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To the faces I have loved and touched, yearned for and lost, remembered, forgotten and failed to recognize.

To the faces I have known all their lives.
 And to the faces I will never know.

And to Millie and Jacob, whose faces I carry in my heart.








The face is the mirror of the mind, and eyes without speaking confess the secrets of the heart.

St. Jerome



The face summons me to my obligations and judges me.

Emmanuel Levinas



At 20 you have the face that nature gave you, at 40 the face life gave you, and at 60 the face you deserve.

Variously attributed








Introduction

When I was four, I got lost on a beach in Conwy, North Wales. I was lost often as a child, left behind in markets and shopping centers, train stations and, once, on the ghost train of a visiting funfair.

On this occasion, I was found not by my family but by a friendly blond stranger. She decided we would drive up and down the beachfront in search of my mother. I sat in the passenger seat with my legs stretched out, eating toffees from a bag she produced from the glove compartment. As we inched along the promenade, I scanned the faces of men, women and children who were buying cotton candy, roller-skating, shooting at targets. Those faces, looming in and out of view, were strange and incomprehensible to me: mouths open wide or broken into grins, eyes narrowed or crinkled at the corners. Nothing and nobody seemed familiar.

I was not concerned about the fact that I had lost my parents; I liked this new life of warm cars and bags of toffee. But then the driver pointed at a woman who was standing at the side of the road, peering in the windows of passing cars. “Is that your mum?” she asked. I shrugged; I did not recognize the woman with dark hair who was waving at us. But then I saw that she was standing next to a taller man with fair hair, and a scowling girl, a little older than me, who was hanging on to the man’s sleeve. A boy in a stroller sat between them, squirming as he tried to undo his harness. The pattern came into focus.

“Yes,” I said, reluctantly stuffing the toffees back into the glove compartment. “That’s her.”

Sometimes we research a topic thinking our motivation is intellectual, only later to realize its emotional origins. For twenty-five years I have researched the histories of medicine, emotion and the body, uncovering feelings like loneliness and love, wondering why hearts mattered so much to the Egyptians, or brains to the Victorians.

I had been studying faces for several years before I realized that day on the beach was not normal. Not the getting lost, though that happened to me more frequently than to most children, but the mystery of my own mother’s face.

We all grow up thinking what we experience is normal, until we discover otherwise. There are no routine tests for prosopagnosia, or face-blindness, a condition where you can’t hold in mind the association between a face and an individual person. Sometimes its onset is obvious and sudden: a head injury can turn spouses into strangers overnight. But most of the time prosopagnosia is something you grow up with, like left-handedness. Your facial blunders, moments of social awkwardness, are as baffling to you as to anyone else.

Given there is no cure for prosopagnosia, a diagnosis doesn’t really enhance the quality of your life—but it can help colleagues to know why you walked past them on the street, and your boyfriend to understand why, at the movies, you helped yourself to another man’s popcorn.

Such moments are embarrassing for one simple reason: we are expected to know people by their faces. While a face might change during a person’s life—because of aging, accident, illness, as much as fashion or lifestyle—it remains quintessentially theirs, the basis of their identity—personal, legal and social. Open your passport and there you are—staring out glumly, at least in British passports where smiles are not allowed. In some countries, including the U.S., you may smile in your passport photo, but your mouth must be closed and your eyes open. These images are subdued shadows of who we are in real life, but biometric snapshots contain and portray the precise facial measurements and configurations that make our faces, and therefore ourselves, uniquely identifiable.

Why and how did the face come to matter so much? And have its meanings changed? What difference does it make if you are “bad with faces” when it comes to navigating the world around you? And how did the idea of ourselves, as specific named individuals with distinct and unique faces, come into being?

Today the idea that your face represents who you are seems obvious and natural—and yet what if I told you that for most of human history, people didn’t think this way at all? What if the connection between faces and individual personhood—something we take for granted every time we unlock our phones with facial recognition, or pose for a selfie—is a relatively recent invention?

This book is a history of how that happened, and the seemingly simple equation we make between a single, unique face and a named individual. This connection, which I call “facehood,” has a history. Along the way the book explores the meanings of the face, in history and in the present, offering insights for our own well-being, and for the future.

We will see, as we trace the history of portraiture, and the ways in which the face has been imagined, understood, analyzed and judged, that facehood was not inevitable but emerged from Western individualism, sparked by Renaissance humanism, to gather momentum in the centuries that followed.

Knowing the face, judging the face, comparing the face and classifying the face—things we all do today without thinking—are processes we learned from the Victorians, who learned them from the Renaissance, who learned them from the ancient Greeks and Romans. In imagining the face, each technological innovation, such as the camera, or social change, such as consumer capitalism, has reinvigorated earlier beliefs, and given them a modern twist. Even before the scientific myth of race, which prioritized white, European faces, the color of a person’s face ranked them in a social hierarchy, and ideas about beauty were linked to morality in ways that determined a person’s worth.

