
1 
 

 
 

On the Nose:  
A Brief Cultural History 

by Caro Verbeek 
 

Dutch publisher: Atlas Contact, November 2021 
Length: 42.000 words, 230 pages 

Includes English sample translation by Liz Waters 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

     Represented by Lisette Verhagen/PFD 
     Lverhagen@pfd.co.uk 

 
 
Summary 

 



2 
 

In On the Nose: A Brief Cultural History renowned art historian and olfactory scientist Dr. 
Caro Verbeek takes us on a fascinating journey along the most magnificent noses of Western 
history and the present day, showing us how much the image of the perfect nose has changed 
over time. From Michelangelo, Rembrandt and Gogol to Barbie, Barbra Streisand, Meghan 
Markle and #sideprofileselfie. 
 
As an art history student, Verbeek encountered an enormous variety of magnificent noses: 
large and small, straight, and curved, flat and pointed. In many portraits striking noses turned 

out to have been further accentuated by the artist. Although today's ideal of beauty suggests 

differently, in the past a large nose was seen as an indicator of intellect, courage, a sign of 
character and status. Dante's death mask was manipulated to give him a real 'poet's nose', the 
depiction of Cleopatra's renowned eagle nose was a political strategy, and the Renaissance 
poet Annibale Caro wrote the poem Nasea, an homage to the big nose. But why and when have 
large noses gone out of fashion? And how come that even centuries ago people were obsessed 
with their nose? How did Barbie change the way we look at our nose and why are Kate 
Middleton and Meghan Markle’s noses so desirable? 

On the Nose answers these questions touching upon various subjects, including love, 
literature, politics, plastic surgery and art without avoiding essential fields like sexism and 
racism. All are discussed more or less chronologically, from Classical Antiquity to the eventful 
twentieth century, with excursions to the present day.   

  
On the Nose is a highly engaging and well-researched tribute to the nose in all its shapes and 
sizes. It’s a vivid, vibrant exploration brimming with interesting facts, historical insights and 
curious tales and will give a much-needed boost to anyone who feels insecure about their nose. 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
Caro Verbeek 
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Dr. Caro Verbeek (1980) is an internationally renowned art historian and olfactory 
scholar from the Netherlands. She teaches at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, where she 
obtained her doctorate in 2021 on art-historical scents. Last year Verbeek started as a 
curator at Kunstmuseum The Hague where she focuses on Mondriaan and De Stijl. She has 
helped create multi-sensory exhibits using historic aromas, to offer people a direct 
connection to a past they were never part of themselves. She is currently involved in the EU 
research consortium ODEUROPA  on olfactory heritage that was recently awarded a 2.8 
million euro grant to revive the lost scents of Europe’s past.  Her work has often been 
featured in international media such as The New York Times, NPR/Ted Radio Hour, The 
Financial Times, TEDx, The Times,  The Washington Post and Le Monde . She has written 
three books, mostly for museums: Escher y Sus Contemporaneos, 2012 (Rijksmuseum, 
2012), Dick Bruna: Artist (Rijksmuseum, 2015) and Something in the air: Scent in Art (Villa 
Rot, 2015).  On the Nose is her first book for the trade. Caro Verbeek currently lives in 
Amsterdam.  
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*We recorded a talk with Caro about the book in English which you can 
watch here. 

 

 

Praise for On the Nose: 

 

'A playful and entertaining exploration of the (ideal) image of the nose from Classical 
Antiquity to the present day.'– VPRO Gids 

 
 
 

‘Power, politics and feminism all come back in this fascinating book about the nose by art 
historian Caro Verbeek. On the Nose is an empowering read, especially for anyone who’s 

insecure about their nose.’  - De Telegraaf 
 
 
 

‘(…) the nose finally gets the praise it deserves.’ – Algemeen Dagblad 
 
 
 

‘Verbeek has written a beautiful and evocative tribute to the nose in Wester history.’  
– Het Parool 

 
 
 

‘This wonderful and highly entertaining book shows the role the nose plays in art and 
culture; from Rembrandt to Barbra Streisand.’ – Nouveau 

 
 
 

‘Definitely read this book. Delicious. Highly recommended.’ – Stretto 
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On the Nose: A Brief Cultural History  
by Caro Verbeek 
 
