature 
fi lm entitled The Mystery of Oberwald, created in the same year, 1980; in this fi lm 
Antonioni spices up the narrative, apparently for the sake of the dramatic eff ect, with 
an experimental use of colour: the electronically modulated colours intensify the gothic 
atmosphere of the Oberwald castle―the fi lm is a quaint screen adaptation of Jean 
Cocteau’s play entitled The Eagle Has Two Heads―and contribute to the creation of 
subtly refl exive images, surprisingly similar to those of Narcissus and Psyche, although 
in this fi lm of his Bódy does not yet resort to electronic techniques. It is a special 
curiosity of Bódy’s fi lm that it contains optical tricks created exclusively with analogue 
technique and post-processing: lighting eff ects, superimpositions, dividing the image 
fi eld, speeding up and slowing down the image, the use of coloured fi lters, painted 
colours, painted faces, alternation of black-and-white and coloured images, the use of 
bott oms of wine bott les as fi lters etc. The role of the cameraman, István Hildebrand, 
much older than Bódy but open towards experimentation, was determining in this 
respect; he was the one who also fi lmed the spectacular screen adaptations of Mór 
Jókai, the 19th-century classic of Hungarian literature.

Another cinematic association that Bódy’s Narcissus and Psyche may evoke in an 
international context is Peter Greenaway’s universe of opulent spectacle. Bódy’s fi lm 
displays the continuity between experimental fi lmmaking and feature fi lm creation, 
similarly to Greenaway’s art-house cinema. Besides the visual and intermedial 
excessiveness, besides the preference for encyclopaedic structures and stylistic 
eclecticism, serialism is what also links Bódy’s universe to that of Greenaway’s: without 
being directly connected, and without Bódy going that far in providing the spectator 
with visceral experience as Greenaway manages to do, they are both characterized by 
a predilection for lists, series, by a kind of a “database logic” (Lev Manovich) rooted 
in the alternative form principle of serialism of the 1960s and of the structural fi lm of 
the 1970s. The conceptual basis of Narcissus and Psyche is serialism, a form creating 
principle rooted in the aesthetics of modernism, based on formal repetitions, variations 
and stylistic parallels, aiming at meaning att ribution at the vertical, virtual axis. By 
applying the principle of serialism, Bódy introduces series of narrative, visual and 
auditory elements (recurrent motifs; parallel narrators; frames; refl ecting surfaces, the 
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use of light and colours etc.) which function as cohesive links among the diff erent parts 
and layers of the fi lm’s mega-construction. The fi lm includes parallel series, of technical, 
optical inventions and discourses of the body respectively, ironically rereading 
the “evolution” of mankind from the Age of Reason to the 20th century. As regards 
discourses of the body, which the present paper will focus on in the following part, the 
fi lm juxtaposes the early modern anatomizing view of the body (called “bioradicalism” 
and “metanaturalism” by Bódy), “the interpretations of the body in 19th-century 
medicine as well as social biology and thanatology” (Bódy qtd. in Beke‒Peternák 128).

The Possibilities of a Corporeal Approach

The mega-narrative that overarches several centuries provides an excellent 
opportunity for Gábor Bódy to critically refl ect, in parallel with the rethinking of 
the major events of Hungarian (culture) history, also upon the evolution of various 
cultural ideologies of the body. Thus, Narcissus and Psyche ingenuously connects, in a 
diachronic span, the Cartesian tradition―viewing the human being in its dividedness 
into body and soul/spirit, into the res cogitans (the activity of the intellect) and the res 
extensa (the material embodiment imprisoning the soul)―to reconsidered views of 
the materiality of the subject in line with the corporeal turn, to a refl ection upon the 
evolution of sciences and arts, and within, upon the series of pre-cinematic optical 
media and techniques evolving into the fi lm medium as the technical embodiment 
of the “cosmic eye.” I contend in the present paper that Gábor Bódy’s Narcissus and 
Psyche shows a remarkable openness towards theoretical queries related to the body, 
the image as well as to their complex set of connections. As follows, I will place the fi lm 
in the horizon of possible viewpoints off ered by the theories of the body4 that rethink the 
corporeal determinedness of the subject.

The intertwining story of Narcissus and Psyche unfolds along references to various―
medical, culture-historical, artistic-representational and ideological―discourses of 
the body from the Cartesian subject model, through nineteenth-century medicine, to 
Avant-Garde performances and Neo-Avant-Garde body art manifestations. [Fig. 1.]

