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Lavater, Stereotype, and Prejudice

Judith Wcchsk'r, Tufts University

Dr-t l icated to the memorv of rny father, Nahum N. Glatzer

That there is  a nat ional  phy. iognotny,  as n 'e l l  as nat ional  charac-
ter ,  is  undenial r le.  lVhoever doubts of  th is can never have observed
mtn of  c i i f ferent  nat ions,  nor have compared the inhabi tants of  the
extrenle confines of anv two.

L.rvatcr .  Lsrays an Phv; iognomyl

DISCUSSIONS OF RACIAL r\ND national traits are often fraught
rv i th  d i f f icu i t ies.  In  our  t ime,  there is  a heightened sensi t iv i tv  to
stercnt \ ' I ' i r )A,  I 'o th in  dai ly  I i fe  and in acaJemic d iscourse.  There is
also increasing assertion of characteristic lraits among various ethnic
groups. We need to distinguish, hor,r 'er'er, betn'een genetic traits
sharecl rvithin a Eroup and the negative associations made on the ba-
sis of such traits.2 Distinctions need to be dratvn as rvell betrveen ob-
servat iorrs  lnr r le  i ronl  ins ide suc)r  t roul )s ,  the posi t ive or  negat ive
predisposi.t ions of outsiders, and scientif ic objectivity. Johann Caspar
Lavater elides these distinctior-rs and assumes that his personal re-
sponse to rac ia l  and nat ional  t ra i ts  is  universai ly  t rue.  The study of
his rvork is informed Lry cur orvn ethnic concerns and sensitivit ies

It is c.-rsr' lo dismiss Lavater's stereotypes of races and nationalit ies

I  r r . ish to thank Chr istop.her Ricks,  for  suggesl ing certa in l ines of  argument,  and

Karcn Kennedy,  rvho did considerable research for  th is paper.

I  Lavatcr ,  339.  Unless otherwise stated,  excerpts { rom Johann Caspar Lavater 's
Physiognornische Fragmente zur Beforderung der iv lenschenkenntni l3 und l ' [enschen-

l iebe,  4 vols.  (Leipzig and lVinter thur:  lVeidmann. Reich,  ancl  Steiner,  1775-78;

repr int ,  Zur ich and Leipzig:  Orel l  Fr iss l i ,  1968-69) are quoted f rom Thomas Hol-

crof t 's  t rarrs lat ion,  Essays on Physiognomy; Designed to Pronlote the Knouledge and

the Loue of  Mankind,3d ed.  (London: Blake,  1840).  Page numbers f rom th is t ransla-

t ion hencefor th appear in parenthescs in the text .

2 The descr ipt ion of  race has to do not  only tv i th shared t ra i ts  but  a lso,  as Sander

Gi lman points out ,  rv i th impl icat ions about socia l  organizat ion.  Sander Ci lman, The

leu's Bodrl (Nerv York: Routledge, Chapman and Hall, 1997), 171-72.

Lavater, Stereotype, and Prejudice

as merelv prejudicial, but we must also beware of stereotypes abu,ui
stereotypes. One needs to distir-rguish betu'een his originai German
text  and i ls  subsequent  edi t ions and t ransla i ions,  r r 'h ich aCd and
delete in varying d-egrees. Lavater lvrites t) 'rat his effort is meant to
gain "knorvledge of predominant character, capacities, taients, pow-
ers, inclinations, activity, genius, religion, sensibif ity, irritabii i ty', ancl
elasticity of men in general" (257). \Nere tirese inteniions aiso those
of his editors and translators? In answering this quesiion, it inrouici
be rvor thrvhi le  to cornpare t ranslat ions of  h is  Physiognaf t r isc l le
Fragntente (7775-78) and to studv what we consider their prejudicial
Ianguagc.  An in i t ia i  survey of  i ts  n inetecnth-centur-v ec i i t :ons sug-
ses ts  l ha f  each  emr - l r as i zes  ce r ta in  na t i ona l i l i es  a t  j he  ev r re r r cp  o fa . * " . "  . . . - .

others. Tlre French edit ion by l . tvt.  Plane, Physiologie, ou l 'art dz
conneitre les hommes sur leur physianc'mie 0797), expands the sec-
t i o n  o n  J e i v s  a n d  i s  c o n s i d e r a b l y  m o r e  v i t r i o l i c . l  j n  H - l c r c i i ' ;
Eng l i sh  ed i t ion  o f  1840,  the  Eng i ish  are  g iven mcre  a t t€ r1r ic r , .  Our
r e a d i n g  o f  L a v a t e r ' s  p r e j u d i c e s  s h o u l d  n o t  o v e r l o o k  s u c h  s h i f  ' , s  i , ,
emphasis due to his editors'  and translators'  olvn notions of nai ior-r
^ . .  j  _ -  - -  T L  _ . . - _  -  _  ̂  ^ f  r ! , : -  -  _ ^ n _  j -  ! ^  . r  ̂ _ i f v  s r r c h  r e a r i i n o  h v  l p l a L _a l r q  r 4 L g .  r  r r Y  P u r  [ r u 5 Y  u ]  t r u 5  P d P < r  r >  t u  L : 4 1

i ng  Lavater ' s  bas ic  p r inc ip les  o [  na t iona l  and rac ia i  t1 'ues  to  h is  spc-
cif ic remarks on Jews, especial lv Moses \ lendelssohn.

Lnt,t ter 's Basic Principt les of Natiottal and Rtt: ial  Tqpes

Nat iona l  and rac ia l  s te reo tvpes  appear  th roughout  ihe  Pr :y : iu6-
n lmische Fragmente-  Though Lavater  be l ieves  tha t  a l l  peop le  a re
Cod 's  npou le .  he  resards  cer ta . in  na t iona l i t ies  ;q  s r r r ra r in r  l r r  r r r i rcp5 .- . - *  "  r ' " r '  - o * ' - "
/ T 1 " . ^ " . - 1 . ^ ' . r  l r " * - -  h i c i n r y  a r r h  n r i i n n ^ l  ^ - ^ . ' ' ^  L . -  r - ' . . 1  ^ i(  l  n r o u g n o u t  n u m a n  . . . - . - . r  . . * , . .  . . l l  g r o u p  n a s  t e l l u c c  t o
assert i ts o'"vn superiori ty.) I t  is rvorthwhile looking at boih thc' cr i ie-
r ia that Lavater uses in his characterizations and the contiadici ions
and confusions imbedded in some of his cl ist inct ions. Nationai i i ies
and races  are  in te rmixed in  h is  d iscuss ions .  Cons ider ,  Io r  examole .
the fol low.ing comparison: "Cornpare a Negro and an Englishman, a
nat ive  o f  Lap land and an  I ta l ian ,  a  Frenchnran and an  innab i ian t  o t
Terra del Fuego. Examine their forms, countenances, characters, and
minds. Their dif ference wil l  be easi ly seen, i i rough i t  r ,vi l l  sometimes
be very dif f icult  to describe scienti f ical ly" (339). Basic dif terences
among ethnic groups seem obvious to Lavater, though he doubts
that they can alr.vays be explained. He oiten cites cther wri iers as

3 ; .M. Plane.  Physio logie,  ou I 'ar t  de connal t re
vols.  ( lv{eudon: Demai l ly ,  1797).
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106 The Faces of PltYsiognomY

Sources of more detai led obServations, with whicl i  we can assume he

concurs. I{e quotes, for example, the natural ist Georges Buffon:

" 'There are as many variet ies among the race of Negroes as among

lVir i tes .. .  The Blacks on the coast of Guinea are extremelV uglV, and

emit an insufferable scent. Those of sofala and Mozambiclue are

hanclsome, and have no i l l  smell" '  (345). Rather than assume that al l

blacks look al ike, Lavater here indirect lv recognizes signif icant dif-

feretrces arnong them. By means of sources l ike Buffon, l ie Ioosens

his habit of lap5ing into general izat ions.