Foreword – A nose for history 
 
‘There are snotnoses and there are Bührmann noses.’ That saying has been circulating for four 
generations on my mother’s side of the family. She and her forebears are all blessed with 
‘outstanding’ noses. My mother’s earned her the nickname Ringo at secondary school, after 
the Beatle with the most prominent olfactory organ. A Bührmann nose is not cute or petite but 
big and conspicuous. Anyone with any complaints about it is merely a snotnose or a person 
who doesn’t know what they’re talking about, my family argued. My father had a formidable 
conk too, and my parents’ combined genes determined the ultimate shape and size of the 
central feature of my face. But I wasn’t proud of it the way my forebears were. When I was a 
teenager, my nose gave me a minor inferiority complex, complete strangers often commented 
on it and not always in the most friendly of terms. For years I didn’t even dare overtake anyone 
while cycling. It might cause them to look to one side and pass judgement on my striking 
profile. 
 If not strangers or bullying children, colleagues or other adults occasionally let slip a 
remark later on. The presenter of a TV programme once introduced me by saying, ‘She has a 
nose for scents.’ Even more recently, I was stared at by a professional from the world of music. 
‘Hey, you really do have a big nose! That must be why you’re so interested in smells. Musicians 
always have big ears.’ Rather more flattering was the time when a documentary maker stopped 
me in the street, having been attracted by the proportions of my nasal organ. It would look 
great on the big screen, he told me. 
 I think there must be quite a few people who during my lectures have wondered 
whether my interest in volatile scents has anything to do with my conspicuous instrument, but 
only a minority have ever dared comment upon it (although that does sometimes happen). 
Who could blame them? Big noses are taboo, especially on women, for contravening prevailing 
ideals of beauty. 
 
However much it may have tormented me, my own specimen has now given rise to this book 
about the cultural history of the (big) nose. In fact, its writing is a remedy for my own 
insecurity, a therapy of sorts. Aside from my nose complex, there are of course other reasons 
for this undertaking. My interest in the olfactory organ has to do with my background as an 
art historian. While still a student, I encountered a huge variety of magnificent noses, big and 
small, curved and straight, grotesque and unassuming, painted and carved. In many portraits, 
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striking noses turned out to have been further accentuated by the artist. I started to wonder 
how and when the beauty norm dictating the ideal shape of the nose changed, especially after 
seeing the face, shown in profile, of army captain Federico da Montefeltro (1422-1482). He 
had lost part of the bridge of his nose on the battlefield, along with his right eye, which is rarely 
depicted. Artists could have adjusted his profile with a few brushstrokes, and indeed his eye 
was occasionally reconstructed with paint. But the damaged bridge of his nose was 
prominently displayed every time. The condottiero was proud of it and took care to ensure 
that the whole world could see it. The shape of his nose, after all, was evidence of his courage. 
It also gave him a face entirely unique in art history. His wife’s profile was fairly impressive 
too. As half of a diptych, Battista Sforza (1446-1472), likewise descended from one of Italy’s 
wealthiest families, had a rather long, elegant nose with a tip pointing very slightly upwards. 
The pair stare at each other for eternity, their view interrupted only by a gold picture frame. 
 A professor explained to me in those days that a large nose was regarded, in the 
Western world at least, as a sign of character and status. But ‘big’ did not, and does not, do 
justice to all the possible nuances and variations within that general category. Was the end of 
the nose sharp or blunt? Did it point up or down? Was it angled at the bridge or not? What 
was the shape of the nostrils and their wings? All these features suggested personal 
characteristics that might with luck count in your favour and otherwise would reveal your 
disappointing personality (we will see later how this happened to the young Charles Darwin). 
Ideas concerning the correlation between the shape of the nose and the character of its owner 
occupied the minds of scholars and artists for thousands of years, from Antiquity to recent 
times, but of late they have passed into oblivion. As a result, we modern people see something 
very different from what our ancestors saw when we look at the images passed down to us by 
Western art history. 
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Figure 1 Piero della Francesca, Diptych of Federico da Montefeltro and Battista Sforza, ca. 
1465 

