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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.
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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.
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