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Mary, Mother of Jesus, became one of the most prominent and influential
figures in the Christian corps in the Late Middle Ages, an era defined by intense
religious expression. The portrayal of her image provided significant messages to a
largely illiterate Christian laity. Yet, depicitions of Mary were never static. Rather,
from the early days of Christianity to the fifteenth century, the image of Mary
underwent dramatic transitions. Dependent upon the period Mary was either obscure
or prominent, queen or maid.

Given that the image of Mary was subject to change, then certain societal factors
must have been present in a particular period which determined the character of
Mary. By the fourteenth and fifteenth century in Florence, Mary came to be portrayed
as the Madonna del Latte or the nursing Madonna. It is intriguing to discern what
factors were present to allow for these images which celebrated the intimate
relationship between a mother and her infant. With the new emphasis on the Madonna
del Latte the observer could speculate that perhaps a greater value was placed on
motherhood in Florentine society. Further, if motherhood increased in value then,
perhaps, so did women and children.

Unfortunately, the reverse was true. The increase in the veneration of the
Madonna and her role as a mother marked a period of decline in the social valuation
of women and female children. The tasks of childrearing came under greater
patriarchal control. The family patriarch, not the mother, made the decisions in the
care of the infant, including choosing to hire a wet-nurse. Further, according to
cadastral studies of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, there were disturbing

population irregularities present. The numbers indicate that from infancy through



death the male to female ratio was skewed in favor of males. Possible explanations
for this phenomenon range from the underreporting of female infants to mass
infanticide.

In effect, the mother’s fundamental role in caring for her child diminished at

the same time that veneration of the Madonna of mercy nursing her own child

increased. What can explain this contradiction?

The answer can be found by examining the dissimilarity between the advice of
the Florentine moralists and the practices of the family patriarchs. The moralists
wrote treatises and journals which focused on the minutiae of daily living,
particularly the details of childrearing. Many moralists wrote specifically on the
importance of the person who nursed the child. The prevailing wisdom was that it
was best if the mother suckled her own child, failing that it should be someone of
equal moral standing for anatomical reasons. They believed that the source of the
milk given to a child was an integral biological factor which determined the child’s
potential character. Hence, if the child was fed on the milk of a beast, then the child
would take on bestial qualities.

The patriarchs, at the same time, also expressed great concern over childrearing
matters. Due to a variety of factors involving inheritance, marriage and patrilineal
concerns, the patriarch took control of the day to day details of raising their children.
It was too important to leave in the hands of the mother. Ignoring the moral
messages surrounding them, the patriarchs developed a complicated system of wet-

nursing in order to maintain a separation between mother and child. In addition, the



practice of slavery was reintroduced into this society, partly to provide the child with
a nurse.

The prevalence of the Madonna del Latte may have been a response by the
moralists to address the practices of the patriarch. Essentially the Madonna del Latte
was used as a tool of propaganda to spread the image of the loving mother nursing
her own child. The moralists used the Madonna del Latte to espouse the ideal of

maternal relations, while the patriarchs practiced a much harsher reality.



SECTION I:

And Thus you Mary are that lucid matter
Through whom the Word breathed forth everything of value.!

From Obscurity to Prominence

Prominent Christian figures fluctuated in importance and were depicted in
different ways as social needs and desires changed. Mary, the Mother of ]eéué, was not
an exception. Mary was relatively obscure in the first thousand years of Christianity
and then rose to prominence so that by the fourteenth and fifteenth centuriés she |
conveyed a highly developed message of divine mercy.

To ascertain the variety of iconographical associations that Mary had come to
embody, a brief sketch of her first thousand years as a Christian figure is useful.
Further a look into Mary’s transition from the Queen of Heaven to the Madonna del
Latte illustrates how she became more accessible to the laity. The emerging urban
society of the twelfth century latched onto Mary as their intercessor; her role was to
help them gain salvation. By the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries examples of the
Nursing Madonna indicate the development of a potent depiction of the mother/child
relationship. The development demonstrates that the image of the Madonna del Latte
progressed towards greater intimacy and accessibility, providing a powerful
iconographical message for the moralists to use.

The Pieta, Mary holding the dying Jesus in her arms, fill the museums and is
possibly one of the most recognizable images of the western world. Yet, ac;:brding to

the Gospels, Mary played a minor role in the final days of the Crucifixion and



Resurrection. In the Gospel of Matthew (27:55), Matthew names the women who
attended Jesus at the crucifixion: “Many women were also there...among them were
Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of the
sons of Zebedee.” He refers to many Marys but not Mary, the Mother of Jesus. The
Gospel of John (19:25) is the only Gospel which mentions Mary at the preparation of
the crucifixion:

Meanwhile standing near the cross of Jesus were his mother, and his
mother’s sister Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. When
Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing beside
her, he said to his mother, ‘Woman, here is your son.” Then he said to the
disciple, ‘Here is your mother.” And from that hour the disciple took her
into his own home.”

This passage describes Mary sent away from the scene before Jesus had died on
the cross. The image of Mary holding the dying Jesus in her arms was an invention of
artists of a later period because, according to accounts in the Gospels, she was not
counted among those present at the crucifixion.

