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More than three hundred artistic representations of Pero and Cimon, the 
breastfeeding father-daughter couple, are currently extant in museums and 
collections world wide � in the form of medals, book illuminations, drawings, 
prints, oil paintings, maiolica dishes, frescoes, chessboard decorations, marble 
statues, watches, and pharmaceutical bottles. Another few dozen images show 
the topic in its mother-daughter variety, attesting to the preoccupation of early 
modern audiences with Valerius Maximus�s twin anecdotes on �� lial piety� in 
his Memorable Sayings and Doings (written 31 ��).1 In this collection of anecdotes 
meant to illustrate the values and virtues of Roman patriarchy, two stories 
recount how a mother and father, respectively, are breastfed by their own 
daughters after being sentenced to death by starvation for a capital crime. Since 
the early seventeenth century, the motif became known as Roman Charity, an 
indication that the anecdotes of Pero and Cimon and of the anonymous Roman 
daughter and her mother were understood to rival, complement, or parody the 
embodiment of Catholicism�s prime virtue, Charity, in her personi� cation as a 
breastfeeding woman.

But so far, no monograph has been devoted to the motif�s analysis. There are 
a few isolated articles, and two Italian essay collections on the motif of Roman 
Charity, but the ubiquity of the theme in the visual arts, oral culture, and literary 
discourse of early modern Europe has in no way found the academic attention 
it deserves.2 Such relative lack of interest is mirrored by curators� reluctance 
to display even the more masterful renderings of the topic. One of Rubens�s 
renderings of Roman Charity languishes in the depository of the Rijksmuseum 
in Amsterdam. Bartolomeo Manfredi�s painting was removed from display in 
the U�  zi during construction projects. Alessandro Turchi�s version hangs in 
the gift shop of the Galleria Doria Pamphili in Rome, unmarked; and Gerrit 
van Honthorst�s piece went missing for a few years in the Landesmuseum in 
Münster. More such stories could be added.

Introduction
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This almost programmatic neglect is all the more disappointing because 
the imagery of the daughter-who-breastfed-her-father connects with a variety 
of current and vibrant debates among social, art, and gender historians of the 
early modern period. The iconography contributes to historical narratives of 
sexuality and the body, as it eroticizes maternity and queers our understan-
ding of practices of lactation. In illustrating �� lial piety,� it embodies core 
values of patriarchal family relations, but as an incestuous boundary violation, 
it develops into a quintessential � gure of perversion and dissent. Its stylistic 
developments encompass the classicizing eroticism of Italian Renaissance 
art, the pornographic aesthetic of German miniature prints, the intensity of 
address in Baroque gallery paintings, and the hybridization of genres in eigh-
teenth-century France. Under Caravaggio and Poussin, the motif underwent a 
revolutionary semantic change by association with religious subject matters. 
Despite the many backstories Pero and Cimon can tell about Giulio Romano�s 
portrayals of Dionysian excess, Sebald Beham�s representations of the �naked 
truth� of sexual desire, Poussin�s conciliatory approach to Judaism, and Greu-
ze�s fall from grace with the AcadØmie Royale, their images have rarely been 
studied or displayed. It is perhaps the subversive, strangely erotic, dangerously 
incestuous, and potentially perverse connotations of the iconography that make 
curators wary of exhibiting it. In Soviet-era Leningrad, for example, workers at 
a steel factory allegedly requested that a copy of Rubens�s Hermitage version 
of Roman Charity be removed from their dormitory because of indecency � an 
episode picked up by a British tabloid in an article entitled �Shocking pin-up 
was by Rubens� (1963) (Figure 2.27).3

My very � rst exposure to the iconography of Pero and Cimon produced 
arousals and resistances as well. It occurred ca. 30 years ago during my junior 
year abroad in Italy. Strolling through a Neapolitan exhibition of Baroque art, 
I was surprised, taken in, and then deeply unsettled by Caravaggio�s altarpiece 
The Seven Works of Mercy (1606) (Figure 2.1). The adult breastfeeding couple at 
the center � which I only later understood to be a father and his daughter � held 
an uncanny power over me, producing complex feelings of attraction and repul-
sion, curiosity and fear. Decades later, after having investigated Renaissance 
patriarchal family structures in a variety of modes and locations, and after having 
gathered my own experiences with (maternal infant-) breastfeeding, I came 
upon the painting a second time, during an extended stay in Italy. This time, 
I picked up the challenge. Despite the fact that I was supposed to work on a some-
what pedantic project on comparative legal history, I found myself increasingly 
obsessed not only with Caravaggio�s altarpiece but also with the entire visual 
and literary tradition of Pero and Cimon. Lea� ng through the photo collection of 
the Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florence, studying Andor Pigler�s iconograph-
ical entries in his invaluable Barockthemen (1974), and perusing the internet to 
gather additional images, I collected a data base of more than 1,000 images of 
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representations of the motif of Roman Charity and related lactation imagery. The 
sheer volume of this visual tradition convinced me that breast feeding pictures, 
and, among those, the iconography of Pero and Cimon, deserve an in-depth 
study. Having read David Freedberg�s great book in the meantime, I whole-
heartedly agree with his suggestion that representations of Roman Charity count 
among those images that might arouse and stir their beholders, an image that 
people might either break and mutilate or kiss and worship.4

Methodologically, I intend to approach the topic from a multi-layered 
perspective, one that aims at reconstructing di� erent horizons of expectation 
and engages the peculiar �power� of the imagery itself. Both are complex tasks, 
the former because every attempt at historical contextualization needs to be 
regarded as tentative and incomplete, the latter because of the many contempo-
rary and current debates about the respective limits of textuality and visuality 
as interlocking modes of representation.5 In an attempt to launch the pictorial 
turn among historians of the early modern period, I show how high art as 
well as B-level artifacts can serve as sources for the investigation of instances 
of resistance and subversion that were rarely verbalized. Concretely, I employ 
queer theory to emphasize the embattled nature of early modern patriarchy, 
taking the visual tradition of Roman Charity as a measure of parody and 
discontent.

On the level of content, I want to show how the eroticized maternal body 
came to rival phallic imagery at a time when modern notions about the self 
emerged. I argue that the displacement of mothering and the exploitative nature 
of father-daughter relations that the iconography depicts were fundamental to 
patrilineal kinship formation. In addition to symbolizing the reversals, cont-
radictions, hierarchies, and exclusions of patriarchy, post-Tridentine Catholic 
artists and their audiences appropriated and politicized the ancient legend 
of Pero and Cimon as an expression of dissent. In this context, the semantic 
ambiguities in representing Roman Charity became the allegory�s very theme. 
Furthermore, I trace how medical practitioners recommended adult lactations 
on occasion, providing for a �real� backdrop in understanding the iconography.

Current debates about the iconic turn, the power of images, and theories 
of visuality are helpful in providing a point of entry into my project; evoking 
them might justify this trans-disciplinary study of an iconographic tradition 
by a social and cultural historian. Part of my ambition is to add �history� to 
the long list of disciplines that according to W.J.T. Mitchell have been partici-
pating in the so-called �pictorial turn,� the latest paradigm-shifting event in 
the humanities since the �linguistic turn� of the late 1960s.6 Observing how, 
since the time of Moses, iconoclasts have felt threatened by visual representa-
tions because of the obstinacy of the images they arouse, wishing them dead 
or mutilating them by attacking their material manifestations, Mitchell views 
images as parasitical life-forms that exist in the minds of their beholders as 
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their hosts. Going beyond Freedberg�s and Belting�s analyses of how certain 
images become inhabited by divine presence � thus acquiring power � Mitchell 
anthropomorphizes pictures by endowing them with agency and desire, and 
he likens them to idols, fetishes, or totems.7 Successful images are scary, as 
they, Medusa-like, attempt to acquire mastery of their beholders.8 Asserting the 
peculiar, non-verbal expressiveness of images, Mitchell paradoxically wishes 
�to make pictures less scrutable, less transparent,� and to �reckon with � their 
silence, their reticence, their wildness and nonsensical obduracy.�9 Ultimately, 
he wants �to make the relationality of image and beholder the � eld of investiga-
tion,� and it is at this intersection that a historical reconstruction of horizons of 
expectation becomes important.10

Whitney Davis�s recent discussion of what is visual about culture and 
cultural about vision foregrounds a historical approach as well when approa-
ching images and meaning production in the arts. He insists on the need to 
investigate the many �relays and recursions� of cognition that occur during 
the apprehension of forms, motifs, and abstract signi� cations of any given 
work of art. In Erwin Panofsky�s vocabulary, every pre-iconographic under-
standing is or should be followed by iconographic recognition and iconological 
analysis � when, for example, a beholder distinguishes colors and shapes to 
signify thirteen men around a table, then proceeds to identify the motif as 
the last supper, and � nally grasps the particular symbolic relevance of the 
motif for the artist and his audience. Davis, by contrast, refuses such a neat 
hierarchical division of levels of understanding and posits a more immediate 
interworking of all types of cognition, such that knowledge about the last 
supper is credited with helping to see thirteen men around a table.11 This is 
relevant for my project because what we see on a painting of Roman Charity 
� a half-naked young woman o� ering her breast to an emaciated old man � is 
not necessarily succeeded smoothly by our recognition of the literary �motif� 
thus illustrated (� lial piety), even less by any agreement about the wider 
signi� cance of the motif in its pictorial form. On the contrary, if we did not 
know the story about Pero�s heroic sacri� ce from reading Valerius Maximus�s 
Memorable Doings and Sayings (ca. 31 ��), seeing a pictorial representation 
of Cimon in the act of suckling might result in sexual arousal, disgust, or 
incomprehension, certainly not in any discrete �understanding� that Pero is 
rescuing her father from death by starvation.12

Davis posits that �resistance is an internal aspective conundrum in the 
iconographic succession,� and such resistance to seeing an eroticized adult 
breastfeeding couple as an allegory of � lial piety is one of my main preoccupa-
tions in this book.13 Instead of viewing formal, iconographic, and iconological 
meanings as neatly succeeding one another, my intent is to show how signi-
� er and signi� ed were often at odds with each other in representing Roman 
Charity. In my view, such assertion of form over content and the tension 
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between visual representation and allegorical meaning have accompanied cont-
emporary discussions on iconoclasm and the purpose of visual representations 
since the early sixteenth century. The eroticization of a �virtuous� or religiously 
enhanced motif thus connects with central questions of how to visually repre-
sent the sacred in both Protestant and Catholic camps. In the case of Pero and 
Cimon, such tensions on the signifying scene derive in part from the ekphra-
stic challenge that Maximus posits in telling his anecdote:

�Men�s eyes are riveted in amazement when they see the painting of this 
act and renew the features of the long bygone incident in astonishment at the 
spectacle now before them, believing that in those silent outlines of limbs they 
see living and breathing bodies. This must needs happen to the mind also, 
admonished to remember things long past as though they were recent by pain-
ting, which is considerably more e� ective than literary memorials.�14

Paradoxically calling into question the power of his own �literary memorial� 
to conjure up vivid mental images of Pero, �who put him [Myko/Cimon] like a 
baby to her breast and fed him,� Maximus seems to recommend painting as the 
proper mode and medium for the commemoration of this act.15 Wall paintings 
and terracotta statues excavated in Pompeii suggest that, indeed, visual repre-
sentations of Pero were ubiquitous in the � rst century � whether as a result 
or precondition of Maximus�s anecdote is hard to tell. In the Middle Ages, 
the story survived largely in its literary form � and di� erently gendered twin 
version, as we will see shortly � but since the early sixteenth century, narrative 
renderings of the ancient emblem of � lial piety were increasingly replaced by 
visual representations. Investigating the peculiar (metaphorical) condensa-
tions and (metonymic) displacements of meaning that happen in the process 
of visual allegorization, I ultimately strive for the de-allegorization of images of 
lactation such as Pero�s milk-o� er to her father. I maintain that milk-relations 
as depicted in European art show traces of � historically contingent � ambigui-
ties, tensions, and struggles between caregivers and recipients. Why was the 
eroticization and incestuous employment of breastfeeding imagery codi� ed as 
an emblem of � lial piety? How did women nursing more than one infant simul-
taneously come to be associated with �charity� and �humility� in the European 
visual tradition? And how did the picture status of such representations cont-
ribute to the � xation of their allegorical content and simultaneously call for a 
narrative solution of their inherent semantic contradictions?