The reasons  tha t  Lavater  c i tes  to  exP la in  phvs ica l  d i f fe rences

arnong ethnic grouPs are reminiscent of those given by other au-

thor i t ies  on  n i t iona l i t y  and race  in  the  e igh teenth  century '  He

echoes N{r-,ntescluieu rviren he writes that "no man is perfect}1'- l ike

another "  ve t  f inds  tha t  the  popu la t ions  o f  cer ta in  na t ions  " rv i l l  re -

se ' rb le  e ich  o ther  t la t  have commerc ia l  in te rcourse ;  they  be ing

acted tr1-ron b; '  the effects of cl imate, imitat ion and habit" (242) In-

deecl, he bel ieves geography and cl imate plav a major roie in the

formation ;-rncl character of iacial traits. Sti l l  concerned with blacks,

he quotes Kant to confimr ihat a hot and moist ci imate is " ' favorable

tr.r il,.e gro1r,tir of aninrals, and prociuces the negro, lvho, bV the prov-

idence'of natLlre, Lrerfect l) '  adapted to his cl imate, is strong, muscular '

agi le; but dirty ' ,  i i rdolet i ,  u.d tr i f l ing"'  (349)'  Such juxtaposi i ion of

t. , iacks ancl ar.Linrals is slrpporisd Lrv a simiiar qLrotat ion from the.art

h is to r ian  loh . r r . in  Joach im lV incke ln rann.  As  E.H.  Gornbr ic l . r  has

pcintecl out, Winckelmann \ras one of the f irst to exempli f l '  the
; 'physiog^o'r ic fal lacy" in the l istory of art b1' attr ib.ut ing "noble

, i*pl i . i i1. ar.rcl  quiet grandeur" to the a.cient Greeks.4 In a remark

on blacks, \ \ / inckehnann Soes to the- opposite erireme: " 'The project-

irrg rntruths oi the Negroes, $'hich the\, have in common lvi th their

nr6nke's, is an excess of gro'.vth, a srvel l ing, occasioned by the heat of

the  c l imate" '  (350) .

Lavater  f  inds  some nat iona i i t ies  eas ie r  to  charac ter ize  than

olhers. The l ]ngl ish and the Germaus str ike him as more dist inct ive

than otl .rer Eurbpeans. English \\ 'onen, he explains, stand out esPe-

ciai ly rvel l ,  not least trecause they "appear to be composed.of marron'

anrf nerve. They are incl ined to be ial l ,  slender, soft,  and as distant

frorn al l  that i-s harsh, r igorous, or stubborn, as ireaven is from

ear th"  (340) .  By  cont ras t ,  the  Srv iss  "genera l l y ,  have no  common

plr l 's iognomy, or national character" (340), though he does dist in-

g., ish ihet-t ' t  bv canton. lVith people l ivi .g closer to home, then'

Lavaier, Stereotvpe, and Prejudice ) '07

Lavater refrains from jumping to conclusions as general as those hg

reaches when ranging farther af ield. Much of his bias seenl-s to cie-

pend on how well  acquainted he is rvi th the countr ies in question'

The b"ttu. he knon's a place, the less l ikelV he is to judge i ts inhabi-

tants hasti ly.
lr ,{any of Lavater 's remarks are comparai ive, pi i t ing orie nar' ion

against another. "[The French] have no traits so bold as the English,

nor so minute as the Germans. I  know them chief ly by their t . ' : th'

and their laugh. The Ital ians I discover by the nose, smali  ey-es, arL: i

project ing chin. The English, b1u their foreheads, and eyebrov;s. T'he

Dutch, by the rotundity of the head, and the r, t 'eakness of the ]rair '

The Germans, by the angles and wrinkles round the eyes, and in t ire

cireeks. The Russians, by the snub nose, and their l ight-colore'1, oi

black hair."s The English and the Germans seem sl igir i ly slrperior tc

ihe Swiss, French, I tal ians and Russians (f ig. 1). Although Lavater

elservhere f inds fault  rvi th the physiognomy of each oi these naticr.s,

his cri t ic ism is minor compared to the deficiencies he f inds arnong

groups l i .ke Afr icans, Laplanders, and Caimuck Tartars. He ran]<s a

6u.rnutl  "with al l  the marks of an European head," for exarnpie,

above "an East Inoian skul l  . . .  forn-red for tnore rude anci sensible,

and less del icate and spir i tual enjovment than the {ormer" {2t3). ! ' ,

Dutchman is compared iavorably to a Calrr.uck, lvhorrr Lavaiar de-

scribes as "rude and gross" (212). At t imes, Lavater regards non-Er'--

ropeans as degraded and even bestial.  In a sequence based otr the

anatomical drawings of Petrus Camper depict ing the evolut icrL of

I i fe  f rom a  I rog  to  Apo l lo ,  he  po in is  ou t  tha t  the  negro  o i  Ango ia  and

the Calmuck have facial angles belolv se', 'eniy degrees and thai "a

further diminution soon loses al i  trace of resemblance to humaniiy"
(-{95). The Calrnuck Tartar l ikewise i ' 'as a "foreheai, rvi ih respect to

lowness, . . .  l rvhich] resembles the forehead of a monkey" (243).

Lavater  then goes  on  to  descr ibe  the  orangou i .ang ; r ' ,d  ape.6  He is

ra ther  ind iscnminate  in  h is  comoar isons  o l '  con t inen is  anc i  raceg,

5  Lu "u te . , 339 - -10 .  I n  one  case  sho rv i ng  such  gene ra l i za t i ons  i n  g re . r t e r  de ta i t ,

Lavater  quotes a "man of  l i terature at  Darmstadt"  ( i .e. ,  Johann Heinr ic i r  Merck) as

saying:  " ln the temperament of  nat ions,  the French c lass is  that  of  ihe sanguine'

Frivol-ous, benevolent, and ostentatious ... At all iimes disposed to eniol life, he Ithe
Frenchman] is  the best  of  companions . . .  No other man has so l i t t le  of  the f l r r rL,  o l '

deep traits, or so much motion He is ali aPlrearance, all gesture; [rvitness] his deai-

nesi to trne music; hts blindness to the higher beauties of painting" (La'zater' 357)

5 As noted earlier, Lavatet's "savages" include a black, a native of Lapland (BLifion,

too, mentions Lapland in his contrasts), and an inhabitant of Terra del Fuego
4 E.IJ.  Combrich,  "On Phvsiognomic Percept ion

ed. (Chicago: Univers i ty  of  Chicago Press,  1985),
, "  Medi tat ions on a Hobkl  Horse,2d

f  L .
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National T1'pes

Johann Casl 'a1 Lavater ,
L't\rt de conrtttttre les lt<.vnmes par Ia plrysionornie,

N{oreau de la Sarthe (Par is :  Prudhontnte,1E06-09) ,  r 'o1.4,  P.  112
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suggest ing  tha t  non-Europeans subs is ted  in  a  combina t ion  o{  e lv , r r r tp
and jung le .