On the Nose attempts to answer the question as to why large noses have gone out of fashion, 
and to find out what possessed Western humanity when it saw the nose as an indicator of 
personal character traits. 
 We will look at all kinds of famous people, from Cleopatra to Lady Gaga and from 
Michelangelo to Rembrandt. The subjects touched upon are many and various too, including 
love, literature, politics, plastic surgery and art. Disturbing but essential fields like sexism and 
racism are not avoided either. All are discussed more or less chronologically, from Classical 
Antiquity to the eventful twentieth century, with excursions to the present day. In order to 
preserve the main thrust of the book, the chapter on Darwin – despite the fact he was born 
after Napoleon – precedes the chapter on the French emperor. Some chapters are mainly 
thematic and cover several historical periods, such as the chapter on denastatio or ‘denosing’, 
and the one on fairytales and literature. 
 No matter how varied its content, there are all sorts of things this book is clearly not. 
It is not intended to be comprehensive, in its treatment of historical periods, for example. It 
does not look at all famous noses, only at those that present an opportunity for the telling of 
colourful stories. The emphasis lies on my area of expertise, namely Western art and cultural 
history. Nor is On the Nose particularly concerned about scent, although it does occasionally 
pay attention to the smells of our heritage, as in the passages about Michelangelo the 
connoisseur, or about the unknown side of Leonardo da Vinci as a perfumer. The ‘internal’ 
and ‘external’ nose cannot be separated entirely. 



10 
 

 Above all, this exploration will give a much-needed boost to those who feel insecure 
about their nose. Beauty may indeed be in the eye of the beholder, but our aesthetic 
judgements are bound up with changing cultural circumstances of which we are barely aware. 
This book shows exactly that, and ideally it will also contribute to a reversal of thinking about 
how we look at ourselves and others. Something of the sort has already happened on a large 
scale in social media. Over recent years all kinds of digital initiatives have arisen that display 
and celebrate the unique features of the noses of individual women (and sometimes men), 
such as #sideprofileselfie (a photo taken from the side is often a nightmare for people with a 
non-standard profile). I hope On the Nose will bring some comfort to those whose own nasal 
architecture has caused them to develop low self-esteem. 
 Incidentally, this is not the first ode to big noses. A homage to the grandiose schnozzle 
(albeit satirical) was written long ago by my namesake Annibale Caro (1507-1566). A 
contemporary of Michelangelo, he wrote the poem ‘Nasea’, preserved in the Vatican, about an 
extremely prominent nose. Caro believed the nose to be the seat of honour, so the bigger it 
was, the greater the degree of respect due to it. The nose in question may have belonged to a 
famous contemporary who is said to have had a ‘naso sesquipedale’, meaning, literally, a nose 
a foot and a half long, in other words gigantic. 
 Unlike that curious story, the book in front of you is not devoted to a single specimen 
but to all those who have one, whatever its shape and size. 
 To launch our nasal odyssey, I would like to start by exploring the diversity of noses 
and the question of why our noses are so prominent, in every sense of the word. No other part 
of the body sticks out so far and no other sense is so underestimated in its capacities. For we 
are excellent smellers. The nose of no less a figure than Michelangelo Buonarroti will serve as 
a hook to hang it all on; he was not merely the owner of an exceptional nose but the creator of 
many others. Furthermore, he was exceptionally good at discerning scents. 
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1 About our most prominent sense 

And how it shaped Michelangelo’s destiny 
 
‘Although almost every human creature has a nose, yet they are not all alike in every subject, 
but vary greatly in their shape, colour, and dimensions.’ – James Solas Dodd, 1767 
 
Noses are as varied as the people they adorn, wrote the ‘geographer of humanity’ James Solas 
Dodd (1721-1805). Yet they can be placed in a number of categories. There are hooked noses, 
snub noses, button noses, saddle noses and pug noses. In often denigratory terms, there is talk 
of Jewish noses and witch’s noses. Into the food category fall cauliflower, potato and 
strawberry noses. Drinker’s nose is in a category all by itself since it does not get its name from 
its outward appearance. Then there are noses with geographical designations, such as the 
Greek (straight) and Roman (hooked) nose. In a more abstract sense, varieties may include 
convex and concave, broad and narrow, blunt and sharp, fleshy and slim, long and short. 
Noses are characterised not just by positive shapes but by negative spaces; some nostrils hide 
shyly under the tip of their host or hostess, whereas others are like open doors. All these shapes 
and forms occur in various combinations, sizes and degrees. What all noses have in common, 
however, is that they stick out a relatively long way from the face. The nose is the only facial 
feature that can be seen from afar, Dodd claimed in the eighteenth century. But because of its 
nature and location, it sometimes intercepts a blow. Being made of both hard and soft tissue, 
it can cope with rough treatment, but sometimes irreparable damage results, as in the case of 
the artist Michelangelo Buonarroti (1474-1564). 
 
