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‘BETTER OFF DEAD THAN DISFIGURED’? THE
CHALLENGES OF FACIAL INJURY IN THE

PRE-MODERN PAST

By Patricia Skinner
READ 8 MAY 2015

ABSTRACT. This paper argues that facial disfigurement has been neglected in the
historiography of medieval Europe, and suggests some reasons for this oversight
before examining the evidence from legal and narrative texts. One reason for this
may be the lack of first-person accounts of being disfigured, preventing historians
from accessing the experience of being disfigured. By situating the medieval
examples within a wider frame of modern responses to disfigurement, it becomes
apparent that whilst medical advances have assisted in restoring the damaged face,
social responses to facial difference remain largely negative.

When architect Louis Kahn, responsible for some of the most
iconic buildings of the mid-twentieth century, especially in the Indian
subcontinent, was badly burnt on his face and hands as a child, his father
expressed the sentiment that he was ‘better off dead than disfigured’.
Kahn’s mother, fortunately for him, took a different view, arguing that
Kahn would ‘live and become a great man some day’. As recounted by
Kahn’s daughter, this almost hagiographical episode epitomises triumph
over adversity, and this early experience is even credited with shaping
Kahn’s later practice as an architect. Ravi Kalia attributes Kahn’s later
sensitivity to the play of light and shadow in his monumental public
buildings to the fact that he would wear a soft hat pulled low to disguise
and shade his scarred face from the sun. Both his father’s reaction and
Louis’s own attempt at disguise, though, express the strength of feeling
that seeing a disfigured face could elicit.1

The subject of this paper touches upon some sensitive issues of
perceived and actual facial difference. Many of the examples I will
be discussing, medieval and modern, are of catastrophic, acquired

1 Quotation from Alexandra Tyng, Beginnings: Louis I. Kahn’s Philosophy of Architecture
(Chichester, 1984), 3; Ravi Kalia, Gandhinagar: Building National Identity in Postcolonial India
(Columbia, SC, 2004), 77.
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26 transactions of the royal historical society

facial injuries, uncomfortable at best to look at and often portrayed
in highly emotive terms by the authors reporting them. Part of the
shock in the reports is generated by the circumstances of the acquisition:
unlike congenital conditions, or visible birthmarks, or difference in
skin colour, a disfigurement acquired through violence or accident is
a sudden, often traumatic life change. The real trauma inherent in
acquired facial disfigurement arises from its suddenness, the switch
from one face to another, rather than a gradual transition. I have not,
therefore, foregrounded diseases as causes of acquired disfigurement
in this discussion. Leprosy, for example, for all that its more severe,
lepromatous form could destroy the facial features, is not a subject for
enquiry here, not least because it has formed the subject of numerous,
recent studies and continues to attract attention as new archaeological
discoveries expand and revise our knowledge of this disease and responses
to it in the early and central Middle Ages.2 The process of adaptation, I
suggest, is entirely different.

The fact that the medieval examples lived centuries ago might be
thought to provide something of an insulating barrier between ‘us’ and
‘them’, but it should not. Facial disfigurement challenges basic, encoded
human responses, which value symmetry and wholeness, and accounts
of violence done to the face signal that something extreme is going on.
Whilst the medical technologies to repair the damaged and diseased
face have become ever more sophisticated, societal attitudes towards
people with acquired disfigurements have remained largely static. Why
should this issue concern historians? Primarily because people living
with disfigurement, as modern campaigners for facial equality prefer to
describe it, just like other minority groups, have been overlooked by
history. Like E. P. Thompson’s ‘poor stockinger’, or Sheila Rowbotham’s
‘hidden’ women, or Anne Borsay’s ‘excluded’ people with disabilities,
people with disfigurements have been left out of historical narratives
because their faces, quite literally, do not fit.3 They might even work quite
hard to remain out of sight. This paper, and an associated monograph,
aim to restore a historical voice to this invisible group – they are invisible

2 Elma Brenner, ‘Recent Perspectives on Leprosy in Medieval Western Europe’, History
Compass, 8 (2010), 388–406; Elma Brenner, Leprosy and Charity in Medieval Rouen (Woodbridge,
2015); Luke Demaitre, Leprosy in Premodern Medicine (Baltimore, 2007); Carole Rawcliffe,
Leprosy in Medieval England (Woodbridge, 2006); Guenter P. Risse, Mending Bodies, Saving Souls:
A History of Hospitals (Oxford, 1999), 167–230; Simon Roffey and Katie Tucker, ‘A Contextual
Study of the Medieval Hospital and Cemetery of St Mary Magdalen, Winchester, England’,
International Journal of Paleopathology, 2 (2012), 170–80.

3 That these texts have become ‘classics’ of history signals how important looking for
excluded and marginalised groups has become in the discipline: E. P. Thompson, The Making
of the English Working Class (1963, rev. 1968); Sheila Rowbotham, Hidden from History: 300 Years
of Women’s Oppression and the Fight against It (1973); Anne Borsay, Disability and Social Policy in
Britain since 1750: A History of Exclusion (Basingstoke, 2004).
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challenges of facial injury 27

because no one had thought to look for them, but if you start looking,
there they are.4 Their experiences deserve our attention.

The ‘triumphing over adversity’ model is still a popular approach when
engaging with disfigured faces in modern media: in the Anglophone
world, we have only to think of the autobiographical accounts of
Falklands veteran Simon Weston, or Changing Faces charity founder
James Partridge, or the depressing number of female victims of facial
attack by their partners (Katie Piper, Carmen Tarleton and Tina Nash),
to see that the individual story can be used as a vehicle to raise awareness,
understanding and, often, hard cash for the multiplicity of charities that
support victims of congenital or acquired facial disfigurement.5 Such
accounts often start with a low point similar to Louis Kahn’s: Tina Nash,
whose violent partner gouged out her eyes, recalls that ‘I asked my family
to finish me off because I didn’t want to be here any more.’6 Part of
the road to recovery and rehabilitation in these stories revolves around
the repeated and often long-term surgical interventions to try to repair
or, in Carmen’s case, actually replace, the damaged face. Tina will soon
be getting matching glass eyes, not because she will be able to see her
restored face, but because those around her, particularly her children, will.
Afghan woman Aisha Mohammadzai, just one of many women abused
and disfigured by violent family members in that part of the world, made
highly politicised headlines when a photograph of her mutilated face,
missing its nose, was featured on the cover of Time magazine in 2010, and
she was swiftly flown to the USA, where she now lives, for treatment.7

The increasing sophistication of maxillofacial surgery, including the
production of incredibly lifelike prostheses to replace facial elements
destroyed by accident or disease, is seen as a major advance in twentieth-
and twenty-first-century medicine.8 Another charity, Saving Faces, is
headed up by surgeon Professor Iain Hutchison, who commissioned a

4 Patricia Skinner, Living with Disfigurement in the Early Middle Ages (New York, in press).
The research was supported by Wellcome Trust Grant no. 097469, and I am grateful to the
Trust for its continuing support.