In other rernarks on national and racial tvpes, Lavater associate-c
beauty r,vi th rnoral qual i ty. Here, too, he thinks certain nations and
races dist inct ly inferior. Such faci le l inkage of the aesthei ic and i fLe
ethical is dangerous, but Lavater is not alone in assuming i i ;  most
cultures drarv a clear dist inct ion betrveen "us" and "them." Lavater 's
equation of beautv and morals should be read as beauty of ons s c1"/n
k ind .7  In  the  sec t ion  t - r f  h is  Fragmente  en t i t led  "On ihe  Harmcny be-
t r r 'een  N lora l  and Corporea l  Beaut l ' , "  he  sumrnar izes  h is  pos i i i cn :
"The moral lv best, the most beauti ful.  The moral ly worst, ihe 'rncst

deformed."S This correlat ion of faces and morals holds not oniv fr>r
i n d i v i d u a l s ,  b u t  a l s o  f o r  e n t i r e  c o n r m u n i t i e s ,  h e  e x p l a i n s :  " i  c o . i -
s tan t ly  f ind  th . r t  the  vu lgar ,  co i lec t i i ' e lv ,  i rhe ther  c I  n ; i io r . ,  t v lvn .  o i
v i l lage ,  a re  rhe  nros t  d is lo r ted"  ( I01) .  In  keep i r rg  v . ' i th  th . . ' : r  re l : : i ve
facial beautv, Europeans suffer least frorn such vulgari t . , '  and ci isicr-
t ion .  Europe. t l rs  a re  no t  neccssar i l l '  v i r tuous ,  I  ava Ier  a igues ,  bu i  , i1
r  - '  - !  t L  . '  ' - '  ' - . . - L t ^  o f  a  l l r e a i p r  d e p r e e  6 f  i m n r , r v c m n n r  l h ) n  ^ t l - ' . - rl g d > t  L t L < )  d l g  l a P d u i g  u ! 6 r L !  v a  r r l i P l U l c r i t (  l i L  l r l a : !  U l l

nations. FIe does not make i t  cjear rvhether this capabil i t t '  is ciue ro
h e r e d i t l ' o r  t ' n v i r o n m e n t ,  t h o u g h  h e  d o e s  s e t  l i r n i r s  t o  i t ,  " s  r , r : l l  a s
r ^  : r ^  - _ _ _ . : , _  -  ^ _  r  r - ^ r . : . ^  _  . . . _ - - r  1 - _ - e :  , , T h e  

i l t J s i  b e l l r l e o i - : 9r u  l L >  u y l , u > 1 r q /  4  E U U U - i u u N l l l b  i l L U r  4 r  r a P S

countenance is  capab le  o f  excess ive  deg:adat ion ,  anC ihe  nos t  d : -
fo rnrcd  o i  I i ke  improventen t :  bu t  r rch  f . - r rm,  ea , 'h  ccu i r tenar r ie  rs
n , ' 1 , '  . ' r , . i l a l o  n i  r  - o . r . i n  I . i - . 1  . - )  A ^ . , - ^ D  ^ f  . l a a r ) . l r r i , r t -  n r  iO I r I V  C a ! ' a O l e  ( 1 r  a  C e r ( a l n  K I n O  a n O  C l e B f e g  w r  u s E r d u a , r u i -  u r  r i . i -

provemen i "  t l 57 ) .  A l t h t rugh  a i )un ' i ng  f o r  mora l  chan ! :e ,  Lava re r
sticks to his basic claim that physical features show moral character.

Lavater  " rat ional izes"  theologl '  through pseudo-sc ience.  Ft is  ot -
servat ions arc in f luenced bv theological  bel ie f  at rd rac ia l  I ' rc ;ud! . - i .0

/  The eqrrat iorr  of  t ruth r r i th beauty was chal lengc. l  in  L. ivater 's  i ime. Short) i  af t " ' r
the publ icat ion of  the f i rs t  volume of  Lavater 's  Fragmente,  N{oses Mendeissohtr
wrole Random ldeas on the Harmony of Inner and Outer Beauty, which rvas not pub-
l ished unt i l  1820. Alexander Al tmann descr ibes holv N{endelssohn adni t ted thar
"natural organic L.eings ... have a physiognomy in the sense that their outer appeai-
ance corresponds to their inner quality," but how he "severelv restricted its applica-
bilit!'. The correspondence between interior fitness and exterior beauty coulC not be
considered a general  ru le of  narure.  Both beautv and i ts  absence could be decept ive . . .
iv{enrfe lssohn fe l t  ihat  nat ional  character  p layed a part  in the preferenccs of  taste."
Alexander Al tnrann,  Moses lv lendelssohn: A Biographical  Study (Univers i ty ,  Ala. :
Univers i tv  of  Aiabama Press,  1973),  318-19.

8 Lavater ,99.  Lavater  s imi lar ly  asserts that  " the most deformed expressicns also
betoken the most deformed states of  mind" (Lavater ,  98).

9 Marcia Al lentuck wr i tes that  "Lavater  immersed himsel f  in eth ical  and apoca-
h.pt ical  speculat ions,  combining the ; 'nvst ical  and esoter ic  tendencies of  the i l lumi-
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Some o f  h is  cn l igh tened conter ) lporar ies ,  par t i cu la r ly  the  aphor is t
Ceorg  Chr is toph L ich tenberg ,  thought  h is  theor ies  un founded and
h is  s ty le  in f ia ted .  L ich tenberg  \vas  concerned iv i th  the  uncr i t i ca l
pupu iar  uml ' r , rcc  o f  Lavater ' s  t l reor i .  ln  1777,  he  pub l ished an  essay
la te r  t i t led  "Uber  Phys iognomik , "  in  rvh ich  he  took  issue n ' i th
Lavater ' s  no t i t ,n  o f  p l rvs iognon ' ry  and i t s  b . rs ic  p remise  tha t  there  is  a
causal relal ionship betrveen physical appearance and morai charac-
ter. Lichtenlrerg countered that societ l '  and environment pla1, '  a sig-
nif icant role in the cievelopment of character. He also dist inguished
betrveen ph; 'sioenoml, arrd p,rthc-rtnomvi referr ing to facial expres-
sions rvir ich are more indicative of f leeting emotions than of under-
r , . i , . ^  - t , r r r - ! ^ r  r - , r  , . . l r i . h  l r o  e l : i , n e . ]  r o a 6 h  u 5  f a r  m o r e  t h a n  t h e' J  ̂ " b  ' " " '

f i xed  fea lu res  s tud ied  bv  Lavater .  In  a  sa t i re  on  Lavater ' s  s ty le ,
"Fragnrerrt von Schn': inzen" (1,783), Lichtenberg depicted various
f t r rn rs  o l  p ig ta i l s ,  i run ica l i v  p ra i : i r rg  the i r  phy 's iop inomic  qur l i t ies . l0
( )ne  c lcsc : ip r i r 'n  o I  a  t i reu ' ing  g i lun  there  re ; rds :  "A ]nros t  the  idea l

i . ig ta i l .  The shaf t  teu ton ic ,  s tee l - l i ke ,  the  f lag  nob le ,  the  rose  o f  ag-
gress ive iy  iov ing  tenderness .  I t  s r ra r ls  deat l i  to  the  ph i l i s t ine  and to
thc  unpa i t . l  i . i l l .  Cer ta in l ) '  rnorc  l -o \ rc r  than prudence. " l  l

l -di ' i t  er '  s Re nrnrl :s on I eTJJs

L ikc  h is  s t . r ten len ts  on  na t iona l  and rac ia l  t t ' pes ,  Lavater ' s  re -
marks on Jervs indicate degrees of prre;udice. A dist irrct ion should be
t i ra rv r r  b r , l rvccn  h is  genera l  comments  o t \  Je tvs ,  spec i f i c  tex ts  tha t  he
qriotes, his comments on the representation of Jervs in paint ing, and
his cl irect encouniers. I l is general comrnents seem consistent n' i th
h is to r ica l  s te rco types  o f  Jervs .  In  one passage,  Lavater  observes
"charac ter is t i cs  o f  the  na t iona l  Jer l i sh  coun ienance,  the  po in ted
ch in ,  Io1111pq l ips ,  and rve l l -de f ineC midd le  l ine  o f  the  mouth"  (353) .

His foct is on these features is harr- l lv surprising, gir, 'cn their impor-
tancc  i r r  l r i s  l , r rg r ' r  schenre .  I - le  c lservhcre  erp la ins  tha t  I ips  c lose ly

nat i  rv i th thc rat ional is t ic ,  quasi-sc ient i f ic  leanings of  the Encyclopaedists,  whi le
assimi lat ing many of  the schui i . rmer isch aspects of  h is surroundings."  N{arc ia Al len-
t r rck,  "Fusel i  and Lavater ;  lhysiognonr ical  Theorv and the Enl ightenment,"  Studies
on Yol td i re anl  t l te Eighleenlh Centur. . t  5-5 (19o7):  92.