Fig. 1. Body Art installation in Gábor Bódy’s Narcissus and Psyche (Nárcisz és Psyché, 1980)
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The director’s cut of Narcissus and Psyche has three parts; each of them is centred 
around one of the three protagonists: Narcissus (Part I), Psyche (Part II) and Zedlitz 
(Part III) respectively. The plot unfolds along their intricate relationship, going beyond 
the span of a lifetime but leaving the protagonists untouched by the passing time: in 
the succession of the episodes of history they do not grow old, in this way the film 
provides a wider framework for (cultural) historical reflection. In fact, the plot of the 
film covers the “lifetime” of the bourgeois society, from its emergence at the end of 
the 18th century to its demise at the beginning of the 20th century, together with the 
first signs of totalitarian regimes. Accordingly, the poet Ungvárnémeti/Narcissus is 
the embodiment of variants of the same archetype, “the Biedermeierean Narcissus, the 
romantic-nationalist Narcissus, the scientist empirio-criticist Narcissus, the secessionist 
Narcissus, the avant-garde pre-fascist Narcissus” (Bódy qtd. in Beke‒Peternák 128). 
The international claim of the film, intending to reach beyond the boundaries of 
Hungarian culture (and) history is signalled by the cast: Ungvárnémeti/Narcissus is 
acted by Udo Kier, Erzsébet Lónyai/Psyche is played by Patricia Adriani. Bódy resorts 
to a peculiar solution as regards the role of the third protagonist: Baron Maximilian 
von Zedlitz is acted by György Cserhalmi, but who lends his voice to Narcissus, and 
Zedlitz’s voice is provided by another Hungarian artist, Dezső Garas. In this way, an 
unparalleled situation is created when in a scene including both Narcissus and Zedlitz 
the image and the voice of the same actor are engaged in the conversation, indicating 
a split in the unity of identity.

The plot follows the fate of Psyche, of both aristocratic and Gypsy descent, adrift 
between the diff erent scenes of her childhood and youth; as her seductive nature 
represents a threat for her environment, she is sent from the house of Gaston, her 
brother-in-law and rapist, to a priory, from where she is saved by her future husband, 
Baron Maximilian von Zedlitz . Through him, she gets in contact with the high circles 
of aristocracy in Vienna and Budapest, then she gets involved in political life, fl irting 
with numerous personalities of the time, while her poet-friend and unatt ainable love, 
Ungvárnémeti is preparing for a scientifi c career, studying medicine and trying to 
escape from his syphilis in parallel. Psyche also suff ers from a bodily problem, and 
Narcissus helps her get rid of it, Psyche being operated on for a uterine polyp― the 
operation being one of the most visceral scenes in the fi lm. After Psyche recovers, 
she soon gets pregnant without knowing the identity of the father, but she must give 
birth to her child in secret, then she is cruelly torn apart from her baby in order not to 
ruin anyone’s reputation. She spends the following years in solitude; the time of her 
private crisis coincides with the crisis at the social level, with the failure of the War 
of Independence. Narcissus fi nds her and tries to convince her to go back to him, but 
she refuses the idea; later she accepts Zedlitz ’s proposal, who promises her personal 
freedom. Psyche assists him in managing a mine colony where Zedlitz  experiments 
with the creation of a phalanstery-like community, based on the ideal of the uniform 
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man, while with the advancement of his disease Narcissus collapses mentally, and has 
visions of the task he has to fulfi ll, namely a kind of poetic eugenics unifying science 
and poetry. At the dawn of the First World War, Zedlitz , being jealous of his wife 
because of her att achment to her childhood love, kills Psyche in an apparent accident. 

