
 The iconography of Pero and Cimon thrived against the background of medical 
practices that on occasion included adult breastfeeding. Giordano Bruno’s 
comedy The Candle Bearer, Secondo Lancelotti’s satirical treatise on ancient 
“impostures,” and Giovan Battista Casti’s erotic novella parody this ancient 
medical practice – especially the breastfeeding of old men. In a more serious 
vein, the practice was mentioned by Marsilio Ficino (1433–99) and adapted 
for scientifi c audiences by Geronimo Acoromboni (1536). The primary ancient 
authority on the subject matter was Pliny the Elder (23–79 ce), who, in his 
Natural History, writes abundantly on the use of body liquids for the purpose of 
incantations and medical cures, ranging from drinking the blood of gladiators 
by epileptics to ingesting the leg marrow and brains of infants.1 He devotes an 
entire chapter to remedies from women’s milk for illnesses in both male and 
female patients such as fevers, lung disease, abscesses in the breast, eye prob-
lems, and gout. Most effi  cacious, he says, is the milk from a woman who has 
had a baby boy and just weaned her infant; “girl’s” milk is useful only in trea-
ting skin disease.2 The gendering of the consumption of body fl uids becomes 
quite pronounced when Pliny expresses his disdain for physicians who actually 
recommend the use of male sperm for the treatment of scorpion bites.3 In Pliny’s 
opinion, men ought not to off er up their liquids for other people’s benefi t. They 
are model consumers of fl uids stemming from women, children, and slaves, 
even though female patients are not entirely missing in Pliny’s account.

A Greek contemporary of Pliny, Pedanius Dioscorides (ca. 40–90 ce), 
praised human milk as effi  cacious in the treatment of lung disease, ulcers, eye 
problems, and gout, especially “if suckled directly from the breast.” He deemed 
breast milk “very sweet” and nutritious.4 Both Pliny’s Natural History and Dios-
corides’s On Medical Matters were widely read all throughout the Middle Ages 
and the Renaissance. Neo-Platonist philosopher Marsilio Ficino, for example, 
updates and theoretically enhances some of this ancient knowledge about 
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female body fl uids by recommending that old men drink the blood and milk of 
young women for purposes of rejuvenation in his Three Books on Life (1489).5 
Ficino’s book might have inspired Pope Innocent VIII’s physicians, who during 
the pope’s illness in 1492 made him ingest the blood of three Jewish boys prior 
to his use of a wet-nurse. It is unclear how the blood was obtained, but the three 
boys died in the process of supplying it.6

Several decades later, Geronimo Acoromboni wrote eloquently about the 
multiple usages of breast milk in cases of lung disease, hypochondria, and 
fevers of all kinds in his 1536 Treatise on Milk. Acoromboni quotes liberally from 
Hippocrates, Galen, and Avicenna. Analyzing the composition of milk into its 
various components, and speculating about its origins in the female body, he 
concludes that breast milk is so very potent because of its “sanguine” nature.7 
As all medical scholars would do before the seventeenth century, Acoromboni 
frames his research on milk in the context of ancient hematological and humoral 
pathologies, according to which all body fl uids derived from concoctions of 
blood. Giving a few concrete examples of successful milk diets, he cites the case 
of Cardinal Pietro Bembo (1470–1547), whom he cured of his chronic catarrh by 
prescribing the prolonged use of breast milk.8 This happened during Bembo’s 
tenure as secretary to Pope Leo X (ruled 1513–21). It thus appears that the use 
of women’s milk, ridiculed by Bruno and other later writers as the epitome of 
debauchery, was quite frequent among members of the Renaissance papal court.

The discourse surrounding the medical use of breast milk, especially in cases 
of lung disease, continued undisturbed until the eighteenth century. Diderot’s 
and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné (1765) elaborates on the 
therapeutic value of women’s milk, mixing faith in this ancient remedy with 
sexual anxieties. Focusing on the treatment of tuberculosis and depression, 
the anonymous author of the entry “lait” [milk] explains that best results have 
been achieved in patients who “are closest to the nature of children ... in their 
passions and movements of the soul.”9 Considering that the animating spirit 
of milk, i.e., its active ingredient, evaporates upon contact with air, the author 
proposes that it need not necessarily come from a woman: “The patient could 
very well suckle from a cow or donkey.”10 But this would be disgusting, as well 
as diffi  cult to execute, which is why human milk and its particular “manner of 
administration” through direct suckling are important alternatives. In the eyes of 
the author, the patient needs to ingest the milk directly off  the breast in order to 
ingest its revivifying spirit; at the same time, he fi nds the remedy’s erotic form of 
presentation very preoccupying. In a manner similar to Casti’s novella about Don 
Andronico, he fantasizes: “We certainly do not think it advantageous to let young 
men, absolutely exhausted, reduced to the last degree of consumption, lie [in bed] 
with young, pretty, fresh, and neat wet-nurses, so that the poor moribund can 
breastfeed at his ease.”11 Criticizing an unnamed author’s reference to King David 
and the Shunammite, he doubts that any positive eff ect of breastfeeding might 
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be caused through the “transpiration” of the nurse’s rejuvenating spirit. In his 
eyes, any revitalizing eff ect of women’s milk derives from the manner in which it 
is off ered: “If young people, reduced to the last degree of depression, can be cured 
by habitually lying with young and beautiful wet-nurses, this salutary revolution 
might be due to the constant excitement of the venereal appetite.”12 At the same 
time, this can also hasten death, especially when consummated by “skinny,” 
“feverish,” and “convulsing” patients. The investigation of the medicinal qualities 
of breast milk thus ends on a skeptical note with contradictory information, both 
affi  rming and denying the positive eff ects of adult breastfeeding in ailing men, 
especially in those young enough to exhibit “venereal appetite.” Presumably, old 
men suff ering from a child-like absence of sexual desire would be appropriate 
candidates for a milk cure, while the question of how to heal female patients is 
not even addressed. The sexual implications of medicinal lactation for women 
were unimaginable for most authors.

In the midst of such moralizing debates on therapeutic breastfeeding, 
gout emerged as a disease thought to be most eminently treatable by breast 
milk. Multiple treatises on the cure of gout were published since the sixteenth 
century, many of which exhibit a preoccupation with sexual matters and a 
strict gender diff erence between givers and takers of milk. The ideal recipient 
was always thought to be male. In his Commentary on Gout (1569), Girolamo 
Gabuccini explains why women were not even aff ected by the disease. Perusing 
a multitude of Greek and Latin authors, Gabuccini traces the gendered history 
of gout back to Hippocrates, who believed it to affl  ict sexually active men only: 
“Castrated men do not suff er from gout ... women do not suff er from gout, 
unless their menses are suppressed; and ... boys do not suff er from it before 
their fi rst coitus.”13 According to Hippocrates, women’s menstrual fl ow acts as 
a purgative; in addition, sexual licentiousness aff ects women less than men.14 
These “observations” indicate that gout was believed to derive from the buildup 
of excess fl uids produced during intercourse, from which women could fi nd 
relief during menstruation. Referring to ancient Roman authors who declared 
gout to be the eff ect of vice,15 Gabuccini concludes that gout patients must 
abstain from both wine and sex.16 Unlike Acoromboni, he shies away from 
recommending the suckling of milk directly off  the breast. Instead, he suggests 
that unguents be made from breast milk,17 and in addition he recommends 
rubbing his patients’ ailing extremities with the menstrual blood of a virgin.18 
In his Medicine Book from 1568, Christoph Wirsung suggests a similar restraint 
in the treatment of gout. In contrast to patients suff ering from phthisis or 
consumption, who need to drink their milk directly from the breast – or else 
the udder – men affl  icted with gout were supposed to apply compresses dipped 
in woman’s milk to their ailing hands and feet.19