1 0  - .r "  C ( ' r ) rA  Ch r r i t o f , l r  L i ch tenbc rg ,  "F ragmen t  von  khn ' Jnzen .  E in  Be i t r ag  zu  den
Physiognor.n ischen Fragmenten,"  in h is Schr i f len und BAet 'e,  ed.  lVol fgang Promres,
vcrl. 3 (lvlnnich: I I;tnscr, 1967), 5?1.

11 Quoteci  in Gombrich,  46,

Lavater ,  S tereo type,  and Pre iud ice t . i 1

n a r a l l p l  r ^ h , r r a e t e r  I t  f ] -  - - '  - - -  i : - - -  :  : -  t ^ ^ .  B u t  f l a w s  i i r  s u c h  l ' ; a -.  r r  r r l t r )  d l g  l l l l r i ,  l L  I > /  L U U

tures clo not necessari ly indicate moral t ief iciencies. Lavaiei iem-arl is,
fo r  e . r rmp ie ,  tha t  ' 'The  po in ted  ch in  i s  genera l i y  he ld  to  be ;  s ig : i  ' . . ' ,
acu teness  and c ra f t ,  though I  know verv  wor thy  persons  r r ' i th  sur l r
ch ins"  (39u) .  He e ' , 'a lua tes  par ts  o f  the  body  a ;ccrc i ing  to  Ihe i r  n : : , i ; l
func t ion . l2  Th .e  mouth  and ch in  suggest  an ima l  1 i fe ,  the  nose arLC
cheeks, morai and sensual l i fe. i3 For him, the nose is " ihe founcta-
t ion, or alrutment, of the brain" (390) and thus an especial iy irnpoi-
tan t  c lue  to  charac ter :  "A  nose phys iognomica l l l ' good is  o f  unspeah-
ab le  r r 'e igh t  in  the  ba lance o f  phys iognon l \ ' :  i t  can  be  ou in 'e !gncr i  o1
n o t h i n g  r r ' h a t e v e r "  ( 4 7 1 ) .  L i k e  o t h e r  e t h n i c  g r o u p s ,  h o w e r e i , ; e ' , , ' s
seem to fal l  short of this strange ideal: "The Tartars, geneial iy, } i ; ive
f la t ,  indented  noscs ;  the  Negroes  broad,  and the  Jen 's ,  har r ' k  nose ' ; . ' ' r '
I \ I i , L ^ , , !  - -  - : r :  -  , ^ r . r p r . p  , n  T p \ v q  i : r . 4 i € , i  f e m a f f - S  t h : t  S U C hr l l L l l U u L  ) y s ( r l l L  l s l ( r L r . ! L  . u  J L  "

"haw'k" noses seldom bode rvel l :  "Noses rt 'hici ' r  ar"e ntucfi  t- i r- i i recl
dorvnr . , 'a r r - l s  a re  never  t ru iy  good,  t ru iv  c l reer iu l .  o r  nob lc ,  i i  B : 'e r l .
Thc i r  thoug i r ts  and inc l ina t ions  a ln 'ay 's  ten<.1  to  ear th .  The ' '  r . c  c iose ,
co ld ,  i re . r r t less ,  incomnrun ica t ive ;  o f ten  n la l i c ious iy  sarcas i i c ,  l i i
h r r m o r r : . e d  o r  e . < t r e m p l y  1 1 , ' 1 6 6 ) 1 6 n 4 l y i ; 6  O f  f n e i a i i . - h C l i C .  r r ' ,  h E f

arched in  the  upper  par t ,  thev  are  fe r r iu l  a rd  vc lup iuo t ts "  172 ' , .
Lavater is not alone in making such noses seern r,roral ly ociJus. 

' f ,he

OxforJ  I lq l i s , r  D ic t ionary  nores  tha t  lhe  express ion  "haru l :  no :c ' '  : -
often usecl in scorn or cierision, derived as ir  is fron-r the iraits c! '  the
har r ' k  tha t  car r  be  "app l ied  to  a  person,  in  r ,a r io i i s  senses  der ive i
f ro rn  t i re  na lu re  o f  the  L t i rC . - r f  p rey :  e .g .  one r r 'ho  prc ' .>  Jn  c t t r r : ' j ,  :
- . ^ - ^ i  , ,  .  . l r : r n a r  , , -  n L o : t .  ^ n D  , . ' }  ^  ; -  1 . . . . . *  . 1 . , 1  . \ .  -
r a P a C l O L l S  l l e I S O n ,  a  5 . . * .  ,  - . . -  \ \ ' n O  l S  N e e n  a l l a l  E i : : ! r '

r -  5uch  co r re l a t r un  o f  phy : i ca i  and  mora l  qua l i i r es  r s  cspe r i a l i y  c l r r r ' . , h i . - r  Ldva :e r '
der ives ' ' the lc) \ \ :est  and most earth l r ,  . . .  f rom the r im of  the bel ly  to ihe orgar,s or '
generat ion . . .  The middle or  moral  l i fe rvoulC be seateci  in the breasi ,  and ihe i ,ear i
rvould be i ts  cr .ntra l  point .  The rntc- l lectual  l i ie . . .  rvould resic ie in the head, arr ; i
have the el  e for  i ts  centre.  I f  r r 'e  take the counlanance as t i re representat ive . i i .o
epi tome of  I these]  three di r , is ions,  then n ' i l l  the forehead, to the eye-bror i 's ,  be the
m i r r n r  n r  i r n  r o e  n f  l h p  t r n d - r ( i 1 n . l ' n e "  l T  : 1  a t e r  l O )

13 Lavater  a lso notes that  " the nose [ indicaies]  taste,  sensib i i i ty  and feel ing, ;  t l re
l ips mi ldness and anger,  love and hatred;  t i re chin,  the deg:-re:nd species of  - ;ensu-
a l i t y "  ( Lava te r ,  19 { ) .

14 Lavater ,  3r)?.  Aqui l in is  used in t l - re French edi i ion,  L 'Art  de ccnnai i re les honur, :s
pLtr  I r  phvsianlm:,e,  ed.  Moreau de la Sarthe,  1O vols.  (Par is:  L.  Prudhomme, lEO6_
09),  ?:201.  Bv contrast ,  Lavater  wr i tes that  "The noses cf  Engl ishrnen are seldoin
pointecl, but generally round. If rve nlav judge from their portraits. the Dut.h seidoil
have hani . lsome or s igni f icant  noses.  The nose of  the I ta l ian is  large and energei ic .
The  g rea t  men  o f  F rance .  i n  mv  op i r ' , i on ,  heve  t he  cha rac te r i s t i c  o f  t he i r  g r ca t ( r ( . 9 :
general l r , ,  in  the nose" (Lavater ,392).
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ing . " ts  Accord ing  to  var ious  n ine teenth-century  r . r ' r i te rs  on  rac ia l
dist inct ions, the nose and nostr i ls are considereci one of the most
dist inct ive features of ]er,r 's, along with dark hair and eyes.16 Indeed,
most caricatures of Jer.vs from the f i f teenth to the twentieth century
shorv the hook nose.17 The Jervs depicted in Lavater 's phvsiognomrc
volumes are shorvn, rr. i th one exception, in prof i le - the better to
del ineate their noses.