The iconography of the Madonna Lactans has been acknowledged to 
be provocative because of the unstable semantics of the �Virgin�s one bare 
breast,� but the many representations of hybrid, incestuous, species-crossing, 
and gender-bending milk relationships in Renaissance and Baroque art still 
await commentary and analysis.16 A common feature of all those Charities, 
wet-nurses, goddesses, daughters, men, and she-animals shown to share their 
milk in early modern art with a bewildering variety of suckling creatures is 
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that none of them nurses her own children. Even the nursing Madonna is a 
very special mother nursing a very special son, one endowed with a corporate 
persona consisting of all believers in Christ. Sir Godfrey Kneller�s portrait of 
Lady Mary Boyle in the act of nursing her son (ca. 1730) remains an absolute 
� British � oddity (Figure 0.1). It acquires intelligibility in the context of the 

Figure 0.1: Sir Godfrey Kneller, Workshop, Portrait of Lady Mary Boyle and her 
Son Charles, ca. 1720
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occasional portrayal of high-ranking ladies in the guise of Charity, such as 
Paulus Moreelse�s painting of Duchess Sophie Hedwig of Braunschweig-Wol-
fenbüttel (1592�1642) and Sir Reynolds�s painting of Lady Cockburn (1773).17 
While these three paintings pre� gure �modern� and enlightened family rela-
tionships with breastfeeding mothers at their core, the very promiscuity of 
milk sharing in the early modern Continental tradition belongs to another 
semantic universe, one that posits the lactating breast as a wandering signi-
� er of desire whose very aim and purpose consists of boundary crossings and 
transgressions.

In this study, I stress the semantic density and instability of breastfeeding 
pictures by historicizing the process of allegorization on the one hand and 
politicizing the discourse of charity on the other. In particular, I propose to 
view representations of Roman Charity as contributions to a kind of counter-
culture in which the Catholic enhancement of breastfeeding as care of the 
needy gets ironically twisted and parodied. The conspicuous absence of 
maternal milk-relation ships in early modern art can be viewed as the very 
precondition for conceiving of Charity as the love of one�s neighbor, con� -
gured as the nursing of strangers. In addition, it gives us a clue to under-
stand ing the inner workings of patriarchal family relationships. Medico-legal 
� ctions of paternal blood as constitutive of kinship coexisted uneasily with the 
practice of wet-nursing, even though both shared a commitment to mini-
mizing maternal input to the process of generation in their accounts of repro-
duction since antiquity.18 The iconography of Pero and Cimon is perhaps the 
most indicative example of the simultaneous evocation and displacement of 
the mother in the visual arts, highlighting that what ought to be consumed by 
Pero�s child, gets � unduly � appropriated by her father.

Employing a broadly de� ned notion of �queer,� I propose to view the story 
of Roman Charity as a riddle about kinship, in which the reversal of the gen er-
ational trajectory and the substitution of mother�s milk for paternal blood 
emphasize the � ctive nature of normative patriarchal kinship. The erotici-
zation of the maternal and the subversive image of incestuous matrilinearity 
that the breastfeeding daughter conjures up, but also the iconography�s arousal 
of desire for regression and ego-threatening boundary loss, are in direct and 
open opposition to contemporary accounts of �straight� kinship. In a society in 
which female inheritance was seen as �obliquating� the straight line of patri-
lineal inheritance, the fetish-like obsession with Pero and Cimon among early 
modern art lovers expressed a �queer� desire for alternatives to patriarchy.19 
This approach is in part motivated by the motif�s circulation in Renaissance 
oral culture as a riddle about � liation, for which early sixteenth-century printed 
compilations give ample evidence. Equally useful is Carla Freccero�s analysis 
of Marguerite de Navarre�s �queer� fantasies of maternal parthenogenesis and 
incest as subversive of patrilineal kinship.20
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Furthermore, I regard the iconography of Pero and Cimon as evidence of 
an early modern view of sexuality that includes practices of adult lactation � 
despite all contemporary taboos prohibiting sex with a wet-nurse or breastfee-
ding wife.21 In a recent review article, Sharon Marcus deplores that �there is 
little extant work on the queerness of those conventionally considered heterose-
xual,� and she reminds us that �queer studies has, like feminism, expanded the 
de� nition of what counts as sexuality.� Scholars who focus on family formation 
have found the term �queer� useful, �understood as the antithesis of the norma-
tive nuclear biological family.� With Judith Butler, Marcus speculates about 
the existence of what she calls �pre-social kinship,� which, �though marked as 
outside the law, bears the trace of an alternate legality.�22 My proposal to regard 
not only the all-female but also the cross-gendered lactation scene as indicative 
of queer desires that transcend the legal framework of patriarchy and oppose 
normative political structures follows Marcus�s lead in expanding our notions 
of queerness, sexuality, and kinship. The incestuous quality of the iconography 
hints, moreover, at the need for a historicization of the Oedipal con� ict as the 
� embattled � birthplace of Freudian subjectivity. While Oedipus slept with 
his birthmother and killed his father, he certainly never violated the � prior? � 
taboo against having sex with one�s nurse or foster mom.

Mindful of Eve Sedgwick�s admonition to use �queer� as a transitive verb, 
I argue that in representations of Pero and Cimon, patriarchy is revealed to 
be �relational, and strange,� the product of anxiously guarded, arbitrary hier-
archies and exclusions.23 Maximus�s anecdote of � lial piety illustrates ancient 
Roman patriarchy�s most cherished values by celebrating a serious boundary 
transgression, thus queering the notion of patrilinearity at its core. More speci-
� cally, the many ambiguities in Pero�s and Cimon�s relationship con� rm the 
paradoxical outcomes of extreme paternal needs and � lial submission. If in 
some renderings of Roman Charity, Pero is shown to be a �woman on top,� 
relegating her father to a regressive dependency, others depict her as the abject 
victim of an Über-patriarch�s incestuous demands.

The systematic study of this iconography thus seeks to answer Fiona Giles�s 
call for the historical study of queer, i.e., adult breastfeeding practices, and 
aims at including an archive of early modern lactation imagery in Griselda 
Pollock�s �virtual feminist museum.�24 Appropriating Aby Warburg�s idea of 
a picture atlas that would document the workings of a non-verbal, �deeper, 
pictorial unconscious, a memory formation of deep emotions ... held in recur-
ring patterns, gestures, and forms,� Pollock gives renewed consideration to his 
concept of �Pathosformeln� in the visual arts, i.e., recurrent signi� ers of strong 
emotions.25 The persistence of certain images since antiquity was for Warburg 
indicative of the need to establish what German art historians nowadays call 
�picture science� [Bildwissenschaft] and to de� ne the history of art as a discip-
line with the potential of transcending both history and anthropology.26 Pollock 
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points to Freud�s deep interest in ancient artifacts, hinting that his acquisition of 
a statuette of Isis breastfeeding Horus and another one of the Egyptian Uraeus, 
�the phallic but also eternal female emblem of everlasting pharaonic power,� 
testify to his intuitive awareness of the importance of pre-Greek, pre-verbal, 
and female-centered imagery.27 Warburg�s idea of a �pictorial unconscious� 
might explain, perhaps, the particular resilience of Maximus�s anecdote in its 
visual form.

Next to art, also religious discourse challenged the �law of the father� on 
occasion by relating milk to grace and Scripture and by allegorizing Charity 
as a breastfeeding woman.28 Joel Fineman adds to this discussion by linking 
theories of allegorization � in language � to psychoanalytic discourse and the 
structure of desire, and claims: �The movement of allegory, like the [Freudian] 
dreamwork, enacts a wish.�29 Fineman posits that allegories become �repre-
sentative of the � gurality of all language� and acquire the status of �trope of 
tropes,� an insight that challenges art historians to consider whether visual 
allegories express a similar meta-content.30 Historically speaking, �allegory 
seems ... to surface in critical or polemical atmospheres, when for political or 
metaphysical reasons there is something that cannot be said.�31 In my view, 
the motif of Roman Charity is a perfect example of such a politically relevant 
allegory, which silenced but embodied visually what needed to remain unsaid 
in early modern Europe. Its subversive content and anti-patriarchal polemic 
remained conspicuously con� ned to the realm of pictorial ambiguity.

This study�s privileging of visual sources over the literary tradition, and 
the investigation into the distinct non-verbal qualities of artistic representa-
tions, amounts to abandoning the new historicist assumption of all culture 
as text.32 Proponents of the iconic turn in Germany have been clamoring for 
the recognition of visual cultures� pre-and extra-linguistic features for some 
time now, especially followers of Heidegger.33 While I am reluctant to celebrate 
the demise of language as a quasi-colonizing agent, I am committed to doing 
justice to pictures� dense, non-linear, and highly ambiguous mode of expres-
sion. And while there will be plenty of textual analysis in this study, the rela-
tionship between text and image is always regarded as precarious and fraught 
with tension. This connects with early modern viewers� interest in renderings 
of Roman Charity, fueled to a large extent by contemporary discussions about 
artists� and poets� respective capacity for mimesis and the value of paintings as 
memory aids and substitutes for historical discourse. Pero and Cimon continue 
to have shock value, and as much as the motif�s imagery is based on a literary 
tradition, the visualization of its narrative content very often goes beyond the 
ekphrastic promise of its source.34

In a wider sense, this book seeks to establish the lactating breast as a 
signi� er of desire at a time when early modern subjectivities are commonly 
believed to have emerged under the sign of the phallus.35 The repression of the 
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ample visual tradition of breastfeeding imagery coincided with the attempt to 
abolish all non-maternal milk relationships in the eighteenth century, when 
reformers such as Rousseau advocated that women should avoid nursing other 
mothers� children.36 The moral enhancement of exclusive maternal breastfee-
ding was instrumental in de� ning �enlightened� female domesticity and set 
restrictive boundaries on who counted as family. It led to the gradual abolition 
of the wet-nursing system, the substitution of foundling homes with welfare 
payments to single mothers, and the experimentation with infant formula 
based on animal milk.37 It also led to the abandonment of the motif of Roman 
Charity as an allegory that early modern viewers found �good to think with.�

Despite the fact that feminist philosophers have criticized the Lacanian 
account of desire since the 1970s, attempts to historicize the emergence of phallic 
signi� cations in early modern Europe have neglected to search for gendered 
alternatives.38 Thomas Laqueur�s research on what he called the �one-sex body� 
in Galenic medicine provides a point of departure for the recognition of male/
female analogies in Renaissance medicine, but the heavy critique against some 
of his more sweeping assertions led to the unfortunate underestimation of 
anti-Aristotelian knowledge production in the sixteenth century and what it 
meant for the recognition of female desire.39 Patricia Simons�s recent book The 
Sex of Men in Premodern Europe: A Cultural History, however, engages closely 
with Laqueur�s claim regarding the ubiquity of phallic imagery in Renaissance 
medicine and argues that ejaculation, not erection, was the mark of virility 
in early modern culture. Such association of maleness with fertility, materi-
ality, abundance, and softness seems to suggest a more androgynous � even 
maternal � model of phallic signi� cation.40 I would like to go a step further 
and propose to view medieval and early modern lactation imagery as itself 
expressive of desire and semantic power. Arguably, allegories of charity, which 
in medieval religious discourse denote the reciprocity of giving and receiving, 
and the circular view of giving as receiving came to rival prevailing notions of 
sexuality as penetration in Renaissance discourse.