A century later, Central European scholars took up the discourse on gout, 
eroticizing the disease and insisting, again, on the “internal” application of 
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breast milk. In his Medical Treatise on the Milk Cure of Arthritis from 1670, 
Johann Georg Greisel refers to Pliny and Dioscorides in this context. Poems on 
the wonderful eff ects of human milk introduce the volume, such as Matthaeus 
Ursinus’s lyrics “To Suff erers from Podagra: ... Return to the breasts and to 
milk in the manner of babies!”20 Greisel presents this regression to an infantile 
state as both a remedy against and a punishment for the many vices that in his 
eyes cause the disease. Quoting the mystic and religious author Thomas von 
Kempen (1380–1471), he frames his investigation of gout with a polemic against 
libertines. He declares that only rich people with too much time on their hands 
suff er from this disease in the fi rst place, as a result of indulging in sex and rich 
foods, while hard-working peasants “are not entertained by podagra.”21 Such 
interweaving of religiously moralizing and medical topics continues to charac-
terize his treatise. Greisel quotes various early Christian authors on the “milky,” 
i.e., innocent, state of early mankind and divulges his pessimistic view of man 
and society, which he sees as degenerating from a state of innocence into a 
state of bodily corruption signifi ed by sexual desire. This digression leads him 
directly, and somewhat abruptly, into a polemic against wet-nursing. Quoting 
Cicero – “it seems that we suckled the errors of the wet-nurse together with her 
milk” – he complains about the promiscuity of commercial milk sharing as the 
origin of all evils and draws a connection between wet-nursing and prostitu-
tion: “What a diff erence between those who were nourished by maternal milk, 
i.e., their own sweet nourishment, and those raised on foreign, mercenary, 
depraved, and libidinous milk besmirched in every whorehouse – if it deserves 
to be called milk!”22 During his lengthy digression on the moral problems of 
wet-nursing, Greisel seems to lose sight of his main topic – the treatment of 
podagra – were it not for the fact that he implicitly suggests to view gout as 
the punishment for the sins of one’s wet-nurse or, rather, for the disposition to 
lead a sinful life that a “whorish” nurse might instill in her charge. Assuming 
that all those affl  uent, elderly male patients suff ering from gout were raised by 
wet-nurses, he defi nes the punishment and cure as a repetition of the initial 
“sin” of wet-nursing in a brilliant rhetorical move reminiscent of Augustine’s 
concept of “poena reciproca” [reciprocal punishment].23

Greisel’s proposal that old men suckle milk from young women stands 
in open contrast to his attack on wet-nursing, but he solves the paradox by 
couching the cure as penitential act. The regression to infancy signifi ed by 
breastfeeding is both an act of contrition and the return to a salutary state of 
innocence, which in Greisel’s account seem to be as important in eff ecting a 
cure as the chemical properties of the milk itself. Greisel is reluctant, however, 
to spell out his preference for breast milk outright. Having set the stage with an 
exhortation to “return to the breast” in one of the opening poems, he expresses 
his opinion on the respective benefi ts of animal milk and breast milk only 
after an extended chemical analysis of their respective components. Finally, 
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he satisfi es the reader’s expectations in a footnote that refers to the relevant 
text passages in Pliny’s Natural History and Ficino’s Three Books on Life. In the 
main body of his text, he continues to be vague about the benefi ts of “milk” in 
a generic sense, seemingly reluctant to reveal that Pliny’s and Ficino’s passages 
on the treatment of gout patients and old men mention breast milk in parti-
cular.24 Maintaining the tensions and ambiguities surrounding this question 
for a little while longer, he fi nally comes out with a full text quotation by Matt-
haeus Silvaticus (1280–1342) on the medicinal use of human milk: “The milk 
of a woman, whose nutrition and generative powers are good, is most healthy, 
especially if her body is healthy ... young, beautiful, and of mild complexion.”25 
Greisel adds to this Dioscorides’s recommendation that the milk be suckled 
directly from the breast.26 As if aware of the provocative nature of his proposal, 
he backs it up with multiple further references to ancient authors, concluding 
that both Pliny and Galen were correct in their assumption that contact with 
air spoils the milk.27

All throughout the eighteenth century, these questions were hotly 
debated. In 1705, Johann Doläus intervenes with his New Treatise ... on the 
Milk Cure against Gout ... Written from Personal Experience. Doläus shies 
away from recommending human breast milk outright, as Greisel did, but 
numerous references to nurses’ milk suggest that it was very much on his 
mind. Although the treatise is ostensibly about the use of cow milk, which he 
proposes as a remedy due to its alkali nature, it juxtaposes animal milk and 
human milk on a number of occasions. Speculating about how best to feed 
the cow whose milk would be used, he notices how human milk turns yellow 
“if a nurse feeds entirely upon fresh meats, fi sh, and broths.”28 Assimilating 
the nurse into a cow in thinking about her nourishment, he anthropomor-
phizes the cow when explaining which animal would be most appropriate for 
a milk-cure. In a discourse reminiscent of treatises off ering advice on how 
to choose a good wet-nurse, Doläus explains: “The animal from whence it is 
taken ... should be a Heifer, or cow of middle age, of a good habit ... neither 
fat nor lean, nor pregnant, and kept separate from the bull ... if anyone can 
keep a cow for their own use ... [they should take] good care, however, that the 
cow be of good habit, well fed, and not too old.”29 Like a wet-nurse, in other 
words, the cow should be young, good-looking, well-fed, and above all: not 
sexually active.30

In his 1737 Commentary on Milk, Heinrich Doorschodt returns to ancient 
prescriptions of human milk. Quoting medical writers such as Pliny and 
Galen, but also poets such as Ovid and Sallust, he rehabilitates their stories 
about men who survived for long periods of time on milk alone, which Secondo 
Lancelotti ridiculed a century earlier. On the question of whose milk to choose 
for these purposes, he says unequivocally: “Therefore the milk of a healthy 
woman, of fl ourishing age, well-exercised, well-nourished, is always preferable 
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... [to animal milk].”31 In cases of gout and consumption, it is advisable to suckle 
the milk directly off  the breast,32 even though Doorschodt concedes that some 
people’s sensibilities might prevent them from choosing this remedy: “Because 
many [people] shrink away from this milk in horror, donkey’s milk is [a] fairly 
common [substitute].”33 Floris Jacob Voltelen’s 1775 treatise On Human Milk, 
which builds on Doorschodt’s and Greisel’s studies, analyzes the composi-
tion of breast milk in order to determine its closest alternative for medicinal 
purposes and infant nourishment. In his preface, he quotes Friedrich Hoff -
mann on the cure of gout and consumption through the milk of donkeys, goats, 
and cows.34 Again, a certain confl ation of references to animal milk and human 
milk makes the potential for interchangeability obvious.