The fi lm displays corporeality on both thematic/diegetic and metadiscursive/non-
diegetic levels. On a thematic (diegetic) level, the eponymous protagonists embody 
the (also Cartesian) association of the soul/spirit with masculinity and the body with 
feminity, Narcissus representing the enlightened spirit believing in the power of reason 
and intellectual creation, the lonely artist model, enclosed in self-worship and artistic 
ivory tower, and Psyche, also an artist, but standing for another type of creativity, 
the self-accomplishment primarily through female instincts and the art of life. They 
embody opposing (but also complementary) values such as art vs. life, artifi ce vs. 
nature, the body as socio-cultural artifact vs. the “manifestation or externalization of 
what is private, psychological and ‘deep’ in the individual” (Grosz 115). Ungvárnémeti 
is preoccupied with writing and then putt ing on stage his Narcissus-tragedy; he is 
presented in relation with his text, visually expressed by half of his face covered by the 
book from which he reads aloud in an artifi cially modulated voice. Narcissus’ gaze is 
oriented by the book, he is prone to get separated from life and embodies the illusory 
immateriality of the enlightened subject, normative prescriptions and conceptual 
ideologies, as suggested by his pre-fascist, life-regulating views in the third part of the 
fi lm. Psyche, on the contrary, creates and lives spontaneously, embodying down-to-
earth creativity, the non-normative, unharnessable female entity. Her face, with the 
inscription of bodily pleasure and pain, gets transcended, becomes immaterial in its 
most profound materiality. [Figs. 2–3.] 

Figs. 2–3: The binary opposition of the orientation of the male and female gazes

The binary logic is simultaneously stated and withdrawn in the film, as the two 
protagonists share attributes (the ill body; being situated at the margin of society; 
poetic creativity) that connect them and display them as androgynous figures rather 
than oppose them. The lofty idealism of the male artist is counterpointed by the gross 
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materiality of his ill body; Psyche’s body is also exposed to the harsh physicality of 
violation, abortion, operation, and childbirth. [Fig. 4.] 

The viewer’s gaze is exposed to the spectacle of the body liquids―the “spiritualized” 
physicality of sperms in a cosmic background, or female blood, the freshly operated, 
still pulsating uterine polyp in extreme close-up―as irritating foreign matt er repressed 
by the sociocultural body [Fig. 5.]. Thus, the viewer is also confronted with his/her 
own sociocultural body; as Vera Kérchy puts it, “[D]uring the formation of the cultural 
(normal, understandable/interpretable) self-image, the identity projected onto the 
surface of the body covers the corporeal functions.” (Kérchy 2009) There is a third 
protagonist, Baron Maximilian von Zedlitz , friend to both, who also shares some of 
their att ributes (physical handicap, sensitivity, scientifi c interest). Zedlitz  and Narcissus 
repeatedly have conversations on the “missing” pole in one’s gender as well as on the 
occult unity of contraries and of microcosm and macrocosm respectively. Narcissus 
becomes a student of medicine, and this makes possible for the director to introduce an 
anatomizing view of the body. Narcissus and Psyche are leafi ng a book on medicine, 
containing various malformations of the body. [Figs. 6–8.] 

They are discussing the issue of “what is normal,” in contrast to the forms of 
deviance and otherness excluded from the fi eld of visibility of modern society (as 
Foucault argues). Later on the fi lm presents the malformations of ideologies of social 
reform, Ungvárnémeti’s penchant for idealistic thinking turning into visions regarding 
the uniformization of man [Fig. 9.], while Baron von Zedlitz  being preoccupied with 
creating phalanstery-like mine colonies and considering the possibilities of creating 
the uniform human being in the spirit of eugenics [Fig. 10.]. 

By introducing, albeit also eff acing binary oppositions, Bódy proves his meta-
physical way of thinking, weaving an epistemological and social-political thread into 
the texture of the fi lm and showing the common roots of totalitarian regimes, how 
reason turns into irrational thinking, how easily the opposite poles exchange places, 
especially when they are put in the service of particular (social, corporeal) ideologies. 

Fig. 4. The advancement of medicine in the 19th century Fig. 5. Our foreign body: the close-up of the uterine polyp 
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On a metadiscursive level, the fi lm deepens this relativizing view by a sharp 
criticism of the belief in the senses and in the notion of truth of scientifi c thinking. 
At its best, the fi lm is a meditation upon the eye as being the connecting link between 
the body and the (cinematic) image, as the sensory organ privileged in the course of 
the separation of the senses and the industrial remapping of the body taking place 
in the nineteenth century. In his seminal book entitled The Techniques of the Observer 
Jonathan Crary formulates the thesis according to which “during the fi rst decades of 

Figs. 6–8: What is normal?
19th-century medical catalogue of malformations

Fig. 9. Vision of the uniformization of man Fig. 10. The “ideal average”
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the nineteenth century a new kind of observer took shape in Europe radically diff erent 
from the type of observer dominant in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries” 
(Crary 6). According to Crary, the autonomy of vision was the historical condition 
which made possible the emergence of the modern observer, suitable to perform 
the tasks prescribed by modern industrialized society. In this line of thoughts Crary 
contends that “a reorganization of the observer occurs in the nineteenth century before 
the appearance of photography. What takes place from around 1810 to 1840 is an 
uprooting vision from the stable and fi xed relations incarnated in the camera obscura. 
If the camera obscura, as a concept, subsisted as an objective ground for visual truth, a 
variety of discourses and practices―in philosophy, science, and in procedures of social 
normalization―tend to abolish the foundations of that ground in the early nineteenth 
century. In a sense, what occurs is a new valuation of visual experience: it is given an 
unprecedented mobility and exchangeability, abstracted from any founding site or 
referent.” (idem, 14). 