5 Simon Weston (burns), Going Back: Return to the Falklands (1992); James Partridge (burns),
Changing Faces: The Challenge of Facial Disfigurement (1990); Katie Piper (attacked with acid),
Beautiful (2011); Carmen Blandin Tarleton (attacked with caustic alkali), Overcome: Burned,
Blinded and Blessed (n.p., 2013); Tina Nash (partner gouged out her eyes), Out of the Darkness
(2012).

6 Quoted in the Guardian, 4 Dec 2012, online at www.theguardian.com/society/
2012/dec/04/blinded-woman-wanted-to-die (accessed 12 Apr. 2015).

7 I have explored her case in more detail in Patricia Skinner, ‘The Gendered Nose and its
Lack: “Medieval” Nose-cutting and its Modern Manifestations’, Journal of Women’s History,
26 (2014), 45–67.

8 Sander Gilman, Making the Body Beautiful: A Cultural History of Aesthetic Surgery (Princeton
and Oxford, 1999); D. Reisberg and S. Habakuk, ‘A History of Facial and Ocular
Prosthetics’, Advances in Ophthalmic Plastic Reconstructive Surgery, 8 (1990), 11–24.
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28 transactions of the royal historical society

series of stunning before-, during- and after-surgery portraits of some of
his patients to assist them in coming to terms with their new faces, and
to help the broader public to understand the human stories underlying
the pictures.9 Interest in historical accounts of disfigurement, too, has
increased in recent years. In the wake of centenary commemorations for
the First World War, those who survived the war but with terrible facial
and other injuries have been the focus of both major academic projects
and broader, public-facing media.10 The BBC has a site called ‘How do
you fix a face that’s been blown off by shrapnel?’,11 and colleagues at
Exeter University have been engaged in a project with the Institut Faire
Faces in France to explore the cultural significance of facial injury and
broader meanings of the face in early twentieth-century Europe.12

What links all of these accounts and investigations, however, is the fact
that we hear something of the voices of those who experienced and still
experience living with disfigurement. What happens if the focus of enquiry
shifts to 915 or 1015 rather than 1915 or 2015? What changes, I think, is the
fact that religious observance and models of patient forbearance assisted
in explaining and living with medieval disfigurement, whilst modern
secular society blames the perpetrator or tries hard to fix the damage with
technological wizardry. But the ongoing use of deliberate disfigurement
as a sign of moral lack or the abuse of power has a visible and persistent
continuity across centuries.

Drawing upon a wide range of medieval source material from
Western Europe and Byzantium, including narratives from chronicles
and (to a lesser extent) hagiography, letters, legal codes, archaeological
remains and iconography, it is possible to explore how acquired facial
disfigurement was documented, represented, analysed and commented
upon by authors, and ask whether it was possible to gain access to the
experience of the disfigured person themselves. It is fair to say that the
sheer prevalence of facial injury in the material was a surprise, but the
absence of voices of the disfigured themselves was not: the voices of
disadvantaged groups rarely make it into the medieval record (except,
sometimes, through ventriloquy). In the period under review, from c.

9 Portraits by Mark Gilbert, of patients before, during and after surgeries, were most
recently exhibited in Saving Faces at the University of Exeter, 25 Feb. to 25 Mar. 2015.
Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Staring: How We Look (Oxford, 2009), 6–7, features Gilbert’s
portrait of the late Henry de Lotbiniere, barrister. The project is featured on the
Saving Faces website: http://savingfaces.co.uk/news-media/art-project/35-news-media/
art/15-art-exhibition (accessed 12 Apr. 2015).

10 Susannah Biernoff, ‘The Rhetoric of Disfigurement in First World War Britain’, Social
History of Medicine, 24 (2011), 666–85; Susannah Biernoff, Portraits of Violence: War and the
Aesthetics of Disfigurement (Ann Arbor, forthcoming).

11 http://www.bbc.co.uk/guides/zxw42hv (accessed 12 Apr. 2015).
12 http://blogs.exeter.ac.uk/1914faces2014/ (accessed 12 Apr. 2015).
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challenges of facial injury 29

600 to c. 1200, just two accounts are of first-person experience of facial
difference, one at the less serious end of the spectrum (broken nose and
increasing swelling in the jaw), and the other more catastrophic (on the
receiving end of a deliberate blinding). Thietmar, bishop of Merseberg,
describes his own face in the first example, whilst the second account
is embedded within a hagiographic account of the mission of St Bruno
to the Rus, where Wipert, one of the accompanying priests and the
only survivor when the saint and his party are murdered, is deliberately
blinded.13 The spectrum of disfigurement is itself important, for if some
of the facial injuries it covers might literally seem ‘superficial’ – the word
itself is telling here – their meaning for medieval writers was anything
but. Within the category of disfigurement, therefore, can be included
anything from temporary facial scratches (from thorns and fingernails,
the former used to identify a cattle-thief in Anglo-Saxon England)14 and
shaving of hair or eyebrows or beard, to scalping, deliberate facial burning,
branding, blinding, severe head wounds and cutting off of noses, ears, lips
and tongues, most of which would have led to permanent impairment.

