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At the Salon of 1808, Louis Hersent (1777–1860) exhibited one of his latest paintings
representing colonial subject matters, entitled Las Casas Cured by Savages (Figure 1).1

Inspired by Jean-François Marmontel’s pre-revolutionary bestseller Les Incas (1777),
it shows a bedridden Bartolomé de las Casas (1484–1566) – famous missionary,
eyewitness and critic of the Spanish genocide in the New World – suckling milk
from the gorgeous bosom of a young Amerindian woman. Next to her, and behind Las
Casas, stands Henri, the nurse’s husband, characterised by his noble ‘Greek’ profile,
feathery headgear, snake tattoo and native attire, including a pouch of arrows on his
back.2 The young woman, herself of equally perfect classical features, embraces her
husband with one arm and employs the other to offer her breast to the patient. In a
wall niche behind her, facing the viewer, stands a statue of the Virgin Mary with the
infant Jesus. To the left, behind the ‘noble savage’, hangs a small wooden cross. The
entire scene is wonderfully quiet and intimate. A sole candle illuminates the room, in
addition to the votive light burning in front of the Virgin Mary, but in reality the light
is pouring from the young woman’s naked white arm and bosom. On a small table in
front of the bed lies a thick book, probably Holy Scripture, next to a cup and pitcher.
On an adjacent stool there is fruit, brought to Las Casas by his visitors.

Hersent’s painting was recommended by Charles Paul Landon (1760–1826) in his
Annales du Musée et de l’Ecole moderne des beaux-arts (1808) as a ‘well-executed’
painting on a ‘well-known’ subject, referring to Marmontel’s best-selling novel Les
Incas of some thirty years earlier, in which Bartolomé de las Casas appears as a
central character.3 This work of historical fiction, loosely based on Las Casas’s Brief
Account of the Destruction of the Indies (first Spanish edition 1552), Incan author
Garcilaso de la Vega’s Royal Commentaries of Peru (first Spanish edition 1609),
Mme de Graffigny’s Letters from a Peruvian Woman (first French edition 1747) and
Charles-Marie de Condamine’s Journal of a Journey by Order of the King to the
Equator (first French edition 1751), among others, is a melodramatic retelling of the
Spanish conquest of Central and South America, in which a mixture of historical and
fictional characters act out the inevitability of the Incas’ defeat.4 Pizarro is cast as an
‘astounding man’, ‘liberal, generous, and sensible’ but unable to prevent his general,
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Figure 1: Louis Hersent, Las Casas Cured by Savages (1808). Private collec-
tion, US.

Valverde, from murdering their ally, the Incan king Ataliba (Atahualpa) – an act of
treason that precipitates a series of massacres during which both Atahualpa’s and his
enemy half-brother Guascar’s armies are wiped out.5 Descriptions of Incan rites and
practices – based on Vega’s Royal Commentaries – are woven into this narrative, whose
main plot is propelled by a romance between Alonzo, a young Spanish conquistador
gone native and Enlightenment philosopher of law avant la lettre, and Cora, an Incan
virgin priestess. In the end, everybody will have died, but not before Marmontel gives a
utopian outlook on Euro-American relations in a pivotal scene, in which an ailing Las
Casas explains to Pizarro how colonial exploitation should have been based on free
trade instead of violence. He then proceeds to suckle milk from the breast of a Central
American chieftain’s wife, offered to him as a lifesaving remedy in exchange for his
‘gift’ of conversion, as if to illustrate and enact the benefits of reciprocity in a liberal
economy.6 Despite the fact that Marmontel’s novel has been analysed extensively,
most scholars have focused on Alonzo’s and Cora’s cross-racial love story, neglecting
to comment on this white ‘father’s’ consumption of his Indian ‘daughter’s’ healing and
rejuvenating body fluids.7

Appealing primarily to a female audience by aiming to arouse empathy, the novel
was an instant hit. Pirated the same year it came out, it was immediately translated
into other European languages and reprinted numerous times in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries.8 Plays and operas in German, English, Russian, Spanish
and Italian emerged as variations on the novel’s tragic love story between Alonzo and
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Figure 2: Jean-Michel Moreau the Younger, The Illness of Las
Casas, engraving (1777). Marmontel, Les Incas, vol. 2 (Paris, 1777),
p. 217. Bibliothèque nationale, Paris.