Bódy’s leafi ng back in history, his return to this dramatic cultural-historical period of 
paradigm shift from classical normative vision, represented by the camera obscura, to 
the revaluation of visual experience, represented by the emergence of the photography, 
bears an indisputable relevance to the history the moving image. The underlying 
pre-cinematic refl ection included in Narcissus and Psyche, following the evolution 
of the optical media, from the laterna magica, through Marey’s chronophotography 
and Muybridge’s photo sequences, to the birth of the moving image, dramatizes the 
process which lays the foundations of a visual revolution, conceived as the history of 
the observer, the history of the “gaze” rather than that of the “spectacle.” 

Bódy’s cinema is expansive: it is capable of even bringing controversial issues under 
the same umbrella. Thus, his concept of the cinematography relies, on the one hand, on 
the admiration of the “fi lm eye” and the Vertovian legacy, his metaphor of the “cosmic 
eye” paying homage to Man with a Movie Camera (Dziga Vertov, 1929), which is “the 
expression of the pathos of the eye, of the unconditioned refl ex of fi lmmaking” (Bódy 
qtd. in Zalán 203). On the other hand, there is a covert representation-critical line present 
in his works, aimed at critically revising the fi lm medium as a predominantly “visual” 
art together with questioning the Enlightenment heritage of the supremacy of seeing. 

Gábor Bódy was profoundly preoccupied with “cosmic vision,” the same 
preoccupation that diachronically urged the technical development of optical media. 
In his writing entitled Cosmic Eye he formulates ideas resounding with Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenological views regarding the dissolution of the boundaries between the 
seer and the seen, between the chiastic interwovenness of the spectacle and the gaze: 
“Thus since the seer is caught up in what he sees, it is still himself he sees: there is 
a fundamental narcissism of all vision. And thus, for the same reason, the vision he 
exercises, he also undergoes from the things, such that, as many painters have said, I 
feel myself looked at by the things, my activity is equally passivity—which is the second 
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and more profound sense of the narcissism: not to see in the outside, as the others see 
it, the contour of a body one inhabits, but especially to be seen by the outside, to exist 
within it, to emigrate into it, to be seduced, captivated, alienated by the phantom, so 
that the seer and the visible reciprocate one another and we no longer know which sees 
and which is seen.” (Merleau-Ponty 139) Bódy ends his writing entitled Cosmic Eye with 
the idea that sometimes we need to “look at ourselves and at our environment from 
the perspective of totality, with a ‘cosmic eye’” (Bódy qtd. in Zalán 208). However, the 
perspective of totality also entails the risk of totalization; the fi lm’s underlying media-
archeological investigation will turn into a critical inspection of the ideologies of truth. 
This critical att itude towards seeing is expressed by Ungvárnémeti’s skeptical refl ection: 
“The eye is one of our sensory organs, but I wonder whether we can trust it;” or it can 
be well illustrated by the “vertical” series of the eyes, shown in close-ups and extreme 
close-ups, from seeing to blindness: we can see Wesselényi’s eyes, Gaston’s glass half-
eye, a cataract operation, then Wesselényi’s blindness. [Figs. 11–14.] 