A note on social practices: one of my aims is to establish adult breastfee-
ding practices as the backdrop against which Roman Charity � ourished as a 
theme. Sources are scant, but there is some evidence that adult milk-exchange 
informed medical cures and religious forms of devotion. Pope Innocence VIII 
(1432�92), for example, was given human milk as a remedy of last resort just 
days before he died, a fact Giordano Bruno made fun of in his comedy The 
Candle Bearer (1582).41 In 1518, mystic and �living saint� Elena Duglioli miracu-
lously nursed Antonio Pucci, papal nuncio, later Bishop of Pistoia and cardinal, 
who longed �for the singular grace of turning into a baby again� and fantasized 
about being breastfed by the Madonna.42 In 1677, Countess Elisabeth Henriette 
of Hessen was cured by woman�s milk from a debilitating illness.43 And in 
1781, Madame Roland employed a so-called �tŒteuse� or �tireuse,� i.e., a female 
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breast-sucker, to re-establish her milk � ow, wishing to resume nursing her 
newborn daughter.44 Interestingly, the transitive verbs �tŒter� and �tettare� in 
French and Italian, respectively, seem to refer predominantly to adult nursing 
practices until the eighteenth century.45 Such �breasting� among adults could 
mean, as Madame Roland�s correspondence and Bruno�s comedy show, to have 
one�s breast sucked as well as to o� er it, in an unusual con� ation of the passive 
and active meaning of the verb. By contrast, infant nursing was referred to 
as �milking� [�allaiter� and �allattare�], a distinction indicative of the need to 
protect infant breastfeeding from the association with adult breastfeeding and 
its peculiar erotic charge. The existence of the verb �to breast� in French and 
Italian and the references to milk cures in European-wide medical treatises 
indicate that adult breastfeeding was widespread until at least the late eigh-
teenth century.

This book has the wider aim of establishing �lactation studies� as a valid 
area of historical research.46 In employing a variety of perspectives on the 
iconography of Pero and Cimon in particular, it proposes to shed light on 
several broader issues: the peculiar occurrences of patriarchal exclusions in 
early modern Europe; the � guration of paternal power as illicit, exploitative, 
and in need of rehabilitation; and phantasies surrounding the eroticized 
maternal body. It points to art as a distinct arena for the critique of patriar-
chal politics at a moment when iconoclastic movements forced a debate on the 
particular �powers� of visual representations. It asks what the imagery of Pero 
and Cimon reveals about the politics of allegorization at a time when women�s 
voices were regarded as �other speech� and relegated to the mute realm of visual 
embodiment. It analyzes how the iconography intervened in the debates on 
charity, iconoclasm, and representations of the sacred during the Reformation 
and post-Tridentine era. It discusses how the story of Roman Charity presents 
kinship as a riddle and couches the system of patriarchal � liation as an eroti-
cized consumption of the daughter and �queer� displacement of the mother. 
And � nally, it investigates how the lactating breast in all non-maternal milk 
relationships quali� es as a signi� er of desire, power, and abundance.

The � rst section of my book, �Images,� analyzes the iconography in 
its various contexts and genres from the early sixteenth century to the late 
eighteenth. Roughly, the story goes as follows: in Reformation art, the breast-
feeding daughter explodes notions of pictorial intelligibility through porno-
graphic renderings. In the Italian Renaissance, Pero performs her act of 
�� lial piety� in the form of an emasculating Medusa-image of considerable 
shock value alongside Salome and Judith. In Mannerist palace decorations, 
Pero becomes a Dionysian emblem of Orientalizing excess but also a sign of 
fertility and rejuvenation. Caravaggio�s altarpiece spiritualizes the motif, inte-
grating Pero�s lactation scene in order to allude to the papacy�s need for �chari-
table� intervention and renewal. Caravaggio�s followers turned Roman Charity 
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into an eroticized gallery painting but preserved the religious and political 
associations of the theme by drawing formal analogies between the breast-
feeding father and Saint Peter, most notably in scenes of the apostle�s Denial 
of Jesus Christ. Poussin�s integration of the mother-daughter breastfeeding 
scene in his Gathering of the Manna became emblematic of the classicizing 
genre of French history painting in discussions of the Royal Academy. In the 
eighteenth century, Greuze and his contemporaries used the theme of Roman 
Charity to experiment with a hybridization of the genre by infusing it with 
�bourgeois� aesthetic elements. At the same time, the motif became politi-
cized during debates on political reform, which oscillated between utopian 
dreams of the �good father� and fantasies of parricide.

The second section of my book, entitled �Texts and Contexts,� traces the 
di� erent horizons of expectation that early modern viewers brought to bear on 
renderings of Roman Charity. In this section, I analyze the millenarian literary 
tradition of the motif since Valerius Maximus, pointing to the ironic subtext of 
the two anecdotes on � lial piety despite their didactic presentation. I examine 
the practice of adult breastfeeding in medical writings and explore the gendered 
nature of milk cures and their ailments. I trace the visual universe within 
which Pero and Cimon were able to � ourish by examining the interlocking 
iconographies of Charity and the Madonna Lactans and related breastfeeding 
imagery. Finally, I investigate father-daughter relationships in legal discourse.

My aim is to set the parameters within which a deeper, more general, but 
also more concrete and �applied,� understanding the theme of Roman Charity 
might have unfolded, by reference to textual sources, adjacent iconographies, 
historical practices, and institutional discourses. How and why did early 
modern people � nd Roman Charity �good to think with?� In order to answer 
this question, this section o� ers an investigation of the gendered use of breast 
milk for therapeutic reasons, with male patients being showcased as model 
consumers. It highlights the practice of commercial breast-sucking to help 
with engorgement � an understudied byproduct of the wet-nursing industry in 
early modern times � and traces the raging debates on non-maternal nursing. It 
discusses the deep-seated resonance of the motif with breastfeeding Charity and 
the Madonna Lactans, pointing to ancient rhetorical theories of allegori zation 
and the pre-classical visual tradition of nursing deities. In addition, it raises 
the question of the allegory�s intelligibility at a time when the proliferation of 
breastfeeding imagery since the � fteenth century contaminated the Catholic 
spiritual meaning of Charity with profane associations. The last chapter in this 
section gives a sketch of father-daughter relations by pointing to the dowry as 
an instrument of women�s dispossession, and by discussing the strengthening 
of patriarchal family relations in the context of emerging absolutism.

Chapter 1 investigates the � rst blossoming of the topic in early modern visual 
culture. It begins by analyzing the sudden shift in focus from representations 
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of the mother-daughter couple in late � fteenth-century book illuminations to 
the depiction of Pero and Cimon in early Renaissance and Reformation art. 
The earliest representations of the father-daughter couple are assumed to come 
in the form of late � fteenth-century North Italian medals, which in one case 
inspired a ceiling fresco in early sixteenth-century Cremona � even though 
upon closer inspection, the gendering of the couple appears ambiguous.47 
During the German Reformation, Nürnberg printers Barthel and Hans Sebald 
Beham produced a series of heavily sexualized miniature prints of Pero and 
Cimon starting in 1525, which are the � rst securely dated surviving renderings 
of the motif. At about the same time, oil paintings of the topic seem to have 
emerged in Venice that are no longer extant, in addition to a wall painting by 
Marcello Fogolino at the Ca� d�Oro. In the 1530s, Perino del Vaga produced a 
fresco of the theme, Rosso Fiorentino a marble relief, and Giulio Romano a 
drawing. A decade later, oil paintings of Pero and Cimon started to appear in 
Germany, by Georg Pencz, Erhard Schwetzer, and the so-called Master with 
the Gri�  n�s Head. Pencz was in� uenced by the Beham brothers, with whom 
he was brie� y imprisoned in 1525 on charges of atheism. Perhaps he also knew 
of Venetian antecedents, given his presumed trip to Italy. The assumption of 
an Italian-German succession in the development of the iconography is hard to 
ascertain, however, since the motif seems to have appeared simultaneously in 
Nürnberg and Venice in 1525�30. Also, the early Italian oil paintings we know 
of are no longer extant, making a close inspection impossible. One of them, 
painted in the style of a Venetian sensuous half-length portrait by an anonymous 
artist, disappeared on the Viennese art market in 1922; the other one survives 
in the form of a nineteenth-century copy of a lost original by Bernardino Luini 
(1480/82�1532). Toward the middle of the sixteenth century, representations 
of the motif became more frequent � also in France and the Netherlands � in 
the form of prints, drawings, maiolica dishes, terracotta statues, pendants, and 
chessboard decorations; it is rumored that even Titian produced a copy.48 At the 
end of the sixteenth century, two anonymous Italian artists rendered the motif 
in oil � in Rome and Bologna � and these are the � rst Italian paintings of the 
iconography to have survived.

Since its early phase of proliferation, the motif appeared in di� erent genres 
and contexts, such as sensuous half-lengths, pornographic miniature prints, 
and Mannerist palace decorations, each medium endowing the topic with a 
distinct meaning and signi� cance. Painted in oil, Pero emerges in the early 
sixteenth century as an eroticized woman on top, analogous to �strong women� 
like Judith and Salome, and sensuous Venetian half-length portrayals of what 
are assumed to be courtesans. The provocatively graphic, if not pornographic, 
prints by the Beham brothers are contributions to the raging contemporary 
debate among Protestants over the seductive power of images, the presumed 
transparency of writing, and the deceptive nature of allegories. In Italian 
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palace decorations, Pero is either shown to be breastfeeding through the bars 
of a prison window, as oral versions of the story mandated, or she appears as 
a Dionysian, Orientalized � gure of rejuvenation. In Giulio Romano�s art, she 
participates in a visual rhetoric of sexuality that includes breastfeeding as a 
� gure of excess. Perhaps inspired by Francesco Colonna�s Hypnerotomachia 
Poliphili (1499), breastfeeding mermaids, Egyptianizing fertility goddesses, 
and polymast � gures of Nature are in this context her functional counterparts.

Chapter 2 is devoted to an analysis of Caravaggio�s altarpiece and to the 
many genre paintings of Pero and Cimon it inspired among his contempora-
ries � friends and foes alike. It shows how Caravaggio was able to give a new 
meaning to the motif by Catholicizing it, i.e., by presenting Pero as successor to 
both the Madonna Lactans and the allegory of Charity. Retitled Roman Charity, 
the motif became the hallmark of Caravaggesque art, an observation that has 
eluded most art historians.49 Starting with Bartolomeo Manfredi, famous for 
parsing and simplifying Caravaggio�s more complex compositions, Roman 
Charity became a quintessential gallery painting, showing Pero and Cimon in 
a psychologically dense and intimate scene directly inspired by Valerius Maxi-
mus�s ekphrastic account (1610�14). By contrast, Caravaggio tapped into oral 
versions of the theme, depicting Pero as breastfeeding her father through the 
bars of a prison window. Other early treatments of the theme are by Rubens 
(Hermitage version, ca. 1610�12) and Abraham Bloemaert (Kiel, 1610). Rubens 
and his followers painted the topic � ve more times, but it is his Hermitage 
and Amsterdam versions that became the object of several print editions, thus 
acquiring and retaining great popularity well into the eighteenth century.50 A 
decade later, also Simon Vouet (1590�1649) and Guido Reni (1575�1642) appro-
priated the topic, contributing to the iconography�s increasing popularity all 
throughout the seventeenth century.

