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Popular Belief and the Image of the
Beardless Christ

Claudine A. Chavannes-Mazel

Early images of Christ borrowed significantly from the Classical tradition. It is generally agreed that two
traditions co-existed in which Christ could be youthful and unbearded or else older and bearded. This
article traces the literary and historical backgrounds for both pictorial traditions from the late apostolic
period to the thirteenth century. It praposes an origin in the East for the tradition of representing Christ
with a beard that gained in popularity in the west in the twelfth century. This was a tradition that was
driven by popular practice and owes nothing to the influence of the Church.
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No one knows what Jesus of Nazareth looked like.! Nevertheless, over the course
of time, the Western world gave him a physiognomy that became familiar to every
Christian—a slender solemn face with curly dark hair and a small beard. Dieric
Bouts, Albrecht Direr, Leonardo da Vinci, Rembrandt, and especially the Victori-
ans have fixed this image in our visual memory. On the other hand, Michelangelo,
when decorating the wall of the Sistine Chapel in 15361541, painted his Christ as
an almost nude, antique deity without a beard. The Roman Catholic hierarchy was
not pleased with many an audacious detail of this Last Judgment, and after the
Council of Trent nearly all the nudity was decently covered.” There was also
criticism over Christ’s beardlessness,” but the face of Christ remained unchanged.
Thus even in the days of the Counter Reformation, it was not seen as offensive to
depict Christ as beardless. This article will examine the reasons as to when and
why the beardless Christ, human or godlike, disappeared.?

It is possible that the Christian populace had a far greater impact on the
development of the image of Christ than official statements and Church dogmas
would leave us to believe and, as elsewhere, ‘low’ culture eclipsed ‘high’. Needless
to say, this article is not the first to deal with the genesis of the Christ’s image. Ernst
von Dobschiitz, Friedrich Gerke, André Grabar, Frich Dinkler, and other dis-
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tinguished scholars of early Christian iconography have written extensively about
the various archetypes of Christ’s face.® Robin Cormack, Herbert Kessler, and Hans
Belting are among the generation that followed in their footsteps.® As scholarly as
their recent findings are, it is clear that they have touched upon Christ’s image only
ob]iquely.7 Thomas Mathews, one of the most recent scholars in the feld of
Christian imagery, has directly addressed the question and has asserted that in
early Christian art, Christ was barefaced since he had explicitly androgynous
traits.” Two recent exhibitions having the physiognomy of Christ as their prime
subject do not refer to the beardless Christ.’”

It is generally agreed that since early Christian times, the image of Christ as the
son of God who came down to earth to save mankind, has its roots in two antique
prototypes which were once used to visualize the Roman gods. Both traditions
co-existed for many centuries. The first of these is the Hellenistic type of Jesus
Christ, extant since the third century, in which Christ is the eternal youth, He can
be paralleled to Apollo and Dionysios, both deities untouched by time because they
exist in a cosmic cycle. The second type is more historical, and represents Christ as
an adult man with a full beard. This figure is also based on a Classical type, the
philosopher or theios aner. The beard stands for wisdom and also for status,
comparable to the one Jupiter is gifted with.

This variety in images is not surprising. The actual presence of the Savior on
earth and not the visual memory of his existence was the main concern of the
Church Fathers. It was the Word made flesh, and thus the Word was the core of
the Christian faith, not the flesh. As such, the official Church was not interested in
Christ’s physiognomy, but disputed the nature in which God's Son had come down
to us—as a human, as a God, or as both—but it offered no guidelines as to what
Christ had looked liked. Hostility towards the adoration of images governed the
attitude of the Church, rather than an appreciation of the popular wish to have a
transcendent and yet human God translated into pictures.w Moreover, there were
ne contemporary sources, either visual or verbal. Thus Saint Augustine could stress
that what we think in words is more important than what we see in images. In his
De Trinitate, he wrote around 400:

For even the countenance of the Lord himself in the flesh is represented differently by reason of the

diversity of innumerabie thoughts, even though it was only one, whichever it was. But in our faith

in the Lord Jesus Christ, it is not the image which the mind forms for itself and which may perhaps

be far different for what it actually was that leads to salvation, but what we think of man according
to his kind. Neither do we know the countenance of the Virgin Mary."