The physical and emotional impact of a punch 
One day the young Michelangelo, still a teenager, was drawing along with other students in 
the Florentine church of Santa Maria del Carmine, where the walls are decorated with famous 
frescos by Masaccio (1401-1428). As usual, at least according to artist Benvenuto Cellini 
(1500-1571), who included the story in his autobiography, the talented Homo universalis was 
fiercely disparaging of his contemporaries, whom he saw as all thumbs. His friend Pietro 
Torrigiano (1472-1528), unable to contain his rage at that moment, punched the arrogant 
know-it- in the face and ‘felt bone and cartilage crumble like biscuit’. Torrigiano was banished 
from the city as a result. Michelangelo’s contemporary and biographer Giorgio Vasari 
(1511-1574), it should be noted, read the incident rather differently. According to the 
Florentine art historian, Torrigiano was jealous of the esteem in which Michelangelo was held. 
Although the consequences for the perpetrator were hardly inconsiderable, it was 
Michelangelo who remained physically and mentally damaged for life. His irreparably 
smashed nose made him feel ugly and unloved, Michelangelo expert Josje van Oostrom tells 
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me. But why then was Da Montefeltro, as we have seen, so proud of his own visible injury? A 
brief comparison makes clear why the pride of one represented such a setback for the other: 
the bridge of Michelangelo’s nose was hit at a far lower point, and precisely the part that gives 
a nose structure and volume collapsed like a pudding, whereas that of the army captain was 
left standing erect like a beacon. Once we take into account that in Michelangelo’s day the nose 
was still regarded as the seat of honour and status, we can understand how great the impact 
of that punch was. Might his nose’s unfortunate fate have contributed to Michelangelo’s 
admiration, yes, even love for the much younger and straight-nosed Tommaso dei Cavalieri 
(ca. 1512-1587), whom he met in later life? The artist is said to have recognised in him the 
pinnacle of masculine beauty. A portrait painted as part of a fresco shows a nasal organ so 
perfect and proud that it seems carved from the finest marble. Michelangelo spent a lot of time 
with the handsome Tommaso, who was his junior by at least thirty summers. They must have 
been extremely fond of each other. Tommaso was even present when Michelangelo drew his 
last breath. 
 
The artistic reverberations of a broken nose 
Michelangelo’s exterior, which had such an impact on his emotional and artistic life, inspired 
great artists who came after him. In about 1863, as a tribute to his illustrious predecessor, 
Auguste Rodin (1840-1917) made a characterful bust in plaster. Although Man with the 
Broken Nose is partly based on a workman (nicknamed Bibi) from Paris, Rodin deliberately 
merged his features with those of Michelangelo. I imagine the soft plaster will have yielded far 
more easily (and quietly) than the nasal bone of the real-life Michelangelo. Unfortunately, the 
sculpture froze, causing it to break (it wasn’t the nose that fell off but the back of the head). 
But a marble copy by Léon Fourquet (1841-1926) survives and can still be admired in the 
Musée Rodin. 
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Figure 2 Daniele da Volterra, Portrait of Michelangelo, 1548-1553 

 

Figure 3 Michelangelo Buonarroti, portrait in profile of his beloved Tommaso dei Cavalieri, 
from the fresco The Last Judgement. A profile in which the nose and forehead follow virtually 
the same line was called ‘Greek’ and regarded for centuries as an ideal of b 

 
That is not the end of the story, however. An even later master chose to be part of the chain. 
The illustrious Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) was inspired by Rodin’s bust of Michelangelo and 
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paid tribute not only to him but to its subject, predecessor to both of them. Picasso created 
Head of Picador with Broken Nose in 1903, when he was twenty-two and had only just started 
sculpting, far from coincidentally the age Rodin had been when he created his sculpture. He 
used clay instead of plaster, and later the work was cast in bronze. Clay yields more easily than 
plaster and a good deal more easily than cartilage. It can be worked with the fingers, palms 
and fists. It is therefore almost as if Picasso repeated the blow to Michelangelo’s nose with a 
gentle, loving hand. 
 Michelangelo’s broken nose made him a broken man. Because of his greatness as an 
artist, his sculptures and those of his admirers, unlike his earthly body, have been preserved 
for something approaching eternity. Whereas people disappear, art remains accessible to the 
gaze of contemporary and future humans. Both Michelangelo’s fame and Torrigiano’s punch 
continue to reverberate down through the centuries. 
[...] 