The lack of ‘patient perspective’, as it might be termed in modern
medical parlance, may go some way to explaining why disfigurement has
been such a neglected topic in medieval studies. Another reason lies in the
very specificity of facial injury: the mass disfigurement and rehabilitation
of cohorts in modern warfare enables group studies, but most experience
of disfigurement is at an individual level, resisting generalisation. That
is not to say that group disfigurement did not exist in the Middle Ages:
there are plenty of examples, particularly in the thirteenth century, of
disfigurement and mutilation used as weapons of war, for example the
atrocities of the Albigensian crusade reported by Peter of Les-Vaux-
de-Cernay, or Frederick II’s deliberate mutilation and blinding of the

13 Thietmar of Merseberg, writing in the early eleventh century, reflects on his nose and
jaw: Thietmar Mersebergensis Episcopi Chronica, Bk IV.75, ed. Robert Holtzmann, Monumenta
Germaniae Historica, Scriptores Rerum Germanicarum (MGH SSRG), n.s. IX (Berlin, 1935), 51:
‘videbis in me parvum homuncionem, maxillum deformem leva et latere eodem, quia
hinc olim erupit semper turgescens fistula. Nasus in puericia fractus de me ridiculum facit.
Idque totum nil questus essem, si interius aliquid splendescerem’. English translation in
Ottonian Germany: The Chronicon of Thietmar of Merseburg, trans. David A. Warner (Manchester,
2001), 203–4. The cleric Wipert’s account of his eyes being taken out on a mission to the
East: ‘Meos oculos eruere fecit . . . Ex illo tempore pro Deo peregrinando circuivi plurimas
provincias, invocans sanctos sanctasque in christianorum auxilia . . . Omnium christianorum
in karitate Dei deposco auxilium, quod mee vite fiat patrocinium, vestrorum peccatorum
eternum remedium’: Wipert’s account is reproduced in the preliminary matter to the Vita
S. Adalberti Episcopi, in Monumenta Germaniae Historica, Scriptores (MGH SS), IV, ed. G. H. Pertz
(Hannover, 1841), 579–80.

14 Documented in the so-called Fonthill Letter, dating to the late ninth/early tenth century:
Mechtild Gretsch, ‘The Language of the “Fonthill Letter”’, Anglo-Saxon England, 23 (1994),
57–102, at 99.
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30 transactions of the royal historical society

Genoese archers defending Milan in 1245, or the actions of Ezzelino da
Romano after his capture of Friuli in 1259, when he is reported to have
mutilated and disfigured nearly the whole population of that city.15 Even if
some of these reports invite mistrust of their credibility, they are deployed
strategically to criticise each of the perpetrators in turn.

‘The disfigured’ as a group, however, do not appear in medieval sources
alongside ‘the poor’ and ‘the weak’ or ‘lepers’ or ‘widows and orphans’
among the vulnerable groups in our texts (nor, come to that, do ‘the
impaired or disabled’, presumably classed as ‘weak’ instead). Indeed, it is
even difficult to find any commonly used term in the medieval Latin and
Greek sources for ‘disfigurement’ at all, either as a process – becoming
disfigured, inflicting disfigurement – or a condition – being disfigured.
Writers certainly focus on the ways in which the face was injured, and/or
describe the scar/s left by the wounds, but they do so using verbs for
wounding, cutting, branding and burning. Search for ‘disfigured’ people
electronically in online resources for medieval Europe, then, and you will
not find them. (Modern translators, by contrast, often employ ‘disfigured’
to translate some of these verbs.)

A further impediment might lie in the ways in which history has
fragmented into so many sub-disciplines: ironically, the post-modern
‘democratisation’ of the subject, opening out into many hitherto neglected
areas of human experience, has led to an increased specialisation that
itself leaves gaps. This has meant that the history of disfigurement has
fallen into a space between histories of medicine and studies of pre-
modern disability. For most medieval victims of disfigurement, there was
apparently little hope of medical intervention, meaning that medical
historians have tended to ignore the medieval evidence for surgical
procedures on the face, and focused largely on practical texts emerging in
the early modern period, such as those of Heinrich von Pfolspeundt and
his German contemporaries from the fifteenth century, or of Ambroise
Paré and Gasparre Tagliacozzi in the sixteenth.16 Studies of disability
in the medieval period, on the other hand, focus on sensory or motor
impairments, which are much better documented and have formed the

15 The History of the Albigensian Crusade: Peter of Les-Vaux-de-Cernay’s Historia Albigensis, trans.
W. A. Sibly and M. D. Sibly (Woodbridge, 1998), I.142; Bartholomaei Scribae Annales, s.a. 1245,
in MGH SS, XVIII, ed. G. H. Pertz (Hannover, 1863), 219; Rolandini Patavini Chronica, XI.17,
ed. P. Jaffé, in MGH SS, XIX, ed. G. H. Pertz (Hannover, 1866), 136.

16 Leo Zimmermann and Ilza Vaith, Great Ideas in the History of Surgery (Baltimore, 1961),
203–17 (Germans), 179–92 (Paré) and 261–7 (Tagliacozzi). Recent work on the latter has
been done by Emily Cock, ‘“Leading ’em by the nose into publick shame and derision”:
Gaspare Tagliacozzi, Alexander Read and the Lost History of Plastic Surgery, 1600–1800’,
Social History of Medicine, 28 (2015), 1–21.
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challenges of facial injury 31

basis of a number of recent, rich surveys.17 For disfigurement to appear in
the latter, however, it needs to be accompanied by a physical impairment,
otherwise it is at best tangential and at worst irrelevant to the concerns
both of medieval authors and modern commentators. The social disability
inherent in a damaged face is hardly considered.

Surely, though, the history of a damaged face has featured in work on
the medieval body, whether whole or fragmented, whose physical and
metaphorical meanings have been dissected for nearly half a century by
cultural historians and literary scholars alike?18 In fact this turns out not
to be the case: much work on the body has focused on the female body,
medical theories including one- and two-sex models,19 or reproductive
health,20 or the fleshly implications of women’s affective piety and self-
mortification,21 or, as we have seen already, the impaired body. The
diversity of the field, with no central argument, was commented upon
as early as 1995 by Caroline Walker Bynum, and Sarah Coakley in 1997
suggested that ‘It is as if we are clear about an agreed cultural obsession –
the “body” – but far from assured about its referent.’22 Disembodied heads
have recently been the subject of study, and the fascination of genitalia
(and their lack) continues to loom large in such analysis, but the major

17 E.g. Irina Metzler, Disability in Medieval Europe: Thinking about Physical Impairment during
the High Middle Ages (2006), and her A Social History of Disability in the Middle Ages: Cultural
Considerations of Physical Impairment (2013); The Treatment of Disabled Persons in Medieval Europe,
ed. Wendy J. Turner and Tory Vandeventer Pearman (Lewiston, 2010); Disability in the Middle
Ages: Reconsiderations and Reverberations, ed. Joshua Eyler (Aldershot, 2010); Edward Wheatley,
Stumbling Blocks before the Blind: Medieval Constructions of a Disability (Ann Arbor, 2010).