Lavater '-q general colnnlents on Jervs are negative; for example,
ire writes of "the pusi l lanimous face of a stupid and debased Phar-
isee"  ( f ig .  2 ) ,  and the  inscr ip t ion  under  one i l lus t ra t ion  in  the  Ger -
nran  ed i t ion  o I  i r i s  Frcsr r rc r r le  reads  "Hard-hear ted  rabb i . "18  Bur
L a v a t c r ' s  t o n e  i s  n e v e i  a s  s c u r r i l o u s  a s  t h a t  o f  p r e v a i l i n g  a n t i -
Semi t i c  l i te ra iu re ,  such as  Jo i rann Andreas  E isenmenger 's  Entdeck-
tes  ludent l tun  (1717) .  Lavater ' s  c i ta t ions  o f  o ther  sources  s imi la r lv
shon' ihat he iended to gencral ize such judgments less readi lv than
some of his contemporaries. Consider this t luotat ion of the eccentrtc
dramatist j .N{.I(.  Lenz: " ' I t  appears to me renarkable that the Jervs
siroulcl have carr ied rvith them the marks of their countrv and race
to  a l l  par ts  o f  t l . re  rvor lc - l ;  I  mean the i r  shor t ,  L , lack ,  cur l l ' ha i r ,  and
brorvn  c t>rnp l r ' ' . i on .  -  The i r  qu ick r rcss  o I  s ; .ecch ,  has te ,  and abrupt -
ness in al l  thcir act iorrs, appear to proceed from the same causes. I
imagine the Jervs have more gal i  than other men." ' ie I t  is signif icant
that Jervs, in this c-lescript ion, l ' rave negroid features - black, curly
hair and a brorvn complexion. Sander Gilman points out that Jews
were regardeci as "black" or at least "swarthy" in nineteenth-century
eihnographic l i icrature: "The blackness of the Je'"r ' ,"  Gilman writes,
" lvas not only a r.nark of racial inferiori ty, Lrut also an indicator of the

t 'The O:, ford Engl ish Dict ionanl ,  7t1 ed. ,  s .v.  "harvk."

i5 S. t .  "Th" Nose,"  Tl ie leu, ish Encvclope: l ia,  l2 vols. ,  ed.  Is idore Singer (Nerv york:
Funk  and  lVap ;na l l s , 1906 -07 ) .  C i lman  quo tes  Geo rges  Jabe t ,  r v r i t i ng  as  Eden
Warwick in Nofes on No-.es (1848),  rvho "character ized the'Jetv ish or  Hawknose'as
'very conve\, and preserv[ing] its convexity like a bor+', throughout the whole length
from the e)cs to the t ip.  I t  is  th in and sharp . . .  I t  indicates considerable Shrewdness
in wor ld ly matters;  a deep insight  into character ,  and faci l i ty  of  turning that  in-
s ight  to prof i table account." '  Ci lman, 181,  a lso points out  that  the Jerv ish nose rvas
associated rv i t l i  thc moral  nature of  Jervs.  As he explains,  i t  "came to be the s ign of
the pathological  jen, ish chaiacter  for  Westem Jews."

i7 See E<luar, l  Fuchs,  Die lut )en in der Kaikntur  (N{unich:  Cuhl ,  i921).

18 Lavater ,  PhysiL) tnomische Fragmenle 4:307 ("e in harts inniger RaL>bi") .

19 Lavater ,  352-53.  Cal l ,  or  b i le,  accor i l ing to Tlrc Ort 'ord Engl ish Dict ionary,  de-
notes rancor, bitterness of spirit, and in certain metaphoncal uses, poison or venom.

Ris
, \ .

Figure 2

A Pharisee

]ohann Caspar Lavater ,
L 'Ar t  de connai t re les hommes pal  Ia  p i iys ionomie,

Moreau de la Sarthe (Paris: Prudhomme, 1806-09), voI. 5,ed. p . 2 2 1
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diseased natr ire of the Jew."20 untike Lenz, Lavater refrains from
implf ing such charged racism rvith re; iard to Jews.

Let us r low turn to the issue of visual representation and the ex-
tent to rvhich Lavater 's descript ions of individuals and types, specif i-
ca l l y  Jews,  a re  based o .  h is 'nders tand ing  o f  pa in11r . , rs , -p r in ts ,  o r  l l -
lustrat ions. Lavatcr hiniself  nc)tes that theie is an int imate and direct
connection betrveen physiognomy and pai^t ing. one needs to exam-
ine the relat iorr of rvord to inrage, the relat ive contr ibutions of the
vistral art ists to Lavater 's text. I t  is not al lr 'ays clear rvhether Lavater
is  comment i^g  on  a  g ive .  i l l us t ra t ion ,  o r  i ' i re ther  he  re fe rs  to  h is
orr 'n mental image of the characler of the person i t  depicts. Nrtoses,
fctr exanrple, is pictured rvith horns and a long l .eard, in prof i le, fac_
i r rg  le f t  ( f ig .3 ) .  Lavater ' s  descr ip t ion  o f  ih is  f igure  reads :  , ,T I . ' , i ,  . . .  fa . .
is very base, the .ose iras no ciraracter, the eve is bad, and the eve-
t roh 's  a re  miscrab le . "21

. Comments c.rn paint ings strmetirnes pertain only to their repro_
dtrct ions in his Frrrgnrcri lc, rvhich often distort,  exaggerate, or simplv
lack  comi*ensura te  sk i l l .  La 'a te r  exprqss ly  c r i t i c i zes  some i l lus i ra -
t iorrs. anrl  his cr i t ic ism cuts both rvals. Sometir-nes he f inds that an
i l lus t ra t ion  I la t te rs  i t s  sub jec t  too  much.  Re jec t ing  an  engrav ing
Lrascci orr i iernbra.di 's Eccc I lomr, for example, l ie r ir i tes, "I"bel ieve
thztt i f  therc rvere peopls rvorse than the pl. ,arisees and sadducees
n'ho raged against Jesus, thel '  rvould look e'en rvorse than these."22
other  i t ius t ra t ions  exaggera ie  the i r  s r rb jec ts '  fa r . r l t s .  Regarc t ing  Ho l -
Lreirr 's del. ict ion of Juclas in The !,nst supTter, i l lustrate". i  by irr en-
graving based on that paint ing (f ig. a), Lavater comments: , ,Who can
persuade h iDrse l f  tha t  an  apos t le  o f  Jcsus  chr is t  ever  hac l  an  aspec t
l i ke  ih is ,  o r  tha l  the  sa ' iour  cou ld  have ca l led  such a  countenance
io ihe ;rpostleship? And * 'hose feel ings rvi l l  be offendetl  rvhen t,e
pronour.rce a visa€je l ike this base and r ' ' ickeci? who coulcl place con-

2 t )  C i lman ,  177 -  i - 4 ,  r r , r i t es  t ha t_  Je * . s  r ve re  r ega rded  as  a  m i xcd  race  hav ing
"hybr id izet i "  r ' i th  b lacks c iur ins the Alexanclr ian exi le.  Robert  Knox,  rvho rvrote ex-
tensively on anatonlv and ant l r ropolosv,  observed that  the le.wish physiognomy has
" l ips r .ery fu l l ,  mouth project ing,  chin smal l ,  and I rhat ]  the rvhoie,  phl ls iogno.n,r ,
rvhen swarth\ ' ,  as i t  of ten is ,  has an Afr ican look. , ,Robert  Knox,  The Racu of"Man: A
Fragrncnl  (Phi lar te lphia:  Lea & Blanchard,  1850),  133.

21 L.avatcr ,  l t l ivs iognomische Fragtnente 1:124 ( , ,d ie i3 . . .
d ie.  Nase ohn al len groLlcn Character ,  das Auge schlechl
Is i  nc i l  erbi rnr l ich") .

22 La'ater ,  I 'husiognornische Fragmente 1:86 ( , , lch glaube, rJal3 wenn es N{enschen
gi l 'c ,  d ie noch schl imrncr vr i ren,  a ls d ie rv ider Jesum rastnden phar is ier  und sad-
ducier ,  dal3 s ie noch rvei t  schl immer aussehen u,r i rden. , , ) .