While scientists tried to fi nd a healthy (and cheap) alternative to breast milk 
for infants, mostly in response to the shortage of funds for wet-nurses in found-
ling homes and the horrendous death rates among abandoned babies, adult 
patients took to the breast at least until the late eighteenth century.35 Heide 
Wunder documents the case of Gotthelf Greiner, who, suff ering from dropsy, 
was prescribed human milk as a remedy of last resort when even the medicine 
made from human fat, harvested from the body of a woman executed for infan-
ticide, failed to work. In his memoir, Greiner describes the repulsion he had to 
overcome before he could follow his doctor’s recommendations:

“I was supposed to drink this milk fi ve to six times a day; [the doctor said,] 
I could take a wet-nurse, but since my wife had a breastfeeding infant, I could 
nurse from her. Thereupon I explained to him that I found the idea revolting 
... and asked whether he could not recommend anything else. No, he said, this 
would be the very last remedy ... What was I now to do? My wife did have milk, 
but I shuddered at the thought of it. Finally ... I did make up my mind to do 
it. I tried it. Took milk from my wife and drank it. [As a result,] my wife had 
more and more milk and I drank every day what she had left after nursing her 
child. When she weaned it, I drank her milk for another two months. And my 
health gradually returned. When my cousin Lauterbachin from Alsbach off ered 
to share her milk with me, I accepted. She sent me every day almost a liter [ein 
Maass] until her milk dried up. I regained my health entirely, so that I could 
work like before.”36

Even though Greiner does not mention explicitly that he drank his wife’s 
milk directly off  her breast, the repulsion he initially felt suggests his fear of 
a boundary violation. As his diary entries reveal, he had complex associations 
with breasts and breastfeeding, and reasons enough to feel uneasy about the 
modalities of his cure. For example, he records that his mother could not 
produce any milk for him as a baby, “although she always had puppies suckle 
from her breasts,” a situation whose psychological implications can only be 
imagined. Also, he was cured from a prolonged period of impotence only after 
Jungfrau Fröbel, who later became his wife, let him touch her breasts.37
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The question of whether female patients experienced similar reservations 
and fears at the prospect of a milk cure is hard to answer based on the – very 
scarce – available evidence. As Countess Hedwig Sophie von Hessen-Kassel 
reports in her correspondence, her daughter Elisabeth Henriette (1661–1683) 
benefi ted from therapeutical lactations when she suff ered from an unnamed 
disease that kept her bedridden all throughout the year of 1677. In November 
of that year, after three weeks of drinking milk from a wet-nurse, her mother 
noticed a remarkable improvement in her health. Unfortunately, she does 
not off er any information about her daughter’s feelings surrounding this 
treatment.38

Countess Elisabeth Henriette was fortunate to receive this cure. In popular 
medicine, a woman suff ering from typhoid was supposed to drink a man’s 
urine, while a male patient would have enjoyed a woman’s milk.39 Oils and 
unguents made from breast milk seem to have been consumed by both men 
and women, but gender distinctions re-emerge in most pharmaceutical books 
through a diff erentiated use of male and female body fl uids such as “girl’s” 
and “boy’s” milk.40 According to Lorentz Burres von Neunkirchen, “urine 
from a boy who is still being nursed” and women’s milk were interchangeable 
ingredients for his eye medicine.41 Against most physicians’ assumptions that 
“boy’s” milk was more potent than that of girls, German pharmacist Christoph 
Wirsung was partial to “female” milk. In his comprehensive Medicine Book, 
he expresses his preference for the “milk from a woman who nurses a girl,” 
which he recommends in cases of eye and ear disease, insomnia, and generic 
pains. He fi nds boy’s milk eff ective only for the treatment of hot fl ashes, while 
milk against gout and consumption may derive from mothers of both male and 
female infants.42

The pervasive gendering of breast milk and its consumers – which couched 
women in the role of suppliers – explains why sources on the topic of women’s 
active breastfeeding for medicinal purposes remain rare. Breast milk was next 
to never deemed effi  cacious in the treatment of diseases affl  icting women: only 
in the medieval Jewish tradition was women’s milk supposed to help in cases 
of “infl ation of the womb.”43 By contrast, we have ample evidence of women’s 
passive lactations. Gynecological treatises such as On the Diseases of Women 
(1587) by Girolamo Mercuriale (1530–1606) routinely recommended to women 
with “too much milk in their breasts” to use a pump, a baby, or a woman to 
extract the superfl uous milk to avoid infl ammations. “If the voiding is not done 
by instrument, I think one should use a woman, so that the milk gets sucked 
cautiously and lightly and the pain is not increased.”44 In the eyes of Girolamo 
Mercurio (d. 1615), this practice was unfortunately very widespread. In his book 
The Midwife (1601), which follows Mercuriale’s book to a great extent, Mercurio 
writes: “If the abundance of milk is such that ... [it causes] swelling in the breast 
[and] ... pain [and] ... the danger of an infl ammation ... it is good to let it be 
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sucked off  by others, and in particular if the patient is used to letting herself be 
milked [lattare].”45 The “abundance of milk” both authors talk about was mostly 
the result of a mother’s decision not to breastfeed her infant and puts another 
spin on the ubiquitous polemic against wet-nursing. Mercurio deplores the 
absence of maternal nursing among the upper classes, not only because babies 
had to suckle from the breasts of social inferiors but also because mothers had 
to procure “breast-suckers” to help them deal with engorgement: “Because the 
infelicitous state of our modern times is such that only very few mothers, espe-
cially among the upper classes, breastfeed their own children, this manner of 
letting the milk dry out [i.e., through the employment of women who suckle it] 
is absolutely necessary, to avoid illnesses.”46

Two centuries later, Marie-Jeanne Phlippon Roland (1754–1793) left impres-
sively detailed personal evidence about her relationship with a “têteuse” [female 
breast-sucker] whom she employed to re-establish her milk fl ow after she 
became ill and took a break from breastfeeding her daughter.47 Madame Roland 
was an Enlightenment thinker and close supporter of the French Revolution 
until she fell out of favor and was guillotined in 1793. She was much enamored 
of Rousseau’s ideal of maternal breastfeeding and employed a variety of infants, 
wet-nurses, and breast-suckers to help her put it into practice. In her letters, 
she describes how her “femme à tirer” sucked her breasts two to three times 
daily from November 30, 1781 to January 11, 1782.48 After fi ve weeks of this treat-
ment, small drops of milk were fi nally visible on her breast, but she hesitated 
dismissing her “têteuse.” When, eight days later, she fi nally let her go, she paid 
her handsomely and said: “I was very happy with her; she is very content, and I 
even more so.”49 Such acknowledgment of feelings is rare in Madame Roland’s 
letters, and indicates that a certain degree of emotional dependence might have 
developed in her relationship with her “tireuse.”