We judge everything about a person, from their race to their heredity, morality, emotional state, upbringing, social and even human value, just by looking at their face. How many hundreds, even thousands of decisions do we make every day based on how we feel about our face, and the faces of others? We presume that the face is an index to someone’s trustworthiness, decency, morality. We rely on the face, and on received, internalized wisdom about the face, often subconsciously, in deciding whom to trust, befriend or marry; whom to avoid; what to buy; what financial risks to take; where to live; whom to care for. And the people we arrest, protect, condemn, or even kill—these decisions are influenced by their faces. Or rather, by our beliefs about those faces.

What happens if those judgments are flawed, and biased? And how do we know whether they are or not?

It’s extraordinary, given the weight we assign to faces in everyday life, that we have largely studied their meanings in isolation from their historical context. We ask questions about race, identity and feeling, about facial fashions and aesthetics, we develop facial recognition and AI technologies, and we study histories of society and emotion as though the face is unchanging. We talk about human evolution as a product of language, without reference to facial appearance, expression or gesture, but how things are said and communicated are as important as what is said, when it comes to human interaction.

We have treated the face as something unchanging and ahistorical. We used to do that with emotions and bodies—before the 1990s when histories of both became mainstream, they were seen as culturally variable rather than cultural inventions. Now the histories of emotion and the body are broad and expansive, covering everything from tears to smiles, from hands to bowels.

Faces, too, are products of belief systems, languages and environments as much as they are skin, bone and muscle. And yet they have not received the same attention as emotions and bodies; somehow, we imagine that they sit outside of history, that they simply are, as plain as the nose on your face. This book changes that.

So, what is a human face? At the anatomical level the answer is relatively straightforward—eyes, nose, mouth, chin, cheekbones, eyebrows, ears, jawbone and brow, usually assembled in a broadly symmetrical manner. That anatomical structure gives clues to our evolution, as over time the face has flattened and shortened and adapted to our environment.

Unlike those of chimpanzees, our closest living relative, human faces are integrated within the skull, rather than pushed out in front. And we have nearly twice as many facial muscles as chimps, facilitating far more complex emotional expressions. Beneath the skin, dozens of muscles and nerves work together to let us smile, chew, laugh, sing, talk, kiss—so many of the things that we associate with being human.

By Charles Darwin’s time, our emotional expressions were coded and classified into standard types, following Renaissance thought. In the twenty-first century an almost identical version is used by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) to judge a person’s guilt, so certain are we that facial expressions offer insights into an individual’s psyche. As St. Jerome put it, the face is “the mirror of the mind”; it reveals exactly what a person is thinking and feeling. But is that really the case?

The story, as we’ll discover, is more complex. We have layered the anatomy of the face—and what it does—with multiple meanings, some more tangible than others.

Faces are stamped on our passports to confirm our legal status, and on our hearts, when we think of those we love. We have developed a whole language of “losing” and “saving” face, which has more literal meanings for some people and some countries than others. Meanwhile, families and nations trace their ancestry down the line of an aquiline nose, a hooded eye, or a heavy brow. Faces can launch a thousand ships or function as sites of horror. Think of David’s nocturnal transformation in the film An American Werewolf in London (1981), or Pennywise the clown with razor-sharp teeth and red eyes in Stephen King’s novel It (1986).

Faces are not just visually important. When our facial anatomy is damaged, we lose functionality, and with it many things that we take for granted: eating and drinking without dribbling; opening and closing our eyes; kissing a loved one. This complex entanglement of emotional and physical factors is why the face is so special. It’s also the only part of the human body where all our senses come together: smell, taste, sight, touch, hearing.

Faces change over time, and in ways that reflect the lives we lead. As the saying goes (and the epigraph reads): “At 20 you have the face that nature gave you, at 40 the face life gave you, and at 60 the face you deserve.”

Some people—an alarmingly increasing number influenced by digital “likes”—seek to preserve the face they had when they were twenty, while others shape their faces to reflect fashion. There are generational, gender, racial and ethnic differences at work. Some people emulate the faces of film stars through plastic surgery, lighting, or cosmetics; a far smaller number use cosmetic surgery to create radically new versions of themselves as tigers or zebras.

Humans are meaning-making creatures, and the stories we tell about ourselves and the world come back, repeatedly, to the face as a symbol and object of power, authenticity, truth and humanity. Why else would each society, across time and place, depict the human face? From cave-wall etchings to the most detailed Renaissance portrait, to the endless proliferation of selfies in the age of Instagram, the face has been imagined, portrayed and commented on—though, critically, in different ways.

What do those portrayals mean? How have they changed? Whose face is being portrayed—and how, and why? This book attempts to answer these questions to reveal the values we place on the face and the person, now and in the past.