 

Figure 5 Léon Fourquet after Auguste Rodin, Man 
with  
the Broken Nose (original ca. 1863), 1874-75 
 
 
 
2. Show me your nose and I’ll tell you who you are 
The principles of physiognomy 
 

Figure 4 Pablo Picasso, Head of Picador with 
Broken Nose, 1903 
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‘Why does the nose stick out further than any other part of the body?’ wondered Aristotle 
(384-322 BCE). The famous philosopher had very different ideas on the subject from those of 
present-day scientists. ‘Because the nose is as it were the sink of the brain, by which the phlegm 
of the brain is purged, and therefore it stands forth, lest the other parts should be defiled; 
secondly, because the nose is the beauty of the face, and therefore it shows itself, and shines. 
It smells, too, and adorns the face.’ 
 The nose was therefore a winner, with its ability to cleanse and its starring role. It had 
to do more than merely snuffle, it had to shine, adding lustre to the face with its magnificence. 
There was more. In his Analytica priora, written in the fourth century BCE, Aristotle 
examined the deeper significance of various bodily features, including the nose. In doing so, 
he referred to the teachings of physiognomy. This (not particularly precise) science asserted 
that external features could reveal something about the personality of their owners. The 
thinking behind this was that we are able to influence the soft, mouldable parts of our faces 
and bodies. Our ears, mouths, eyebrows, posture and noses are formed according to our 
character and behaviour, was the idea. One line of reasoning saw the external features that 
animals and humans have in common as universal expressions of character. A lion – the 
archetype of courage – has large limbs, for instance. It follows logically that all creatures with 
large limbs, including humans, are brave, or so Aristotle claimed. 
 In his own inimitable and intuitive manner, Aristotle listed seven types of noses with 
their corresponding character traits: 
 

Shape Meaning 
Long and thin Courageous, inquisitive, angry, vain, easy to 

persuade into good or evil, weak and 
credulous 

Long and pointing downwards Wise, discreet, honest and faithful; a person 
good at negotiating 

Long and broad Admirer of the fair sex and suited to the 
‘wars of Venus’ 

Broad in the middle Vain, garrulous, mendacious 
Sharp Fastidious and contemplative 
Bulky and pointing upwards Courageous and proud, greedy, jealous, 

deceitful, vain, unhappy and quarrelsome 
Hooknose (a nose that ‘rises in the middle’) Cautious and diplomatic, and with great 

courage, honest in his deeds and true to his 
word 

 
One nose that made emotions run high was that of the father of philosophy, Socrates (469-
399 BCE), a teacher to Aristotle’s mentor Plato. Socrates’ broad, flat nose, whose shape caused 
it to display the inside of the nostrils, diverged markedly from the ideal ‘Greek profile’ with 
which most philosophers complied. According to the ideal, the forehead should extend in an 
unbroken line to the tip of the nose. 
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 Thanks to Plato, we know what Socrates himself thought of his proboscis. Plato wrote 
an account called Symposium in which a certain Alcibiades is presented, a man of dazzling 
beauty. The young man tries without success to attract the attention of the wise Socrates, who 
ignores him, saying: 
 
 My own eyes must be more beautiful because they bulge out, and therefore I can see 

better. And by the same account, my nose is more beautiful because my nostrils flare out 
and so I can therefore gather in more smells. 

 
People with beautiful eyes are not always able to perceive beauty, Socrates seems to be saying. 
His large eyes and nostrils give him access to aesthetics without necessarily needing to be 
attractive in themselves. Is that not a watertight argument? What is beauty if you possess it 
but cannot discern it? The senses are both the object (that which is observed) and the subject 
(that which observes), as we will shortly see in relation to Michelangelo. 
 The exterior of the nose was far from unimportant, however, since it was regarded as 
an expression of a person’s inner being. Its shape was not merely a superficial characteristic. 
Were we to adhere to Aristotle’s principles of physiognomy, Socrates would be lazy, vain and 
untrustworthy, not exactly character traits we associate with one of the cleverest people ever 
to walk this earth. As a result of the contradiction between his exterior and his inner life, 
Socrates’s nose continued to prompt fierce debate and speculation long after his death. 
 