Along with the canonical literature there are apocryphal texts, legends, and
traveler’s accounts. The Acts of John, dating from the early third century, are
explicit in describing variances in Christ’s appearance. It relates (John 88-89) how
John and the apostle James, when in their boat, noticed Christ waiting for them
ashore. James saw him in the form of a child, but when he pointed him out to John,
I [John|, said: “Which child?” And he answered me: “The one who is beckoning us.” And I said:
“This is because of the long watch we have kept at sea. You are not seeing straight, brother James.

Do you not see the man standing there who is handseme, fair and cheerful looking?” But he said
to me, “I do not see that man, my brother.”*

Going ashore to investigate, they became even more confused. According to John,

he appeared to me again as rather baldi-headed] but with a thick flowing beard, but to James as
a young man whose beard was just beginning. ... T tried to see him as he was ... But sometimes he
appeared to me as a small man with no good looks, and then as looking up to heaven!?
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It is remarkable that both Apostles see, at exactly the same time, the two different
types of Christ that had co-existed in the visual arts since the third century—the
young child or adolescent, and the adult or bearded man.

Other early Christian sources confirm that the ordinary believer either did not
expect Christ to have a standardized face, or else had to admit that it was
impossible to describe him. The anonymeous pilgrim from' Piacenza who went to
the Holy Land around 570 left us with a vivid description of every place he
visited.! In Jerusalem, when praying in the Praetorium of Pilate, he saw a picture
of Christ, and was more interested in the delicacy of his fingers and feet than in his
features:

He had a well shaped foot, small and deticate, but was of ordinary height, with a handsome face,

curly hair, and a beautiful hand with long fingers, as you can see from a picture which is there in
the Praetorium and was painted while he was alive.”

In Egypt he came to see the cloth in Memphis, with which Jesus during his lifetime
had wiped his face. The imprint that his face left on the veil was widely
worshipped as an image, not made by human hands, “but it was too bright for us
to concentrate on since, as you went on concentrating, it changed before your
eyes".m

Apparently, the Roman Christian did not need recognizable features in order to
worship Jesus or so the Church Fathers told him. The early Church had always
been strict in forbidding the adoration of images and therefore did not want
Christ’s face to be memorable. As we saw above, Saint Augustine was firm in his
view that we know nothing of what Christ looked like. How the hostility towards
graven images was balanced against the popular urge for commemorative portraits
differed in the East and the West and influenced the establishment of Christ’s facial

appearance to a great extent.

IMAGES OF CHRIST IN THE EAST AND THE WEST TO THE LATE SIXTH
CENTURY

The images of Christ as a young man—the Hellenistic type—can be found from the
late third century onwards. We first see him in the Roman catacombs (Jesus and the
haemorroissa in SS Pietro e Marcellino), while later on he is more frequently
represented. The sarcophagus of Junius Bassus, who died on 25 August 359, was
found under the Church of Saint Peter in Rome. It portrays Jesus as a beautiful
youth on his way to Jerusalem, as a prisoner before Pontius Pilate, and as the
glorious Maiestas, seated above the firmament of Caelus (Figure 1). He is beardless
in every scene and there is no distinction between his face as a human being on
earth and his godlike appearance.

While the Junius Bassus carvings come from Rome, many images in the Hastern
Empire depict him beardless. The Barberini ivory diptych, dating from the sixth
cenfury and now in the Louvre, shows a beardless Christ between sun and moon
in a clipeus held by two angels at the top of the ivory.”” The monumental mosaic
with Christ between the four beasts in Thessaloniki {fifth century) represents him
as an eternal youth, like the famous mosaic in Ravenna’s San Vitale (c.540). The
ivory throne of Maximianus (also in Ravenma), the ivory casket in Brescia (late
fourth century), the Passion ivories in the British Museum {early fifth century) all
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FIGURE 1 Junius Bassus sarcophagiis 359AD, Rome, Saint Peter. Detail: Christ between Peter and Paul. Christ
is beardless (from: F. Gerke, Christus in der spétantiken Plastik, Beriin 1941, pl. 49). (Courtesy of the auhior).

show him beardless.”® The same type is found on silver objects, such as the
beautiful Syrian chalice in the Cleveland Museum dating from the late sixth
century.”

It is possible to identify, even from these few well-known examples, three
consistent elements. First, the Hellenistic type occurs on all speciming of the visual
arts: frescoes, mosaics, ivories, sarcophagi, and silver. Second, Christ is beardless
both when performing his Miracula Christi on earth and when residing in heaven.
And third, this type is as common in the East as it is in the West.