In her posthumously published “Recommendation to my Daughter” 
(1799–1800), Madame Roland adopts a more critical approach in refl ecting 
on this period of her life in which she experimented with maternal breastfee-
ding. Already before her above-mentioned illness, she used several persons to 
suckle her breasts, because her daughter did not drink enough to drain them 
and she felt in danger of developing an infl ammation. The glass and metal 
pumps she tried “were all useless, as were the eff orts of several persons in 
sucking me [pour me teter].”50 Expressing a slight repulsion in thinking back 
at her milk suckers, she advised her daughter: “You have to make sure that 
the person who suckles you has a healthy mouth [and] a sweet breath, [and] 
does not consume hard liquors, refi ned cheese or onions.”51 In any case, “if 
one can fi nd an infant, that’s always better ... [because] even those [adults] 
who suck the best have always a very tiresome movement of their heads. The 
fear of hurting [the nipple] with their teeth prevents them from applying their 
tongue all the way.”52 In a lengthy footnote, Madame Roland compares her 
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own, semi-scientifi c observations on the suckling techniques of adults versus 
infants against those presented by the Chevalier Jaucourt in his encyclopedia 
entry on “breasting” [teter].53 In the main body of her text, she develops her 
personal story about her struggles to comply with the new Enlightenment 
ideal of maternal breastfeeding.54 Her daughter seems to have been unable to 
drain her breasts, which is why she felt she needed the assistance of various 
adults and infants in suckling off  her excess milk. As she depicts it, maternal 
breastfeeding was by no means a “natural” and seemingly eff ortless activity à 
la Rousseau but a very labor-intensive and costly enterprise: “After even a very 
well-trained woman did not succeed [in draining my breasts], we had to fi nd an 
infant. Poor people agreed, in the end, to give me their baby.”55 But this infant, 
barely six weeks old, “bore already on his forehead the imprint of misery” and 
was so diseased that she shuddered at the thought of letting her own daughter 
drink from the same breast.56 She then found another, much healthier, baby, 
fi ve months old, whose breastfeeding she shared with his mother. We can 
conclude from Madame Roland’s writings that in contrast to Rousseau’s 
maxim of exclusive maternal nursing as the mark of bourgeois domesticity, 
lots of milk sharing and cross-suckling went on in her – upper-class – house-
hold.57 Her observations exhibit an interesting set of contradictions: On the 
one hand, she did fi nd it remarkable that most poor mothers refused to give 
up their nurslings for money, and she observed the stark contrast between 
their aff ective relationship with their infants and the ubiquitous employment 
of wet-nurses among the wealthier classes.58 On the other hand, she ceased to 
breastfeed as soon as she got sick, handed her daughter over to a nurse, and 
employed a breast-sucker to make her milk fl ow reappear, not realizing that 
Rousseau’s polemic was in part directed against well-to-do mothers like her 
and the ostentatious breastfeeding promiscuity they promoted.

A cheaper alternative to the employment of a “têteuse” was the use of 
puppies, especially if the purpose was to eliminate the colostrum right after 
birth or help with engorged breasts. Londa Schiebinger mentions, for example: 
“as Mary Wollstonecraft lay dying after childbirth, the doctor forbade the child 
the breast and procured puppies to draw off  the milk.”59 A childbirth platter by 
the so-called Painter of the Coal-Mine Dish from 1545 contains a detail depic-
ting a woman with one bare breast and a dog on her lap (Figure 5.1).60 Accor-
ding to Pliny, feeding from a human breast was benefi cial to a dog’s health, as 
milk from a woman who had given birth to a boy protected against contracting 
rabies.61 Gotthelf Greiner’s mother tried to stimulate her milk fl ow – unsuc-
cessfully – with the help of puppies.62 Also other pets could, on occasion, fulfi ll 
this function.63 Veronica Giuliani, for example, “took a real lamb to bed with 
her and suckled it at her breast in memory of the Lamb of God,” but she did so 
for spiritual rather than health-related reasons.64 Her claim to sanctity did not 
rest on the fact that she nursed a lamb but that she was a virgin.
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The lactation of virgins, modeled after people’s veneration for the Madonna 
Lactans, was not only a powerful motif in Catholic devotional practices, but a 
frequent topic of medical debate. In the case of Elena Duglioli, a “living” saint 
of the early sixteenth century, both discourses merged. After having lived in 
a chaste marriage for a few decades, she became famous when she developed 
milk in her breasts and started to nurse Catholic dignitaries, assisting them 
in their battle against sexual desire. Had she stopped menstruating when her 
milk fl ow began, her virginal lactations would not have seemed extraordinary 
from a medical perspective, since contemporary hematological theories taught 
that amenorrhea could be triggered or relieved through the draining of other 
excess fl uids such as breast milk. But the miraculous nature of Elena’s virginal 
milk was revealed through the fact that her engorgement was accompanied 
by the onset of menstruation after a prolonged period of amenorrhea. After 
she died, several leading anatomists conducted an autopsy with the aim of 

Figure 5.1: Childbirth Dish, 1546, Tin-Glazed Earthenware from Urbino
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Figure 5.2: Jusepe de Ribera, The Bearded Woman, 1631

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839432846-007 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839432846-007
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Jut ta Gisela Sperling280

clarifying whether a natural or super-natural phenomenon had produced her 
breast milk, with little success.65

Next to virginal breastfeeding, the lactation of men was a frequent topic 
of debate among reproductive anatomists. Physicians and milk experts liked 
to address these rare occurrences in nature to prove or disprove prevailing 
assumptions about female milk production in the context of humoral patho-
logy and corresponding hematological theories. Jusepe de Ribera’s painting 
of The Bearded Woman (1631) connects with the debates on male lactation 
as a manifestation of the “marvelous” in nature (Figure 5.2).66 Purportedly, 
the painting is a portrait of Magdalena Ventura, a fi fty-two year old woman 
from the Abruzzi in Italy, who started growing a thick beard when she turned 
thirty-seven. It was commissioned by Don Fernando Afán de Ribera y 
Enriquez, the third duke of Alcalá, a passionate collector and humanist.67 
Even though Ribera himself declared this portrait to be done “marvelously 
from nature” – an opinion shared by viewers of the painting – its most 
strik ing feature defi es historical accuracy: the protagonist is nursing a baby 
from one gigantic, and conspicuously dislocated, female breast. The peculiar 
positioning of this breast is reminiscent of late medieval representations of 
the Madonna Lactans that emphasize the symbolic, religious, and decidedly 
non-natural, character of the milk-exchange depicted.68 In Ribera’s painting, 
the addition of this eye-catching detail would have been unnecessary had the 
painter really only wanted to portray the Abruzzese “bearded woman,” who 
was long past childbearing age. It indicates that Ribera – perhaps encouraged 
by his commissioner, who was known to read books on medicine – aimed 
at confl ating the depiction of two natural “wonders” in his painting, i.e., 
excessive female hirsutism and male lactation. The eff ect is deeply unset-
tling, because the viewer does not know how to match the title – The Bearded 
Woman – with what he or she sees: namely, the image of a man nursing a 
baby from a single miraculous breast.69

The topic of male lactation goes back to Aristotle, according to whom 
“with some men, after puberty, a little milk can be produced by squeezing 
the breasts.” In these cases, the quantity of milk can be much increased 
upon prolonged “milking.”70 This theory was much debated since antiquity. 
Hippocrates, for example, denied that men could produce milk: “The glands in 
the chest are called breasts, and they swell in those producing milk, but not in 
those [who do] not. Women produce milk, men do not.”71 Medieval anatomists 
provided evidence for the exclusive production of milk in women by identifying 
a vein that transported blood from the uterus to the breasts, where it would get 
concocted into milk after delivery.72 Leonardo da Vinci famously represented 
this vein in one of his anatomical drawings.73 According to Gianna Pomata, 
Renaissance scientists followed Leonardo in returning “to the Galenic idea 
of an identical vascular system in both men and women,” which made the 
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occurrence of male milk easier to explain.74 In refuting Mondino de’ Luzzi’s 
anatomical treatise from 1316, Berengario da Carpi (1460–1530) was of the 
opinion that veins, originating in the chest, led to men’s testicles and women’s 
breasts for the production of sperm and milk, respectively.75 According to 
Galenic theory, which aimed at minimizing anatomical gender diff erence and 
representing male and female reproductive organs as mirror images of each 
other, women were thought to concoct blood into seed in the uterus, while 
men were thought to produce milk in their breasts on occasion. This theory 
set the stage for the gathering of empirical evidence of male lactation. Cont-
emporary Italian medical writers reported the cases of several men known to 
have lactated; Sabinocio da Carpi and Messer Pietro became especially well 
known in this regard.76

