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The July 2007 advertisement in The Art Newspaper revealed double-images in an engraving by 

Albrecht Dürer and a fourteenth-century altarpiece in Prague. Although on the surface each 

image presents an event in Christ's life as exterior reality, the hidden "face" implies otherwise. 

Ten years of independent research has revealed that the scene, as perceived by the artist, is on 

its deepest level a view inside the artistôs own mind. This is not obvious because both our senses 

and our common sense mislead us. However, once acknowledged, these faces and others to be 

shown here help place the magical appearance of Dante Alighieriôs profile in Michelangelo's 

Last Judgment in perspective. There are indeed far more of these metamorphic faces in Western 

art than art historians recognize, a problem that silently stymies the discipline. Until the 

prevalence of these double-images is widely recognized, art historians will continue to deny the 

presence of Dante in Michelangelo's work, leading to misinterpretation of not only his art but 

that of all those subsequent artists who have seen and followed his method. 

  

This paper hopes to jump-start the process of revealing what has long been hidden: 

metamorphic  faces in the work of varying artists across five centuries.  Given space constraints, 

though, the focus here is on Dürer to demonstrate that he did not include a ñfaceò on occasion 

but as a fundamental part of his compositional practice. Although no recent examples have yet 

been shown, in ads or online, the tradition continues to this day in the work of Lucian Freud and 

Philip Pearlstein, and probably others as well. 

  

Most of these faces are so subtly suggested that on their own there is no way to demonstrate 

their existence convincingly. Only other painters were  expected to perceive them. However,  

the ambiguity of them is important for both poetic and practical reasons. The practical ones, 

given that most great paintings in the Renaissance were commissioned and were subject to 

ecclesiastical approval, are obvious. The poetic ones will become apparent with time. However, 

the reason why many artists but no art scholar has recognized this important feature of art is 

probably related to the institutional framework within which academic art historians practice. 

There is a general bias against major  discoveries that challenge the prevailing paradigm, 

particularly when proffered by those from outside the discipline. Moreover, when a brave art 

expert  has revealed similar faces in the past as the quirk of an individual artist, as they do from 

time to time, they are by and large publicly denounced by their skeptical colleagues. Fear of 

such public derision, sometimes venomous, has no doubt kept many a scholar quiet. 

  



In an attempt to avoid a similar fate, this article and the advertisements  have focused on those 

images by Dürer and Michelangelo that are most obvious, hoping that the accumulation of 

undeniable double-images will inspire colleagues to re-think their position.  
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Fig. 1- 2 Dürer, ±ƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ±ŀƭ ŘΩ!ǊŎƻ and detail with facial profile in rock.    

 

D¿rerôs landscapes have always been admired for their accuracy and are considered the first true 

landscape drawings. Nevertheless, hidden faces have been seen in some because they are undeniable 

(figs. 1-2). Although the view of the hill-town above, for example, is based on a real scene that really 

does have a rock formation that looks like a face which can still be seen, Dürer still took great liberties in 

its portrayal changing, for instance, the direction of the face.
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1 The View of Arco. See Felix Thürlemann  ά[ΩŀǉǳŀǊŜƭƭŜ ŘŜ 5ǸǊŜǊ ϑŦŜƴŜŘƛŜǊ ƪƭŀǿǎŜƴϒΥ [ŀ ŘƻǳōƭŜ ƳƛƳŜǎƛǎ Řŀƴǎ 
ƭΩŀƴŀƭȅǎŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŀƭŜ ŘΩǳƴ ƭƛŜǳ ƎŞƻƎǊŀǇƘƛǉǳŜέΣ wŜǾǳŜ ŘŜ ƭΩ!Ǌǘ 137, Sept. 2002, pp. 9-18. St. Jerome Penitent in the 
Wilderness (B.61) also includes faces as double-images in the rock and has been identified as such by three 
scholars. See  
 

Dürer, ±ƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ±ŀƭ ŘΩ!ǊŎƻ (c.1495) 
ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƻŦ άŦŀŎŜέ ŀōƻǾŜ 

Figs. 1-2 Dürer, ±ƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ±ŀƭ ŘΩ!ǊŎƻ, 
ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƻŦ άŦŀŎŜέ ŀōƻǾŜ 2 
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Fig. 3-4  Dürer, St. Jerome Penitent in the Wilderness ŀƴŘ ŘƛŀƎǊŀƳ ƻŦ ŘŜǘŀƛƭΣ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŎƪ άŦŀŎŜέΦ 

 

Elsewhere Jürgen and Michael Tietz identified the rock formation above St. Jeromeôs head in St. Jerome 

Penitent in the Wilderness as a rocky repetition of a hidden ñfaceò in an engraving by Schongauer. 

Thürlemann agreed.
2
 Though there is vague similarity, D¿rerôs rock ñfaceò has more resemblance to St. 

Jeromeôs own face directly below the rock.  Note, for instance, the shape of the nose, the eyebrows and 

the form of the long, bushy beard.   

 

                                                             
2 J & M Tietz in H. Krohm and J. Nicolaisen, Martin Schongauer: Druckgraphik im Berliner Kupferstichkabinett (Berlin) 1991, p. 
128, n.4, cited in Thürlemann, ibid., p. 18, n. 28 


