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The portraits that follow of Britainõs kings and queens are the visual 

icons of British history, the mnemonic markers of the islandõs story. 

Although they  are neither the most important portraits in the history of 

art nor even the best examples of the poetry in question, they are 

nonetheless both widely known and of wide interest.  

Like the portraits in the preceding papers , these royal images were never 

intende d by the artist  as historical records of an actual sitter but as 

depictions of the artistõs alter ego . No doubt they pretended otherwise to 

their patrons  but they and their peers knew better ; the evidence is 

overwhelming. Of the many methods used to practice  this  deception , face 

fusion , for want of a better term, is the easiest to demonstrate . One or 

more of the artistõs features are fused  with  the sitterõs in such a way that 

the end -result can resemble  both  the sitter and the artist. Some are so 

like  the artist, though, that the sitterõs own likeness is questionable. 

Pose, lighting and hairstyle are also used.  

Another of their tricks, linked to pose, is simple. By inverting  or slightly 

rotating a face they were able to help disguise what they had done. 

Today, with computers, it is easy to reverse those changes as I have done 
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in the comparisons below. A common hairstyle is another method , 

whether or not  either person had such  hair in real ity .   

Facial resemblance is not even needed in the practice of self -

representation because  a single feature  will do, as ha s been shown 

previously (Issue 2 ). However, to convince those new to this form of 

visual perception, I have limited the portraits  to those that are obvious 

with the sole exception of Holbein õs. Some r eaders  may want to  improve  

their sight by checking their own observations of similarities against 

mine in the Appendix. With  practice  they  will recognize these methods 

more easily.  

Holbein, one of the first artist s to paint a British king with true illusion, 

was particularly subtle . His patron, after all, had few scruples and  if 

Holbein  had failed to capture the royal head as expected , his own might  

have been at stake . Whatever the reason , note how the following  

features in Henry VIIIõs face match those in Holbeinõs self -portrait:  the 

line of the eyebrows , the curve of the nostril, a sharp contour running 

across the forehead, the turn of the head and the rectangular shape to 

their f aces and beard s. Most subtle is the similarity between their 



  ©Simon Abrahams 2008                           5 

 

mouths , with Henryõs identical to  the central  portion of Holbeinõs. At first 

sight, no -one would say they were the same; it requires close looking.  

In Holbeinõs portrait of the Prince of Wales, later Edward VI, the short 

eyebrows again match Holbeinõs, just as the vertical stripes of Edwardõs 

hair and headwear  echo the artistõs hair. The rectangular face, a Holbein 

characteristic,  is caught  again  in the bulging c heeks  while  the lips, like 

Henryõs, match the central portion of Holbeinõs mouth, only much fuller . 

Finally, the edge of the nostril , shaped like a rectangular parenthesis , 

mimics Holbeinõs too, only smaller.  

The other portraits illustrated here, fourteen more  monarchs and a 

consort, need little explanation  though, as mentioned, a list of 

similarities can be found in the appendix.  
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                Henry VIII by Holbein                                       Holbein by Holbein  
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          Edward VI by Holbein                            Holbein by Holbein  
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        Elizabeth I by Oliver                   Oliver by Oliver  

This miniature of Queen Elizabeth I was described by a leading scholar as 

òwithout doubt..painted from lifeó and òarguably our greatest likeness.ó  

Yet the Queen , perhaps unhappy with the resemblance  even so , is said to 

have disliked it. 1     
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          Elizabeth I by Hilliard                            Hilliard by Hilliard  
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         Charles I by Mijtens                                   Mijtens by Mijtens  