Especially noteworthy is the afterlife of Caravaggio�s altarpiece in Flanders 
and the Catholic Netherlands. Rubens and his school painted the story six times; 
Andreas Bloemaert, Dirck van Baburen, Gerrit and Willem van Honthorst, 
Caspar de Crayer, Paulus Moreelse, and sculptor Artus Quellinus the Elder 
produced multiple copies of the theme; Hans Jordaens III and Cornelis de 
Baellieur integrated it into their portrayals of picture galleries. This points to 
an intense preoccupation with the motif among Northern European Catholic 
audiences, including the religiously mixed clientele of Utrecht. Protestant pain-
ters such as Vermeer only obliquely referred to the iconography.51 In my view, 
the popularity of Pero and Cimon among Catholic painters and collectors as 
well as recent apostates suggests a certain discontent with the post-Tridentine 
papacy�s claims to spiritual and temporal supremacy. Indicative of such poli-
tical associations is the resemblance of Cimon with Saint Peter in paintings by 
the same artists. Caravaggio�s breastfeeding old prisoner in his altarpiece The 
Seven Works of Mercy, for example, recalls the protagonist in his Denial of Saint 
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Peter (1610), who in turn resembles Saint Peter in Battista Caracciolo�s Libera-
tion of Saint Peter (1615). This latter painting was paired with Caravaggio�s Seven 
Works of Mercy in the church of Pio Monte della Misericordia in Naples. Both 
prison scenes were hung opposite each other to indicate a certain thematic 
connection. The early seventeenth-century � ourishing of Denial scenes, which 
express Saint Peter�s moral failure to acknowledge his friendship with Jesus 
after he was taken prisoner, also indicates a certain critical stance vis-à-vis the 
papacy, but the similarity of Saint Peter�s facial features with those of Cimon 
suggests an even more subversive association. Could it be the pope himself 
� Saint Peter�s �infallible� representative on earth � who is cast as a guilty 
old patriarch in need of sustenance and rehabilitation through the milk and 
spiritual grace of a young woman? A painting entitled Anti-Carità Romana, 
attributed to Guido Reni, openly proclaims this connection. It depicts Saint 
Agatha, chained, receiving a visit from Saint Peter � another Cimon-look-alike 
� who not only restores her breasts but also appears to liberate her from her 
prison cell.

The French tradition of the theme is the subject of Chapter 3. Despite 
earlier versions of Pero and Cimon since the sixteenth century � most notably, 
the marble relief by Jean Goujon (and workshop)  and Simon Vouet�s two oil 
paintings � the topic assumed canonical status in French art only after Poussin 
adopted it. Similarly to Caravaggio, Poussin integrates the breastfeeding couple 
into a complex scene � in his case, the Gathering of the Manna by the Israelites 
(1637�39) (Figure 3.3). In line with his historical interests centering on ancient 
Rome, however, Poussin depicts the � rst version of Maximus�s anecdotes about 
the unnamed Roman daughter who breastfeeds her mother instead of Pero 
and Cimon, who appear in Maximus�s �external section� and were assumed 
to be Greek. This surprising rendering of the all-female version would remain 
unmatched except for a drawing by Guercino (1591�1666) and an oil painting, 
now lost, by Gregorio Lazzarini (1657�1730). In the revolutionary period, three 
further versions of the mother-daughter version appeared, all of which went 
missing.52 Poussin�s unorthodox depiction of the mother-daughter scene in his 
Gathering of the Manna was the topic of a paper presented at the AcadØmie 
Royale by Charles Le Brun in 1667. It inspired further experimentation with 
lactation imagery in general and Maximus�s anecdote in particular in French 
art of the later seventeenth century, albeit in its cross-gendered variety.

In the late eighteenth century, Pero and Cimon experienced a late � ou-
rishing in French art at a time when paternal power and the reform of the 
monarchy were hotly debated. Jean-Baptiste Greuze (1725�1805) explored the 
topic as part of his ill-favored move toward the genre of history paintings, 
shortly before his painting of Septimius Severus and Caracalla (1769) caused 
him to withdraw from the academy and its Salon exhibitions altogether. While 
Greuze aimed at modernizing history paintings through the integration of 
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�genre-esque� elements � of which his Roman Charity is a � rst example � 
Jacques-Louis David (1748�1825) returned to the undiluted sternness of Pous-
sin�s classicism. His follower�s Roman Charity, which only recently surfaced 
on the art market, provides one last proof of the fact that nearly all stylistic 
transformations in early modern European art since the Renaissance were 
accompanied by corresponding renderings of Pero and Cimon. In most cases, 
the adaptation of this allegory marked the expression of dissent, exempli� ed 
by the Beham brothers� pornographic digression on the respective qualities of 
visual and textual representation, Caravaggio�s attack on the papacy, or French 
Enlightenment artists� debate on patriarchal reform. With the insistence on 
exclusive maternal breastfeeding since the late eighteenth century, the refashi-
oning of erotic sensibilities after the French Revolution, and the emergence of a 
new body politic at a time of secularization, the era of queer � that is incestuous, 
ironic, and anti-patriarchal � breastfeeding imagery drew to a close. 

Chapter 4 begins by analyzing the twin versions of Maximus�s anecdote, in 
which a dutiful daughter breastfeeds her mother instead of her father, likewise 
condemned to starvation in a Roman prison. In this, prior, anecdote, prison 
guards watch the peculiar scene, wondering whether they are witnessing an act 
�against nature� � an allusion to the possibility of observing a female same-sex 
scene � or, rather, an expression of �Nature�s � rst law,� namely, to love one�s 
parents.53 Deciding for the latter, they hurry to let the judicial authorities know 
about the daughter�s example of � lial piety; as a reward for such self-sacri� ce, 
the judges revoke the mother�s sentence and rehabilitate her. Maximus is the 
only author to have mentioned both examples of � lial piety; all other ancient, 
medieval, and early modern authors who appropriated and rewrote the story 
in their sermon collections, encyclopedias, novels, and moral treatises concen-
trate on either one or the other. An interesting pattern emerges: in the Middle 
Ages, the father-daughter version of the theme was almost entirely repressed 
in favor of the unnamed Roman daughter who breastfed her mother, especially 
in books on women�s worthies such as Boccaccio�s and Christine de Pizan�s. 
When, in the Renaissance, Pero and Cimon experienced a revival, the all-
female version survived mainly in textual sources in addition to a few prints and 
drawings, in stark contrast to the emerging popularity of the father-daughter 
couple in the visual arts.

The appearance of the numerous printed and translated versions of Maxi-
mus�s Memorable Doings and Sayings since 1469 cannot su�  ciently explain 
the conspicuous absence of the mother-daughter scene in the arts, as the book 
tells both stories back to back. In my view, the sudden neglect of the lactating 
same-sex couple has to do with the invention of erotic art in the early sixteenth 
century, within which Pero and Cimon acquired a newfound or, better, redisco-
vered intelligibility and identity. By contrast, an eroticized all-female lactation 
scene was nearly unimaginable in the heavily male-centered sexual universe 
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of Renaissance art, despite allusions to this possibility in Maximus.54 The 
attraction that the mother-daughter version held for medieval authors, namely, 
to emphasize reciprocity in female relationships of care, became obsolete by 
the early sixteenth century. Now the ongoing institutionalization of charitable 
giving, complete with government interventions and the focus on �deserving� 
recipients only, transformed the charitable ideal of giving as receiving into an 
instrument of social control.

The sudden omission of the suckling mother and the simultaneous cele-
bration of Cimon�s displaced � and misplaced � desire for his daughter�s milk 
seem to be causally related. No analogy was supposed to be drawn between a 
daughter who chastely returns her mother�s gift of milk and Pero, who involves 
her father in a breathtaking spectacle for which words seem to be missing 
and whose heroic deed � according to Maximus � was best commemorated in 
non-verbal, visual form. In portraying Pero�s act as unique and utterly distinct 
from that of the unnamed Roman daughter, � lial piety vis-à-vis one�s parents 
appears to be heavily gendered. The meaning of the same act di� ers vastly 
depending on whether it applies to moms or dads, which is why the question of 
reciprocity � or the lack thereof � in father-daughter relations emerges as one of 
the larger issues surrounding the iconography of Pero and Cimon.

Chapter 5 investigates adult lactations in medical discourse, followed by 
an analysis of the gendered usage of breast milk for therapeutic purposes and 
a discussion of contemporary anatomical research on milk production. Early 
modern medical scholarship was quite multi-faceted, allowing for observation 
of the erogenous qualities of the breast by followers of Galen and speculation 
about anatomical connections that were thought to exist between the preg-
nant womb and the lactating breast, thereby highlighting the importance of 
maternal milk in the process of generation. Nonetheless, heavily gendered 
treatises on the therapeutic value of breast milk in cases of gout and tubercu-
losis routinely present old men as model patients and young women or anthro-
pomorphized cows in the role of suppliers for such cures. Only rarely do 
we � nd evidence of female same-sex suckling, when, as already mentioned, 
Countess Elisabeth Henriette was wet-nursed during a debilitating illness or 
Madame Roland employed female breast-suckers to cope with engorgement or 
re-establish her milk � ow after a hiatus in breastfeeding. Investigations into 
the marvelous in nature, such as virginal lactations or milk production in men, 
were supposed to produce knowledge about the normative. Research on the 
chemical composition of animal and human milk sought to � nd alternatives 
to breast milk, a project that became especially pressing when rates of infant 
abandonment � and the mortality of foundlings � skyrocketed in the sixteenth 
century, but it was also motivated by contemporary polemics against wet-nur-
sing.55 Vilifying wet-nurses as prostitutes or adulteresses, seventeenth-century 
medical discourse paved the way for Rousseau�s vision of exclusive maternal 
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nursing as the hallmark of bourgeois domesticity, which, ironically, coincided 
with an intensi� ed debate on the erotic qualities of breastfeeding.

Chapter 6 lays out the wealth of ancient, medieval, and early modern lacta-
tion imagery in conjunction with rhetorical theories of allegorization as �other 
speech.� It presents the proliferation of lactation scenes in the visual arts as 
a counter-discourse to legal and political constructions of patriarchy, which 
rested on the exclusion of women from the public sphere of lawmaking and the 
� ction of patrilineal kinship. A causal connection emerges between the poli-
tics of suppression, ancient rhetorical strategies that conjure up female � gures 
as mute and pitiful reenactments of their own exclusion, and the allegorized 
reappearance of female bodies in the visual arts. The stress on breastfeeding 
accompanies, but also criticizes, contemporary notions of motherless kinship 
grounded in the transmission of paternal blood. Post-Byzantine artists in Italy 
and Flanders reinvent the focus on breastfeeding as a mark of divine abjection 
through depictions of the nursing Madonna and allegories of Charity. In the 
Renaissance, the naturalistic representation of wet-nursing follows the popu-
larity of nativity scenes, but milk sharing is also eroticized as a form of Diony-
sian, i.e., exotic and Orientalizing, sexuality in mythological, classicizing visual 
culture. In post-Tridentine religious paintings, the semi-allegorical inclusion 
of nursing women in scenes of eschatological signi� cance underscores the 
importance of Charity in Catholic discourse, but starting in the early seven-
teenth century, the iconography of Pero and Cimon expresses a visual language 
of dissent that parodies orthodox Catholicism and criticizes the papacy�s claims 
to supremacy.

All of these di� erent iconographies of lactation are characterized by the 
displacement of the mother and the attribution of universalizing qualities to 
non-maternal milk relationships. The Virgin Mary does nurse her own son, 
of course, but this son is also her God and father and represents all of su� e-
ring mankind. Both the Madonna Lactans and the visualization of Charity 
as a breastfeeding woman emerged at a time when nativity scenes became 
popular, particularly in representations of the Birth of the Virgin Mary and the 
Birth of Saint John the Baptist. Referring to saints� vitae in the Golden Legend 
(1264) and the apocryphal accounts on which they were based, fourteenth- 
and � fteenth-century representations of childbirth � excepting the nativity of 
Christ � are rendered as upper-class con� nement-room scenes. They depict the 
recently delivered mother as resting on a ceremonial bed, covered in expensive 
fabrics, receiving servants who bring food and visitors who o� er gifts. Baby 
Mary and baby John are shown in the care of wet-nurses and birth assistants 
who are washing, swaddling, and � in a rare number of cases � even breastfee-
ding them.