As important as representing the face are the ways we know, control, judge and interpret it. Capturing our image matters to our social and familial connections and to our medical, legal and social systems. Today, in our busy, urban landscapes, and our online villages, most of us see more people every day than our ancestors saw in a year—but how many of them can we remember?

Some are more memorable than others, even if you don’t have prosopagnosia. And some more beautiful; we like to imagine we can be beautiful too. That quest can become an obsession, as our self-esteem gets bound up in how we look. And no wonder, given the values placed on appearance.

Putting our best face forward is a social as well as a psychological obligation, and we are surrounded by material objects to make that easy, to help us study, change, improve, enhance or despair of our faces—from makeup to injections to implants.

Long before Charlie Brooker’s satirical TV series, the “black mirror” of the ancients, made from obsidian, allowed the wealthy to scrutinize and transform themselves. Today, desire has been democratized, and social media holds up a mirror that reflects and distorts reality. We can change our faces infinitely to suit both our perceived needs and society’s expectations: the face has become a commodity we can enhance and improve, in the elusive pursuit of happiness.

We can also, as a last resort, acquire someone else’s. Face transplants are a logical extension of our commodification of the body. Just as it has been possible to imagine the body as a machine since the seventeenth century, with the separation of mind and body, we can see ourselves as a series of spare parts. Actual organ donation has only been possible since the 1950s, but now virtually every part of our selves can be replaced.

Things aren’t straightforward, though, when it comes to transplanting faces. Given all the meanings the face has been invested with, in areas as diverse as heredity, identity, feeling, beauty, moral and social—even spiritual—worth, how can we replace it with another? And what are the consequences? That’s where things get interesting—and controversial.

As the following chapters show, the history of portraying and capturing the face, of reading and interpreting the face, of understanding how we look at faces, and why we try to change and improve them, brings us to the ragged heart of being human. It also points us in the direction of the phenomenon I call facehood: the idea that a single, unique face equates with an individual, named person. Facehood tells us that the possession of a face is a fundamental part of what makes us a unique and indivisible person.

When faces are so invested with psychological and social meanings about our identity and feelings and values, how can we reduce them to commodities, which we hone and shape in the pursuit of happiness? And more fundamentally: can a face transplant be compatible with the values contained in facehood? Spoiler: it can’t. And that has profound and challenging consequences.

The face exists as a physical fact and an idealized image, a marker of identity and a product of consumption, a promise of authenticity and a mediator of trust. But the face can also be altered, fabricated and hidden. This ambivalence is why there have been such debates over whether it is socially—even legally—acceptable to cover the face with a mask or an Islamic head covering. Although this book is principally about the West, what we hide and what we reveal of the face, and how that impacts our social relationships, matters to us all.

Let’s start our journey with painted faces—exploring how Renaissance portraiture first made faces into markers of individual identity. We’ll see how photography democratized faces but also made them vulnerable to surveillance and control. We’ll discover how mirrors taught us to see ourselves as others see us, and how that changed everything about the relationship between faces and selfhood. We’ll explore the dark history of how faces became tools for categorizing and ranking human worth, creating hierarchies that persist to this day. We’ll examine how we construct faces for the dead, revealing our own biases in the process. And we will see how far the idea of facehood withstands a face transplant.

In researching this book, I have interviewed face-transplant surgeons, immunologists, nurses, ethicists, prosthetists, patients and their families. I have poked around in museum exhibits and lain on an fMRI bed to have my own brain scanned. I have interviewed people with facial difference, and facial paralysis, as well as cosmetic surgeons, neuroscientists, psychologists, robotic engineers, philosophers, writers, artists, computer scientists, facial-recognition specialists and sculptors.

I have dug deep in archives and libraries too, researching the histories of portraiture, cosmetic surgery, photography, anthropology, embryology, museums and material culture, psychology and neuroscience. All these disciplines intersect with the human face in ways we have not fully appreciated—and they all construct stories about the face, and what it means, in history and in the present.

What I have discovered challenges assumptions and reveals new insights, such as how facial bias has become endemic in society and judicial systems, why we shouldn’t reduce prosopagnosia to brain function, how beauty doesn’t make us happier, and why we presume a person’s true feelings are etched on their face.

All this matters because faces matter more than ever in the digital world. Appearance anxieties are increasing, with newly coined dysmorphias such as “Zoom chin” as people spend too long staring at their own online image.

Technologies have always intersected with, and reinforced, facial judgments. In the sixteenth century, when mirrors were rarer, sermons linked vanity to sin. But they also taught that the face revealed the soul; you could tell by a stranger’s face if they were evil. Today, evolutionary psychology claims we can judge a stranger’s identity, morality and worth from their face, in a tenth of a second.

But there’s more to the face than God or evolution. Throughout history, the face has been a canvas for projecting beliefs about beauty, identity and worth.