18 Framing Medieval Bodies, ed. Sarah Kay and Miri Rubin (Manchester, 1994); Caroline
Bynum, ‘Why All the Fuss about the Body? A Medievalist’s Perspective’, Critical Inquiry, 22
(1995), 1–33; The Body in Late Medieval and Early Modern Culture, ed. Darryl Grantley and Nina
Taunton (Aldershot, 2000); Fleshly Things and Spiritual Matters: Studies on the Medieval Body in
Honor of Margaret Bridges, ed. Nicole Nyffenegger and Katrin Rupp (Newcastle, 2011).

19 Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (Cambridge, MA,
1992), stimulated much subsequent discussion: Joan Cadden, The Meanings of Sex Difference in
the Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1995); Third Sex, Third Gender: Beyond Sexual Dimorphism in Culture
and History, ed. Gilbert Herdt (New York, 1996); The Body in Balance: Humoral Medicines in
Practice, ed. Peregrine Horden and Elizabeth Hsu (Oxford and New York, 2013); Helen
King, The One-Sex Body on Trial: Classical and Early Modern Evidences (Aldershot, 2013).

20E.g. Monica Green, Making Women’s Medicine Masculine (Oxford, 2008); Elisheva
Baumgarten, Mothers and Children: Jewish Family Life in Medieval Europe (Princeton, 2004);
Jennifer Wynne Hellwarth, The Reproductive Unconscious in Medieval and Early Modern England
(2003).

21 Discussed by Liz Herbert McAvoy, ‘Writing the Self: Sex, Body and Soul’, in A Companion
to British Literature, I: Medieval Literatures 700–1450, ed. Roberto DeMaria, Heesok Chang
and Samantha Zacher (Chichester, 2014), 114–29; Claire Marshall, ‘The Politics of Self-
mutilation: Forms of Female Devotion in the Late Middle Ages’, in The Body in Late Medieval
and Early Modern Culture, ed. Grantley and Taunton, 11–22.

22Caroline Bynum, ‘Why All the Fuss about the Body?’; Sarah Coakley, ‘Introduction’,
in Religion and the Body, ed. S. Coakley (Cambridge, 1997), 2.
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32 transactions of the royal historical society

vehicle of interpersonal communication, the face, has been curiously
omitted.23 This despite the fact, as Ruth Mazo Karras has pointed out,
that female beauty has long been blamed for the inappropriate behaviours
of men.24 And whilst anger has featured as the subject of study within
the burgeoning field of the medieval emotional landscape, it has not
generated much consideration of how connected facial mutilation is with
outbursts of extreme rage in the sources.25

Disfigurement itself, however, is a gendered phenomenon in the
medieval evidence. Deliberate disfigurement is, at its core, a power play, a
show of dominance over the victim, whether authorised through judicial
channels, or totally illicit and intended to challenge that authority. Male
on female acts not only reinforce a hierarchy of physical strength, but
also demonstrate masculinity (whether articulated as hardness or familial
discipline) to other men. Deliberate acts of disfigurement dominate in
medieval accounts, in early law codes, in narratives and in archaeological
reports: accidental facial injury is in fact relatively rare in the material
explored, although two possible examples will be discussed a little later
in this paper. Those who disfigured deliberately, with just a handful of
exceptions, were men, but those whom they disfigured were almost all
other men, at least in the records (domestic violence against women,
however, was and remains a largely hidden or ignored phenomenon).26 It
is striking that male aggression towards women, where it is documented
at all, is thought to have gone too far if it reaches the woman’s head or
face, signalling a lack of self-control on the part of the husband.27

And whilst some forms of disfigurement, mainly those on the severe end
of the spectrum, might be fatal, they were not intended to be. Byzantine
authors report that political and judicial blindings were often carried out
by the executioner, but he had to be good at his job and in this case keep
his victims alive. (A particularly lengthy, possibly eye-witness, account in
Michael Psellos, for example, has the executioner tie one of his victims
down to prevent him moving at the point of impact, and being told by

23The essays in Disembodied Heads in Medieval and Early Modern Culture, ed. Catrien G.
Santing, Barbara Baert and Anita Traninger (Leiden, 2013), include only one on the face
(in early modern portraiture); Castration and Culture in the Middle Ages, ed. Larissa Tracy
(Cambridge, 2013). At the time of writing, I have not as yet had access to Przemysław
Tyszka, The Human Body in Barbarian Laws, c. 500–c. 800: Corpus Hominis as a Cultural Category
(Frankfurt, 2014), which promises consideration of ‘body parts’ in one of its chapters.

24Ruth Mazo Karras, Sexuality in Medieval Europe: Doing unto Others (New York, 2005), 39.
25Anger’s Past: The Social Uses of an Emotion in the Middle Ages, ed. Barbara H. Rosenwein

(Ithaca, NY, 1998).
26Hannah Skoda, Medieval Violence: Physical Brutality in Northern France, 1270–1330 (Oxford,

2013), 193–230, highlights this issue of under-recording with some stark examples.
27 E.g. if a wife uttered a ‘shameful word’ to her husband in medieval Wales, he could

claim monetary compensation or strike her three times with a rod, but not on the head:
Laws of Hywel Dda (The Book of Blegywryd), trans. Melville Richards (Liverpool, 1954), 67.
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challenges of facial injury 33

another, in an act of bravado, that if he moves the executioner should nail
him down.28) Disfiguring injuries and blindings were designed to disable,
to humiliate, to cause pain and suffering, and above all to demonstrate
the power of the person injuring.29 Whether that was intended to bring
approval – the just punishment of recidivist criminals in Cnut’s laws for
England, for example – or showed the perpetrator up as the worst kind
of tyrant – Cnut in his younger days can take a bow here too, as the
mutilator of Anglo-Saxon hostages – was beside the point.30 Both sides
of the coin demonstrated dominance, however it was written up.

