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ô..Every portrait that is painted with feeling is a portrait of the artist, not of 

the s itter. The sitter is merely the accident, the occasion. It is not he who is 

revealed by the painter, it is rather the painter who,  on the coloured 

canvas, reveals himselfõ   Oscar Wilde, Picture of Dorian Gray  

 

 

 

  



 ©Simon Abrahams 2008                          3 
 

 

Face fusion, a n artistõs use of their own features  in the portrait of 

someone else , is only one of the many ways through which  poetic 

painters  portray external reality for the benefit of some viewers and  an 

inner aspect of their own self  for others . The dual concept  is so at odds 

with  convention al  understanding that its  use elsewhere , from altarpieces 

to still -lifes, is best left  until its presence  in  portraits is more fully 

understood . Yet the claim, however surprising , is not new. Even in  the 

Renaissance patrons and critics wondered why good portrait painters 

produce d poorer likeness es than their less talented colleagues. 1 Isabella 

dõEste, for example, refused to send a portrait of herself by Mantegna to a 

friend on the grounds that òthe painter has done his work so badly that 

it does not resemb le us in the slightest way." 2 One theorist in 1586  

wrote : 

òémost times portraits made by excellent artists are found to 

be painted with better style and more perfection than those of 

others, but most often they are less of a likeness.ó3 
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A review of the lat er literature concluded that eighteenth -century art 

criticism òis riddled with the same paradoxó. Yet though some critics like  

Denis Diderot  came to the specious conclusion  that good artists and 

their sophisticated viewers  were more concerned with style an d artistry 

than resemblance , the original paradox  remained . 4  

Today we still have no alternat ive explanat ion though s pecialists  often 

make observations that suggest the answer offered here : that good ar t ists 

allow mu lt iple viewpoints, tak ing liber t ies with a sit terõs likeness in order  

to portray  an aspect of the ir  own self. For instance, the  presence of a n 

artistõs alter ego  is a fairly common observation  about good  portraits from 

any century . Svetlana Alpers wr ites of Rembrandt , for instance, that òthe 

image in which he casts his sitters is his own .ó5 Even more telli ngly, 

some artists are said to have actually resemble d their sitters . Titian, for  

example, was heavily bearded and painted a disproport ionate nu mber of 

heavily bearded sitters . Frank  Zöllner , one of the few Renaissance ar t  

h istor ians to have studied the issue, wrote of two other  ar t ists: 

ò[It  was said that ] Fra Filippo Lippi and Sandro 

Botticelli often repeated their own physiognomies in 
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almost any face in their paintings because they simply 

could  not avoid painting themselves .éé[And]the 

visual evidence seems to confirm that in fact both 

Filippo Lippi and Sandro Botticelli painted 

thems elves.ó6 

Leonardoõs figures  have long been thought resemble  himself as well 

which is why  the abuse hurled at Li llian  Schwartz for noting  that the 

Mona Lisa õs facial proportions are similar to  h is own was bizarre.  Her 

cr it ics surely knew that  an actual acquaintance of Leonardoõs wrote : 

There is one nowadays who has so fixed  

In his conception the image of himself  

That when he wishes to paint someone else  

He often paints not the subject but himself. 7 

Furthermore , the vast number of Renaissance portraits  once thought to 

be a self -portrait and now rejected as being insuf ficiently like is yet 

further  evidence  of just how many portraits out there  somewhat  resemble 

the artist. 8 Why, one might  well ask , wou ld that  be?     
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This monthõs issue on the artist and his spouse, normally a wife, reveals 

how often self -representation crosses gender as well, just as Schwartz 

suggested of the Mona Lisa .9 Sometimes with unmarried artists, the 

painter appears with or paints an unidentified, perhaps even imaginary, 

woman.   
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         Israhel van Meckenem, The Artist and His Wife Ida , c.1490  

We saw in Issue #1  how Margaret van Eyckõs portrait is the spitting 

image of her husband, Jan. 10   Yet such resemblance is also present  in 

the very earliest extant portrait of an artist and his wife , a woodcut by 

Israhel van Meckenem from around 1490. With their figures at a mirror -

angle to one another,  everything from the ir  headwraps, eyebrows and 

narrow eye -openings to the ir  half -smiles, protruding lower lips and 

highlighted chins reflect one other.   
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    Raphael by Raphael            La Fornarina by Raphael         Raphael by Raphael  

 

In a more famo us example, clearly inspired by the Mona Lisa , the facial 

features  of Raphaelõs La Fornarina  (hair, eyebrows, nose and mouth)  

clearly rhyme with his own .  Other examples from the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries follow.  
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                The Artistõs Wife by Andrea del Sarto                  Del Sarto by Del Sarto  
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The Artist Hans Burgkmair and his wife                  Detail of Hans Burgkmair                       Detail of Burgkmairõs wife 

by Lukas Furtenagel  

In this example Lukas Furtenag el has portrayed another couple, the 

painter Hans Burgkmair with his wife in such a way that once again 

their facial features echo each other.  