Exactly the same can be said about the historical type—the bearded Christ.” The
painted fragments in the Museo Nazionale in Rome belong to the earliest examples,
as does a painting in the catacomb of Commodilla {mid-fourth century) which
shows him, with a beard, between Alpha and Omega.21 In the monumental mosaic
in the church of Santa Pudenziana, Rome, Christ is seated in majesty among the
Apostles, clad in gold and wearing a beard. Heavily restored though the mosaic is,
Christ’s face dates to the early fifth century. Sarcophagi, ivory pixes, silver patens,
bronze amipullae, gems, and illustrated manuscripts from East to West give in-
numerable examples of the bearded type. Here, too, these examples show moments
from his earthly life, his death, and his timeless residence in heaven.®

In the past, scholars have sought to explain the two different types of Christ as
his having two distinct natures. The beardless Christ represents him as the eternal
youth, in existence before Creation and before time—the Logos nonincarnate—
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whereas the bearded Christ is the Savior, the Word made flesh.” The beard here
is the sign not only of maturity, but also of wisdom and of historical authenticity.”
The two types should also be seen as a visual reflection of the theological
controversy between supporters of Arianism and orthodox followers, who believed
in the Son as homo ousios with the Father. Several early Christian monuments seem
to have served as evidence for this discussion. The church of San Apollinare
Nuovo, Ravenna (probably completed before 526), although heavily restored, still
clearly divides the christological cycle into two: Christ is beardiess up until the Last
Supper, but he wears a dark beard from the Passion onwards.” Equally clear are
the wooden doors of the Church of Santa Sabina, Rome (431-433).% The Miracila
Christi all show him as the beardless Christ with long curly hair, whereas Christ is
wearing a beard from Peter’s denial until the Ascension. In the paradisical scene of
Christ between Peter and Paul and in the famous Parousia scene he is beardless
again.”

Thomas Mathews is one of the most recent advocates for a direct link between
Arian controversy and the distinct types of Christ:

In the wake of the Arian controversy that dominated fourth-century theological debate, the aim of

the artist was not to make an image of any mere earthly man, however exalted his status, but to
create the true superman, a Christ who would be equal to God the Father.™

Kurt Weitzmann, too, adheres to the idea that the two types reflect the two natures
of Christ, the Logos and the Word incarnate.” It is indeed tempting to do so, given
the fact that disputes other than those concerning Christ’s nature have so often had
their impact on the representational arts. For instance, Pope Sixtus 111 (432-440) had
the Church of Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome bullt as soon as the Councﬂ of
Ephesus had proclaimed the Virgin as Theotokos.™

Yet we concluded above that images with and without a beard, in every phase
of Christ’s life on earth and in every picture of his timeless existence, are almost
totally unpredictable. It seems that André Grabar was right when, in 1961, he
argued that

the impossibility of separating as to their significance the representations of Christ made man (or

the Word Incarnate} from those which mean to represent him apart from the Incarnation as God

the Word, born before time and eternal, makes for skepticism concerning the existence of a
theological iconography of Christ in early Christian art.”

And, further on: “One could equally well acknowledge that the image-makers were
preoccupied with the great problems of the theologians at the period of ecumenical
councils, or that they were not.”#

From the time that Grabar made these comments, an avalanche of visual material
has been published that underlines his hypothesis and allows us to conclude that
the iconongraphy of the image of Christ does not reflect the christological dogmas
of the first centuries of the Christian era, either in the East or the West. Artists
followed the official opinion of the Church that it is unknown what Jesus Christ
looked like and, moreover, that it is unimportant. ‘Image’ and ‘likeness” are two
different concepts indeed.

Among the many unpredictable cases cited above, a few clearer examples
occur. The images Christ-Apollo, Christ-Orpheus-David, and Christ as the
Good Shepherd show him almost invariably beardless.™ However, the beard-
less image here has nothing to do with christological dogmas. It is the classical
heritage, in which Apollo, Orpheus, and the good shepherd, over centuries
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of repetition, are portrayed as young men. One of the last Christian shepherds is
also one of the best known: the mosaic in the mausoleum of Galla Placidia in
Ravenna (c.425-440). A beautiful youth, clad in a golden tunic, dreams away
among his flock, holding a jeweled cruciform staff in his hand.