The split between birthing and care-giving that con� nement-room scenes 
accentuate is the backdrop against which the Madonna Lactans and allegories 



Introduction 27

of Charity derive visual meaning. While secular mothers would normally 
avoid breastfeeding their babies, if they could a� ord it, the Virgin Mary volun-
tarily engages in this act of �humility� by nursing her son and extending 
her loving care and milk to all believers in Christ. Charity does not refer to 
biological mothers either, as she nurses several infants or even older children 
simultaneously, all of them competing for her breast. As the personi� cation of 
a Christian virtue, she assumes allegorical signi� cance insofar as she volun-
tarily nurses the children of strangers as symbols of the indiscriminately 
needy, in a discursive universe that equates spiritual nourish ment with milk 
since late antiquity.56 While Charity�s semantic meaning initially emerges in 
reference to the Madonna Lactans and con� nement-room scenes, she eventu-
ally comes to inspire and provide a framework of reference for the more natu-
ralistic, narrative depictions of institutional wet-nurses in Italian hospital 
art since the late � fteenth century.57 Wet-nurses who worked for foundling 
homes were charged with keeping the many abandoned infants alive until 
they could be placed with more permanent wet-nurses in the countryside � a 
charitable occupation if there ever was one, and a sad one at that, given the 
exorbitant mortality rates of foundlings. In the sixteenth century, Charities 
adopted both allegorical and narrative functions in Mannerist religious pain-
tings such as Tintoretto�s and Palma the Younger�s. In those altarpieces, they 
refer to the metaphorical content of gratuitous breastfeeding as a source of 
grace but also represent women who take care of infants and deliver or beg 
for food as witnesses of prominent events in the history of redemption.58 The 
pictorial di� erentiation of Charity into allegorical, narrative, and naturali-
stic representations, or a mix thereof, testi� es to the ongoing importance of 
breastfeeding imagery in denoting and expressing the religious content and 
social practices of charitable giving.

The distinction between giving birth and o� ering infant care became even 
more pronounced in nativity scenes of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
as Saint Elizabeth and Saint Anne, mothers of Saint John and the Virgin Mary, 
respectively, vanish into the shadows and increasing numbers of highly visible 
birth-assistants crowd around the newborn baby. As mothers were relegated 
into invisibility in con� nement-room scenes, the signi� cance of ritual, spiri-
tual, and mythological nursing was heightened in the visual arts. The Madonna 
Lactans fell out of favor with both Protestant and Catholic authorities because 
of the eroticized manner with which early sixteenth-century artists depicted 
her � except for a brief revival among Catholic painters around 1600. Generally 
speaking, the nursing Madonna gave way to the many permutations of chari-
table and eroticizing lactation imagery in the later sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, most notably Roman Charity. Caravaggio�s momentous altarpiece 
The Seven Works of Mercy (1606) is programmatic for the way it depicts Pero as 
successor to the Virgin Mary, who has long weaned her � by now ca. ten-year-
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Figure 0.2: Jesus Herrera Martínez, Altarpiece: The Fire and the Flame, Detail 
with Roman Charities, 2015

old � son and who benevolently and approvingly watches how the ancient Greek 
daughter performs �� lial piety.�

The many unusual, non-maternal nursing scenes in Renaissance and Ba-
roque art � ourished in a society in which increasingly harsh patrilineal inher-
itance laws aimed at minimizing both mothers� and fathers� bequests to their 
daughters, and in which the maternal contribution to the process of generation 
was highly debated. Father-daughter relations emerge as fraught with tensions 
in the later sixteenth century, of which legal practice gives ample evidence. 
Chapter 7 analyzes the lack of reciprocity in patrilineal kinship relations as 
codi� ed by law, suggesting that Pero and Cimon represent the need of patriar-
chy for unreciprocal gifts from its daughters � meaning: the undue appropria-
tion of their resources � for survival. It addresses the de facto expropriation of 
daughters and widows from their family inheritance after the receipt of a 
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dowry, investigates the adoption of the dowry system outside of Italy and its 
growing popularity among the working classes, and discusses contemporary 
legal proposals to view a daughter�s dowry as a charitable endowment rather 
than an inalienable right on her father�s properties. With respect to Germany, 
France, and the Netherlands, it points to the strengthening of patriarchal hier-
archies as a result of the Protestant marriage reform, the criminalization of 
elopements, and the weakening of joint-property arrangements in marriage. 
The reinvigoration of patrilineal legal practices took place in the context of a 
political debate that sought to legitimize the undisputable authority of kings 
and popes by reference to the ancient Roman construction of paternal power. 
Of particular relevance for my discussion of Roman Charity as a � gure of dis-
sent is the inter-Catholic debate on the post-Tridentine papacy�s claims to su-
premacy in temporal a� airs. Theories of political absolutism promoted the an-
cient Roman institution of the pater familias as a metaphor and pars pro toto 
for a reformed monarchy, but dissidents sought to remind their readers that 
French common law was not patriarchal.

With the reform of gender relations in the early nineteenth century and 
the invention of bourgeois family relations � intent on limiting the circulation 
of female body � uids within the nuclear family � the intelligibility of Pero and 
Cimon started to wane. The construction of breastfeeding as an exclusively 
maternal and domestic practice led to the complete eradication of a symbolic 
universe in which the lactating breast functioned as a signi� er of spiritual love, 
but also of queer desire, dissent, and Dionysian excess.59 Except for sporadic 
appearances in twentieth-century � lm and literature, the motif has recently 
re-emerged in the art of Jesus Herrera Martínez, who interprets the decidedly 
transgressive meaning of the image by placing himself in the position of both 
Pero and Cimon (Figure 0.2).60 With the creation of an all-male Roman Charity, 
we have come full cycle: Herrera�s phantasy of self-care and self-nurture and his 
gender-bending performance of breast-envy show how the iconography might 
be ready for a comeback. Overcoming the motif�s willful neglect of the past two 
centuries, Herrera taps into a new context of queer sensibilities, in which, who 
knows, adult erotic lactations may have re-entered the realm of signi� cation.61
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PART I: IMAGES





It is hard to do justice to the bewildering complexity of representations of Pero 
and Cimon in the arts, which started to appear in the early sixteenth century 
in a wide range of media: bronze medals, frescoes, engravings, drawings, oil 
paintings, ceramics, inlaid wood decorations, and statues. Each medium was 
associated with di� erent viewing practices and generated its own framework 
of references. The signi� cance of the motif di� ered, depending on the stylistic 
choices and visual rhetoric employed by printmakers in Nürnberg, gallery 
painters in Venice, or palace artists at Fontainebleau. What these di� erent 
renderings have in common is a distinctly erotic presentation of the anecdote 
in response to Valerius Maximus�s ekphrastic challenge (see Chapter 4).

The motif appeared in both its mother-daughter and father-daughter variety, 
although the cross-gendered version was more popular. The earliest depictions 
of the theme emerged independently of each other in Southern Germany and 
Northern Italy around 1525.1 They consist of a miniature pornographic print by 
Barthel Beham (1525) (Figure 1.1); a Venetian oil-painting of the �bella donna� 
type, now lost, reproduced in an auction catalog in Vienna from 1922 (Figure 
1.2);2 a round monochrome ceiling fresco in the monastery of Sant�Abbondio 
in Cremona (Figure 1.3) inspired by a bronze medal preserved in the Victoria 
and Albert Museum (Figure 1.4);3 and a ceramic dish from Pesaro.4 Of the 
mother-daughter variety, we have � fteenth-century French book illuminations 
(Figure 1.5) and a few prints and drawings in the sixteenth century until Poussin 
rendered the motif famous in his Gathering of the Manna of 1639 (Figure 3.3). 
The two versions compete with each other for greater shock value, the former 
because of its incestuous implications and the latter because of the two women�s 
potentially dangerous bodily intimacy. While the mother-daughter version 
expresses reciprocity in kinship relations despite its lesbian overtones, the 
father-daughter version is devoid of a moralizing frame other than its thinly 
veiled pretext of representing �� lial piety.� The latter cross-gendered scene 
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Figure 1.3: Francesco Casella or 
Galeazzo Rivelli (della Barba), 
Pietas, 1513

Figure 1.1: Barthel Beham, Pero and 
Cimon, 1525

Figure 1.2: Venetian, Pero and Cimon, 
ca. 1520

Figure 1.4: Pietati, early 16th c.



Breast feeding Pero 39

Figure 1.5: Unnamed Roman Girl Feeds her Mother in Prison, Illumination of 
Giovanni Boccaccio, De cleres et nobles femmes, 1402
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became more popular, either because it was felt to be more daring � because 
of its incestuous insinuations � or because it was felt to be more normative. 
After all, what is more natural than for a father to consume his daughter�s 
body � uids?

The story of Pero and Cimon struck at the heart of early modern patri-
archy because it thematized the exploitation of daughters and the displacement 
of mothers on which its patrilineal family organization depended. Visually, 
it dramatizes the weakness and pitiful state of Pero�s guilty old father, who 
depends on her for his survival and rehabilitation, and � aunts the beauty and 
life-giving power of the young woman, who bears her sacri� ce well and assumes 
a variety of postures ranging from tenderness and modesty to open sexual de� -
ance. The voyeuristic energies it mobilizes make the viewer complicit with what 
he sees. Due to its instant success in the early sixteenth century � after a long 
hiatus in the Middle Ages during which the mother-daughter version monop-
olized the discourse on � lial piety � the motif proliferated in three di� erent 
discursive and visual contexts that gave it meaning. In Reformation Germany, 
Pero and Cimon contributed to contemporary discussions on allegory and the 
purpose of visual representations in an age of iconoclasm. In Renaissance 
Venice, the motif emerged as a sensuous half-length portrayal of an eroticized 
�bella donna� in the context of man-murdering �women on top.�5 At court 
in Mantua and Fontainebleau, it merged with Orientalizing scenes of excess 
derived from Egyptian antiquity.

The existing literature on the topic is meager. Starting in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, the motif generated some debate among 
historians of art and literature.6 Monographs are entirely missing, but there 
are two interdisciplinary Italian essay collections with art historical contribu-
tions of varying quality.7 A noteworthy recent article on Pero and Cimon in 
the arts is by Anna Tuck-Scala, with a focus on Caravaggio�s rendering of the 
motif as part of his altarpiece The Seven Works of Mercy (1606).8 In this article, 
the author shows the depth of Pero and Cimon�s iconographical tradition by 
pointing to ancient representations of Artemis Ephesia, a multi-breasted 
fertility goddess, and by referring to W. Deonna�s research on pre-Roman 
traces of the motif. Deonna argues that in Maximus�s version of the two twin 
stories, earlier Etruscan notions of ritual kinship and divine adoption through 
breastfeeding are re-presented, but also problematized, in the framework of 
Roman � i.e., patriarchal � blood-kinship.9 Maximus�s anecdotes thus seem 
to colonize former, long defeated, expressions of ritual adult breastfeeding by 
superimposing a new meaning onto them, turning echoes of a lost semantic 
universe into a showpiece of patriarchal Roman family values. Tuck-Scala 
follows Deonna in suggesting that both the Christian tradition of Charity 
and the iconography of the Madonna Lactans harbor traces of such earlier 
pre-Roman traditions, since the charitable �nursing� of strangers can be viewed 
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as an expression of spiritual adoption. Tuck-Scala lists important precursors 
to Caravaggio�s rendering of Pero and Cimon � most notably the fresco by 
Perino del Vaga and the stucco by Rosso Fiorentino, but also Giulio Romano�s 
drawing and the Beham brothers� prints. She points to Caravaggio�s followers 
Christiaen van Couwenbergh, Bartolomeo Manfredi, Matthias Stomer, Dirck 
von Baburen, and Willem van Honthorst, all of whom painted the motif at least 
once. And � nally, she mentions former art historians� speculations about a lost 
Roman Charity by Titian and states that according to Neapolitan inventories 
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, at least eleven collectors in this 
city owned a painting of the motif.10