Cora.9 Especially in early nineteenth-century Latin America, Marmontel’s novel and
its various permutations were much appreciated.10

The first authorised edition of Les Incas, illustrated with engravings by Jean-
Michel Moreau the Younger (1741–1814), contained a depiction of the theme that
inspired Hersent (Figure 2). Here, the native princess-nurse occupies centre stage;
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naked except for a feathery skirt and crown, she stands erect in front of Las Casas,
index and middle fingers of her left hand in the typical V-hold with which nurses
were (and still are) supposed to squeeze their nipple and offer their breast. This scene
is more agitated, more crowded and less mystical than Hersent’s version. Spanish
conquistadors, paying Las Casas a sick visit, watch in astonishment as their spiritual
leader is about to be ‘treated’ by the wife of their enemy. Henri urges Las Casas on,
full of impatience, as Pizarro, somewhat marginally seated in the shadowy right-hand
corner, observes the tender scene. Gonsalvo Davila – son of a ruthless conquistador but
now reformed under Las Casas’s influence and separated from his tyrannical father –
is also present, as well as a non-identified sixth person. As in Hersent’s painting, the
young woman’s white skin illuminates the room.

Marmontel’s, Moreau’s and Hersent’s envisioning of Las Casas as the grateful
recipient of a native mother’s healing milk had the purpose of recasting colonial re-
lationships as a fantasy about the peaceful – if uneven – exchange of life-giving,
transformative resources, in which former cannibals had become charitable food.11

The image of the breastfeeding Las Casas, not only symbolising America’s voluntary
sharing of natural resources in exchange for a benevolent and paternalistic introduction
to Christianity, but also alluding to the possibility of a power reversal between the New
World and the Old – however fleeting – was a contrast to the many accounts of blood-
shed and rape that since the early sixteenth century were known to have characterised
the Spanish project of ‘discovery’.12 The lactation scene played on longstanding myths
and metaphors of the New World as a fertile virgin land, ready for consumption by
European adventurers, and on equally sedimented views of native Americans as noble
savages and innocent victims of Spanish conquistadors.13 The specific rendering of
this set of tropes in Marmontel’s novel and Hersent’s painting deserves closer scrutiny,
however, as Las Casas’s milk relationship with the Indian princess not only presented a
somewhat idiosyncratic commentary on and alternative to previous models of colonial
exploitation, but expressed the need for a moral and institutional reform of French
patriarchy. Appropriating the Baroque iconography of the so-called Roman Charity –
for his presentation of Las Casas derived from the ancient story of Pero, the pious
daughter who breastfeeds her father, Cimon, sentenced to death by starvation for a
capital crime – Marmontel politicises his colonial romance as a discussion about the
possibility of transforming ancien régime power structures.14 After all, Pero’s heroic,
self-effacing and abject sacrifice for the sake of her guilty father not only restores his
health but redeems him morally – an ambiguous outcome of an ancient anecdote about
filial piety and the assumed reciprocity of father–daughter relations in imperial Rome.
Marmontel thus made a fairly unique contribution to the proliferation of the many
pre- and post-revolutionary ‘family romances’ analysed by Lynn Hunt, presenting a
political problem as a riddle about kinship, filiation, gender and reproduction.15

Marmontel’s image of a ‘just’ white man’s acceptance of an Amerindian woman’s
magic milk-offer envisions a new kind of métissage, a form of cross-racial kinship
grounded in milk, care and adoption rather than blood, rape and procreation. It pro-
poses to re-imagine the colonial project as a traditionally gendered but pacified version
of Euro-American symbiosis, within which Europe would be granted guilt-free, un-
limited access to America’s natural resources in exchange for a truly charitable and
enlightened – that is, French – form of Catholicism. This vision resonated powerfully
with Enlightenment audiences despite – or perhaps because of – the author’s failure

C© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



Tropes of Lactation in the French Colonial Imaginary (c.1770–1815) 51

to consider the triangular nature of Atlantic trade relations. Les Incas thus differs
from more radical critiques of colonisation, such as those by Raynal and Diderot, and
sits uneasily in the vicinity of the abolitionist and anti-abolitionist treatises to which
Marmontel refuses to pay attention.16