Social class also mattered to reports of disfigurement: it hardly ever
seems to occur across class boundaries (except in a few isolated cases of
oppression in saints’ lives), but is carried out within the peer group to
which both the perpetrator and victim belong. When servants became
involved in the disputes of their lords, they attacked each other.31 Attacking
someone else’s servants or subjects, however, was a powerful mutilation-
by-proxy of the lord or king himself, and in the words of sociologist Erving
Goffman, a ‘face-threatening act’.32 (Not that a ‘face-threatening act’
needed to target the physical face of course, but the latter presented a very
obvious and visible target.) Medieval honour culture – injuries between
equals, and the focus of much historical enquiry – existed alongside and
has not been sufficiently distinguished from medieval ‘face’ culture, where
the injuries, physical or verbal, were inflicted between people of different
social status.33 This is what gives Cnut’s actions such resonance as a
challenge to Aethelred’s ‘face’ as king in 1014. It is also why an attack by
pirates on the Saxon coast in 994, in which Thietmar of Merseberg nearly

28Michael Psellos, Chronographia, V.40–50, translated as Fourteen Byzantine Rulers: The
Chronographia of Michael Psellos, trans. E. R. A. Sewter (1979), 145–51.

29William Ian Miller, Eye for an Eye (Cambridge, 2006), 151–9, writing about revenge,
explores the dilemma of ‘Killing him or keeping him alive for scoffing’: deliberate
disfigurement was always intended to fulfil the latter function. See also Mitchell Merback,
The Thief, the Cross and the Wheel: Pain and the Spectacle of Punishment in Medieval and
Renaissance Europe (1999); Klaus van Eickels, ‘Gendered Violence: Castration and Blinding
as Punishment for Treason in Normandy and Anglo-Norman England’, Gender and History,
16 (2004), 588–602.

30II Cnut: Secular Laws, 53 and 53.1, trans. D. Whitelock, English Historical Documents, I:
500–1042 (rev. edn, 1979), 463; The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: A Revised Translation, C (D, E) for
1013 and 1014, ed. Dorothy Whitelock (1961), 92–3.

31 With a little supernatural help: see the case of Heldolf reported in the chronicle of St
Peter’s abbey near Halle, Germany, in the early twelfth century: Chronicon Montis Sereni, ed.
E. Ehrenfeuchter, s.a. 1126, in MGH SS, XXIII, ed. G. Waitz (Hannover, 1874), 140.

32Erving Goffman, Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behaviour (1967), 5–46.
33Full discussion of this contention in Skinner, Living with Disfigurement, ch. 1. On the

distinction between ‘honour’ and ‘face’ cultures, Angela K.-Y. Leung and Dov Cohen,
‘Within- and Between- Culture Variation: Individual Differences and the Cultural Logics
of Honor, Face and Dignity Cultures’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 100 (2011),
507–26.
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ended up being given as a hostage, remained a focal point of discussion
nearly a century after it happened, since it included the maiming of noble
hostages who ‘lived a long time after, a reproach to the Empire and
a pitiful spectacle for all the people’, according to Adam of Bremen.34

Neither king nor emperor was able to prevent the atrocities, and were
themselves written up as weakened as a result.

The writing-up process, though, introduces a problem of its own.
Generations of scholars of early medieval laws, for example, have pointed
out that these were directly affected by the process of conversion to
Christianity across Europe, and shaped by clerical ideas of ideal kingship.
Nearly all of the narrative sources, too, emanate from the pens of
male, clerical writers, and all but one or two of the texts are produced
within a Christian frame of reference. And it shows. Medieval violence,
in particular violence against the face, is often presented with biblical
exempla in mind, most drawn from the Old Testament. The mutilation
of clerics’ or rulers’ faces or heads called to mind the Levitical ban on
men with deformities serving as priests (particularly in Byzantium, where
political depositions might include cutting off noses and lips, blinding or
simply tonsuring and exile);35 the judicial mutilation of adulteresses, pimps
and the incestuous with nose-cutting reflected the fate of the prostitute
Oholibah in Ezekiel;36 and any ruler who went beyond the boundaries
of acceptable use of mutilation as judicial punishment was likely to be
compared, explicitly or not, with the ‘tyrant’ Herod (Ezzelino’s atrocity
against the Friulians, mentioned earlier, included attacking innocent
babies, for example). The model of Malchus’s mutilation by Peter in
the Garden of Gethsemane was almost certainly in writers’ minds when
they described and discussed the loss of ears.37 Absent from this panoply

34Magistri Adam Bremensis Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae Pontificum, II.xxxi, ed. Bernhard
Schmeidler, MGH SSRG, II (Hannover and Leipzig, 1917), 29: ‘pyratae mox in furorem versi,
omnes, quos in vinculis tenuerunt, meliores ad ludibrium habentes, manus eis pedesque
truncarunt ac nare precisa deformantes ad terram semianimes proiciebant. Ex quibus
erant aliqui nobiles viri, qui postea supervixerunt longo tempore, obprobrium imperio
et miserabile spectaculum omni populo.’ English translation: Adam of Bremen, History of
the Archbishops of Hamburg-Bremen, trans. Francis J. Tschan with introduction and notes by
Timothy Reuter (New York, 2002), 75–6. Cf. Thietmar’s account: Thietmar, Chronicon,
IV.23–5.

35And this was a motif available to Jewish authors too: see Josephus’s account of the
mutilation of Hyrcanus, the High Priest: Jewish War, I.13.9 (1.276), and Antiquities, XIV.13.10,
cited in Miller, Eye for an Eye, 139.

36Such prescriptions appear in Byzantine law in the eighth century, Cnut’s laws for
England in the eleventh and Norman law in the kingdom of Sicily in the twelfth, preserved
in Frederick II’s codification a century later, and are discussed in Skinner, ‘The Gendered
Nose and its Lack’.