In the sixteenth century, a more recent physiognomist studied Socrates’s enigmatic nose. 
Giambattista della Porta (1535-1615) focused mainly on the external resemblance between 
humans and animals. Socrates’s pig-like nose indicated excessive lust and a lack of intelligence 
(although in fact pigs are extremely smart and empathetic, as we now know). Because this 
clearly did not square with reality, people sought high and low for an animal that presented 
the same contradiction as Socrates. The answer came in the form of the stag. It had bulging 
eyes like Socrates and big nostrils, and although it might lose its head during mating, it was 
generally very intelligent. 
 Long after Classical Antiquity, the influence of physiognomy continued for centuries 
under different headings. Nosology and phrenology are more recent expressions of it, and we 
will look at them later. For now, let us linger in the distant past because a couple of thousand 
years ago one nose overshadowed all others in both fame and magnitude. So much so that we 
are still talking about it. That world-famous olfactory organ belonged to the most powerful 
woman on earth. 
 
[...] 
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Figure 6 From Giambattista della Porta, De Humana Physiognomonia, 1586. A person with 
doglike features was believed to behave like a dog. 
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15. From plastic to rhinoplasty 
Fabricated noses 
 
[...] 
The twentieth-century nose shaper 
Noses have found themselves on the operating table increasingly frequently since the turn of 
the twentieth century, not because duelling is more common or syphilis rarer, but for another 
reason. Large, long or crooked noses fell out of favour in about 1900, especially when they 
adorned a female face. Hooked noses were no longer associated with status, artistry or power, 
and whatever was curved, angular or crooked needed to be made to conform to a straight line. 
Any number of other nose shapes were labelled abnormal or at least undesirable. 
 A German advertisement from 1917 entitled ‘Solche Nasenfehler’ (Such nasal errors) 
explained to the public in minute detail which noses were inappropriate. 
 
1. Kartoffel Nase (potato nose) 
2. Sattel Nase (saddle nose) 
3. Entenschnabel Nase (duckbill nose) 
4. Spitz Nase (pointed nose) 
5. Lange Nase (long nose) 
6. Haken Nase (hooked nose) 
7. Breite Nase (broad nose) 
8. Schiefe Nase (crooked nose) 
 
Try working out which form, or combination of forms, you possess. I think mine lies 
somewhere between numbers 4 and 5, and I’m fairly sure that virtually no one has the ‘normal’ 
shape, which the advertisement refers to as the ‘Griechisch-römisch’ (Greco-Roman) variety. 
Its version of that nose does not bear a close resemblance to the original Greek profile, 
however, in which the bridge of the nose is an extension of the forehead. In the illustration 
shown in the advertisement, there is a distinct kink at the root of the nose. Nor does it resemble 
the Roman version since the bridge of the nose in the picture is not radically bent or hooked 
but has only a gentle slope. It seems to be an invented hybrid. According to Mark Bradley, its 
invention says more about how the Germans regarded themselves than about noses: 
 
 Setting classical characteristics of ancient Greece and Rome as the desirable ideal was 

nothing new for a nation that increasingly saw itself as the heirs to the traditions, and 
even the bloodline, of antiquity. 

 



19 
 

However that may be, Berlin specialist Leo Maximilian Baginski offered the solution to a 
problem that he had himself catapulted into the world via mass media including newspapers. 
It was called a Nasenformer and he gave it the friendly name of Zello. In the late nineteenth 
century, he patented his contraption, which was made of metal clamps that could be tightened 
in such a way as to quell unwanted lumps and bumps. This ‘mould’ was lined inside with 
leather and could be fixed to the head with a rubber strap so that it would remain in place 
overnight. As a disclaimer, the advertisement stated that it could not correct bone deformities. 
 