As Barbara Orland has shown, milk came to be seen more and more as 
a concoction of chyle rather than blood after William Harvey’s discovery of 
blood circulation in 1628 and the subsequent waning of ancient hematology. 
Independently of Harvey, Gaspare Aselli discovered the so-called milk veins 
or lacteals a year prior (1627).77 As a result of this momentous revision, which 
made milk appear to derive from ungendered chyle, observations of lactating 
men multiplied.78 In 1665, Joseph Conrad Schenk Jr. wrote that he knew a man 
by the name of Lorenzo Wolff , who since his sixteenth year “has had and cont-
inues to have so much milk in his bosom that during parties, or whenever he 
is drunk, out of jest he squeezes his breasts and squirts milk into the faces of 
bystanders.”79 Johann Storch (1681–1751), physician in Eisenach, claimed that 
he knew a man who “had milked so much milk from himself that he made 
cheese from it.”80 In his Essays and Observations on Natural History (1861, 
posthumously published), John Hunter (1728–93) relates that a father nursed 
eight of his children. According to Londa Schiebinger, Hunter “began nursing 
when his wife was unable to satisfy a set of twins.”81 “To soothe the cries of the 
male child,” Hunter wrote: “the father applied his left nipple to the infant’s 
mouth, who drew milk from it in such quantity as to be nursed in perfectly 
good health.”82 In the nineteenth century, travellers to Brazil claimed that all 
indigenous men nursed their infants; in Portugal, a man was reported to have 
successfully breastfed two children of a female relative.83

In Renaissance treatises such as Girolamo Mercuriale’s book On the Diseases 
of Women (1587), the analysis of breast milk is preceded by remarks on male or 
virginal lactation. In order to answer the question of what milk consists of, 
Mercuriale starts by discussing what it is not. Even though Aristotle, Avicenna, 
and Albertus Magnus all mention the occurrence of male milk, in his opinion 
“what appears to be milk in men is not really milk, but whitened blood.”84 The 
reason for this assessment is his strict belief that milk derives from menst-
rual blood, which during gestation functions as the fetus’s nourishment and 
after childbirth is transformed into milk.85 Accordingly, he does believe in the 
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occurrence of milk in virgins, at least insofar as they suff er from amenorrhea: 
“If a woman who has not given birth or has no uterus ... has milk, it means that 
her menstrual fl ow is lacking.”86

Mercuriale’s opinion was somewhat outdated. Already in 1536, Geronimo 
Acoromboni claimed that the base-fl uid for milk could not consist of menst-
rual blood alone, since many lactating women menstruated; menstruation did 
not occur in lactating animals; and even men on occasion produced milk. In 
his eyes, milk was a mixture of “wateriness, cheesiness, and butteriness.”87 A 
century later, Philip Hulden builds on this opinion, seeing men’s and virgin’s 
lactation in direct analogy. By now, milk was supposed to derive from – ungen-
dered – chyle, which made its occurrence in men easier to explain.88 Both men 
and virgins were supposed to be able to produce milk after prolonged stimu-
lation of the nipples through suction; in addition, women’s vivid – and erotic 
– imagination contributed to this eff ect.89 In 1749, Johann Zedler reiterates 
that virgins or other non-pregnant women can produce “true milk.”90 In 1765, 
the Chevalier Jaucourt reiterates this position, taking recourse to contempo-
rary knowledge about the nervous system and its intricate relationship with 
– women’s – reproductive organs. In his encyclopedia article on “mamelles” 
[mammary glands], he argues that the excitability of women’s nerves helps in 
the development of breasts in young girls. Through the “fi re of passion” and 
“impressions of love,” the blood vessels of their mammary glands are agitated, 
which stimulates their swelling.91 In extreme cases, such as when “lascivious 
girls” engage in masturbation, their breasts can become engorged, especially 
when the menses are suppressed.92 Such repeated medical observations on the 
erotics of breastfeeding and the disjunction between pregnancy and lactation 
not only ran counter to the emerging mystique on the virtues of maternal 
breastfeeding; they profoundly altered the meaning and corporeal signs of 
virginity itself. In 1737, Heinrich Doorschodt proclaims “neither the absence 
of a hymen nor the [presence of] milk in the breasts means that the virgin was 
defl owered.”93

Religious devotion to the lactating Madonna was an important backdrop 
to these debates. Because of ancient medical theories linking lactation to the 
suppression of the menses, Mary’s virginal breastfeeding of baby Christ was 
never seen as a miracle, unlike her virginal birth. On the contrary, worshippers 
might have felt relieved, knowing that, due to her lactation, she had ceased to 
menstruate and was exempt from the “venomous” state to which other women 
were subject. According to Pseudo-Albert, menstruating women could poison 
animals with their glance, infect children in their cradle, and cause leprosy 
and cancer in men who dared to have sexual intercourse with them.94 While 
belief in her virginal delivery was judged to be a true miracle, Mary’s virginal 
conception of Christ was naturalized in the medical literature as well. Michele 
Savonarola (ca. 1385–ca. 1466), author of On the Treatment of Pregnant Women 
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and Newborn Babies, presents the event of Mary’s annunciation entirely in 
logical, i.e., Aristotelian, medical terms:

 “Our Lady was made pregnant with the son of God ... the limbs of her son 
were made of her most pure blood, which according to the philosophers, is the 
matter [pasta] of the fetus, and instead of the natural informative force which is 
in man’s semen, the Holy Spirit was added. And so ... when the angel said the 
Holy Spirit will come over you [superveniet in te], the Holy Spirit came over her. 
And when she responded to the angel: Behold the handmaiden of God [ecce 
ancilla Domini] ... at this moment the matter [pasta], i.e., her most precious 
blood, was prepared to take on the form of a human body, and at this moment 
the son of God was introduced into the thus formed body.”95

In contrast to Savonarola’s scientifi c, normalizing presentation of Mary’s 
virginal conception, certain pharmaceutical concoctions were seen as analo-
gous to the frequent healing miracles that Mary’s milk relics had worked. In 
1549, Lorentz Burres von Neunkirchen called one of his signature drugs for 
eye disease “virgin’s milk” in order to indicate its special potency.96 Interes-
tingly, it was made not from breast milk but from vinegar, which is perhaps 
indicative of a certain love of paradox that prevailed in early modern medical 
literature. Scientists proved their erudition and theoretical sophistication by 
trying to dissolve such contradictions. Michele Savonarola, for example, situ-
ated his gynecological text at the interstices of medical and religious discourse 
– probably because of his Dominican sensibilities – with the aim of naturali-
zing religious phenomena such as the Virgin Mary’s conception, pregnancy, 
delivery, and lactation.97 For the most part, however, medical authors analyzed 
the “marvelous” in nature for the purpose of fi nding out the paradigms of 
normalcy.98 The debates on male and virginal lactations attest to this heuristic 
device, as they were supposed to clarify whether woman’s milk was made from 
menstrual blood, pure blood, or chyle.99

At the same time as such unusual cases of milk production were cherished 
for their informative content among medical writers, and human milk was 
praised for its therapeutic value in the treatment of adult patients, the ubiqui-
tous practice of non-maternal breastfeeding for the purpose of childrearing 
came increasingly under attack. The medical debates on non-maternal nursing 
for either therapeutic or theoretical purposes stand in stark contrast to the 
intense and ubiquitous polemics against wet-nursing.100 All of those discourses 
combined show that the stress on exclusive maternal nursing was slippery, 
utopian, ideological – and anti-feminist – until, and even during, the Enligh-
tenment period.