In parallel with the signs indicating a critical att itude towards biased vision, Narcissus 
and Psyche abounds in images that address the viewer’s sensorium. Laura U. Marks 

Figs. 11–14. “From insight to blindness”: eye series (Wesselényi’s eyes,
Gaston’s glass half-eye, a cataract operation, Wesselényi’s blindness)
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develops the concept of haptic visuality, proposing a rethinking of the cultural heritage 
of the Enlightenment and restoring the embodied and material quality of vision: “In 
my emphasis on haptic visuality and haptic criticism, I intend to restore a fl ow between 
the haptic and the optical that our culture is currently lacking. That vision should 
have ceased to be understood as a form of contact and instead become disembodied 
and adequated with knowledge itself is a function of European post-Enlightenment 
rationality. But an ancient and intercultural undercurrent of haptic visuality continues 

to inform an understanding of vision as 
embodied and material. It is timely to 
explore how a haptic approach might 
rematerialize our objects of perception, 
especially now that optical visuality is 
being refi tt ed as a virtual epistemology for 
the digital age.” (Marks xiii) In this way, 
the fi lm allows for a distinct perception 
of the cinematic image in terms of the 
corporeality of the medium, reinscribing 
corporeal perception and haptic visuality 
into cinematic experience. [Fig. 15.]

Conclusions

In spite of Bódy’s wide recognition and the intercultural spirit of his work, and 
in spite of the fact, as András Bálint Kovács remarks, that Bódy was the only one in 
Hungary at that time who exactly felt which was the way out of the decline of European 
modernism, postmodern serialism is internationally connected to Peter Greenaway 
and the English Neo-Baroque rather than to Gábor Bódy and the Hungarian Neo-
Avant-Garde (Kovács 276). Still, Bódy remains a worthy Central Eastern European 
contemporary of Peter Greenaway’s, their works similarly displaying the predilection 
for conceptualizing their fi lms along structural, serial form principles as well as the 
hybridization of experimental and feature fi lm forms.

In her study entitled The Postmodern Seriality of Narcissus and Psyche Réka Czifra 
points at the transitory character of Gábor Bódy’s ambitious cinematic production. 
According to her, Bódy’s Narcissus and Psyche formulates “the dilemma between the 
modern and the postmodern, the border situation between the two views. By giving 
up the transcendental viewpoint as well as the myth of the single generally valid truth, 
unity is replaced by plurality, the juxtaposition of contrary elements, the blurring of 
the boundaries point, instead of wholeness, towards completeness.” (Czifra 2013) The 
undeniable tensions that may be discovered or felt in this “excess of ambition” fi nd an 
explanation in the serial juxtaposition, the simultaneous presence of the metaphysical 
thinking of modernism and its deconstruction in the spirit of the postmodernist 

Fig. 15. Haptic visuality
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epistemology that juxtaposes several truths/language games without pointing at one 
or the other as being the exclusively valid one. The author of the aforementioned study 
precisely concludes that the signifi cance of Narcissus and Psyche lies in the fact that it 
stands as the disquieting document of transition from the modern to the postmodern 
paradigm. 

It is the recognition of the uniquely transitory and thus disquieting character of 
this fi lm that makes it worthy of reconsideration today. It is stuck not only spatially, 
in between the East and the West―arising from the peculiar position of a Central 
Eastern European experimental artist creating within the confi nes of state socialism, 
with considerable theoretical and pragmatic connections with the international 
artistic life―but also temporally, pointing forward to theoretical queries that were 
to become widely spread subsequent to its creation, and also connecting back to 
prior traditions of representation, in this way straddling the boundaries of the early 
Avant-Garde, structuralist fi lm theory (fi lm linguistics, fi lm semiotics) and post-
structuralist orientations (hermeneutics, deconstruction, phenomenology). The fi lm 
thus escapes being placed within the confi nes of one epistemology or the other, being 
in a continuous motion, displacement, perpetually on the border, in-between.

Notes:
1 The translations of quotations from Hungarian essays are mine throughout the paper, J.P.
2 See, for example, Fassbinder’s The Bitt er Tears of Petra von Kant (Die bitt eren Tränen der Petra 

von Kant, 1972), Effi   Briest (Fontane Effi   Briest, 1974), In a Year with 13 Moons (In einem Jahr mit 
13 Monden, 1978).

3 Bódy’s term; see Beke‒Peternák 128.
4 In her study entitled Tapogatózások. A test elméleteinek alakzatai [Gropings. The Figurations of 

the Theories of the Body], Vera Kérchy specifies that the fact that we speak of the theories of the 
body, in plural, promising a multitude of approaches, refl ects to some extent the resistance 
against fi xed and canonized defi nitions of deconstruction. Through surveying the historical 
aspects, orientations and preoccupations of the discipline, the author of the survey defi nes 
body studies as “an interdisciplinary fi eld investigating the body at the macro and micro 
levels of social interactions, strategies of representation as well as psychic att itudes, the lived 
experiences and the experienced narrative identity.” (Kérchy 2009.)
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