Robert Rosenblum�s article on �Romantic Lactations� is very informative as 
well, pointing to a late blossoming of the iconography in French art after 1760 
(see Chapter 3).11 Of special interest is a late comeback of the mother-daughter 
motif in the revolutionary period after a hiatus of nearly a century and a half, 
with three paintings by Jean-Charles-Nicaise Perrin (1791, lost), Angelika Kau� -
mann (1794, lost), and Etienne-BarthØlemy Garnier (1801, lost).12 Rosenblum 
also mentions Louis Hersent�s colonial adaptation of the topic, which depicts 
Bartolomeo de las Casas in the role of languishing Cimon and an Amerindian 
princess as charitable Pero (1808).13 Another late eighteenth-century rendering 
of Roman Charity, by Johann Georg Weber (1769), is the subject of Bettina 
Simmich�s investigation.14 Further worthy of mention is the exhibition catalog 
L�allØgorie dans la peinture: la reprØsentation de la charitØ au XVIIe siŁcle (1987), 
curated by, among others, Alain TapiØ. In his introduction, TapiØ squarely 
situates the iconography of Pero and Cimon within the larger framework of 
allegorical representations of Charity, referring, again, to Deonna�s notion of 
breastfeeding as a form of ritual adoption.15 As part of this exhibition, eighteen 
Roman Charities by early modern artists were � for the � rst and only time in a 
modern setting � exhibited.16 Given that Andor Pigler lists 236 renderings of 
the topic in his Barockthemen (1956) � a number my research has increased to 
328 � further curating work in this area seems desirable.17

For our purposes, most interesting is David Freedberg�s discussion of  
Roman Charity in The Power of Images (1989), a book that seeks to understand 
why certain images move their viewers to �mutilate them, kiss them, cry before 
them, and go on journeys to them; [why people] ... are calmed by them, stirred 
by them, and incited to revolt.�18 Taking Rubens�s Amsterdam version of the 
motif as an example, Freedberg talks about the peculiar force of this picture 
to arouse sexually, in a perfect response to Valerius Maximus�s challenge of 
ekphrastic desire (Figure 1.6). In his anecdote of Pero and Cimon, Maximus 
either claimed or wished to see their �living and breathing bodies� depicted 
in a painting of such fascination that viewers could not �take their eyes o�  the 
scene.�19 Chiding art historians for losing themselves in lengthy iconographic 
debates when confronted with Titian�s Venus of Urbino, Cranach�s nudes, or 
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the Behams� pornographic prints in an attempt to distance themselves from 
the emotional challenge these images pose, Freedberg a�  rms the �erotic basis 
of true understanding,� even though � or perhaps because � �the hermeneutic 
quest is always based on the repression and perversion of desire.�20 Freedberg 
shies away from attributing the insight about �relations between sexual engage-
ment and cognition� to Maximus himself, despite the fact that the Roman 
author claims that for purposes of historical education, paintings such as Pero 
and Cimon are �more e� ective than literary memorials.�21 Maximus�s disclaimer 
of the power of his own words to evoke mental images compared with the visual 
arts is just another indication of the play with reversals that characterize his 
twin anecdotes about �� lial piety.� Freedberg argues that the resulting irony is 
unintended, an e� ect of the pictorial rendering of a virtue whose bodily exercise 
requires a focus on the young woman�s breasts that almost inevitably produces 
sexual desire in its viewers.22 In my view, the ambiguity inherent to Rubens�s 
and other artists� renderings of the theme is indebted to the speci� c � and very 
deliberate � rhetoric of Maximus�s narration, which sensationalizes the scene 
between Pero and Cimon through recourse to ekphrasis and openly speculates 
about the possibility of �misinterpreting� the mother-daughter breastfeeding 
scene as two women�s sex play �against nature.�23

Figure 1.6: Peter Paul Rubens, Roman Charity, 1630
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In the Renaissance, artists and their audiences were particularly drawn to 
such ironies, which they connected with debates about the respective merits and 
� aws of verbal and visual representations. Already in � fteenth-century book illu-
minations of the mother-daughter scene in French translations of Boccaccio�s 
Famous Women (1362), a certain erotic, thus ironic, e� ect can be detected. In 
manuscript Fr. 599 at the BibliothŁque Nationale, the depiction of the mother�s 
half-naked leg, of the daughter�s fully exposed big breast, and of the intently 
staring guard who scratches his beard in disbelief, contribute to a remarkable 
eroticization of the scene (Figure 4.5). In manuscript Fr. 12420, the depiction 
is less graphic, but the lavish nature of the two women�s dresses, especially the 
red color and beautiful folds of the mother�s gown, evoke considerable sensual 
pleasure, which is enhanced by the utopian landscape in which the act takes 
place (Figure 1.5).24 A similar sensuous e� ect is achieved by Dürer�s Madonna 
Lactans a century later, whose striking red dress draped in complicated folds, 
set in an illusionist landscape, is breathtakingly beautiful.25 In manuscript Fr. 
598, it is the daughter who wears a sumptuous red dress with a low-cut neckline; 
her breast is, again, centrally displayed, and the prominent bars of the prison 
window through which we see the scene add to the viewer�s voyeuristic experi-
ence (Figure 4.4). The latter is true also for manuscript Fr. 599 and the woodcut 
in Steinhöwel�s Boccaccio edition from 1473 (Figures 4.5 and 4.6).

In the � rst half of the sixteenth century, the mother-daughter version was 
depicted at least three more times. Each version depicts the couple in a more or 
less eroticizing manner. A trapezoidal bronze plaquette in the Bode-Museum, 
Berlin, shows a scantily clad young woman in a kneeling position in front of 
another semi-nude woman, whose facial wrinkles and saggy breasts reveal 
her to be older (Figure 1.7). The daughter�s left arm and shoulder are entirely 
exposed, as is her left breast. The hungry mother clutches her daughter�s 
left arm and suckles eagerly, crouching on the ground. In the background, a 
sculpted rectangle suggests an architectural setting, which, however, remains 
unde� ned. On top, two cornucopias are decoratively conjoined.26

A round medal, likewise held in the Bode-Museum, shows another adult 
breastfeeding couple (Figure 1.8). E.F. Bange calls it Cimon and Pero, even 
though the suckling � gure wears a headdress, is of a tender constitution, 
reveals breasts behind her right arm when looked at from an oblique angle, and 
is positioned like the Sleeping Ariadne in the Vatican.27 The nursing daughter 
kneels in front of her; both women embrace each other. The elaborate folds 
of their garments as well as the mother�s semi-reclining position, her legs 
intertwined in the manner of Ariadne, reveal this medal�s eroticizing and 
classi cizing intention. The inscription below (Pietate) con� rms a direct link 
with Maximus�s anecdotes.28 

Hans Kels the Elder depicts the daughter who breastfed her mother in 
the form of a carved tondo, which decorates his board game �für den Langen 
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Figure 1.9:  Hans Kels the Elder, Daughter Breastfeeding her Mother, 1537

Figure 1.7: Daughter Breastfeeding
her Mother, Bronze Plaquette, 
early 16th c.

Figure 1.8: Pietati, Bronze Medal, 
early 16th c.
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Pu� � (1537) (Figure 1.9). The daughter, again, kneels in front of her mother, 
who is seated on the ground. Both � gures are properly dressed, except for the 
daughter�s exposed right breast. A barred window in the back and thick iron 
chains hanging from the walls reveal the interior to be a prison. An inscription 
illuminates the viewer: �A young woman from the common folk nourishes her 
mother in prison with the milk of her own breasts.�29 This depiction is perhaps 
less overtly sensuous, but it is surrounded by representations of mythological 
love scenes � among them, the Abduction of Amymone by Neptune. Anja Ebert 
has recently shown how this latter roundel resembles three wooden miniature 
reliefs that show Nereides and Neptune riding on a dolphin, which in turn 
refer to Georg Pencz�s print The Sea Monster.30 Such juxtapositions of Roman 
Charity and mermaid scenes recur quite frequently, indicating that among 
artists intent on appropriating ancient erotic motifs, Maximus�s examples of 
�� lial piety� were seen as belonging to a repertoire of images that included 
long-tailed sea gods, breastfeeding sphinxes, Egyptian fertility goddesses, 
and similar �grotesques.�31 Kels�s board game intensi� es the impression of 
fantastic lushness through the rows of exotic birds, wild animals, and unicorns 
connecting the tondi.

Visual representations of the mother-daughter scene were thus either directly 
eroticized or placed in the vicinity of erotic images. Medals, in particular, had a 
special status for the development of Renaissance erotic art, as Ulrich P� sterer 
has argued. They not only were among the � rst media to depict classicizing 
themes but also were often given as tokens of love, and � gured prominently 
in the development of male homoerotic cultures.32 They were choice objects 
for emotional arousal, as they could be secretly fondled and cried over.33 P� s-
terer ranks them among the �most intellectually challenging� Renaissance art 
forms, because of the interplay between image and inscriptions they o� ered 
and the cultured, and intimate, conversations they were apt to inspire.34 It thus 
seems reasonable to propose that the two bronze plaquettes mentioned above, 
especially the medal of the Ariadne type, either openly celebrate or implicitly 
suggest physical love between women.

In the second half of the sixteenth century, representations of the moth-
er-daughter couple continue to be rare and con� ned to the so-called �minor� 
genres, while images of Pero and Cimon proliferate after 1525. Modern scholars 
have little to say on the relative neglect of the same-sex scene in the visual 
arts. Maria Grazia Fachechi writes that only a heterosexual framing of the 
scene enables the eroticization of the image and marks the exaltation of the 
daughter�s gesture as heroic.35 Elisabeth R. Knauer calls the father-daughter 
version �artistically more feasible� [künstlerisch dankbarer].36 Roberto Danese 
argues that the mother-daughter version �simply� celebrates reciprocity, while 
the father-daughter variety problematizes the �polar inversion of a highly 
illicit transfer of blood,� namely incest. He concludes: �the two women simply 
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exchange their roles ... which is why such physical intimacy between two 
women could not result [to appear] so very insupportable.�37 In other words: 
the all-female nursing scene was too banal and unspectacular to merit artists� 
attention.

I tend to assume the opposite. In my view, the same-sex version became 
too daring once the proliferation of Maximus�s text in vernacular languages 
made the irony and slipperiness of the daughter�s alleged virtuous example 
obvious. While earlier literary references such as Boccaccio�s Famous Women 
and Christine de Pizan�s Book of the City of Ladies contained the potentially 
scandalous implications of the breastfeeding mother-daughter scene within 
a moralizing framework of women�s worthies � of which echoes can still be 
found in Symphorien Champier�s and Agrippa von Nettesheim�s treatises � this 
possibility vanished with a greater awareness of the original source.38 It is, of 
course, also reasonable to assume that early modern audiences were more at 
ease with depictions of cross-gendered incest than an all-female lactation scene, 
which is in sync with scholarship on the great provocation that the �rediscovery� 
of the clitoris posed to male scholars who immediately relegated this body organ 
to the illicit realm of lesbian sex.39

Figure 1.10: Hans Sebald 
Beham, after Barthel 
Beham, Three Women in 
a Bath House, 1548
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However, the small prints of the brothers Barthel (1502�40) and Sebald Beham 
(1500�50), who between them produced six di� erent renderings of Pero and 
Cimon, do not a�  rm this hypothesis. Among the many outrageous scenes they 
depicted were openly sexual images of women in a bathhouse (Figure 1.10).40 
Clearly at ease with depicting naked women tickling each other�s genitals, they 
nonetheless preferred the father-daughter version of Maximus�s anecdotes on 
�� lial piety.� Their preference for the cross-gendered nursing scene might be 
due to the speci� c ekphrastic challenge it was associated with since Maximus, 
which they explored in the context of Reformation debates on iconoclasm and 
the purpose of visual representations. Barthel�s � rst rendering of the theme is 
usually brought in connection with a brief jail term that he, his brother Sebald, 
and their common friend Georg Pencz served for charges of atheism earlier 
that year (Figure 1.1).41 It depicts a young woman, loosely draped in a piece of 
cloth but entirely naked from her waist down, kneeling between the chained 
legs of a bearded man. She o� ers him her right breast with a nursing woman�s 
typical V-hold, i.e., the slightly splayed pointer and middle � ngers of her left 
hand. The man, seen in pro� le, with lush hair, a beard, and a furry top, suckles 
her milk, eyes closed. Pero observes him from above, tenderly supporting his 