Cesicht  [ is t ]  sehr gemein,
. . .  und  d i e  Augenb raunen
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Moses

Tolrann Caspar Lavater, Physiognoruische
zur Bef  drderung der  Nlenschenkenntn i f i  und

(Leipzig and lVinterthur: Weidmann, Reich, and
vo| .  7 ,  p.124
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Judas (after Holbein)

Jolrairn Caspar Lar.ater, pltt lsiognornischt
zur  Bcfordu 'unE der  Menschenkenntn i13 und

(Leipz ig and Winter tht r r :  Weidmann,  Reich,  and
vol .  1 ,  p.  79

Fragtnente,
!v4enschen l ieb  e
> r e l n e r /  t / / j - / 6 ) ,

Lavater, Stereotype, anC Prejudice

f idence in  such a  nran?"  (36) .  Lavater  wants  more  subt ie  por t r ' : i i s .  in
the  or ig i r r r .  Cernran  tex l ,  h is  r lescr ip t ion  o f  Ho lbe in 's  K t ;s  o i  judns
(i ic. i )  states that one needs to feel both the terr ible betraval and the
greatness  o f  the  fa l len  A -^ - r r^  . . . { r : - . ,  rL  -  '  i /HOIbe in  Shor ,vS r rS  Or r ivn P u ) L r Y /  d u u l r L E  L r r d L  r  l 9 1 u q l r r  > l l u w >  L l >  u i l - f

the betral 'er. Raphael would have shorvn us the aposi ie at the same
time."23 This desire for complexity should not be overstated.; Lavater '
also observes that Holbein's Judas has "the true physiognomy o{ a
s t ingv  person"  a r rd  " ihe  L 'ases t  I face ]  i .ha t  one can in iag ine . "14  The
Frenc] 'r  edit ion makes things even worse b1' noting that Judas pos-
sessed "neither generosity, nor tenderness, nor nobi l i ty of spir i t .  The
sordid Je*' . . ."2s Given only in the French translat ion, hcrvever, such
harsh remarks shorv whv we cannot aln'avs at ir ibute the prejuCice
founcl in his texts to Lavater himself.

Such caut ion  in  in te rpre t ing  Lavater ' s  i i l us t ra t ions  is  necessarJ /
both rvhen stereotypes of Je',vs seem perpetuated and ' ,vlLen they are
re jec ted .  La ter  in  h is  tex t ,  there  is  another  comn" .en t  on  Ho lbe in  s  ] r i -
das, but not direct iv by Lavater, . .vho does not identi f ; 'his source. tr ts
s te rco tvp ica l  assoc ia t ion  o f  Jud . rs  and Je \vs  i s  s t r i k ing :  "Th is  Je lv  ra :
-  - !  ' L  - *  ' r r  -  '  - ' ^ 1 p c t  f o r  i h e  l e q i s l , r t r r r t ' .  o r  h i s  s ; t n e r i , r : i :  i t , 'I r U l  l l l s  > I l l d l l g > l  ,  s > P L ! r  r v r  L r r L  r L b r r r a L u r

scourges the people, lvho have done him no injury, rt ' i t l . .  -whips; he
g o e s  t o  b a n c u e f i r t g s .  w h p r e v e '  h e  i s  i n v i t p . l  , l n { l  r n . r k p c . r ; r r v . } r c  i >
a  verv  misch ie f  maker ;  and la ie l \  he  sa id  to  h is  compan ior rs ,  J  a r r
no t  ; lme lo  se t td  l t , rce ,  bu t  a  su 'o r , l " '  (4 {8) .  Con lerse ly ,  rno :e  ca ie i  u i
and d i f fe ren t ia ted  remarks  on  judas  do  no t  a iwa l ' s  corne  f ron
Lavater himself.  In his "Remarks on an Essav upon Physicgnomy by
T - r o f p s s o r  I  i c h t e n h e r r  / '  L ^  " ' ^ ! ' ^  r  ;  - L r  - r b e r s  c o m m e n l i i r c  r ' i t r ; i :L r \ r L r r r r u ! r 5 ,  r t g  \ l u U L g )  L l l l l L g l l -  - - o  - . - - . - - - - - - - - - . o  - - - .

- . - ^ 1 , ,  ^ -  r ! - ; -  - - - ^ ; - - ^ ^  ^ r  T , . . { - - .  / / / L , l - -  ^ ^ - - ^ ^ 1 . ,  ^ ^ . , 1 1  } ^  r tSaner )  on  rn rs  sarne  i rnaSe or  Juuas :  Juoas  scarce l ) '  cour t r  oe  i f t : ,
d i r t r , ' .  d p f o p - r r e d  m c n d i r - a n t  n : i n l p d  h v  H n l h e i n  \ 1 6  l . ' p 6 6 . 1 1 :  u : i - i ov " ' - " r '  ' "

associates r r r th  the good,  betravs wi th a k iss,  anci  a i terv. 'ards nai ' ,g :
h imsel f ,  loo\> thus.  \ {y  erper ience leads me to supposc Jud;s m'r : r
have been distinguished by an insinuating couitenance, and ari ever

zJ Lavater ,  Physiognamische Fragmente 1:82 ("Holbein zeigt  uns nur Cen Verrather.
Raphael  wt i rde uns zugleich den Apostel  gezeigt  haben.") .

24 Lavater ,  Physiognomische Fragmente 1:81 ("Die wahre Physiognomie ei r ,es
Ceiz igen . . .  das niedertracht igste,  das s ich gedenken l i i8 t . " ) .

25 [-avater, L' .4rt de connaitre les honrnes 5:367 (" ... nt g6n6rosit6, ni tsnCresse, ni no-
biesse d 'Ame. Le Jui f  sordide .  . . " ) .
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ready  smi le . " '25  Nonethe less ,  the  fac t  tha t  Lavater  a lso  o f fe is  h is
readers more reasoned assessments l ike this suggests that he was noi
consistentlv hosti le to Jews.

Moses Mendelssohn

The relationship of Lavater to lv{oses N,{endeissohn, ihe most irn.-
portant Jewish philosopher of the Enlightenment, suggests rhat he
might have had a more appreciative attitude toward jer.vs rvheir he
encounterecl them personallv. Lavater was impressed b1, t1g thssi-
ogy of the Enlightenment and eager to meet Mendel.ssohn. After do-
ing so, ire noted on 18 April 1763 that lvlendelssohn rvas "an aifabie,
- - : : - - !  . - . . r  - - r  - L r : - : - -  ^  L - - r t h e r  l r r  h i s  b r p t h r . e n  l h el a q l a l ( L  ) 9 u r  . , .  b < r r s l v u s  d r | J  u u r r 5 r r r B . . 1  u l v ! r L L r

Je*'s, complaisant and respectful to them, Ioved and honored by
them in return."Z7 Their relat ions, however, \vere rot a)rn'aj.s sc cor-
d ia l .  Lar . 'a tc r ' s  German t rans la t ion  c f  Char les  Bonr ,e t ' s  I  a  Pa i -
ingdnds ie  p l ' , i l osoph ique ou  Id ies  sur  l ' d ta t  passd e t  s t t r  I ' d ta i  iu l .u r
des ttres oit ,ans (1769) is dedicated to \ , lendelssohn, but ."; i th a ir i is-
s ionarv  fu rpose Spur red  on  by  theo log ians  i . r 'ho  debated  ihe  p ,o is i -
bi l i ty '  of convert ing Mendelssohn to Christ ianit-v, Lavaier demanded
that \{enclelsso}rn"actual ly do so unless he could refute Bonnet's ai-

tument  descr ib ing  re r "e la t ion  as  a  n r i rac le .  Lavater  pu t  th i ;  e l i : r - , ' ra -
t ive in language that combines tolerance and zealotry:

lr lost venerable Sir!  I  know no b'etter wa1'of e.xpressrng the respcct ir \str l te, l
into n1\'mind b'y vour excellent rvritings and your even nlore ercellent char-
acter, \vhich is that of an Israel i te in whom there is nc gui le . . .  than dedr-
cafing to vou the best phi losophicai examinai i<tn o( ChrisLianify knov/n to
me...  Refule i t  pubi iclv in case you f ind the essentut, argxmenis aiciuccC jn
support of the facts of Christ ianlty to b'e incorreci -b

I r {ende lsso l rn  l r 'as  deep ly  embar rassed and angered b1 '  th is  p -b l i i

l b  Lava te r .  l .  I  l l .  The  F rench  t r ans la t i on ,3 :221 -  222 ,  beg ins  " l l  n  es t  1>as  c rovab ie .
di tes-vous,  que Judas ai t  rescmbl6 d ce hideux et  sale personnage, d ce jur f  mendiant
que Holbein a peint." The Holcroft translation shows an exotic man in a turban, rtth
a large nose and thick hps, of rvhom Lavater writes: "The conformation of tfre head,
the overhJnging of  the forehead, a lone,  Jecidedlv spe.rk : tupiJ i ty ,  :ncapabie cf  r r , -
st ruct ion;  and not  less so the posi t ion of  the nose to the mouth,  perfect l ,v  bn; ta l ,
wi thout  af fect ion or  mental  enjovrnent :  the eves,  chin,  and beard,  a l i  correspond"
(Lavater ,273).