THE IMAGE OF CHRIST IN EAST AND WEST AFTER THE LATE SIXTH
CENTURY

The sixth century shows the first signs of a divergence between Eastern and
Western iconography. Gradually in the East, the earnest man with the long dark
hair and the thin beard comes to prevail. It is as if the radiant icon from Mount
Sinai sets the standard for a long tradition: there is hardly any difference in
portraying Christ between this sixth century icon and the almost equally famous
mosaic of the Deisis in the Hagia Sophia Church in Istanbul, dating from about
1260.%

Standardization was not imposed, however, and exceptions, though rare, do
exist. Robin Cormack could point at the coins during the first reign of Justinian II
(685-695), which were minted with a portrait of Christ on the obverse depicting
him with long hair and full beard. However, after Justinian had re-established
himself on the throne (705-711), new coins were produced showing Christ with
hardly any beard at all and short curly hair.™ In one of the small chapels of
the Bawit Monastery (now in the Coptic Musuem in Cairo}, a beardless Christ
ascends to heaven.® The explanation is unclear. Strangely, most of the sixth- to
eighth-cenfury exceptions concern the Entry in Jerusalem: in five out of six extant
depictions, a beardless Christ is sitting side-saddle on a donkey.”

Finally, after Iconoclasm, Christ’s image is fixed into the one and only acknowl-
edged portrait: that of the slender man with dark undulating hair parted in the
middle and a thin dark beard. Only in the outskirts of the Eastern Empire do we
sometimes find a beardless Christ, as in Armenian miniatures, even after the ninth
century.™ Why the Fastern Empire became uniform in the rendering of Christ’s
face, we do not know. No official church communiqué approved of it, no emperor
or patriarch commented. Relics, claimed to be versions of the miraculous “true
likeness” of Christ, and which were not made by human hands, all occur after
Iconoclasm. Tt must be assumed that once the portrayal of Christ was permitted,
icon-loving Christians sought recognizable features in their Savior, as in the
portraits of saints they venerated.

In Western culture, icon-like portraits scarcely existed. It might be the reason
why Western Europe displayed such a different attitude towards the image of
Christ. The beardless Christ is almost as common as the bearded type: he is present
everywhere. To illustrate this statement, we will start with the Gospels of Saint
Augustine in Cambridge.” This Gospel book was written and illuminated in Italy
in the sixth century, and brought to England soon afterwards, possibly in the wake
of the Roman missionary, Saint Augustine of Canterbury, sent to convert the
island. The two surviving miniatures are a mixture of small scenes taken from the
life of Christ, together with a portrait of the evangelist Luke. Even the passage from
Luke 9:58 (“lesus dixit vulpes fossa habent”) and the parable of the fig tree {Luke
13:6) have been illustrated.* Christ is beardless in every scene.
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In Insular art, from the seventh to the eleventh century, we are rewarded with
a rich and varying collection of images.*! In the Durham Gospels, as in the Codex
Amiatinus and the Book of Kells, Christ has a dark beard.*? In the St Gallen
Gospels, he is beardless during the Passion, but wears a beard at the Last
Judgment. In Wirzburg {most likely a German copy of an Irish model}, he has a
dark beard and a moustache at the Crucifixion, but is beardless at the bottom of the
same folio during the Storm at Sea.”® In the fragment in Turin, the ascending Christ
has a stubbly beard, but, although the angels comfort the Apostles that Christ will
come back in the same shape as he has left us (Acts 1:10-11), he is like a joyful
child, holding his cruciform staff amid 96 small figures at the Second Coming on
the same bifolium.* The richly illustrated copy of the Carmina Paschale by
Sedulius, made in Liege but based upon an Anglo-5axon medel from the eighth
century, is as inconsistent: in most instances Christ does not wear a beard, but he
will unexpectedly do so in other scenes.”

Spanish, Carolingian, and Ottonian art on the continent provides us with the
same picture. From the binding of the Lindau Gospels (¢.800), the Spanish com-
mentaries on the Apocalypse, and the Lorsch Gospels, to the beautiful ivories and
the richly iliustrated Ottonian manuscripts, Christ is frequently rendered without
a beard. In the Transfiguration, the Miracula Christi, the Crucifixion, and the Last
Judgment, all artists seem to have chosen at random whether they would paint
Christ as a beardless youth or as a bearded adult.* In monumental art, too, the
beardless man is familiar, as in the large stone relief in Cividale (mid-eighth
century) (Figure 2).