In the Napoleonic era, Hersent’s reflection on Marmontel’s Enlightenment ideal
of Euro-American empathy, affiliation and paternalistic symbiosis appears nostal-
gic and curiously anachronistic. At a time when the monarchy had been destroyed
and reinvented, slavery abolished and reinstituted, and a series of neocolonial, impe-
rial campaigns won and lost, other contemporary writers and painters responded to
Marmontel’s trope of cross-Atlantic charitable milk-exchange by pointing to its in-
herent contradictions. François-René Chateaubriand, Heinrich von Kleist, Anne-Louis
Girodet and Eugene Delacroix, among others, infused the theme with incestuous,
necrophilic or violent associations, mourning both the loss of the New World as a
utopian space and the loss of pre-revolutionary innocence in a complicated process of
cross-identification.

This article thus explores how Marmontel’s proposal for a ‘soft’ model of colonial
exploitation was received by Enlightenment audiences, and how the image of the
breastfeeding Las Casas resonated with both pre- and post-revolutionary writers’ and
artists’ use of lactation imagery in their discussions of paternal authority, modes of
mothering, racial mixing and colonial exploitation.17 For this purpose, I will briefly
discuss the use of breast milk for therapeutic purposes in early modern medicine; trace
the popularity of iconographies of lactation in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
art; point to métissage as a governing trope of both plot and style in Marmontel’s
novel; discuss nursing in all its varieties – maternal, commercial and charitable – as a
supposedly asexual practice; mention the revolutionary requirement of breastfeeding
to signify immediacy and transparency; situate Hersent’s classicising painting among
Romantic colonial narratives and art works; and conclude with an outlook on father–
daughter incest and other forms of miscegenation as yet another failed ‘family romance’
of the French Revolution.18

Marmontel’s and Hersent’s depictions of Las Casas’s milk cure played on ancient
recommendations of breast milk as a cure for eye disease, gout, tuberculosis and
fatigue, primarily in old men.19 In Diderot and D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie (1765),
breast milk was recommended as a highly efficient remedy against consumption in
men, provided that its rather tempting mode of presentation did not lead to sexual
arousal.20 In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century treatises on the treatment of gout –
an illness believed to be the result of a man’s lifelong indulgence in fatty foods, wine
and sex – the consumption of large quantities of milk was praised as a highly efficient
antidote in that it led towards the curative and punitive regression into an infant-like
state.21 While most authors shied away from recommending breast milk openly, instead
praising goat or cow milk as a valid substitute, quotes from Pliny the Elder (c.23–79
CE) and Marsilio Ficino (1433–1499) on the medicinal qualities of human milk, as well
as veiled references to the wet-nursing business, reveal this implicit association.22 In
eighteenth-century Germany, heart disease was treated with breast milk as well. In his
autobiography, Gotthelf Greiner (1732–1797), a porcelain manufacturer in Limbach,
reports how he decided to follow his physician’s advice to drink from his wife’s breasts,
after the attempt to cure his Wassersucht by ingesting human fat – extracted from the
corpse of a woman executed for infanticide – failed.23 Initially terrified at the thought,
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he overcame his feelings of disgust and quickly took to the unusual cure. His condition
improved markedly after several months of breastfeeding from his wife; once she had
weaned her son, he resorted to drinking his cousin’s milk, sent to him daily in large
cups, until he completely recovered.24

Most medical authors imagined male patients as model recipients of breast milk,
but evidence shows that in practice, female patients likewise assumed the passive role in
therapeutic milk-exchanges. Elisabeth Henriette von Hessen-Kassel, Erbprinzessin of
Brandenburg (1661–1683), drank milk from a wet nurse until she completely recovered
from an unspecified but near-fatal illness.25 Madame de Roland (1754–1793), wife of
future minister of the interior Jean-Marie Roland de la Platière (1734–1793), engaged
a téteuse (female breast-sucker) to reactivate her milk flow, lost due to an infection
of the breast a few weeks after giving birth to her daughter, Eudore.26 Anxious to
resume her primary duty as a citizen and mother, Mme de Roland had herself sucked
several times daily by a woman from the countryside.27 Despite the intimate nature of
this relationship, the téteuse remained unnamed in the many letters Mme de Roland
wrote to her husband about the progress of her recovery.28 Mme de Roland insisted
on prolonging the treatment even after her milk flow had started again.29 Hesitantly,
she finally dismissed her téteuse on 11 January 1782, but not before compensating her
handsomely. To her husband, she wrote how ‘content’ both of them had emerged from
the relationship.30 Adult breastfeeding practices – whether passive or active, all female
or cross-gendered – were thus an integral element of physicians’ therapeutic repertoire
until at least the late eighteenth century.