This book explores that canvas, revealing the beliefs, presumptions and prejudices linked to the face, and the mechanisms by which judging ourselves and others has been normalized. It brings together my unique perspective as an academic who has spent thirty years researching the histories of emotion and the body, and a woman with prosopagnosia who has spent fifty years struggling to map this face onto that person. For me, facehood—that automatic equation we make between a unique face and a named individual—has always been elusive.

What I discovered, in bringing these two worlds together, was a new way of thinking about the face, and its role in emotion, identity and communication. I have shared those discoveries in the following pages, and I hope you might think differently too. After all, there’s a lot at stake.







1.

Portrayed

Most children, by the age of three, are masters at drawing faces. At the age of two they might have learned to hold a crayon, with which they scribble ferociously across a page to capture something unguessable to most adults. But by three their focus becomes more intense and predictable, as do the faces that they draw: round heads, raisin eyes and a beaming smile.

This interest in faces is unsurprising; children are reliant on other people for survival, and intuitively they know this depends on the social world and their place in it. The more children learn, the more sophisticated their drawings; heads that might once have sprouted arms become heads sitting atop triangular or circular bodies. Faces do not only smile but frown in anger and cry large tears that puddle on the ground. Faces are related to other faces—most often siblings, friends and animals—and to real or imagined places.

Many of us pack up our crayons in high school as our creativity becomes something that is judged and graded. But the desire, or need, to portray the human face is untouched. Even if we don’t create those images ourselves, we worry about our own faces in the mirror and in photographs, and study voraciously faces presented by others online, in films and on television, in advertising and magazines.

This universal desire, or need, to portray the face does not mean it has always been portrayed in the same way. The faces of the late twentieth-century figurative painter Francis Bacon are markedly different from the 25,000-year-old ivory Venus of Brassempouy (see fig. 1), to Botticelli’s fifteenth-century Birth of Venus, and to the idealized hyper-realism of Leng Jun’s Mona Lisa—the Design of a Smile, painted in 2005. These differences are not just about style or ability or materials. They express important attitudes to the idea of the self, and how far the face mirrors the mind.

Can you imagine what it might mean to live in a world where no one remembered your face? Where your individual appearance simply didn’t matter? For most people, for thousands of years, this was reality. Today’s faces—those that are carefully photographed for Instagram, or scrutinized before an important meeting, or “touched up” before a date—exist in a completely different cultural context to faces of the past.

For most of human history, portrayals of the face have been generic—more akin thematically to a child’s drawing than to post-Renaissance attempts at realism or verisimilitude. Historically, the people represented have not always been specific, named individuals (unless leaders, saints or martyrs). Portrayals of the face were formulaic and symbolic, representing characters and ideals, or social and religious importance, rather than what a person really looked like.

The importance of the face, or at least the head, in saying something about what mattered to human society is evident from the Neolithic skull cults of the Polynesians. But we know that before the Renaissance faces weren’t individuated in ways that are important to our modern sense of facehood, that is, a single person being associated with a unique face. This raises a bigger theme that comes up repeatedly in this book: Did people look at the face differently in the past? And how far back in history can we go?

Let’s take early humans. Experts in human evolution now say that Neanderthals were collaborative and focused on trade as well as creativity. This must have involved more than language, though that is the focus of Yuval Noah Harari’s Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (2011). Human communication relies on body language and facial communication, especially in non-literate societies. It is not easy to study how far the face was important to Neanderthals; we can only get so much information from bone fragments and fossils. What then of the art of early humans?

Although their DNA survives in many of us, Neanderthals died out about 40,000 years ago; some 15,000 years before a Gravettian artist made the Venus of Brassempouy. Early humans also left traces on cave walls and in France; in the Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc Cave, located on a limestone cliff in the Gorges de l’Ardèche. There, archeologists found stylized depictions of humans and animals—horses, mammoths, bears, leopards, lions and rhinos. We can only guess at the meanings of these figures, but it is notable that human beings are less realistic than the animals depicted.

What does it mean that humans are ciphers in the Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc Cave, or that where humans appear, it is only in relation to animals? Were humans less important? Or were faces simply less important than hands, which are depicted far more often; perhaps not only because daubing a handprint is simpler, but also because hands can hunt and cook and fight?

We find the same lack of attention to human faces in the 17,000-year-old cave paintings in the Lascaux valley. The Hall of Bulls contains 130 figures, 36 of which are equines, stags and bulls. One humanoid has a bird-face, but there is nothing that characterizes a particular individual. However, there is evidence of great artistic skill, and of a kind we normally associate with the Renaissance—the bulls that give the cave its name are drawn with a twisted perspective, their horns front on and their bodies in profile, to give a sense of movement.