27 Quoted in Al tmann, 201.

28 Quoted in Ai tmann, 209.
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The Kiss of Judas
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cha l lcnge.  \Vhen they  met  in  1763,  he  had spoker t  re iuc tan t iv  about
theological 1-natters and rvith t l ' re understarrding that their conversa-
t ion  rvor - r ld  re rna in  p r iva te .  \V i th  a  lack  o f  d isc re t ion ,  Lavater
bror-rght thrrse matters out into the open. They then exchanged a
ser ies  o f  c l ip io rna t ic  bu t  i rnpass ioned le t te rs  un t i l  Lavater  re t rac ted
h i s  c h a l l e n g e .  L a v a t e r ' s  t o n e ,  i n  r e s p o n s e  t o  a  l e t t e r  f r o m
\ 1 r ' r r t l c l s s o i r n ,  s o u n d s  c o n c i l i a t o r y :  " L e t  n t e  n o n ' p r o c i a i m ,  i n
hom. ' rge  to  t r t r th ,  tha t  I  meet  in  Vour  le t te r  rv i th  sent iments  wh ich  l
r :rore than revere; sentiments, tvhicir have beguiled me into tears,
rvh ich  -  pardon my rveakness  -  d rew fo r th  the  e jacu la t ion ,
'Wou lc i  to  Go 'J  tha t  he  l \ ' e re  a  Chr is t ian . " '2e  Never the less ,  s ince
I-avater thor-rght that the Jewish phi losopher had seen the trut i .r  of
much e lse ,  h is  re fusa l  to  acknot , , ' i edge the  t ru th  o f  Chr is t ian i ty  must
have seenrcd a sl igirt  or reject ion of Lavater 's bel iefs.

Perhaps that is rt 'hy Lat 'atcr kept on prosel l ' t iz ing even after his
p'- ' rsc'rr;r l  n-reeting '"vi th N{endelsso}rn lecl to such embarrassment. In
h is  Fr r ignrc rL fc ,  he  reproduces  a  s i lhouet te  o f  Mende lssohn ( f ig .  6 )
and c lescr i l . , , s  i t  in  te rms shor r ' ing  horv  commi t ted  he  remained to
ccrn . , 'e r t ing  i i re  Je* ' i sh  p rh i losopher .30  In  a  rhe tor ica l  ques t ion  ad-
r i res .ec l  to  h is  re t rder ,  Lavater  " reads"  the  s i lhouet te  rv i th  h is  usua l
e n t h u s i a s r n :

S u p p o s c J l v  1 o u  k n o r v  i h i s  s i l h o u c t t e ?  I  c a n  h a r d l -  r n n c e : l  f r n m  \ ' ^ , ,  r h : t  i t
i .  t ' ,  '  ̂  irrr; lv aor. ," -"i i io.; 

";;.;.. ' ;; i  a;; i.. 'r ;:;, .r; ' ; i ;;;:;:,:
a n)( . )n lcrrr t , '1s i f  \ \ 'ant ing to sar ' :  "Perheps a fLrol !  A vulgar,  tact less soul ! "
Orre rvho crrr r ld sa).a th ing l ike th is or  could bear another saying so should
close rny book,  throw i t  a i l 'av -  and permit  me to stop th inking lest  I  pass
jLrdgment on him! I  revel  in th is s i lhouette l  N{y g lance rvel ters in th is mag-
ni f icent  curve of  the forehead dolr 'n to the poin led bL)ne of  the eye . . .  In th is
c lept l i  of  i l ie  cye a Socrat ic  soul  is  lodgedl  The f i rmness of  the nose;  -  the
rn.rqni f iccrr t  t r . t r ls i t iL)n f rom thc nose to the upfrer  l ip  -  the height  of  Lroth
I ips,  n. i , t , , , r  profruding belond the other,  ohl  horv a l i  th is chimes rv i th one
anot l r t r  to nrakc the div ine t rut l r  of  phvsiognomy pcrcept ib le and v is ib le to
me. Ycs,  I  see hi rn,  the son of  Abraham, lvho some dav,  in unison wi th p lato
and Jr{oscs,  wi l l  recognize and rvorship the cruci f ied Lord of  Clorv l3 l

: : "  Quotcr . l  in  l \1.  Samuels,  Mem.oires of  I loses A4en, lc/ssohn, the Jewish phi losopher;
l nc l ud ing  t he  Ce leb ra ted  Co r respondence  on  t he  Ch r i s t i an  Re l t g i o r t  u i t h  l .C .
La t ' a t e r ,  N l i n i s t c r  o f  7 , u r i ch ,2d  ed .  ( London :  Sa insbu ry ,1827 ) ,84 .

3{ l  Lavatcr  rvr i tes in h is chapter  on "Shades" ( i .e. ,  s i lhouettes)  that  he places more
fa i t h  i n  t hem as  a  t r ue  reco rd  o f  na tu re :  "They  exp ress . . .  bu t  l i t t l e ;  bu t  t he  l i t t l e
thel 'do express is  exact .  No ar t  can at ta in to thc t ruth of  the shade, taken rv i th pre-
c isr()n"  (Lavater ,  188).

3 l  Qr-rotet l  in  A1tmann,319.

^ !
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Figure 6

Silhouette of lr{oses Nlencielssohr-r

Johann Caspar Lavater, Essays on phusiognorLy,
Tlromas Holcroft (London: S1'monds, 1BO-1), vol. Z, p. 
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N{ende lsso l rn  i s  a lso  rendered in  p ro f i le  in  the  P l rys iognomische
Fragrnen lc ,  p resumat r ly  an  image no t  commiss ioned fo r  the  book
(f ig. 7). Lavater thinks that this prof i le, unl ike the si lhouette just de-
scribc'd, cl ,--e5 t,ot caFture N{endelsso}rn's spir i t  (Geist).  The eyebro*'s,
hc expl ir ins, iack a cl ' raracte.r ist ic sharpness, t l ie forehead lacks preci-
sion, the e)"e seems rvithout reason, and the mouth without rt ' is-
c1om.32 There  is  no  t loub t  tha t  Lar ' . r ie r  fau l ts  t i re  a r t i s t  here ,  no t
I r ' fende lssohn.  Th is  c r i t i c i sm o f  a  po . r r l v  d rarvn  pro f i le  conf i rms
T ; r ' , r l c r ' c  , i n e e r e  r p \ r ) e a l  f ' r r  i l c  \ i l t n r  r , ' . ' : r i J l p - c  n f  t h e i r  r e l i . ' i n r r < , l i r '

ferences -

lVhen i r , IentL- lssohn was asked to cornlnel \ t  on Lavater 's  phys-
iognomic t leat ise,  h is response rvas cr i t ical  and ainbivalent :