37 Malchus’s loss of his ear (subsequently restored by Christ) is one of the few
iconographical depictions of a disfigurement, as preserved in the Winchester Psalter, British
Library, Cotton MC Nero C IV, fo. 21r.
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of biblical figures is any reference to the mark of Cain the murderer, but
since the Bible is totally opaque on what that ‘mark’ may have been, this
is unsurprising. The influence of the idea of a mark, though, may be seen
in the practice of literally marking a criminal if he or she was not to be
put to death, mirroring God’s intention as set out in the Bible.38

The net effect of this biblical framework, it seems, is to close down
discussion of any incidence of facial disfigurement that could not easily be
related to biblical models, Old or New Testament. Many accounts, after
all, were written up with an explicitly moral lesson about self-restraint
and its lack, or the power of God through the saints, or the control of
sexuality. A failure to grant mercy, for example, underpins the story of
King Henry I of England’s order to blind two knights (against the advice of
his companions) and a minstrel, Luke of La Barre, as reported by Orderic
Vitalis. Luke, in fact, prefers to kill himself rather than be blinded (‘better
off dead’ again?), and Orderic’s mournful comment on his death makes it
clear that Henry had got it very wrong here.39 Strikingly, the few women
being disfigured in the sample are presented (and punished) as whores,
whether their punishment is for sexual crimes or not. For example, in his
sixth-century History of the Franks, Gregory of Tours reports the treason of
the royal nursemaid, Septimina, but is as much concerned, possibly even
more concerned, with the fact that her accomplice was her lover, Droctulf,
to whom she had gone ‘like a whore’ after killing her husband. She is
punished with burning to the face (‘cauteriis accensis in faciae vulnerata’)
unlike Droctulf’s loss of his ears.40 And almost without exception, the
individuals (and some groups) whose disfigurement is reported are either
socially prominent, such as Charles the Bald’s son Young Charles, who
was grievously injured in the face during a bout of swordplay with his
peers, and/or have a specific story that brings them to prominence and
justifies their case being reported, such as that of the priest Walchelin,
again in Orderic.

As has already been emphasised, stories of disfigurement tend
to be stories of individuals, and two particular cases, Charles and
Walchelin, bring out the contrasting approaches of medieval authors
when recounting such tales. Charles’s injury is carefully described in the
Annals of St Bertin record for the year 864:

Young Charles . . . returning from the hunt in the Cottian woods, while he only meant to
enjoy some horseplay with other young men of his own age . . . by the work of the devil

38Genesis 4.15.
39Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, XII.39, ed. Marjorie Chibnall (6 vols., Oxford,

1969–80), VI, 352–6.
40Gregorii Episcopi Turoniensis Libri Historiarum X, ed. B. Krusch and W. Levison, Monumenta

Germaniae Historica, Scriptores Rerum Merovingicarum, I (Hannover, 1951), Book IX.38.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0080440116000037
subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at http:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. 
Downloaded from http:/www.cambridge.org/core. Library and Information Centre Swansea University, on 02 Dec 2016 at 12:49:16,



36 transactions of the royal historical society

was struck in the head with a sword by a youth named Albuin. The blow penetrated
almost as far as the brain, reaching from his left temple to his right cheekbone and jaw.41

There is always the lurking suspicion, with any accidental injury to a
royal figure, that this was no accident, but the annalist leaves it as ‘the
work of the devil’ and allows the reader to make up his or her own mind.
The major injury Charles received is described in detail, and indeed the
diagonal sword-slash to the face is a relatively common injury visible
in osteoarchaeological remains – Albuin was clearly right-handed.42 But
there was no hint in the source that his assailant intended to injure
Charles, no reference in the annals to compensation by, or punishment of,
Albuin being demanded. (If this had been Iceland, as William Miller has
illustrated, things might have been rather different.43) Charles apparently
suffered epileptic fits thereafter, and it is doubtful whether he escaped
other impairments given the severity of the injury, but he did remain as
sub-king of Aquitaine (albeit a largely inactive one) for the remaining two
years of his life. Because Charles was so prominent, however, we have
more than one account of the injury: Ado of Vienne (d. 870) reports that
Charles was ‘molestatus et dehonestatus’ by the incident and his injury.44

Later, Regino of Prum (d. 915) tells a rather different story of the incident,
saying that Charles provoked Albuin’s attack ‘out of the levity of youth’
and that his assailant struck him on the head with his sword, leaving him
half-dead with a ‘vultu deformatus’.45 For Regino, therefore, writing at
a safe chronological distance, the disfigurement was Charles’s own fault,
a condition that his irresponsible behaviour had brought upon himself.
That is, the story of an accident could be written up and recast as a
moral example of the folly of young men swinging swords at each other,
almost asking to be injured. The more the moral frame intrudes, the

41 Annales Bertiniani, s.a. 864, ed. G. Waitz, MGH SSRG, V (Hannover, 1883), 67: ‘Carolus
iuvenis . . . noctu rediens de venatione in silva Cotia iocari cum aliis iuvenibus et coaevis
suis putans, operante diabolo ab Albuino iuvene in capite spatha percutitur pene usque ad
cerebrum; quae plaga a timpore sinistro usque ad malam dextrae maxillae pervenit.’ English
translation: The Annals of St Bertin: Ninth-Century Histories, I, trans. J. L. Nelson (Manchester,
1991), 111–12.

42T. Anderson, ‘Cranial weapon injuries from Anglo-Saxon Dover’, International Journal
of Osteoarchaeology, 6 (1998), 10–14; Piers D. Mitchell, ‘Trauma in the Crusader Period City
of Caesarea: A Major Port in the Medieval Eastern Mediterranean’, International Journal
of Osteoarchaeology, 16 (2006), 493–505; Piers D. Mitchell, Y. Nagar and R. Ellenbaum,
‘Weapon Injuries in the Twelfth-Century Crusader Garrison of Vadum Iacob Castle,
Galilee’, International Journal of Osteoarchaeology, 16 (2006), 145–55.

43William Ian Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking: Feud, Law and Society in Saga Iceland
(Chicago, 1990), 51–76, on ‘the politics of accident’.

44Ex Adonis Archiepiscopi Viennensis Chronico, ed. I. de Arx, MGH SS, II (Hannover, 1829),
323.

45Reginonis Abbatis Prumiensis Chronicon, s.a.870, ed. F. Kurze, MGH SSRG, L (Hannover,
1890), 101.
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more negatively Charles’s disfigured face is viewed. He is, after all, a king,
and so there is clearly some disquiet being expressed about his continuing
fitness to be king. Here, the power of his family maintained him, but it
could not silence the critics.