It is not a lack of know-how, then, that explains why human faces were absent in Paleolithic art, or why humans were pictured doing rather than being: hunting, chasing, carrying objects. Speculatively, we might imagine that individual identity was not so important to the structuring of Paleolithic society as it is today, when faces are everywhere. If people worked collectively and within small groups, and preservation of that connectedness was critical to survival, then perhaps there would be no point in marking out any one individual, or face, as unique. Individualism might even have seemed dangerous.

What of the Venus of Brassempouy (fig. 1), who is usually considered to be the earliest representation of a human face? The figure is unsexed, but regarded as female, partly because the cave held broken bodies of other Venuses, with the round hips and breasts that were ancient symbols of fertility. Carved from mammoth tusks, the Venus of Brassempouy has discernible facial features, a forehead, nose and chin, but no mouth. The face is less detailed than the hair or head-covering; indeed, an alternative name for her is “La Dame à la Capuche”—The Lady with the Hood.


[image: Sculpture of a head with a textured headpiece, shown from two angles. The face has discernible facial features - a forehead, nose and chin, but no mouth, with focus on the design of the head-covering.]
1. The Venus of Brassempouy, c. 25,000 BCE, dating from the Upper Palaeolithic period.

Aegean art was similarly non-committal when it came to facial detail, as we see if we fast-forward several thousand years to 3,000–1,100 BCE. Three distinct civilizations—the Cycladic, Minoan and Mycenaean—lived around the Aegean Sea and the mainland of Greece; their sculpture, especially Cycladic statues, had noses, breasts and Venus-like hips. But they had only rudimentary, symbolic gestures as faces—which later influenced twentieth-century Cubist artists such as Pablo Picasso and Alberto Giacometti, who used geometric shapes to depict people and objects.

By c. 450 BCE something dramatic was changing in how faces were portrayed. The “Severe” style of sculpture was emerging in Greek art. Most people will know work of this type, since it lines the halls of European collections, including the British Museum and the Acropolis Museum. Attention to the details of the body and the face was more pronounced, with greater interest in characterization, emotion and movement. Limbs showed movement and faces were full of emotion, or intent on managing it, as seen in the marble sculptures of Olympia’s Temple of Zeus.

Why did early classical art become so focused on characterization and the face? Picture yourself in Athens during this period—city-states constantly at war over land, resources and power; not only Athens and Sparta, who fought the Peloponnesian War between 431 and 404 BCE, but also Corinth and Thebes. Even in earlier periods of military tension, a recognizable figurehead was hugely important and artistic style could be as much an identifying feature of a developing society as its political changes: in this case, the emergence of Athenian democracy and, slightly later, the severe style, the hallmark of Greek sculpture in stone and bronze, and in the sculptural decoration of architecture.

There were changes in medicine and science too. Anatomical dissection played a role in artists’ interest in the face; understanding how the muscles and nerves of the face worked helped them to capture a person’s emotional expressions, even their likeness. There was no formal, recorded dissection until Erasistratus formed an anatomy school in Alexandria, along with fellow physician Herophilus. Then, for a brief time around 300 BCE, there was a close relationship between art and science, and a corresponding interest in realism that would not reappear in the West until Leonardo da Vinci. Even Galen, the Greek physician who in the second century CE famously treated the gladiators of Rome and the emperor Marcus Aurelius, never dissected a human body. His findings were based on dissections of pigs and monkeys.

In the early classical period, as in the Renaissance, realism was tempered by ideals of beauty. Euclid of Alexandria, who lived around 300 BCE and systematized geometry in his Elements, explored what he called “extreme and mean ratio”—a mathematical proportion later dubbed the “golden ratio.” This formula for order and perfection (approximately 1:1.618) was believed to exist throughout nature and could be applied to architecture. Also known as the divine proportion, the golden ratio describes how parts of a whole are balanced. In nature that might be the arrangement of petals on a sunflower. Euclid wasn’t the first to equate order and harmony with beauty, but many later artists and architects believed this ratio created aesthetically pleasing shapes, influencing Islamic, Buddhist, and Romanesque architecture across centuries.

What does this have to do with faces? Well, the order and proportion of a person’s face were similarly judged according to the golden mean. And there were significant implications, since beauty echoed nature and the divine. If the composition of the face reflected the work of God, then it also revealed the state of the soul. “Only the beautiful were truly good,” and “ill-proportioned men [were] scoundrels” as claimed in Physiognomics, a pseudo-Aristotelian work (the term came from Greek physis, meaning “nature,” and gnomon, meaning “judge”). Written by followers of Aristotle, who established principles linking physical features to inner nature, it argued a well-proportioned face reflected someone “just and courageous.”

This belief underpinned another powerful idea that shaped how faces were understood for centuries: that outer appearance—particularly the face—revealed inner character. According to Physiognomics, “brave men had stiff hair, an erect carriage . . . a bright eye,” whereas “the coward had pallor about the face; eyes weak and blinking.” Beauty wasn’t just aesthetic—it was moral. The symmetrical, proportional face reflected divine order and a virtuous soul.