 

Figure 7 1917 advertisement for the Zello by Baginski, with the ‘normal’ nose at far right 

 
 
A little later, one M. Trilety, who called himself a ‘Pioneer Nose-shaping Specialist’, put a Nose 
Shaper of his own on the market. He advertised it in newspapers and magazines of the 1920s 
and ’30s. By following the instructions and consistently wearing the patented ‘nose harness’, 
both the cartilage and the ‘fleshy parts’ could be remodelled as desired (he says nothing about 
bone structure). The miracle cure was composed of plates of lightweight metal with six 
different pressure points that could be adjusted with screws to meet individual requirements. 
By means of ribbons, the thing was bound comfortably to the top and back of the head. It was 
intended to be worn at night so that the desired changes took place discreetly as well as 
painlessly, but according to the advertisement, it could perfectly well be worn in broad 
daylight. The striking thing about Trilety’s advertisements is that the presumed dissatisfaction 
seems to relate to the tip of the nose. From the ‘before’ and ‘after’ drawings, we are forced to 
conclude that the end of the nose must above all not constitute an interruption to the line of 
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the bridge. A tip that pointed downwards was no less unacceptable than one pointing upwards, 
and the nostrils must be invisible. Straighter than straight was the motto, and you surely didn’t 
want your ‘beautiful face’ to be spoilt by your nose. According to the accompanying text, such 
a feature might ‘injure your welfare’ and thereby ruin your life. Actress Edith Nelson 
(1891-1970) could attest to that. In a news item in the San Francisco Examiner in 1923, the 
Broadway star says candidly that she began to be given roles only after she discovered the Nose 
Shaper. Readers therefore knew how much was at stake: missing out on a brilliant career, for 
example. This of course confirms that standards determining what is beautiful or ugly are not 
infrequently driven by commercial considerations. 
 The key question, naturally, is what the Nose Shaper did, apart from lining the pockets 
of its inventors. German ear, nose and throat doctors who examined the device in 2020 came 
to the conclusion that all it could do was to cause painful pressure, of the kind familiar to those 
who wear spectacles, and along with it a disturbed night’s sleep. 
 Not every method was as ‘gentle’ as those of Baginski and Trilety. By the early twentieth 
century, surgery was already taking place for aesthetic reasons. In 1922, a female patient of 
French surgeon Bourget had her aquiline profile changed into a straight one, as a ‘before and 
after’ photo session shows. Whereas centuries earlier, the poet Laura Battiferri Ammannati 
had herself painted with an almost identical nose, this woman now wanted rid of it. We cannot 
be certain, incidentally, that the desire was her own. She may have been a guinea pig for a 
doctor who was keen to raise his own profile. 
 
[...] 
 

 

Figure 8 The ‘before and after’ photos of cosmetic surgery by Dr Bourget in 1922 
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Figure 9 Andy Warhol, Before and After, 1961 

 
Plastic fantastic 
Those photos of the straightened nose of an unknown woman are strongly reminiscent of a 
series of works made in the early 1960s by Andy Warhol (1928-1987) with the title Before and 
After. Images used for purposes of advertising showed typical ‘before and after’ shots of an 
individual with a hooked nose (described in the advertisement as a Jewish woman) who had 
undergone a ‘nose job’. Warhol exaggerated the features by making the nose point even further 
downwards than the original. 
 According to writer Virginia Blum, in the 1950s and ’60s Jews in the United States in 
particular underwent such surgery in order to ‘assimilate’ and avoid being judged according 
to their origins. The traumatic events of a decade or two earlier undoubtedly contributed to 
this collective desire to ‘belong’ and not to stand out. Blum, who had a Jewish background 
herself, claimed to have been the victim of a failed operation in which too much cartilage was 
removed, although fortunately a skilled specialist was later able to repair the damage. As an 
expert witness, she said that the obsession with narrow, straight noses was a result of the 
homogenous taste that surgeons were imposing on the public, taking no account of specific 
faces or the ethnic diversity of their patients. The straight Greco-Roman profile, based more 
on image than on reality, conveyed supposed neutrality and above all ‘whiteness’. This 
prescribed ideal ensured (and ensures to this day) not only an impoverishment of diversity but 
a lack of self-confidence, even self-hatred in many individuals, and therefore more money 
flowing into the coffers of the cosmetics industry. It has produced noses that do not necessarily 
fit the face to which they are attached. 
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 Warhol seems to have had an aversion to his own nose. He arranged to have its bulbous 
tip narrowed when he was twenty-nine. He was not averse to fakery, in any case. Of people in 
Hollywood the famous pop artist once said, ‘Everything’s plastic, but I love plastic. I want to 
be plastic.’ His cosmetic surgeon Pamela Lipkin even remembers Warhol ringing her in the 
middle of the night for collagen injections, and her suggestion that he at least wait until dawn 
before coming round did not go down well. The artist’s distinctive hair was not his either (at 
least, he was its owner, but he wasn’t born with it). 
 