Figure 1.11: Hans 
Sebald Beham, after 

Barthel Beham, 
Pero and Cimon, 1544
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back with her right arm. Her belly button and left nipple are clearly visible; her 
hair is neatly braided. The scene takes place in a small, dark, enclosed place, 
which the chains reveal to be a prison interior. The tiny picture is very intimate 
and sexual, because of Pero�s gratuitous partial nudity and the couple�s tangled 
legs and knees. Barthel�s brother Sebald would reissue his print in reverse ca. 
two decades later, this time furbished with architectural details and two in-
scriptions informing the viewer of the father�s identity (�Czinmon�) and of the 
meaning of this act: �I live o�  the breast of my daughter� (Figure 1.11). With 
this print, Sebald revisits a topic he himself represented twice in his youth 
sometime between 1526 and 1530. Perhaps inspired by his younger brother, 
Sebald Beham published a tiny medal-shaped print of 4.7 cm in diameter, sho-
wing the breastfeeding couple in an architectural space clearly identi� able as 
a dungeon (Figure 1.12). Cimon, whose naked upper body is tied to a column, 
his feet chained to a wall, sits on the edge of a toilet, while Pero, almost entirely 
naked except for a thin piece of cloth wrapped around her belly, stands before 
him, knees bent in an impossible position, steadying herself with her left hand, 

Figure 1.12: Hans Sebald Beham, 
Pero and Cimon, 1525

Figure 1.13: Hans Sebald Beham, Pero and Cimon Flanked by Tritons, 1526�1530
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and embracing her father with her right. As in the print by Barthel Beham, her 
left nipple is clearly visible in Cimon�s mouth. Her bosom and naked left leg are 
illuminated; behind her, the half-round space of a window opens up.

At about the same time, Sebald Beham adapted this composition for a deco-
rative ribbon, placing the medal-shaped print at its center and � anking it with 
images of two tritons aggressively wielding their tridents (Figure 1.13). While 
preserving the overall composition of the � gures, the couple�s tangled legs and 
knees now almost touch each other; Pero�s left and Cimon�s right nipple are 
erect and clearly visible. The architectural details in the back are also slightly 
altered. The greater erotic appeal of this medal is enhanced by the two tritons 
� anking it, sporting not only scaly � shtails but also the hoofs of a horse in 
front of their lower bellies. Additional leafy ornaments qualify this image as a 
classicizing �grotesque.�

Elaborating on this composition, Sebald Beham published another version 
of Pero and Cimon in 1544, the same year he �improved� on his deceased broth-
er�s early print by adding inscriptions. It is a rectangular, � nely worked etching 
that shows the couple in a classicizing interior with double rows of arches and 
columns (Figure 1.14). Nothing but Cimon�s ropes and chains indicate that 
this fancy, clearly de� ned, and well-ordered space might be a prison cell. Pero 
stands upright between Cimon�s knees, her left leg slightly bent, Venus-like. 

Figure 1.14: Hans 
Sebald Beham, Pero 

and Cimon, 1544
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Figure 1.15:  Hans Sebald Beham, Pero and Cimon, 1540
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Otherwise, she makes no attempt at copying the �pudica� pose: her right arm 
embraces her father, and her left hand lifts gracefully, but without any apparent 
reason, the skimpy cloth that is wrapped around her hips. Another shawl-like 
piece of cloth, draped around her chest, draws attention to her naked breasts. 
Her shoulders, breasts, belly, and naked leg are thus in full frontal view. Cimon 
sits on a ledge, his head in a perfect position to reach Pero�s right breast. His 
muscular upper body and legs are exposed. His right and Pero�s left knee touch 
each other. If the couple�s nudity, especially Pero�s �shameless� Venus pose, and 
Cimon�s suckling from her breast were not clear enough as an indication of 
sexual intent, the tangling of their legs and knees was further proof.42

The most provocative, openly pornographic, and also artistically most 
successful rendering of the scene is Sebald�s drawing from 1540 (Figure 1.15). 
With its dimensions of ca. 40 x 25 cm, it is almost ten times bigger than most 
of the Beham brothers� other art works. No classicizing interior detracts from 
the stunning act the couple performs in the bare corner of a room. Cimon, arms 
tied behind his back, his feet in chains, sits on a stone bench, his shoulders and 
lower body covered in a jacket-like piece of cloth that o� ers a full view of his 
muscular, shaved chest and erect nipples. Pero, nicely coi� ured and entirely 
naked, without even the scantiest veil attempting to cover her, stands between 
Cimon�s knees. The V-hold with which she o� ers him her left breast seems 
to complete the arrested gesture of Botticelli�s Venus.43 Her belly and shaved 
genital area are in full view. The couple�s eye contact enhances the provocation. 
The inscription in the upper left corner, which looks like gra�  ti etched into 
the smooth wall, reads: �Whither does Piety not penetrate, what does she not 
devise?� in an attempt to further puzzle and disorient the viewer.44 Not only 
does the inscription contradict what we see � which clearly cannot be an illus-
tration of �Piety�s� endeavors � but it also quotes the wrong anecdote. In Maxi-
mus�s story collection, it inaugurates the interior monologue of the guard who 
is observing the daughter who breastfeeds her mother. With this combination 
of references to both stories, the artist responds to Maximus�s ekphrasis as well 
as his ironic exhortation. Literally expressing Pero�s �silent outlines of limbs� 
through full nudity, Beham clearly �rivets men�s eyes in amazement,� while 
the overt eroticism, if not pornographic e� ect, of his print answers the guard�s 
musings about the spectacular novelty and possibly �un-natural� quality of 
this act.45

This latter print and inscription shows how Sebald Beham intervened in 
the raging contemporary debate about the usefulness of pictures in an age of 
iconoclasm. While Lucas Cranach the Elder, friend of Martin Luther, seems to 
have depicted the �nakedness� and invisibility of truth in his altarpieces � by 
painting, in Joseph Leo Koerner�s words, �under erasure� � the Beham brothers 
departed from Catholic and Lutheran theories on visual representations alike.46 
Clearly, they produced no art � t for Catholic worship. Their religious print 
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Figure 1.16: Hans Sebald 
Beham, The Virgin with 
the Pear, 1520

series are sober renderings of biblical stories or else highly eroticized render-
ings of the nursing Madonna that defy any expressions of spiritual desire. In 
The Virgin and the Pear (1520) (Figure 1.16), Mary�s beautiful contemporary 
dress and opened bodice, her � owing strands of hair, and the sweet and juicy 
fruit she is o� ering to Christ violate decorum by bluntly eroticizing the nursing 
scene, while the parrot in The Virgin with Child and Parrot (1549) seems to 
contemplate picking at the apple of cognition (Figure 1.17).47 In both scenes, 
Mary�s breastfeeding is compared to or substituted by, respectively, Eve�s 
momentous seduction, a drastic departure from both Catholic theories of milk 
as a source of grace and Lutheran calls for modesty in representing Christ�s 
mother. Cranach�s assembly-line production of paintings of the Madonna with 
Child, by contrast, observes Luther�s indictment against the undue eroticization 
of the Virgin Mary as Madonna Lactans.48

Sebald Beham did not believe in the Lutheran transparency � and superi-
ority � of words and Scripture. The inscription he added to his brother�s print 
in 1544 [�Czinmon � I live o�  the breast of my daughter�] aims to contain 
the viewer�s sexual fantasies that his image unleashes by pointing to Pero�s 
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charitable goal and intention. His print from 1540 reveals his attempt to 
expose the slipperiness and ambiguity of the text itself rather than his desire 
to pervert the meaning of Maximus�s moral example (Figure 1.15). In contrast 
to Cranach�s stress on the �nakedness� of pictorial truth, Beham�s images 
cultivate a shock-like quality to arouse and depict emotions. Joseph in Joseph 
and Potiphar�s Wife (1526) has a huge erection, probably against his will, thus 
terribly complicating the biblical story (Figure 1.18). So does Amnon about to 
rape his niece Tamar in Amnon�s Incest (Figure 1.19).49 Rather than keeping 
�emptiness on display,� as does Cranach, Beham replaces the idolatrous 
beauty, venerability, and religious quest of Catholic imagery with a desperate, 
perhaps Augustinian but in any case a very full and drastic, depiction of male 
desire.50 While Cranach�s nude and stylized Charities refer to the nakedness 
of faith alone in an anti-allegorical move that negates the spiritual meaning 
of breastfeeding, the Beham brothers� Cimon is a � gure of utter, sexualized 
want that is unbearable to look at.51 Instead of �deadening� pictorial space 
through blanks and biblical quotations, the Beham brothers expand, even seek 
to violate, the boundaries of what is representable. This rings true for Sebald 

Figure 1.17: Hans 
Sebald Beham, 

after Barthel Beham, 
Virgin with the 

Parrot, 1549
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Figure 1.19: Hans 
Sebald Beham, 
Amnon�s Incest, 
1525 c.

Figure 1.18: Hans Sebald 
Beham, Joseph and 

Potiphar�s Wife, 1526
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Beham�s large Kermis prints (1528�30) as well, which include �scatological� 
scenes of vomiting and shitting.52

The small size of Barthel�s and Sebald�s prints seems to emulate the aura 
of secrecy that coins and medals enjoyed among Renaissance collectors since 
the � fteenth century.53 Like coins, the tiny prints could be shared in intimate 
conversations with friends, looked at in private, and organized into series. They 
served as models for the decoration of ceramics, coins, jewelry, earthenware, 
and similar objects of everyday use, but they also became collectibles in their 
own right.54 Like coins and medals, small prints � gured as vanguard and exper-
imental media; their importance for major iconographic and stylistic develop-
ments in Renaissance art has recently been pointed out.55 More speci� cally, the 
Behams� prints derive their shock value not only from their choice of subject 
matter and pornographic approach but also from the irony produced through 
irreverent quotations of major Italian Renaissance artists. One example of such 
parody is Sebald Beham�s print The Night (1548), which quotes the position 
of legs in Michelangelo�s famous allegorical sculpture but shows the naked 
woman lounging on her bed frontally to reveal her genitalia (Figure 1.20).56 

Figure 1.20: Hans 
Sebald Beham, The 

Night, 1548
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Another example is the morphing of Botticelli�s Venus�s �pudica� pose into 
Pero�s V-hold, which not only reveals the ambiguity of her classic posture but 
also polemicizes against the use of all forms of veiling, as if greater transpar-
ency of meaning could be achieved by stripping images of their semantic layers, 
in order to expose the ubiquity of male desire. Ultimately, it is this reduction 
that makes the Beham brothers� prints hard to look at.

Whether the two artists really thought a certain �truth� would emerge 
through the graphic depiction of erections � of both nipples and penises � is 
hard to say. Perhaps they aimed at the depiction of meaning as desire and 
want through the nakedness of their expressions. Such parody of truth as lack 
points to a certain disposition of disbelief, and it is in this sense that I concur 
with other art historians about a connection between the brothers� artistic 
output and their prison experience in 1525. As Herbert Zschelletzschky has 
carefully documented, the reformed Nürnberger Rat put Barthel and Sebald 
Beham, together with their friends Georg Pencz and Hans Denck, on trial 
for charges of atheism in 1525. During their interrogations, all four of them 
negated the importance of rites and sacraments. Barthel Beham doubted 
the truthfulness of Scripture, and Georg Pencz expressed his disbelief in 
Jesus Christ. Hans Denck, a follower of so-called negative theology, explained 
openly his �want [Mangel] of not being able to know whether bread and wine 
contain � esh and blood.�57 Georg Pencz harbored the greatest doubts by 
stating that he did not know �what to believe about God,� that he �did not 
think much of Christ ... could not believe in Scripture ... did not believe in the 
sacraments ... and in baptism ... and knew no other lord than God.�58 What 
becomes visible in the art of the Nürnberg printmakers is their anti-authori-
tarian move to bare religion of its symbolic forms, even to doubt the very 
existence of God, and to strip other � ancient � modes of knowledge of their 
semantic overlay and hermeneutic depth. Such unveiling found expression 
in the nudity of their protagonists and the exposure of their wants as doubts 
(note the semantic collapse of the two words in Denck�s deposition). This 
focus on male desire as �want� or absence of truth might also explain their 
privileging of Cimon over the starving mother in representations of Maxi-
mus�s anecdotes. At least since St. Augustine�s de� nition of phallic desire 
as post-lapsarian punishment and eternal sign of sin, male sex carried the 
weight of a millenarian intellectual and theological debate in the eyes of early 
modern artists and intellectuals, and deserved to be properly dismantled and 
resigni� ed. Female desire for another woman, by contrast, was relegated to 
the burlesque mode of a bathhouse scene.

