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Icons in Profile: “Portraits” of Christ in the Pre-Reformation Era

Atsushi Shinfuiji

In the immediate Pre-Reformation Period, Hans Burgkmair the Elder, a
leading artist in Augsburg, created three prints showing an image of Christ in
profile. Of these three, two of the images were based on the portrait medal
style. These two portrait medal-like images, along with Burgkmair’s print
Portrait of Pope Julius II, copied from an existing medal, raise fascinating
questions for scholars today.

The production of portrait medals in Germany began in the latter half of
the 1510s, but it wasn't until the 1520s that such production came into full
swing. In Augsburg, however, the collecting of medals from Italy had begun
prior to this time. Therefore Burgkmair’s production of prints as
replacements for medals can be considered to reflect their desire for prints as
“substitution” for the medals that were not yet being produced domestically.
This marked the print medium, which previously supported devotional image
production, making its first step into the new genre of portraiture, indicating
that the people had not yet been able to extricate themselves from their pre-
existing fetishist viewpoint. This reality was played out in Northern Europe at
that time by the use of prints to make multiple copies of images of Christ,
clearly in the medal style, for use as devotional images.

However, from another standpoint, these profile images of Christ seem
to move away from the traditional devotional image format with its emphasis
on the connection formed by the figure of Christ directly facing the viewer.
There is no eye contact between Christ and viewer in these profile portraits.
Thus, the beholder must view Christ from a distance. As M. Shapiro
commented, the profile portrait in painting is like the third person form in
grammar. In that sense, it is also fascinating to note that all three profile
images of Christ by Burgkmair have the letter of Lentulus appended. While,
in fact, this letter was nothing more than a fabrication, at the time it was
believed to be an eyewitness account of Christ’s actual appearance before the
Governor of Judea. It was Burgkmair’s idea to link the profile image of Christ
with the letter of Lentulus, and this reflected the new interest in historical
proof. At first glance, these portraits were not intended as a form of mystical
union with Christ, but rather represent the germ of the recognition of Christ
as an historical subject, as if Burgkmair saw Christ through “historical
distance,” a key concept developed by Erwin Panofsky.

And yet, the awareness of this “distance” was not an unshakable thing
for Burgkmair and his contemporaries. Burgkmair evaluated the status of the
unfamiliar image of Christ in profile as a true portrait by force. For that
purpose he adopted both the apocryphal letter of Lentulus and an obvious
fiction created by himself. There was simple, innocent faith in “images,” even
before there were thoughts of proving the historical existence of Christ as
portrayed in medals. And that faith brought forth the fiction.

This article examines the recent thematic research of G. Wolf and C. S.
Wood, who also turned their attention to these profile images of Christ, and
analyzes the kind of ambivalence noted above and as seen in Burgkmair’s
profile pieces clearly based on medals, taking a new viewpoint from that of
previous scholarship.

In other words, it is possible that each of these two works correspond to
separate iconographic lineages originally formulated in Italy. For example,
one of these works is not faithful to its model medal, which was probably
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made in Florence, and can be seen as the result of revisions based on the
frequent application of Burgkmair’s own individual creativity. However, this
work does resemble the profile images of Christ drawn by Pisanello or the
draftsmen active around him in northern Italy. We cannot overlook the fact
that portrait medals by Pisanello and Matteo di Andrea de’ Pasti had made
their way at an early date to Augsburg. Thus Burgkmair took up links from
two different traditions, one Florentine and the other Northern Italian, in his
two medal-like images. As a result, Burgkmair has left us with two images of
Christ in medal form with completely different facial features.
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