As this period contributes such a diversity of images, it seems worthwhile to
raise the question as to whether there are hidden patterns behind the beardless
Christ. For instance, could it be that the Western emperors, who wore no beard
themselves, would prefer a beardless Christ? Would emperors with special ties
with the Eastern Empire incline towards the Eastern type with beard? Could there
be a difference in function of the image in question—for instance, could the private
function of a miniature yield a variety of types whereas official monumental works
of art lacked the possibility of variation? Could beards in general have a special
meaning during the Middle Ages?"

All these questions cannot, unfortunately, be answered in depth in this short
article. Imperial portraits do not follow a specific type. For instance, a manuscript
from Pommersfelden displays in the upper half of a miniature a Deisis with Christ
between Mary and Saint John the Baptist and below them, Emperor Otto 111
between Peter and Paul.®® There is clearly a parallel between the lower and upper
zones, and especially between Christ and the emperor. However, Jesus has a full
dark beard, and the Emperor has not. Intimate objects of art do not differ from
monumental or official works with regard to portraying Christ. Manuscripts and
sculpture show the same variety of types. Although we find more bearded types
in monumental art than in manuscripts, sculpture like the relief in Cividale
mentioned above (Figure 2) and the elegantly decorated fympanum above the
Prior’s Doorway in Ely (c.1135) were meant to be looked at by more than one
privileged monk.* It seems that the charming beardless Christ could appear
everywhere without bearing a symbolic meaning,.

The most moving example of the youthful Christ I know of is in the Ditzesan
Museum in Cologne (Figures 3 and 4). The precious golden Herimann cross was
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FIGURE2 Cividale, Museo del Duomo, Altar Frontal of Duke Ratchis. Marble, ¢.731-744 (c.140 % 90 cim), Christ
in Majesty, beardless (photograph: E. Dommering, Amsterdan).

probably borne in procession by the pope in 1049 when he consecrated the church
of Sankt Maria im Kapitol in Cologne.® At one time the crucifix was set with jewels
and gems and adorned with golden filigrain on a goldleaf background. Much of it
was removed during subsequent centuries, but the gilded body of Christ and his
head still belong to the original setting. The head is cut from a costly piece of lapus
lazuli, and dates much earlier. Looking closely, the observer will notice that the
stone represents the head of a beautiful woman and, if he knows his history, he will
recognize the portrait of Livia, the wife of the first Roman Emperor Augustus.”
Without the recognition of the medieval beardless Christ, he would be utterly
surprised. Now he understands that this cross testifies to the widespread tradition
of a youthful and beardless Savior: for centuries none of the worshippers or Church
officials ever took umbrage over Christ’s feminine head.

It was not until the twelfth century that an explicit preference for the bearded
figure appears in the West where the sculpted portals along the pilgrims’ routes
and the monumental wooden crucifixes all show Christ with a beard. Pilgrims
apparently needed to recognize their Savior from afar. However, especially in
manuscripts, it was to take decades before the beardless Christ would become a
rare phenomenon. For example, in some giant Italian bibles from the twelfth
century, Genesis opens more than once with the Creator as a beardless young
man.” In typological and other non-narrative scenes, like the Sponsus-Sponsa
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FIGURE 3  Herimann cross, wade ¢.1050 in Werden or Cologne for the Church of St Maria im Kapitol, Cologne.
Cologne, Erzbischdfliches Dibzesan-Museum. (41 X 28 om; wood, gilded bronze, crysial, lapus lazuli). With
permission: Crnamenta Eccesine. Katalog zur Ausstellung des Schutgen-Musewms in der Josef-Haubrich-Kunsthalle,
Kotn 1885, Band 1, p. 157 (Kat.nr.B9).

image of Christ embracing his bride Ecclesia, the bridegroom is often beardless.>
The Lambeth Bible shows him beardless in the Tree of Jesse.” In a lectionary of
Corbie (late twelfth century), the Virgin Mary is crowned by her Son, who has no
beard.” England took the longest to abandon the beardless tradition. The Bestiaries
now in Aberdeen and Oxford (c.1200), the Lothian Bible from the Pierpont Morgan
Library (c.1220), the Psalter and Hours now called “Margrete Skulesdatter’s
Psalter” in Berlin (c.1210-1220), and the Grandisson Psalter from Chichester
(c.1270-1280) preserve a beardless Christ well into the late thirteenth century.” In
other English manuscripts, it is often hardly discernible whether Christ has got a
beard or not. The beardless adolescent never disappeared completely. In the
sixteenth century, Michelangelo and Caravaggio were to return to the classical
youthful deity. However, their intentions are beyond the scope of this study.