Flipping through the various illustrated catalogues of German prints � by 
Bartsch, Pauli, and Hollstein � it furthermore results that the Beham brothers� 
etchings of Pero and Cimon were grouped in the vicinity of ancient or biblical 
heroines. This indicates that in their � or their collectors� � minds, Pero belonged 
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conceptually to contemporary cycles of so-called Ruses of Women.59 Of these 
print series of cunning or otherwise noteworthy women, Hans Burgkmair�s 
etchings of three �good� Christian, Jewish, and Pagan women are probably 
the � rst (1516�19). In mid-century, this series was followed by Dirck Volkertsz. 
Coornhert�s cycles on The Power of Women and The Praise of the Virtuous Wife as 
well as Philips Galle�s series Women�s Tricks in the Old Testament and Exemplary 
Women from the Bible.60

Literary examples of such �galleries of strong women� go back to Boccaccio�s 
Famous Women (1362) and Christine de Pizan�s Book of the City of Ladies (1405), 
which, as already mentioned, include the anecdote of the Roman daughter 
who breastfed her mother.61 With her Book of the City of Ladies, a critique of the 
representation of women in medieval literature and a comprehensive proposal 
to view women as morally superior to men, Pizan single-handedly started the 
so-called �querelle des femmes,� a literary debate on the status of women in 
society that would engage male and female writers for centuries to come.62 
Agrippa von Nettesheim (ca. 1486�1535) was the last participant in this debate 
to mention the Roman daughter, praising her milk as an illustration of nature�s 
powers of preservation.63

Pero�s story, by contrast, was never cited in literary collections of this 
kind, perhaps because of the morally questionable nature of her sacri� ce and 
the di�  culties in portraying her as a complex enough person with motives 
and intentions. Nonetheless, she emerges as a �strong woman� in the visual 
arts next to heroines such as Lucretia, Dido, and Cleopatra but also Judith, 
Salome, and Dalila. Formal characteristics played a decisive role in such juxta-
positions � traceable in collectors� catalogs � but content issues soon followed, 
with interesting results for the reception of both Pero and the Weibermachten 
in her vicinity. How and why was Pero perceived to be commensurate with 
women who either committed suicide because of their problematic sexual and 
emotional entanglements or who, au contraire, used their sexuality to emas-
culate or kill their partners? The very ambiguity resulting from this unlikely 
mix of �famous women� might prove to be the answer, throwing further light 
on the paradoxical appeal that Pero had for viewers and collectors. Like Judith 
and Salome, Pero holds the power of life and death over a man, but in contrast 
to the two biblical heroines, she decides to let him live. Like Lucretia, she gets 
morally tainted in the course of her sacri� ce, but unlike Lucretia, she does not 
commit suicide. Like Dalila, she emasculates a man but winds up restoring 
him to his personhood and freedom. Pero�s action has a positive outcome, as 
do the deeds of Judith and Lucretia, but it has no civic impact and remains 
con� ned within the sphere of domestic relations. Pero seems to have been 
the very embodiment of contradictions from the outset, while heroines such 
as Lucretia and Judith grew doubtful in their motivations as a result of their 
eroticization in the visual arts.64
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Figure 1.22: Hans Sebald Beham, 
Dido, 1520

Figure 1.23: Barthel Beham, Judith, 
1523

Figure 1.24: Hans Sebald Beham, 
Judith and her Maid, 1520�1530

Figure 1.21: Hans Sebald Beham, 
Lucretia, 1519
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In the art of the Beham brothers, Pero�s naked appearance ranks high 
among the formal qualities that inspired early modern collectors to place 
the breastfeeding daughter in the vicinity of ancient �strong women.� Both 
brothers insisted on representing not only Pero but also Judith, Cleopatra, 
Lucretia, and Dido in statuesque, gratuitous nudity.65 They did so starting 
in 1519, with Sebald Beham�s print of Lucretia (Figure 1.21), followed by his 
Dido (1520) (Figure 1.22) and Barthel�s Judith (1523) (Figure 1.23). Especially 
the undated upright � gures of Barthel�s Cleopatra, his Lucretia Standing at a 
Column, and Sebald�s Judith and her Servant remind of Pero in Sebald�s later 
prints of 1540 and 1544.66 Such drastic, and unnecessary, nudity � attens the 
narratives of these heroines� respective stories into acts of allegory or barely 

Figure 1.25: Barthel Beham, 
Judith, 1525

disguised pretexts for pornographic pleasure. In Sebald�s last-mentioned 
Ivdith, for example, even the maidservant is naked, but both women wear thin 
veils of allegory draped around heads, sword, and arms (Figure 1.24). Barthel�s 
rendering of Judith from 1525 shows her, butt-naked, sitting on Holofernes�s 
bare chest, his severed head in her left hand, her right hand holding a sword 
embellished with the moon of Artemis (Figure 1.25). Such blatant erotici-
zation of ancient and biblical women�s heroic deeds and sacri� ces is rare in 
the sixteenth century. Among German painters, only Lucas Cranach the Elder, 
perhaps inspired by the Behams� prints, rendered Lucretia fully naked starting 
in 1529 � a visual oxymoron, given the cause of her suicide � but left Judith 
and Salome carefully clothed in precious garments.
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A decade or two later, German artists started representing Pero in the form 
of oil paintings, implementing another set of formal analogies between her 
portrayal and that of ancient heroines by adopting the half-length format for 
this purpose. Among the four extant Roman Charities from this time period in 
Germany, one was executed by the so-called Master with the Gri�  n�s Head in 
1546, who some art historians believe to be identical with Hans Brosamer (ca. 
1495�1554) (Figure 1.26).67 This latter painting bears a striking resemblance to 
the many renderings of Judith with the Head of Holofernes by Lucas Cranach the 
Elder because of its half-length format, the garments, jewelry, and oblique view 
of its protagonist, and the position of the male head just below the woman�s 

Figure 1.26: Master with the Gri�  n�s Head, 
Pero and Cimon, 1546
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waistline.68 In the Master with the Gri�  n�s Head�s painting, Pero wears a 
stunning dress, the tiny bodice of which reveals the immaculate white skin of 
her breasts and shoulders behind a shirt of ultra-thin lace, which is parted in 
the middle and hemmed with golden thread. This transparent blouse, pleated 
into elegant folds, gives Cimon access to her nipple down below. Pero�s fashio-
nably wide sleeves of shiny, expensive fabric are tied with ribbons of gold broca-
de to produce ru�  es and folds. She wears several pieces of heavy jewelry: a 
golden, � nely wrought choker set with emeralds and rubies, ending in a Greek 
cross; a thick golden chain loosely draped around her shoulders; and a row of 
pearls that somehow seem to fasten the transparent veil below her throat. Her 

Figure 1.27: Lucas Cranach the Elder, Judith with the 
Head of Holofernes, 1530
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hairdo consists of a thick mass of blond hair tied together in a net, revealing 
an impossibly high forehead and two strands of curls above her temples. Of Ci-
mon, we see nothing but a seemingly severed, disembodied head, which Pero 
holds with both hands to let him suckle, as well as his left hand, with which he 
clutches one of her sleeves.

This painting is clearly inspired by Lucas and Hans Cranach�s numerous 
portrayals of Judith and Salome. All paintings mentioned here, to which more 
could be added, show the heroine from the waist up, in expensive velvet and 
brocade garments that feature fashionably complicated sleeves with slits, 
pu� s, and ribbons (Figure 1.27).69 The women wear tight bodices, even though 
none of them is as revealing as Pero�s in the Master with the Gri�  n�s Head�s 
version, and they parade � nely chiseled gold ribbons around their necks and 
heavy chains around their shoulders. They look into the viewer�s direction 
without making eye contact. Several of them sport high foreheads and neat-
looking hairnets. Their hats and slanted eyes constitute a major di� erence to 
Pero�s out� t and appearance. The � for our purposes � most striking simi-
larity, however, consists of the severed heads of Holofernes and Saint John 
the Baptist, respectively, which Cranach�s Judith and Salome � gures hold 
directly in front of their bellies. Cimon�s face in the Master with the Gri�  n�s 
Head�s painting is located in the same position. The latter artist�s painting 
of Dalilah reveals the same compositional setup, with Samson sleeping in 
Dalilah�s lap (Figure 1.28). This formal � and, in the case of Pero and Cimon, 
somewhat unrealistic � choice of posture has immediate consequences for the 
interpretation of our protagonist as a �strong woman�: just as Judith, Salome, 
and Dalilah are engaged in unmanning their male partners by parading their 
severed or unconscious heads in front of them and wielding phallic instru-
ments such as swords and scissors, Pero emasculates her father by reducing 
him to a suckling child. The painting is of minor artistic quality, but the e� ect 
of the Gri�  n�s Head�s composition proved to be so powerful and outrageous 
that later iconoclasts intervened by emulating Judith�s cutting of the head of 
Holofernes: they sawed o�  Cimon�s head just below his daughter�s waist. In 
her article from 1941, Irene Kunze mentions how she found the severed piece 
of panel depicting Cimon�s head.70 Only in the post-war era were the two 
halves rejoined.71 This mutilation was unintended by the artist, of course, and 
yet: had Cimon�s head not looked so very dispensable and disembodied in the 
� rst place, and had it not been located in such a low and unlikely position in 
front of Pero�s belly, the iconoclast might have never been able to perform his 
decapitation in such neat fashion. Without Cimon�s head, the painting of Pero 
survived for several centuries as yet another eroticized half-length portrait of 
an anonymous woman.

Another set of formal resemblances between Pero and Judith emerges in 
the work of Georg Pencz (ca. 1500�1550), artist from Nürnberg and friend of 
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the Beham brothers. Between 1538 and 1546, Pencz painted a series of four 
Roman Charities, two of which are accessible in museums in Warsaw and 
Stockholm, the other two hidden in private collections in Switzerland and 
Austria.72 These paintings were preceded by his portrayal of Judith with 
the Head of Holofernes in 1531 (Figure 1.29). It shows a beautifully statuesque, 
pensive Judith, who dreamily looks away from the beholder to expose a per-
fectly �classic� face in semi-pro� le and reveals half of her right breast just 

Figure 1.28: Master with the Gri�  n�s Head, Samson and Dalila, 1539
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above the generous neckline of an Italian-style �camicia� [undershirt] slip-
ping down her shoulder. She is in a similar state of undress as the many 
scantily clad �belle donne� painted in half-length format by Venetian artists 
in the manner of Giorgione�s Laura (1506) and Titian�s Flora (1515�16).73 One 
barely visible breast is the trademark of these eroticizing portraits of un-
named women, many of whom appear in the guise of ancient goddesses or 
biblical heroines. Titian adapted the �sensuous half-length� already in 1510�15 
for his portrayal of Salome (Figure 1.30); other artists, chie� y Palma the Elder, 
followed suit.74 It thus seems reasonable to assume an Italian in� uence on 
Pencz�s work; many art historians speculate about a possible trip of his to 
Italy in the late 1520s.75

Figure 1.29: Georg Pencz, Judith with the Head of Holofernes, 1531






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