Was there any way to ‘change face’ then? Could victims of
disfigurement manage others’ responses to them, and be seen as the
person behind the injury? Open to clerical commentators, of course, was
the contrast between fleshly and spiritual health, and certainly Thietmar
laments his sinful soul more than his misshapen face. As has been alluded
to earlier, these writers might have recourse to religious explanations
and comfort. The scars on the surface of the skin mattered little when
integrity of the soul was what counted. Wipert, blinded on his mission with
Bruno, in fact emphasises that his subsequent life as a blind, wandering
beggar was spiritually beneficial to him and to those who gave him
alms.

The same message seems to emerge from an extended account in
Orderic Vitalis of the visions of a priest named Walchelin. Extending
over several pages in the modern edition, the heart of the story has
Walchelin recounting a vision he had had fifteen years earlier, in which
he had seen the walking dead, and been attacked and dragged along
the ground by an evil knight with burning hands. Fifteen years later, he
recounted his tale to Orderic, who believed his informant on the basis
that ‘I saw the scar on his face caused by the touch of the terrible knight.’46

The story is a striking one, and Orderic’s belief in its authenticity rests
upon the only material proof remaining, Walchelin’s still-scarred face.
By recording the priest’s tale in writing, Orderic adds another layer of
authority and in effect tells us: ‘This is Walchelin, just wait till you hear
how he got those burns on his face.’ The tale of the terrible knight, fifteen
years ago in a vision, is a compelling story. By re-telling it, Walchelin gains
social capital and validation – ‘My vision was so real it has left scars’ –
deflecting enquiry as to the mundane reason for his facial difference,
which in all probability was a childhood accident with boiling water or a
fire.

Children – and accidents – are in fact totally under-represented in the
written material explored, and this partly reflects a reality that in most
law codes accidents were not actionable, and children rarely appear as a
separate group. The Damweiniau or ‘Eventualities’, an appendix of case
law added to the legal codes of Wales, for example, explicitly said that
‘there is no damage done by a person’s fire to another person’s flesh,
without the person’s act associated with it, for which compensation is
paid’. That is, the fire had to be deliberately wielded or applied for the

46‘ . . . faciem eius horrendi militis tactu lesam perspexi’: Ecclesiastical History of Orderic
Vitalis, VIII.17, ed. Chibnall, IV, 248–9.
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injury to become actionable.47 But such evidence of accidents is quite
rare.

Moving on to consider children and congenital impairment, it seems
that this was an acquired disfigurement for the parents. A child born with a
birthmark might arouse some attention; a cleft lip or palate (even assuming
that the surgical treatment outlined in the Anglo-Saxon leechbooks was
ever attempted) could present more challenging problems.48 Pace Ariès
and his detractors, the focus here is not whether parents felt an emotional
bond towards impaired children, but in evidence from archaeology
showing if a child had a congenital impairment and died young, it was
either treated entirely neutrally in the burial rite, undifferentiated from
able-bodied children, or might be made special with bespoke items.49 Not
having reached social adulthood was a protection of sorts. But what if he or
she grew up? A thirteenth-century account in the chronicle of Salimbene
features a monk named Aldevrandus, described as having a deformed
head in the shape of a helmet, and copious hair on his forehead (excessive
hairiness was almost always written up negatively, whether in historical or
fictional works). When his turn came to start off the responses (antiphon)
and, presumably, with all eyes upon him, the other monks would laugh,
causing him to be upset and blush.50 Salimbene, of course, turns this
harassment into an edifying tale of Aldevrandus’s Christ-like humility in
the face of his persecutors, but it is worth speculating how he had come
to be in a monastic community at all. Perhaps he was a child oblate,
offered to the church perhaps to protect him from wider attention, but
condemned to a life of pain from his so-called brothers.

If the stories of Wipert and Walchelin are perhaps medieval examples
of triumph over adversity, Aldevrandus’s gives us pause before we become
too optimistic about the status of people with disfigurements in medieval
society. We have to remember that Walchelin – or indeed Orderic – felt the
need to construct a more exciting story to explain his appearance (which,
we should note, is never fully described). Why? Modern psychological
studies about facial difference have included a consideration of its capacity
to elicit a disgust response, which Miller has also investigated from a
historical perspective. According to him, medieval people felt no shame

47 The Laws of Hywel Dda: Law Texts from Medieval Wales, ed. and trans. D. Jenkins (Llandysul,
1986), 171.

48Leechbook I, in Leechdoms, Wortcunning and Starcraft of Early England, ed. O. Cockayne
(3 vols., 1864–6), II, 59.

49Undifferentiated: E. Craig and G. Craig, ‘The Diagnosis and Context of a Facial
Deformity from an Anglo-Saxon Cemetery at Spofforth, North Yorkshire’, International
Journal of Osteoarchaeology, 23 (2013), 631–9; special cup for child with cleft palate: Sally
Crawford, Childhood in Anglo-Saxon England (Stroud, 1999), 95.

50Chronica Fratris Salimbene Ordinis Minorum. Liber de Praelatio, ed. O. Holder-Egger, in MGH
SS, XXXII, ed. G. H. Pertz (Hannover, 1913), 137.
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at pointing, staring and being repelled by scenes of violence, or cruelty,
or the mutilation of others and its aftermath; this, he says, is what
distinguishes medieval people from us ‘moderns’, who would be too
ashamed or embarrassed to behave in the same way.51 Certainly, there
are accounts of political enemies or criminals being publicly paraded
and publicly mutilated, suggesting that the so-called ‘medieval theatre of
cruelty’ was not simply the product of medieval dramatists.52 But whilst
there are explicit examples of difference in appearance being ridiculed,
the disgust that Miller posits is notably absent from the language of the
sources.