The text presumed knowledge of humoral medicine, which dominated the Western tradition from the second to the eighteenth century. This saw the body as made up of four different humors: phlegm, blood, yellow bile and black bile, the distribution of which determined your personality and what you looked like. A choleric person was physically lean with dry curly hair that was often red; a melancholy person had long hair, since their bodies were wetter and couldn’t “burn up” the excess black bile in their system. Melancholics had pale, moist faces.

Today we might judge by appearances but know that it’s unfair. Classical theorists judged by appearances and believed it was essential. When choosing a worker, a friend, a business partner, a lover, it was important to know not only that “brave men had stiff hair” and “an erect carriage” and a “bright eye, neither too wide opened nor half closed” but even more specifically that “the forehead is sharp, straight, not large, and lean, neither very smooth nor very wrinkled.” The coward had less blood than the brave man, which gave him “pallor about the face; eyes weak and blinking . . . the expression on his face is liable to rapid change and is cowed.”

When you read the face in classical Greece, it was important to study humans and animals together. There was overlap between the temperaments of animals and humans, and these could be detected in facial features. As Physiognomics continued:


Those who have thin lips and slack parts at the joining of the lips, so that the upper lip overhangs the lower at the join, are magnanimous; witness the lions. One can see the same thing in large and powerful dogs. Those that have thin hard lips, prominent in the neighborhood of the canine teeth, such are of noble nature; witness the boar. But those that have thick lips with the upper projecting over the lower are dull; witness asses and monkeys . . . Creatures with a fleshy face are lazy; witness cattle . . . Those with small faces are little-minded; this applies to the cat and the monkey. Those with large faces are sluggish; witness asses and cattle. But since the face should be neither small nor large, the state between these two is the most satisfactory.



Despite his influence, physiognomy wasn’t invented by Aristotle; people judged by looks as early as 1500 BCE, as seen in Mesopotamian handbooks on divination. In 500 BCE Pythagoras allegedly accepted students based on their facial appearance. Ancient Egyptians similarly regarded beauty as a sign of holiness, and ancient India’s enlightened Siddhars read spirituality in the face.

In the Spring and Autumn period of Chinese history (c. 770–481 BCE), face-reading revealed a person’s character, personality and future. According to the Book of Rites, “those who look up are arrogant; those who look down are worried; those who look sideways are sly.” Face-reading still thrives in traditional Chinese medicine, and as we will see, in modern facial-recognition systems.

This belief that the face revealed character wasn’t just artistic theory. It shaped how people judged one another in daily life, and it influenced portrayals of the face—it is one reason why Greek statues have symmetrical, stylized faces.

Precisely because faces were key to a person’s social and moral status—as well as cultural identity and communication—facial mutilation, including eye gouging, ear hacking and nose amputation, were routine punishments in classical Greece and the Persian Empire, just as they were in Republican and Imperial Rome. Facial mutilation was also linked to specific criminal offenses, especially sexual offenses—this would echo the “God-given” punishment of smallpox or syphilis for sexual promiscuity, diseases and infections that often disfigured the face.

These forms of punishment survived to the Byzantine period and were common in early modern Europe. (Outside of crime and punishment, damaging a woman’s face was particularly devastating; today, acid attacks on women are rising as a form of social and “honor-based” punishment.)

According to the second-century CE Greek geographer Pausanias, Herakles, known to the Romans as Hercules, was named Rhinokoloustes (Nose-docker) because he liked to chop off the noses of heralds. There was even a region on the border of ancient Egypt and Israel called Rhinocorura, which means “cut-off noses” in Greek; it was founded by the Ethiopian king Actisanes as a place of exile for robbers without noses.

Statues of unpopular leaders have always had their faces mutilated too—and not just statues. It’s recorded in medieval manuscripts that the nose of the Byzantine emperor Justinian II was chopped off during a revolt. Emperors more than anyone else needed to reflect the perfect image of God; they could not afford to be disfigured. So, after he was deposed, Justinian acquired a gold prosthetic nose, which he wore to enable him to take back the throne.

After Rome conquered Corinth (146 BCE), Roman leaders copied the famous marble and bronze statues of Greek leaders which had been made by artists such as Praxiteles. Most Roman sculptors were not so skilled, but they did introduce verism, which prioritized hyper-realistic and idealized traits. From Augustus, the first emperor, onward, Roman leaders used statues in propaganda, and in ways that implied a mythological heritage or military lineage.