Perhaps more importantly, however, the image of Las Casas and his wet nurse
was presented as a variation on the theme of Roman Charity, a popular iconography
inspired by an anecdote in Valerius Maximus’s Memorable Doings and Sayings (c.30
CE), described briefly above.31 According to this story, told as ekphrasis, a young
Greek woman, Pero, secretly nursed her old father, Myko (later referred to as Cimon) –
a citizen of Athens condemned to death by starvation – in a dungeon-like prison.32 Em-
phasising the spectacular, incestuous and possibly erotic quality of the father–daughter
lactation, Maximus leaves the reader free to speculate about the moral implications of
this event. Does it portray an ailing father, guilty of a heinous crime, in utter depen-
dence on his daughter’s sense of piety, or does it stress a father’s undue exploitation
of his daughter’s body fluids, destined for her own and another man’s child? Does it
envision the withering away of patriarchy, or does it stress women’s sense of duty and
submission, which would continue to nourish old men’s rule in times of crisis? Whether
due to its complex paradoxical connotations or its titillating erotic quality, Maximus’s
anecdote of Pero and Myko/Cimon gained great notoriety among ancient audiences,
writers and – above all – artists.33 While Renaissance painters only hesitatingly exper-
imented with the motif, Baroque artists jumped on the topic once Caravaggio made it
presentable, exploiting its obvious erotic content and probing the subversive potential
of what Roberto Danese has called second-order incest.34 In France, the motif enjoyed
particular popularity in the decades leading up to the revolution.

Pero’s nursing of her father resonated with Baroque European audiences not
only as a pre-Christian example of female piety and charitable humility, but also as a
potentially subversive, imaginary reversal of predominant theories of kinship: instead
of a daughter’s dependence on her father for protection and dowry payments, it depicts a
father’s dependence on his daughter’s charity; instead of symbolising the transmission
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of paternal blood down to future generations, it shows how filial milk ascends the
agnatic ladder; instead of arousing manly sexual desire, the breast is portrayed as
delivering neo-natal jouissance; instead of depicting procreation, the nursing scene
emphasises regression.

In appropriating the iconography of Cimon and Pero for his portrayal of the ideal
colonial relationship, Marmontel did not fully exploit the subversive potential of his
source. Rather than stressing the nurse’s life-giving power, he emphasised how Las
Casas’s modest surrender to his native daughter’s care and nourishment symbolised
the logic of colonisation as a benevolent father’s appropriation of resources, which – in
proper Aristotelian fashion – was imagined as always already belonging to the active,
form-giving principle of paternity.35 After all, the nurse’s sacrifice was couched as the
payback for a momentous gift – conversion to Christianity – that she could never even
have dreamed of rejecting. In the discursive space of the novel, the obligation of the
colonised to pay ‘modest’ tributes is nowhere disputed.36

The portrayal of Las Casas’s nurse as Pero underlines the inevitability of her
gift, but the scene also endows her with an awe-inspiring charisma. Her sublime
gesture communicates with an entire repertoire of ancient, medieval and early modern
representations of lactation, ranging from the iconography of the Madonna Lactans to
allegorisations of charity as a breastfeeding woman to images of ancient rites of divine
affiliation through milk exchange.37

While deviating from Rousseau’s maxim of exclusive maternal breastfeeding,
Marmontel echoed other writers’ romanticised view of rural wet-nursing as a potential
source of regeneration for the ills of a weakened urban governing elite. In his famous
medical treatise, Système physique et moral de la femme (1775), Pierre Roussel praises
wet-nursing for its capacity to establish bonds of fosterage between rich, degenerate
urbanites and poor but healthy peasant families, exclaiming, ‘If I have only one drop of
blood that is exempt from corruption flowing through my veins . . . I probably sucked
it up with the milk of those [peasant women] who gave it to me’.38 In a variety of
plays, the moral virtues of rural youth are emphasised in plots dramatising how milk-
brothers compete for the same village girl; and girls raised in the country exhibit the
transparency and incorruptible natural charm of which urbanite females were found
wanting.39