If we go to the other end of the scale, Jacques Le Goff long ago
suggested that medieval Europe teemed with the disease-ridden, impaired
and mutilated, implying that a disfigured face would not have been seen
as all that exceptional.53 Not surprisingly, I disagree with this view as
well, because having a different face clearly did involve stigmatisation of
some kind. Why else did legislators from Ireland to Byzantium penalise
apparently trivial injuries to the face and teeth, and at the same time
utilise such measures to express their own authority against wrongdoers?
A visibly beaten-up Lombard male in Italy, according to the laws, suffered
ridicule and shame for his state;54 Gregory of Tours recounts that a group
of conspirators against King Childebert II were deprived of their ears
and noses then ‘let out as a subject of ridicule’;55 in the early Irish law
code Bretha Dein Checht, the shame of the public scar on the face
exposed its victim to public ridicule – hence, the law states, a fine has
to be paid for every public assembly the victim has to endure with facial
disfigurement;56 and Thietmar of Merseberg, even as he dismisses the
importance of his ‘ridiculous’ face, still goes to the trouble of using that
term. It is no coincidence that these are all men, and the danger to their
reputations was not that people would find them repulsive or disgusting,
but that they would laugh at them. Ridicule, as Irish poets knew well, was
a devastating weapon, and perhaps Henry’s anger at Luke of La Barre
might not have been so terrible had not that poet circulated scurrilous

51 K. Shanmugarajah, S. Gaind, A. Clarke and P. E. M. Butler, ‘The Role of Disgust
Emotions in the Observer Response to Facial Disfigurement’, Body Image, 9 (2012), 455–61;
William Ian Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust (Cambridge, MA, 1997), 19.

52Jody Enders, The Medieval Theater of Cruelty: Rhetoric, Memory, Violence (Ithaca, NY, 2002).
53J. Le Goff, Medieval Civilization, 400–1500, trans. J. Barrow (Oxford, 1988), 240.
54Leges Langobardorum, Edictus 41, ed. F. Bluhme, Monumenta Historica Germaniae, Leges, IV,

ed. G. H. Pertz (Hannover, 1868), 20.
55 Gregorii Episcopi Turoniensis, VIII.29 (c. 585 CE) and X.18 (‘ad ridiculum laxaverunt’), ed.

Krusch, 393 and 509.
56Bretha Dein Crecht, clause 31, cited in Fergus Kelly, A Guide to Early Irish Law (Dublin,

1988), 132.
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(and presumably amusing) rhymes at the king’s expense. Humour, as early
medievalists have highlighted, can be highly dangerous.57

This brief survey has sought to demonstrate that disfigurement is
a constant of human history, whether congenital or acquired, but
what counts as a ‘normal’ appearance fluctuates over time and place.
Medical historians have privileged interventions, looking at ways in which
faces have been fixed or ‘saved’, and thus have overlooked the social
history of people with disfigurements, except in very prominent cases
where, for example, that person became an exhibit.58 This reinforces
the objectification of those with disfigurements as passive recipients of
treatment. Of course, almost all accounts of people with facial difference
before the age of surgical intervention are equally objectifying – we get
little sense of what it felt like to become and be disfigured, and have
to rely upon the assumptions of legislators and chroniclers that it was
humiliating and shameful. Clerics were able to draw lessons and, even,
some comfort from their faith about their facial difference, but for most
medieval elite men, the bulk of our sample of some 400 separate references
to disfigurement, humility and patient acceptance was not part of the
honour package.

What, though, about our own practice as historians? What assumptions
do we bring to this subject matter? It is all too easy to equate the
face, the surface, with the person and, if we have not personally
experienced disfigurement, to think of it in entirely negative terms.
Valentin Groebner’s book Defaced and his preceding article, ‘Losing Face,
Saving Face’, express this sense of loss and lack.59 Reading modern
accounts, the journey to a restored sense of selfhood comes through a
combination of good surgeons, effective cosmetics, supportive families
and, in most cases, access to resources. This is not so different from
our medieval cases, but here the combination might omit the first, have
limited access to the second and rely far more on the third and fourth,
and add ‘supportive community or priest’ as a fifth element. In both
periods, however, a good back-story matters, however horrific it might
be. People with disfigurements who make it into the medieval record,
however, are often already prominent, whether through their office, rank,
birth or actions. Military men, bishops and clergy, courtiers and royalty

57 See the essays in Humour, History and Politics in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, ed.
G. Halsall (Cambridge, 2010).

58Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, ‘Introduction: From Wonder to Error – A Genealogy
of Freak Discourse in Modernity’, in her edited volume Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the
Extraordinary Body (New York, 1996), 1–22.

59Valentin Groebner, Defaced: The Visual Culture of Violence in the Late Middle Ages (New
York, 2008); Valentin Groebner, ‘Losing Face, Saving Face? Noses and Honour in the Late
Medieval Town’, History Workshop Journal, 40 (1995), 1–15. Groebner, as can be seen, conflates
‘face’ and ‘honour’ in his analysis.
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are all represented. Wealthy merchants are held hostage and mutilated
in order that they ransom their remaining digits or facial features, not
so very different from medieval judicial systems that mutilate those who
cannot pay compensation. By contrast, many of the biographies identified
at the start of this paper are of people who became prominent because
of their disfigurement. Does this represent the cultural shift that Miller
recognised? Has surgical ‘progress’ heightened expectations that everyone
can – even should – look more ‘normal’, and thus marginalised those who
are judged not to? Is the atomised, individualistic nature of modern
society such that individuals with impaired faces are more isolated than
they might have been in medieval society? This does not assume a cosy,
comforting view of medieval village or monastic communities looking
after their own (a small community, after all, turned into something of a
living hell for Aldevrandus), but simply access to support and acceptance if
the person was well known. By contrast, as Luke Demaitre has argued, the
sharp rise in urban dwellers in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries,
often strangers to each other but living in close proximity, heightened
awareness of facial difference so much that we have far more records of
doctors being consulted for often trivial conditions (sunburn, spots, hair
loss), suggesting that first impressions – based on the human reflex of facial
scrutiny – mattered more in this context.60 By continuing to study how
different communities viewed disfiguring conditions and injuries, and
analysing, insofar as we can, how those with different faces responded
to their change in appearance, we can perhaps make connections not
only with their experiences in the past, but provide a firmer platform for
arguing for social justice and equality in the present.

60Luke Demaitre, ‘Skin and the City: Cosmetic Medicine as an Urban Concern’, in
Between Text and Patient: The Medical Enterprise in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. Florence
Eliza Glaze and Brian K. Nance (Florence, 2011), 97–120.
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