 
 
Barbie and the ‘celestial’ princess nose 
Just as it was a century ago, our ideal of beauty is still supported by commercial interests. But 
another medium has arrived to make a major contribution. Online we are inundated with 
images of beautiful actresses and photo models. Princesses, too, are the paragon of beauty for 
many women. After Kate Middleton married Prince William in 2011, plastic surgeons were 
bombarded with requests for a ‘nose like Kate’s’ or, simply put, a ‘Duchess’. When actress 
Meghan Markle married Prince Harry a few years later, her nose too became de rigueur. 
Oddly, neither nose in the least resembles the supposedly perfect Greek nose, but rather, based 
on Baginski’s drawings at least, a ‘saddle nose’, if to a modest degree. In Eden Warwick’s 
nosological classification, the more elegant term ‘celestial’ applies, a category still ruled out 
for men but recommended for women. I would prefer to compare the bridge of both royal 
ladies’ noses to the gently sloping Tuscan hills. That these women have inspired a more diverse 
beauty ideal is of course a development we should embrace. 
  



23 
 

 

Figure 10 The gently sloping noses of Meghan Markle and Kate Middleton have inspired 
thousands of women. Kate’s nose is an archetypal ‘celestial’, whereas Meghan’s also has a 
very subtle aquiline bridge. 

 
 
The ‘celestial’ was first highlighted decades ago as a feature of the ‘ideal women’, no less a 
creature than Barbie. The slim doll was invented in 1956 by Ruth Handler. Barbara Millison 
Roberts, to give Barbie her full name, was graced, as she still is, with an improbably narrow 
nose. Its bridge is concave and short. The earliest Barbie dolls had a nose with an upturned 
tip, like that of Elizabeth Taylor. You might almost call it a snub nose. It did not emerge out of 
thin air. The doll turns out to have been modelled on a German cartoon character called Lilli. 
Here something went wrong. In the drawings of Lilli, she clearly has a snub nose when seen 
from the side, but from the front it’s reduced to an almost invisible line and two dots to 
represent nostrils. It therefore seems as if the minimalist drawing technique used to depict 
Lilli face-on was responsible for Barbie’s tiny nose, which both from the front and from the 
side looks more like a contour line on a map or a ledge on a building than a body part. 
 Millions of little girls were nonetheless led to believe, based on Barbie’s supernatural 
appearance, that they ought to look like her. According to researcher Alexandra Jaudio, no 
other product has had such an influence on beauty norms as Barbie. For decades, the doll 
remained practically unchanged, so Mattel’s launch of the ‘fashionista’ series from 2015 
onwards came as a breath of fresh air. The new dolls celebrate the diversity of women, with 
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features that do not fit the template used to dictate what is beautiful or ugly. Barbie’s 

astonishing transformation  

Figure 11 The first Barbie (1959) had an improbably narrow and short princess nose 

prompted an article in Time Magazine in 2016, and a slightly more curvaceous (though still 
small-nosed) doll was featured on the cover. According to the manufacturer, the changes were 
introduced to meet the demands of present-day mothers (who once played with a Barbie 
themselves), and of their children, ‘offering them infinite ways to play out stories’. There are 
now four body types (original, tall, curvy and petite), twelve skin colours and as many eye 
colours. There is a doll with a gold leg prosthesis and one in a wheelchair. As far as the nose 
goes, too, a little more variation has been introduced, the most striking being a doll with a 
(blonde) afro, freckles, full lips and a nose a little broader and flatter than those of her 
predecessors. A light-brown doll with black hair has a prominent bridge to her nose and wide 
nostrils, while a caramel-coloured Barbie sports a downward-pointing nasal septum. Sadly, 
there is still no version with an aquiline profile. But perhaps it’s only a matter of time. 
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Figure 12 The cartoon featuring Lilli in the German magazine Bild appeared in the 1950s. 
Seen from the front her nose is barely defined at all, but in profile it has an obvious bulge. 
The Barbie doll with its minimal nose was based on her appearance. 