I t  rs  t rue that  undigestcd phi losophv arrd ins ip id,  sent i rnental  twaddle d la
nrcdc form the major  part  of  h is r rork.  \ 'e t  i f  one discounts a l l  th is,  there
st i l l  rcnrain goot l  obscrvat ions in larger number than have ever been made
on pirvs iognoml ' .  I  ac lmi t  th. r t  much in i t  is  st i l l  incomprehensible to n-re,
anci  I  f in i ' i ,  af ter  a l l  the tests suggested bv Lavat t t r  and appl ied bv mvsel f ,
that  i  havc.  not  the l t . rs t  ta lcnt  for  phr.s iognonr l , .  From the l i t t le  I  under-
stooi i ,  hcr ivever,  rvhrch pleased me I  drars conclusions as to the rest ,  and I
rv is l ' .  I  c , tu l . l  re. l l  r r ,ore of t r r r  the thrnts th. i t  are gooLl  r t r  th is exccssive. lv
e \ | e r 1 : l l 1 e  h r 0 r K . - -

Beyoncl  suci l  personal  feel ings abor,r i  t l . ,e value of  Lavater 's  book,
\ {encle lssohn also expresset ' l  doubts about i ts  rnethod.  For h im, most
of  thc)sc rJt . rubts could be t raced to La. , ,ater 's  lack of  ta lent  for  ser ious
sc ience :

The  cn ' 1 . i r i t , r l  . l p l ' r ( r aLh  r cqu i r es  coo l - h " . r , l ed  c i r cumspo ( t i ^n .  pe rhaps  a
sprr i t  t r f  r r roder.r te u,arr t r th,  r f  sonre sul . t lc fv is  to be achieved. I t  soon van-
i shcs  a l t ( , ge the r  i n  t he  hea t  o f  Lava te r ' s  rmag ina t i on  . . .  En thus lasm p re -
serr ts t , . )  us the svmpt()mslZctchcn) as more expressive than they real lv  are.
Sucl . r ; r  d isposi t ion of  soul  n.r r rst  d ispose us tou,ard reading in the phvsiog-
nomies hy far  nrore than is  contalned in them . . .  Horvever,  thc faul t  mav not

32 Lavater ,  Pl ius iognomische Fragrnenle 4:387.  Not even al l  the commissioned i l lus-
t rat ions fo l l lv , ,cd l -ar" 'ater 's  instruct ions.  The Stv iss ar t is t  Henry Fusel i ,  l r 'ho did
manv i l lustrat ions for  Lavater ,  ins isted on some measure of  f reeclom in h is dratv ings,
though remaining fa i thfu l  to Lavater 's  general  pr incip les.  In turn,  Lavater  h ' rote to
Ir rsel i :  " l  g i ' , , r .  r 'c . ,u l iber tv not  onl) ' to n lake i rnfrosgm.^1r,  but  to omit  u 'hat  1 'otr
th ink fa lse or  unimportant ."  Quoted in Al lentuck,  9t .

3 i  Quotcd jn h l tmann, 3-1.1.  Al tmann observes that  Mendelsstrhn's "remarks on
Lavater 's  enthusiasnl  vrere,  perhaps,  to some extent  provoked bv the manner ln
rvhi , , .h h is or . , ,n features in the s i lhouette had t  t 'en c le*-r ibed."  Al tmann, 319.

FigtLre 7

Profi le of \ , Ioses \Iendelsschn
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(Leipzig and lvinterthur: lVeidmann, Reich, and
vol. 4, p. 387
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be Lavater 's  a lone.  I t  s€ems to me that  our languagg and our psychclogy areas vet  not  sut f ic ient ly  c levelc,ped for  I the purposes-of l  physiogn6r.y.  ;a"  
' -

l1-j]j:].:::ll::irlryt: ro reason and tolcrarrce. He knon.s the dangersor s tercrr t )prng ancl  t r ' re  pr ice i t  exacts.  Lavater 's  exchanges n, i th inc idescrif.rt i.rrs of the one lerv lvith rvhom rve knorv h" ri; l  p"rr""^r
cr).1act are l.asicaily positive, but N{encierssohn is both morJ ..uio,,,_
able than Lavater ^tid, in, La'ater,s 

"yur, "r., 
exception among hispeople.  Sadlv,  Lavater  makes l i t t le  at ternpt  to  reconci le  h is  am6igu_

o*s. stereotl,pres of Jervs rvi,.h his on,n, more favorable, experience
anci olrservation.

C  o  n c l u s i o  n

.. Physiogn..rical str,rdies are regardetl rvit ir susl.risi6n and generallvtl is'r issrrcl as sr-rperficial and prejirdiciai, yet c'aiacier i, ,tr i i  torg"iyrea.d bv corlrresy of generalizit ion, tvpe and category. Si.;;; 
".5 

f"_gitirn-atr: objections can be raised. to La,,,ater,s ,"uiing cho.ucie. f.o_pre.rplr ' 's fac.:s, but d.€'5 th.1 mean one cannot or d.es not read faces()neseli l ls it \\ 'ron6 to trv to analvze such traits? Are rve allor,r.ed tooo so or) r ) ' :n  l .opular  mecl ia  l ike feature f i lms and drarna on te levr_5l .Jh,  r r l l t , t . l l  
,are p l i 's iognoruic ,  . rs  arc chl r . rc ter  descr ipt ions i^  nor ._els lronl I)ial\ens's cla.

g r a p rr i c, a s s u n,e *, u t v,,:: 
H ::::t #1,::' :i ::';.i:iT.Si ii.li"i: _

pressi..s; ' ' 'e are all in the busi^e.ss of producing, projecting, and de_t 'o t l ing srrc l r  , ,  isual  s igns.  Brr t  to  iso l . r te  s l .ec i f ic  fac ia l  character is t rcs
ol ] :1  

]y : . "*  fs \ ' (hul ( ) t ica l  r r r r t .hs in  them is  c langerous.  and i r  is  notsurprrsr^g thr t  I ' . \ 'a ter 's  h icrarcrr ies of  nat ion,- r l  and rac iar  tvpesnorvadai's seer' objectionable. Is the objection to hierarchies as such?Distinciions are routinely clrarvn un.,ong such general tvpes, u,.,a 
".,,_ery cul ture iencls  to pr .mote i ts  o* ,n t ra i t i  ant i  qui i t ies abcveothers. z\s ;rn eclucat.rd, eighteenth-cenlury Ilurolrean, Lat,ater rr.as' L ' r oL r ' l l t ' i c .  

c i ' en  t . I r i s  cu l t u ra l  t r i as ,  ho *  co r r r t i  he  no t  v i e r r .  i t sproducts.as s.uper ior? To ra ise th is  r1 'est iorr  is .ot  to  excuse t r re mo-
:i :?,: ' : : l :,: i iects.of 

piysiognomy as Lavater preached anci pra*iced
!t trrs r..ri1'rg t ' f facial traits confused his rerigious zeal and personalimpressio^s rv i th  empir icar ,  ress subject ive c la ims to sc ient i f ic
nrethor i  Ni r . reteenth-century c i t l - -c l rve i lers found Lavater ,s  i * ig i , ,compellirg irr socieiies undergoing rapicl change; he mav rrelr }iavecontr ibuted to thei r  pat terns of  ! r re juc l ice ani i  exc lus ion.35 In our
' 's  

Quotet l  in  i \ l imann,319.

35 See Jrrd i th Wechsler ,  A LIumLtn Contedy:  p i tys iognomv ant l  Car i .cature in lgth

Lavater, Stereotyre, anci prejudice l l5

or,vn centurv, we have seen far greater dangers posed bv :acial fheo_ries that conl late ideology and pleudo_scien?e.
The rvai '  rve read Lor:. |"_. ieading facial traits anC i; ,e3s is si i i l

open to  in te rpre ta t ion .  E .H.  Combi icb . ,  who d ismiss#  much o iLav'ater 's approach as nonsense, adrnit ted ih.at physiognc,mv at jeast
enables us "to perform the f irst unstabre act of 'caiegoi izat ion ,n,t-rch
ser\res as a start ing point for subsequent probes.,,35

Century Paris (Lon,lon
1  982 ) .

35 Combrich,50.

Thames and Hudson; Chicago: Univers i i r t  of  Chicagc press,