THE PORTRAIT OF CHRIST “NOT MADE BY HUMAN HANDS”

Portraits of Christ are a different matter to figural representations of Christ in
historical or typological scenes. There, Christ is recognizable because of his cruci-
form halo, his gestures, and his being the focus of the scene. The portrait, however,
is devoid of any such context. Image and likeness—especially likeness to a
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FIGURE 4 Herimann cross, made ¢.1050 in Werden or Cologne for the Church of St Maria im Kapitol, Cologne.
Cologne, Erzbischifliches Divzesan-Museum. (41 X 28 cm; wood, gilded bronze, crystal, lapus lazuli). Detail showing
Head of Christ which is a portrait of Livia, wife of the Emperor Augustus, first century AD (lapus lazuli, ¢.2.4 cms).
With permission: Ornamenta Ecclesine. Katalog zur Ausstellung des Schutgen-Museums in der Josef-Haubrich-
Kunsthalle, Kéln 1985, Band 1, p. 136 (Kat).

prototype—here diverge. Christian icons did exist in the wake of the cult of
imperial portraits. The worship of religious images had been practiced in the
church at least since the early fifth century. The late sixth and seventh centuries
saw a marked intensification of the use of images. Unlike narrative scenes, the
portrait or icon did have charismatic qualities: through its likeness to the prototype
it served as intercessor between man and God and thus could bring the beholder
into contact with God. It could protect cities against enemies, lead armies to
victory, and help individuals fulfill their deepest aspirations.

Hostility towards portraits of Christ prohibited icon-like representations of
Christ in early Christianity—famous is Eusebius of Caesarea’s letter to Constantia
in which he denies even the possibility.”” The sixth-century icon from Mount Sinai
is one of the first portraits of Christ, rendering him as a bearded man. Next to these
icons, stories continued of images of Christ which were acheiropoieitoi, “not made by
human hands”. Being the opposite of cheiropoieitos, which is a man-made image
and thus, according to the Septuaginta, a false idol, the image acheiropoieitos is
created through divine intervention. Although the Church was rather reticent
about portraits of Christ—as cited above, Saint Augustine was clear in saying that
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we do not know what Christ looked like—it did not forbid pilgrims to visit the
miraculous cloths of Memphis, Edessa, or Kamulia. Jesus had wiped his face with
each of them and had left them consequently with his imprint.® The mandylion of
Edessa became the most famous of them all and was transported to the imperial
palace in Constaninople in 944.” By that time, the portrait of Christ had already
been established for centuries; the mandylion therefore cannot have had an
influence upon its definitive form. Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitos
himself (913-959) guarded the mandylion in a golden frame in his chapel next to the
tablets of Moses. It was venerated as the palladium of the city, carried round in
times of sorrow, and disappeared in the thirteenth century during the Tatin
oppression.”” Without exception, copies of the various mundylin show the isolated,
frozen face of the bearded Christ.

Although much later, the West had its own “authentic” images of Christ.
Accompanied by legends, the Veil of Veronica was one of the most popular ones.
Saint Veronica (“vera icon” = true image) may never have existed, but her veil,
which she used to wipe Christ’s face on his way to Calvary, had an enormous
impact. It is said the veil (sudarium) had cured the Emperor Tiberius (or Ves-
pasianus), and it was one of the most important relics in Rome.*" It is not known
how her veil reached the city, but it is mentioned in the Orde of Benedictus
Canonicus of 1143.% On 20 January 1208, it was carried round in procession for the
first time, and Pope Innocent III paid tribute to it. Dante Alighieri saw how, in the
holy year 1300, thousands of pilgrims tried to get a glimpse of the veil and wrote
about it in his Paradiso.*® All illustrations and all copies show Christ invariably as
a bearded man.