The Gospel of Luke gives Mary the greatest amount of attention when he wrote
of the angel speaking to Mary: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of
the Most High will overshadow you (Luke 1:35). After which Mary made a speech,
referring to herself as “the lowliest of his servant” and continuing to exalt “He who
blessed her” (Luke 1:47). This is arguably the most prominent passage regarding
Mary from all the Gospels combined. In the other Gospels, much more attention was
given to Joseph and what kind of man he was. For example, in the Gospel of
Matthew, the Angel spoke to Joseph, not to Mary, when her pregnancy was discovered

(Matthew 1:18).



Despite her obscurity there is evidence that some attention was paid to her.
The earliest known representation of the Madonna is a second century painting of the
Vision of Isaiah in the catacomb of Priscilla, figure 1. This picture depicting the Mother
and Child is significant because it mirrors the later fourteenth century development of
the Madonna del Latte. The evolution of Mary, it seems, went full circle from this

depiction to the fourteenth century Madonna del Latte.

Figure 1. Second Century, Madonna, Catacombs of Priscilla, Rome.
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During the first 500 years Christians sought to organize the text of the New
Testament and resolve issues of doctrine. Mary was not considered important in most
of these issues except when it came to deciding the true nature of Christ as either God
or man or both. The dilemma over how Jesus could be both a man and a God raised
issues so grave that splinter groups began to break away from the central church. The
matter was resolved at the Council of Ephesus in 425, where it was decided that Jesus
had two natures, both man and God. Because it was determined that Jesus was both
the son of human and of God, it became important to clarify the role of Mary. It was
at this same Council of Ephesus that Mary was given her formal title of Theotokos, or
dei Genetrix, which literally means ‘Godbearing’, not quite the same as ‘Mother of
God’2 It was an important distinction because Mary was human and bore a human
child who was also a God.3 Despite the attention she received at this council, Mary’s
official title had less to do with concern over her role than with resolving
Christological doctrine.

From the third century in the East and the fifth century in the West, the
Madonna was depicted with an open armed gesture of prayer, the ‘orans’ posture. The
standing figure of the orans, with both arms stretched heavenward, signified opening
oneself up to receive God and His gifts, including mercy. These early depictions of
Mary in the orans pose set a precedent for her ultimate role as intercessor and
embodiment of Christian Mercy since they indicated that she received her gift of
Mercy from God .4

The joined hands of prayer developed from the prostrate pose known as

proskynesis. When the Madonna was depicted in statues with joined hands it was



understood that she was pleading with her son for mercy. She did not need to plead
for herself, but rather on behalf of the clergy and laity. These images carried powerful
associations for theologians and laypeople, literate or illiterate.5 While Mary’s role as
mediator for humankind was developing, the images of Mary with open or closed
hands were somewhat elementary as symbols.

From roughly the seventh to tenth centuries Christians traveled to urban
cathedral churches to venerate holy relics. Most relics were the body parts of saints.
Mary’s body, according to Christian beliefs, was borne directly to heaven, thus she left
no body parts. Her remains consisted of breast milk and hair which were considered
to be relics. There is no evidence that Mary’s relics held any greater power or
significance from the relic of another saint.

It was not until the eleventh and twelfth century that Mary gained prestige
when the Cult of the Relics made the transition to the Cult of the Virgin. One of the
reasons Mary increased in popularity during these centuries was the shift from a gift
and barter economy to a cash economy. These economic changes had a profound
effect on all of society, particularly in the moral sphere.

The reaction was dramatic. Religious leaders had to adapt quickly to meet the
needs of a troubled and demanding urban laity. Theologians and clerics scrambled
for control, but the force behind the creation of a new urban Christian faith was in the
laity. Their response was significant and long-lasting, and led to the development of
the mendicant movements, canons regular, and popular movements, orthodox and

heretical. Many people responded by developing new forms of piety within the



realm of the church structure, sometimes overlooked by historians. One of the
responses was increased veneration of Mary, and the rise of the Cult of the Virgin.
The flourishing interest in Mary was apparent because she was a ubiquitous
cultural presence. She was often the subject in popular literature, paintings, music and
theological texts. Mary’s popularity extended over the church itself which took on a
feminine persona; it came to be called Mater Ecclesia or Mother Church:
Hgaring of this the Roman Church, mother of you and, as you know
mistress (magistra) of all Christendom...When it pleased him who

exalteth the lowly that our Holy Mother, the Church, should seize upon
the ruler of the Apostolic See...6

In addition, Mary took on a multitude of personalities in this period. She was
referred to as both the Mother and the Bride of Christ, often at the same time: “Mary,
most glorious Virgin, and Mother of God, ...he prostituted the bride of Christ.”7 Peter
Abelard, the twelfth century theologian, used the same references with the intention
of defining a clear distinction between the image of Mary and other women:

Let women consider carefully with how much glory the Lord elevated
their inferior sex and how natural it must seem that both the heavenly
and the earthly paradise pertain to them ... Today, he who is at once her
bridegroom and son (Christ), lifts the latter (Mary) to a more happy
paradise.®

Abelard echoed popular sentiment as the same distinction, Mary’s superiority over all

women, was found in this eleventh century prayer:

Virgin Mary, holy and immaculate bearer of God, most kind, most
merciful and most holy, glorious mother of my Lord and illustrious
beyond the stars, you who alone without equal have been a woman
pleasing to Christ, you alone with your aid have brought health to a
desperate world, pure and most worthy virgin of virgins and most
powerful of all women, lord (domina) of all women.’
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