Especially in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, wet-nurses were 
vilifi ed for being members of the lower classes or racialized inhabitants of the 
colonies.101 A certain fear of sexual contamination through women’s porous, 
dripping bodies characterized these debates, propelled by Aristotelian medical 
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theories that cast paternal sperm as the sole active ingredient in conception and 
milk production. This theory proved useful in medieval and early modern legal 
discourse aimed at demonstrating that true kinship passed through the father’s 
blood alone, but it clashed with the ubiquitous practice of wet-nursing.102 
Anxious about the possibility of pollution, through not only the milk of the 
infant’s wet-nurse but also the sperm of the nurse’s husband – who, after all, 
was the true “author” of her milk – Renaissance humanists writing on issues 
of gender and marriage found themselves in a double bind.103 On the one hand, 
they argued against wet-nursing for the purpose of protecting the ruling elites 
against the threat of degeneration through servant women’s milk [and their 
husbands’ sperm]; on the other hand, they supported it as a necessary means 
for the production of numerous off spring, as it allowed upper-class women to 
conceive again shortly after delivery.

Key to understanding this double bind was the ancient taboo against sex with 
a lactating woman, which reverberated in Renaissance debates on wet-nursing. 
Roberto Danese mentions how in a fi rst-century Egyptian wet-nursing cont-
ract the nurse promised “to avoid harming the milk through intercourse with 
men, becoming pregnant, and nursing another child.”104 Similar restrictions 
were routinely placed on Florentine wet-nurses of the fi fteenth century.105 How 
exactly sperm could harm the milk is never spelled out by ancient Greek physi-
cians, but Aristotle, Soranus, and Galen all agree that intercourse with a lacta-
ting woman stimulates her menstrual fl ow and gives her milk a bad odor. In the 
Renaissance, gynecologists discovered the erogenous qualities of the breast and 
implicitly proposed the possibility of a woman’s sexual arousal during breast-
feeding.106 Philip Hulden claimed in 1697 that the erogenous qualities of the 
breast and nipple resemble that of the male penis.107 Such phallic presentation 
of the breast may have been an important reason for wanting to curb sex with a 
breastfeeding woman. The recognition of lactation as an erotic physical activity 
may have contributed to this prohibition, especially after the rediscovery of the 
clitoris produced strong resistance against the notion of female sexual desire.108

Anthropologist Françoise Héritier explains the taboo against mixing milk 
with blood [= sperm] as an attempt to avoid rivalry between two “hot” elements, 
which, among the Yatenga in West Africa, was thought to endanger a man’s 
virility.109 Alternatively, the prohibition might derive from the superimposition 
of two diff erent modes of establishing and theorizing kinship, one grounded 
in the horizontal exchange of milk, the other in the vertical passing of sperm. 
W. Deonna has shown how in the pre-Roman world, adoptive kinship ties were 
created through ritual breastfeeding, which resulted in powerful incest taboos.110 
According to Peter Parkes, similar incest taboos existed in the mountain regions 
of Pakistan, where the punishment for adultery consisted of ritual lactation 
until the nineteenth century. Such milk-exchange would have made any further 
sexual contact between the partners unthinkable.111 In eighth-century Islamic 
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legal scholarship, the concept of milk-kinship emerged through the formula-
tion of wide-ranging incest prohibitions with one’s nurse and all of her and 
her husband’s relatives, in a system modeled after patrilineal blood ties.112 This 
happened as a result of the reception of Aristotelian philosophy and medicine. 
In pre-Roman societies and Islam, female milk-kinship forged through nursing 
and male blood kinship based on sex rival and exclude each other, while ancient 
Roman conceptions of paternity erase any notion of maternal belonging by enti-
rely denying mothers any form of legal kinship with their off spring.113

Figure 5.3: Paolo Veronese, Mars and Venus United by Love, ca. 1570

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839432846-007 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839432846-007
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Jut ta Gisela Sperling286

The profound unease concerning sex with a lactating woman seems to 
conjure up pre-patriarchal modes of belonging and fears of regression. In 
the visual arts, the prohibition fi nds expression in paintings such as François 
Clouet’s Lady in her Bath (1571), which juxtaposes the young woman’s small, 
smooth, and perky bosom as well as her beautifully erect, but dry, nipples with 
the elderly nurse’s over-sized lactating breast.114 In Paolo Veronese’s Mars and 
Venus United by Love (ca. 1570), an imminent violation of the prohibition is 
suggested by positioning Mars just below the right breast that Venus is off ering 
in the typical V-hold of a nursing woman (Figure 5.3). It is unclear who is about 
to suckle from it – Mars, shown in full armor, or baby Eros down below, busily 
tying their two legs together.

Breastfeeding promiscuity was depicted in Renaissance art as well. 
Domenico Ghirlandaio’s altarpiece The Birth of John the Baptist (1488) is 
unique not only for his depiction of baby John’s suckling from his nurse but 

Figure 5.4: Domenico Ghirlandaio, The Birth of Saint John the Baptist, 1488, 
Detail, Wall-Painting, Florence, Santa Maria Novella, Tornabuoni Chapel

also for the appearance of two wet-nurses simultaneously (Figure 5.4). The two 
women, dressed alike, are shown competing for the holy infant. One of them 
is already suckling him; the other one is stretching out her hands impatiently, 
as if to indicate that she wants to be next.115 Benedetto Caliari (1538–98) depicts 
a similar situation in his painting The Birth of the Virgin Mary (Figure 5.5). 
In this picture, baby Mary is held, but not suckled, by a wet-nurse whose right 
breast is half-exposed. Behind the nurse and the birth-assistant, busily rolling 
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up a swaddling cloth, a third woman approaches. Her breasts are both entirely 
exposed; she looks longingly at the baby and presents her left nipple in the 
V-hold typical of a breastfeeding woman. She is in charge of a toddler, whose 
naked body indicates that he himself is not weaned yet, and she is restrained 
by an elderly lady to prevent her from intruding on baby Mary. This painting 
is unusual in suggesting that Mary was almost nursed by a woman other than 
her mother, in implicit violation of the theory of Mary’s immaculate concep-
tion (which became offi  cial doctrine only in 1854). Traces of her wet-nurse’s 
husband’s seeds would have seeped into the milk and contaminated Mary’s 
fl esh, thus undoing her exemption from the eternal sin and rendering her unfi t 
to bear the seed of Jesus Christ. Confi nement room scenes such as Cagliari’s 
and Ghirlandaio’s, which art historians assume to give a fairly realistic repre-
sentation of upper-class women’s birthing experiences, indicate that casual 
and commercial nursing from friends, neighbors, or wet-nurses was the norm. 