Unlike Greek portraiture, which celebrated youth, symmetry and firmness, sculptural portraits like Head of a Roman Patrician from Otricoli (fig. 2) conveyed seriousness and intellect through facial wrinkles, which were respected—in men. The Patrician has a stoic expression, and a furrowed brow intended to show depth of thought. Because physical strength symbolized mental strength, it was not unusual for such sculptures to have a bizarre duality: the taut and muscled body of an athlete rendered in marble, alongside a wizened head and face. The symbolic function—that this was a man of virility, strength and wisdom—mattered more than any actual resemblance.


[image: A marble bust of a person’s head and face, showing a smooth bald head, with the face featuring prominent facial wrinkles.]
2. Head of a Roman Patrician from Otricoli, c. 75–50 BCE.

However, it is likely that Roman portrait statues were more objectively “realistic” than their predecessors, and this is because wax masks were used to capture the image of an individual while living or dead. The right to do this, and to have an imago of oneself to keep for posterity, was exclusive to aristocrats, those who held the highest positions of power in the Republic. Family members might even wear the masks at funerals to honor the person who had died. After death, these masks were passed down through the family as evidence of their pedigree.

Why did Roman private portraiture flourish? The main reason was the symbolic and literal importance of the figurehead. For politicians, athletes, gods, demigods, philosophers, orators and poets—and to a far lesser degree noblewomen and even children, though of course this too reflected glory on the husband and father—there was no greater sign of respect than the honorific sculpture. Female faces were not subjected to the verism found in male portraiture: they remained relatively generic and idealized. Passive beauty rather than active presence was expected from wives and mothers.

The general move toward recognizability makes sense when we consider the increasingly common use of a ruler’s face on legal currency. Not all leaders are easily recognizable, and in any case, very few ordinary people saw them in person. In hierarchical and pre-literate societies, symbols have always stood in for recognizability. Macedonian coinage adapted Greek symbols to emphasize stability and continuity in leadership. On a tetradrachm, a silver coin worth four drachmae, the head of Alexander the Great is shown as conqueror of India. He wears an elephant scalp with tusks, and a craning trunk. Pictured on the reverse is Zeus, the father of the gods. It is not clear whether this coin, or the series, the “elephant coinage,” was struck during Alexander’s lifetime. The face hints at a living and distinct person, with a straight nose, a slightly protruding jaw, a pronounced forehead and deep-set eyes. But as important, it was a symbol of power carrying on after his death.

Alexander would have known the impact of physiognomic beliefs; when he was thirteen years old, his tutor for ethics and politics was Aristotle. And so, on coinage, Alexander’s strong chin signaled masculine virtues of strength and courage; his wide eyes indicated vision and intelligence, his full lips represent generosity and eloquence, and his large eyes showed he was not “little-minded,” nor anything like a monkey.

Pagan statues from the second and first centuries BCE were defaced, as Emperor Constantine adopted Christianity as his favored cult. It wasn’t novel for sculpture to be created and destroyed and repurposed, but crosses being carved into the faces of pagan gods was something new: a graphic act of appropriation, about who and what should be worshipped. This gesture also powerfully rejected the individual face as important—especially the female faces of ancient goddesses. Many works of art were destroyed. By the fifth century CE, skilled sculptors and their materials were harder to find in the West. And so, any new sculpture created across the Roman Empire tended to be architectural and Christian.

Portraiture took time, skill and money. So, it’s no surprise that historically it has been linked to the wealthy. The idea that a commoner would have their image captured for posterity was unthinkable; there would be no purpose, and no resources to make it possible. Who would pay to commemorate the face of a peasant? And why would one peasant need to be differentiated from another in the absence of power or wealth, or leadership or bureaucratic systems, or any reason to preserve individual likeness? The lack of need, opportunity and purpose meant that portraiture would not be democratized for centuries. It would, however, become more individuated.

I should add that there are occasional examples of individuation in early portraiture. Among the best known are the Fayum mummy portraits of second-century CE Egypt (fig. 3); a series of naturalistic painted portraits on wooden boards. After the combined forces of Antony and Cleopatra lost the Battle of Actium in 31 BCE, Egypt became part of the Roman Empire a year later, and these kinds of realistic paintings became a new trend for burials. The Fayum portraits came from respected Greco-Roman families, and we can imagine that they were carrying on the tradition of imago by other means. It is also likely that, as with the wax masks made for the Roman elite, these wooden-boarded portraits were created during a person’s life and intended to celebrate family status as much as that person’s uniqueness.


[image: A portrait of a woman painted on a textured wooden board.]
3. Mummy portrait of Eirene, 50 CE.

What was happening outside of Europe? Although this book focuses on Western history, and portraiture was largely a Western tradition that developed alongside individualistic philosophy, China had a history of interest in the face. As in the West, that interest was principally about godly beings (ancestors), or stylized leaders, and human figures were largely undifferentiated. Early Chinese art showed human beings in relation to a set of signs of activity. Human figurines in the fourth century BCE focused on people doing rather than being: a man with a lamp, a servant carrying a tray, with faces that were homogeneous and typified. Similarly, Persian portraiture, which borrowed from the artistic traditions of Assyria, Egypt and Mycenae, mostly focused on male royal figures, and even the regal reliefs on tombs did not attempt to capture the facial likeness of the dead. As in China, motifs from plants and nature and animals took priority, along with scenes of faceless workers.