The most important of all miraculous images, however, leaving everything else
in its shadow, was the Turin Shroud. As in the case of Veronica’s Veil, it is its
popularity in the Middle Ages that must be stressed here and not its questioned
authenticity.®* The cloth that is now called the Turin Shroud was in the hands of
the local clergy of Lirey, France in the fourteenth century. In 1389, the Bishop of
Troyes, Pierre d’Arcis, in whose diocese the village Lirey was located, wrote to
Pope Clement VII, residing in Avignon.®® The bishop emphasized that the shroud
was false: he cited the findings of his predecessor Henry of Poitiers, who knew the
man who had manufactured it. Indignant, he recalled that in Henry's time the
canons of the church of Lirey had exhibited the cloth as if it was the authentic
shroud Christ had been buried in, and they even had asked the worshippers for
money. Now the shroud was again on view in Lirey as if it was a precious relic:
the canons placed candlesticks and two priests in liturgical dress on either side of
the platform to underline its holiness. Pierre d’Arcis had become displeased and
had had the shroud removed, but then the clergy in turn became angry and
insinuated that the bishop may well be jealous. In short, a public scandal emerged.
Quickly, the pope silenced the bishop and agreed with the Lirey clergy that they
were allowed to show the shroud, not as an authentic image, but simply as “a
representation” of the Savior. Popular belief had won. In the fifteenth century, the
shroud came into the possession of the dukes of Savoy. The last king of Italy,
Umberto H, donated the shroud to the pope in his will in 1983,

It is not surprising that at about the same time yet another document concerning
the portrayal of Christ came to light. The letter by Publius Lentulus, governor of
Judaea during Christ’s lifetime, is believed to have been sent to Octavianus Caesar.®®
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It apparently tells the story of an eyewiiness who has seen Christ and describes
him as follows
His hair is the colour of unripe hazelnut, and is smooth atmost down to his ears. ... His beard is

full, of the same cclour of his hair, not long, and forked in form; simple and mature is asEect; his
eyes, blue-grey, clear and quick. ... This record was found in the records of the Romans.*”

Although the document was exposed as a fraud of the late thirteenth or early
fourteenth century, it caused a flood of popularity as if it were an authentic

source.®®

CONCLUSION

Between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries, the West generated two portraits of
Christ “not made by human hands” which were venerated by thousands of
believers as if they conveyed the “true likeness” of Christ. One “authentic” written
record of his face emerged at this time and together the textual and visual
traditions formed for the medieval Christian an indisputable fact. As the pilgrims
flocked in, the Church expressed its doubts in ever more vague terms and ended
in silence. The worship of relics of the Passion and the longing to see the painful
face of Christ on his way to Calvary go hand in hand with the spirituality that
focused on the imitatio Christi. Veronica’s Veil and the Turin Shroud became the
most important relics for this very reason.

Robert Cormack calls the movements of the common people at this point “the
naive animistic ideas of the masses.”® To illustrate this, he refers to an incident he
believes is as revealing as the popular belief in the Turin Shroud. Guibert, Abbot
of Nogent (1053-1125) was in his own time renowned for his questioning the
authenticity of certain relics. In his De pignoribus sanctorum (c.1119), for instance, he
wonders about the two heads of Saint John the Baptist, both venerated as true
relics, and asks whether Saint John had indeed had two heads.” Once he visited
the market of Laon and found himself in a crowd listening to a relic monger. The
man held up a box he said contained a piece of the bread that had been chewed
by Chuist at the Last Supper. When he recognized Guibert among the people as a
possible skeptic, he openly challenged him to confirm this was a genuine relic.
Guibert recorded his intimidation and admitted that in the presence of mass
popular belief, he was unable to express doubts. His silence was interpreted as
assent. Here, again, the public won over the critical intellectual.”

The very same process must have taken place 250 years later when the Bishop
of Troyes expressed his sincere anger about the fraudulent shroud. The pope,
alerted, saw the confrontation with the common people as counterproductive and
left it to time to designate the winner. The controversy between word and image
became one between intellectual and popular belief, in which the Church played a
pragmatic role and choose the side of the crowd by choosing to be silent.”

My conclusion is that the tradition of the bearded Chris was established in the
East in the late sixth century because of the necessity to bring about icon-like
features once it was accepted that Christ could be portrayed. The West did not
have icons, but followed the East in the late twelfth century because of the popular
wish to have a god with a recognizable face. The image was created through
popular (low) culture and the Church had nothing to do with it. Legends and
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“authentic” images that came into being under low culture have generated a
unanimous archetype rather than an archetype that created legends. The Church
never did fully agree and held for a long time to the Augustine view that it is
unknown what Christ looked like and that it is unimportant to know. However,
pressed by the masses, who believed in miracles and came to worship, the Church
took advantage of their ardent belief and followed in their footsteps.
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Dinkler, “Tkonographische Beobachtungen zum Christustyp der polychromen Fragmente des Museo
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