Figure 5.5: Benedetto Caliari, The Birth of the Virgin Mary, ca. 1550–80, Detail
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Especially right after delivery, when the mother’s colostrum was thought to be 
harmful, multiple women would collaborate in keeping the infant alive until a 
permanent nurse was found.116

Despite the ubiquity of non-maternal nursing practices in early modern 
Europe, the polemics against wet-nursing began to increase steadily in the early 
seventeenth century, reaching a fever pitch right before and during the French 
Revolution.117 This debate was politically motivated, and aimed at limiting the 
circuits of women’s fl uids within the patriarchally organized nuclear family 
for the purpose of achieving female domesticity and class segregation.118 Physi-
cians participating in this debate struggled to identify medical reasons against 
wet-nursing. Until the sixteenth century, not every maternal milk was thought 
to be good, and not all non-maternal milk was thought to be bad. In Moschion’s 
treatise “On the Diseases of Women” (fi rst century ce, published 1566), maternal 
nursing is outright discouraged: “Certainly it is lovelier to nurse from one’s 
mother, but in order for the matron to stay healthy after delivery, it is better to 
feed from a nurse. One mature milk is suffi  cient to nourish two infants.”119 In the 
fi fteenth century, Michele Savonarola argued that a mother’s milk was custom-
tailored for her infant, because identical in substance to the menstrual blood with 
which it was nourished in the womb, and thus more appropriate than the milk of 
a wet-nurse. If, however, a mother’s milk was “bad” for some reason, the milk of 
a healthy wet-nurse was preferable.120 The topic of “bad” maternal milk was taken 
up by Eucharius Rösslin (d. 1526), who in his Rosegarden of Pregnant Women and 
Midwives (1514) proclaims: “If anyone says that the mother should not suckle her 
baby by herself, or if she is sick, or if her milk is evil [bös], one should give the 
infant to a wet-nurse.”121 In early modern Germany, fears surrounding witches’ 
magic destroying a mother’s milk were particularly intense.122

In the early seventeenth century, mother’s milk came to be regarded as 
principally better than “foreign” milk, and the attack on wet-nursing took on 
polemical proportions. In his book on midwifery from 1601, Girolamo Mercurio 
engages in a full-fl edged attack on vain and lazy mothers who refuse to breast-
feed: “Sending the children away to be raised by wet-nurses is to give birth in 
an unnatural, imperfect, and diminished manner ... She [the mother] sends 
him into exile, contenting herself with having given him his life, while others 
are giving him pleasure, as if God and Nature had outfi tted her with breasts 
only as an ornament.”123 He laments how “cruel” it is to “deprive [a baby] of its 
own nourishment and familiar food which God and Nature prepared for him ... 
and to provide him with the milk ... of a foreigner, or even barbarous mountain 
dweller, [with the milk] not of a free woman, but of a servant; not of a chaste 
woman, but of a prostitute; ... not of a healthy woman, but of a syphilitic one.”124 
Mercurio rounds up his racial and sexist attacks on mothers and nurses by 
reference to ancient Roman writers, telling how Cornelius Scipius and Gaius 
Gracchus publicly shamed their mothers for not having breastfed them.125 He 
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concludes with a fantasy of domestic bliss: “What is most important for a father, 
when he comes home stressed out from work, is to see and hear his lovely little 
son or daughter ... who kisses and embraces him ... and tells him stories that 
relieve him of every grave thought.”126 Having fi nally revealed who would be 
the prime benefi ciary of his child-care reform – the father – he engages in a 
rhetorical gesture Julia Hairston has called “reverse occultatio,” when, swit-
ching gears, he all of a sudden discusses how to choose a good wet-nurse.127 
Referring to Plutarch, he is of the opinion that she should not be a “foreigner” 
but should be from the same village and should move in with her employer, 
mainly so that “she abstain from Venus play.”128 Trying to explain this interdict 
on sex, Mercurio says in very general terms: “Venus play can be harmful to the 
milk, because of the danger of pregnancy, and because of the concoction of the 
nutriments.”129 The latter phrase alludes to the danger of super-imposing two 
hot elements in the “cooking” of milk, which remains unspecifi ed.

Two years later, Rodrigo de Castro (1541–1627) reiterates most of Mercu-
rio’s arguments against wet-nursing in his treatise On the Universal Medicine 
of Women (1603), warning against the “contagion with foreign milk” and the 
nurse’s “maliciousness,” which the infant might suck up with his milk.130 
His polemic against breastfeeding promiscuity is brought to its zenith when 
he calls wet-nursed babies “semi-spurious” and their mothers “semi-adulter-
esses,” “because in true adultery, the mother imposes the son of another father 
on her husband, in this one [she imposes] the son on another’s mother.”131 As 
a mother’s fl uids ought to be consumed solely by her birth-children, a good 
wet-nurse keeps her milk untainted from contact with another man’s sperm. 
Phantasies of how to close off  women’s hopelessly open, permeable, and 
leaking bodies for the exclusive uses of their legitimate husbands and children 
are at the basis of early modern polemics against wet-nurses. Understood as 
two diff erent modes of controlling women’s bodies, the request for maternal 
nursing and the nurse’s prohibition against sex cease to appear contradictory: 
in the best of all cases, no wet-nurse should be employed, but if it could not be 
avoided, she should at least be chaste.

The polemic against wet-nursing was particularly intense among Protestant 
researchers in Germany, who in their campaigns for maternal breastfeeding 
implicitly attacked the concept of Catholic charity, allegorized since the Middle 
Ages as the breastfeeding of strangers. Philip Hulden’s Treatise on the Observa-
tion of Nature’s Sources from which the Divine Nectar of Human Nourishment is 
Obtained (1697) is an example of such a religiously enhanced scientifi c study 
of breast milk. Hulden, a physician in Würtemberg, calls all wet-nurses “pros-
titutes” and seamlessly moves from praise for Old Testament women such as 
Sara, who breastfed her own baby, to a radical redefi nition of “true” charity: 

“And if whoredom were a virtue, and the various virtues of other nations 
were brought together, would we not call that woman virtuous who exercises 
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charity every day [by breastfeeding her own baby], because charity is in this 
respect the mother of all virtues? In this way the most shameful whores rather 
merit the name of beasts and monsters.”132 

Juxtaposing the whorish, beastly, and monstrous wet-nurse to the mother 
who breastfeeds her own child, it is the latter who becomes the new embodi-
ment of charity. Including midwives in his attack on wet-nurses, he declares 
that the colostrum is benefi cial to the infant, contrary to what “prostitutes and 
birth attendants” [mulierculae & obstetrices] proclaim.133 Hulden thus fi nds a 
medical solution to the “problem” of wet-nursing that undermines the autho-
rity of midwives as well, in a concerted attempt to eliminate the need for all 
female birth attendants. Johannes Greisel also equates wet-nurses with whores 
and milk sharing with adultery, as mentioned above. His solution to the moral 
problem of wet-nursing was to fi nd an animal substitute for breast milk, an aim 
of many eighteenth-century studies as well.134

While research toward the invention of infant formula was well under way 
in the eighteenth century, a new preoccupation emerged: the transfer of emoti-
onal states and personality traits through breastfeeding.135 It is noteworthy 
that emotional reasons for maternal breastfeeding were foregrounded at the 
same time as breast milk was found out to be – or hoped to be – replaceable by 
animal milk. Also, the new consensus that milk derived from chyle rather than 
menstrual blood made the older justifi cation for a polemic against wet-nursing 
obsolete, which depended on casting the wet-nurse’s husband as the owner 
and originator of her milk. Johann Heinrich Zedler, for example, claims that 
“a good and healthy woman’s milk can suddenly get ... spoilt due to ... anger, 
fright, sorrow, cold, and an untidy [!] diet.136 Heinrich Doorschodt’s “Commen-
tary on Milk” (fi rst. ed. 1737) argues: “Milk varies according to the temperament 
of the nurse.” In addition to contagious diseases, “the infant is marked by the 
sickly mental disposition of the nurse, as if it were a hereditary disease.” Such 
diseases include epilepsy and melancholia. Above all, “not just these bodily 
vices but the moral seeds of all sorts of vices penetrate into the milk, and perse-
vere throughout the child’s life. If the nurse is lecherous, surreptitious, avari-
cious, irate, these weaknesses are transmitted to the nurslings.”137 He concludes 
that mothers ought to nurse their own infants.