Some religious cultures, including the Judaic and Islamic traditions, had a prohibition on idolatry and “graven images” that included the face. Although Shia Islam is more tolerant of images of human figures, Islamic tradition generally prohibits all images of Muhammed, and defamatory images are especially offensive. Which is why the 2007 Swedish cartoon by Lars Vilks that depicted the prophet’s head on a dog’s body caused such controversy. The cartoon also represented an inversion of an ancient tradition—cynocephaly, the mythological depiction of human figures with dog heads found in Egypt, India, Greece and China. The Egyptian god Anubis is an example most readers will know. By reversing this (and placing a man’s head on a dog’s body), the cartoon subverted millennia of how the human-animal appearance boundary has been represented in art.

What happened to faces after the fall of the Western Roman Empire in the fifth century might surprise you. In the Christian tradition, there had been no barrier to representing the faces of humans, but the face was less significant in medieval art than in the classical period. Why? It wasn’t about skill, though the “Dark Ages” have been wrongly labeled as lacking in it. There was plenty of artistic ability about, as evidenced by the great cathedrals filled with sculpture, paintings and stained glass. So how do we account for the decline in facial portraiture?

There are a few possible explanations for this shift. After the fall of the Western Roman Empire, medieval Europe divided into smaller kingdoms and feudal territories; power was more diffuse, and traditions varied. What was universal was the rise of Christianity as a dominant Western religion from the early fourth century under Emperor Constantine, which brought about a focus on the celebration of the divine—especially in illuminated manuscripts and Gothic cathedrals—rather than honoring specific human individuals. When specific individuals were portrayed, it tended to be within stylized religious contexts—one example is the first Holy Roman Emperor, Charlemagne, who appeared in several important Carolingian manuscripts, most notably the Vienna Coronation Gospels (c. 795 CE), to show that his authority was divine.

With Christianity came religious sensibilities about the body and resurrection that made anatomical dissection uncommon and controversial until the thirteenth century and the Renaissance anatomical revolution. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, dissections were mainly for teaching, and mostly confined to medical schools and universities. Even within these parameters dissections were viewed with suspicion by religious authorities, and there were social restrictions—dissection tended to be limited to the executed bodies of criminals. In England in the 1500s, the Company of Barber-Surgeons, later known as the Royal College of Surgeons, permitted only four executed criminals to be dissected annually for teaching. In Italy, artists gained greater access through established medical schools. By the late fifteenth century, Leonardo da Vinci in Florence and Milan obtained regular access to cadavers for systematic study, making it possible for artists to understand the underlying structure of the face and facial expressions.

(There would still, however, be a scarcity of bodies for dissection until the Victorian period, which explains the lucrative but scandalous “grave-robbing” of William Burke and William Hare; the term is a misnomer, for they were murderers who sold the corpses









[image: Painting of a figure adorned in elaborate clothing, standing in a decorative setting, surrounded by smaller figures.]
4. Nicolaus of Prussia, Saint Hedwig of Silesia, 1353.













[image: Portrait of a man wearing a fur-lined coat and a chain necklace, holding a piece of paper in his hands. The background features draped fabric with a cord at the upper right tied in a loose knot.]
5. Sir Thomas More (1478–1535) portrait painting by Hans Holbein the Younger, 1527.





[image: The ‘Mona Lisa,’ featuring the portrait of a Florentine noblewoman, showcasing da Vinci’s techniques.]
6. Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa, c. 1503–19.











[image: Portrait of a man with long, curly hair wearing a fur-lined coat, his partially visible right hand placed on his chest.]
7. Albrecht Dürer, Self-Portrait at Twenty-Eight, 1500.














[image: Portrait of a person, turned slightly to the side, with curly hair. They wear a collar and a coat, with one hand placed on their stomach.]
8. Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velázquez, Juan de Pareja, c. 1650.








[image: Portrait of a figure, turned slightly to the side, with an upturned mustache, dressed in elaborate embroidered clothing with a large hat and ruffled collar.]
9. Frans Hals, The Laughing Cavalier, 1624.






[image: Portrait of a man in a suit with a furrowed brow and unkempt hair, depicted in a loose, expressive style.]
10. Eugène Delacroix, Self-Portrait, c, 1837.



















[image: Painting of a figure sitting in a high-backed chair, face distorted and mouth open in a scream, with blurred vertical lines creating a sense of depth.]
11. Francis Bacon, Study after Velázquez’s Portrait of Pope Innocent X, 1953.
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