In his book on the Physical and Moral System of Women (1775), M. Roussel 
agrees with this assessment of the nurse’s emotions and personality traits: “All 
lively or sad emotions have a greater or lesser impact on the quality of the milk.” 
He does not, however, categorically exclude the use of wet-nurses. In his eyes, 
a good nurse ought to refrain from sex and retire to the countryside, because 
“tranquility and sleep are especially important to them.”138 While strong 
emotions can wreak havoc on a nurse’s milk, not to breastfeed can produce 
even greater nervous trouble in a mother: “... those women who choose not to 
breastfeed are most susceptible [to grave illnesses] and sometimes fall into a 
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state of languor and mental derangement, even a long time after delivery.”139 
However, since urban women’s milk was often “bad,” he recommends sending 
babies off  to peasant nurses, “whose milk, seasoned with the temperance and 
frugality [of rural life]” would act as a remedy against a host of evils, some of 
which were political in nature: 

“They [the infants] would receive a much more solid upbringing [in the 
countryside] than those who are raised by enervated [urban] parents ... Even 
moral eff ects could result from this, capable of tempering the inequality of 
[social] conditions ... The rich, nourished among peasants, will be less disposed 
to despise honorable poverty.”140 

Despite the progressive eff ects that rural wet-nursing might have in terms 
of nation building, Roussel concludes by charging all mothers to breastfeed 
their own – and nobody else’s – babies. This, again, is a political mandate: “It 
seems that a woman has the right to all advantages that society accords its 
members only if she fulfi lls her duties ... She is not worthy of the rang she 
occupies [in society] unless ... she contributes to strengthening it by supplying 
it with strong and healthy citizens, who should have received from her, with 
her milk, the example of the inviolable fulfi llment of holy duties that it [société] 
imposes.”141 Roussel’s conclusion, contradictory as it is in light of his preference 
for class-bridging, idyllic rural wet-nursing, ultimately does not surprise, given 
that both Rousseau and the Encyclopédie had turned maternal breastfeeding 
into a maxim for the renewal of society: “The fi rst duty of a mother is to feed 
her infants.”142

Even scientists who did not believe that character traits or emotional states 
were passed through breast milk routinely wound up recommending mother’s 
milk. Friedrich August Meyer, for example, fi nds it astonishing that “not just 
good mothers but philosophers view the breast of a nursing person as a funnel 
through which one can implant virtues and vices in the minds of infants.”143 
Following Albrecht von Haller, Meyer argues that the organization of the 
nervous system depends on the quality of the seeds. After all, “among children, 
who, without the least variation in nourishment, were raised on the same milk, 
one presents as impatient and angry, the other one relaxed and kind.”144 Despite 
this disempowering assessment of breast milk, he concludes by reminding 
mothers of “Nature’s” commandment: “Off er your child the maternal breast. 
Nothing but a sickly disposition, which includes a lack in suffi  cient healthy 
milk, can exempt a mother from this duty, which the love for her own blood 
should render pleasant.”145 No matter what the presumed eff ects of breast milk 
on the emotional constitution of the infant were supposed to be, wet-nursing 
must be avoided as much as possible, either through maternal breastfeeding or 
the use of substitutes in the form of animal milk.146

It is ironic that the political demands for exclusive maternal nursing were 
made at a time when women’s biological contribution to the process of generation 
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at the moment of conception were more and more recognized and when breast 
milk began to be stripped of the quasi-magical powers it had enjoyed since anti-
quity. Ancient Greek theories of reproduction, still popular in the Renaissance, 
were slowly laid to rest in the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries. Even though ancient medical authorities were divided on the question of 
female seed – some affi  rming, others denying its existence – Plato’s dictum 
that “a mother is nothing but a nurse” informed legal thinking about kinship 
in Roman law and its medieval and Renaissance permutations.147 This line of 
thought – elaborated by Aristotle – implied that mothers contributed nothing 
but a hollow space and abject nourishing matter, menstrual blood, to the process 
of generation. All substantive qualities of the future child were passed through 
male sperm, the “active” ingredient to conception according to Aristotle. The 
Hippocratic-Galenic tradition insisted that mothers did provide seed, albeit of 
an inferior nature.148 All throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, 
mixtures and variations of both strands of thought coexisted, but the legally rele-
vant theory remained Aristotle’s strictly patrilineal concept of kinship.149 It was 
in the context of these humoral and hema-pathological theories that breast milk 
received its signifi cance as a variant of menstrual blood, women’s main contri-
bution to the process of reproduction. Nursing was regarded as the hallmark of 
mothering, even though milk-exchange did not mark an individual mother’s 
relationship with her infant, due to the ubiquity of wet-nursing. Rather, as its 
allegorization as Catholic Charity suggests, nursing developed into a symbol 
of maternal care that strangers could provide. Only in Islamic societies was 
breast milk regarded as a body fl uid that rivaled male sperm in the construction 
of kinship. At the time of Muhammad, women used breastfeeding to widen 
the circle of men they could freely associate with – unveiled – because of the 
sexual prohibition that milk-exchange created.150 Since the eighth century, the 
structure of patrilineal kinship was superimposed on former concepts of female 
kinship based on care, which resulted in powerful incest taboos with not only 
one’s nurse and her children but also all of her husband’s blood relations.151

When, in the seventeenth century, Reijnier de Graaf (1641–73) discovered 
the ovarian follicles, women’s most signifi cant contribution to conception 
came to resemble biological paternity. This did not immediately result in legal 
reforms aimed at loosening patrilineal hierarchies and exclusions in the const-
ruction of kinship – quite the contrary. In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
France, laws aimed at tightening the “family-state-complex” produced a very 
restrictive view of family, disadvantaging cadet sons, daughters, illegitimate 
children, and their mothers.152 In contemporary Italy, however, testamentary 
practices slowly shifted toward a more egalitarian view of property relations 
between husbands and wives, sons and daughters.153

At the same time as mothers’ contributions to conception began to be 
viewed as more substantial than previously imagined, human milk was found 
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to be a derivative of chyle rather than blood. This discovery worked to loosen 
the bonds between pregnancy and lactation; reports on breastfeeding men and 
virgins multiplied. Medicinal adult breastfeeding was frequently recommended 
as well, particularly in the treatment of gout in old men. The simultaneous 
attack on wet-nursing and the invention of exclusive maternal breastfeeding 
responded to cultural, social, and political demands aimed at policing the 
boundaries within which female body fl uids circulated. In this context, the 
popularity of representations of Roman Charity appears as a powerful visual 
counter-discourse that questioned the use of mother’s milk for patriarchal 
purposes. On the one hand, the rerouting of a daughter’s milk into nourish-
ment for her father rather than her infant observes the new expectation of a 
closed circuit in the consumption of breast milk. On the other hand, it violates 
reform proposals to upgrade maternity through the forging of exclusivity in 
mother-infant relationships.
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