On the level of style, Marmontel rendered his politico-cultural programme through
the fusion and integration of seemingly disparate textual genres. Les Incas – a prime
example of literary métissage in its combining of fact and fiction as well as narrative,
poetic and dramatic elements – presents itself as a reassemblage and reinterpretation
of well-known events from the history of the conquest.40 Its plot is propelled by the
unfolding of romantic attachments between native Americans and mixed-race couples
amid recurrent bloodshed and battle scenes. Narrative tension is produced by the many
obstacles Alonzo has to overcome in his quest for Cora, virgin of the sun. Digressions
into anthropological and geographical observations, for which engravings provide
visual evidence, enrich this roman total.41 Las Casas’s ‘cure’ marks a utopian moment
of reconciliation, of which his affiliation with his native nurse is sign and symbol. Such
intimacy among people of antagonistic camps corresponds, on the level of narrative
development, to the integration of distinct textual genres and stylistic elements.

More specifically, it is the father–daughter bond that characterises the ideal colo-
nial relationship in Les Incas. Initially hesitant to accept Henri’s offer to nurse from
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his wife, Las Casas yielded readily once she exclaimed, ‘Am I not your daughter? Are
you not our father?’ as if the filial bond between them, however fictive, entitled him
to consume this most precious of her body fluids.42 ‘Too moved to reject her touching
plea, too virtuous to blush in surrendering to her, the solitary [Las Casas] received her,
with the same innocence with which the favour was offered to him’.43 After his first
nursing session, he allowed her to ‘never leave his side’. Suckling from this Virgin
Mary-like Indian woman of ‘divine beauty’ and ‘ravishing’ modesty, Las Casas rapidly
recovers. His adoption by a native mother–daughter represents a utopian moment, an
instance of forgiving, a longed-for alternative to the bloodbaths that are soon to follow,
from which only Las Casas, as if anointed by a magic fluid, would be spared.44

Las Casas’s rejuvenating cure was thus of multifaceted metaphoric significance
in pre-revolutionary debates on how to regenerate an ailing, patriarchal form of gov-
ernment; legitimise the project of colonisation by introducing ‘reciprocity’ through
trade; and combat the ‘mercenary’ aspects of contemporary infant care in the form
of wet-nursing.45 More specifically, Las Casas’s nursing encounter can be read as a
commentary on and alternative to actual blood-related forms of kinship between Eu-
ropeans and Americans. Marmontel hypothesised a relationship between Old World
fathers and New World daughters, characterised by both voluntary, mutual assimilation
and an asexual spilling of body fluids. In his novel, milk sharing functions as a trope of
non-violent hybridity, spiritual kinship, and anti-authoritarianism – associations evok-
ing the stark contrast between French enlightened proposals for a renewal of colonial
bonds based on trade and reciprocity, and the Spanish conquistadors’ self-destructive
thirst for blood, sex and gold. Actual métissage was not favoured by Marmontel, in
contrast to Incan author Garcilaso de la Vega, who claimed that ‘the best and most
esteemed of all those things which were transported into the Indies, were the Spaniards
themselves, and the Negroes which are their Slaves and Servants’, and to Raynal and
Diderot, who speculated whether

perhaps, this mixture may be of advantage, if it be a fact that men, as well as animals, are improved
by crossing the breed. It were indeed to be wished, that the various races of mankind were lost in
one, that there might be an end of those national antipathies, which only serve to perpetuate the
calamities of war, and all the several passions that destroy the human species.46

In Diderot’s eyes, mixed-race sex and American-style violence might be just what
France needed. Pondering the potential for the nation’s regeneration, he pronounced,
willfully distorting Ovid’s account of how Medea ‘rejuvenated’ her father-in-law: ‘A
nation can only regenerate itself through a bloodbath. The nation is the old image of
Aeson, whom Medea rendered young only by dismembering and boiling him. . . . [The
rejuvenation] will take the workings of a long series of revolutions’.47

Marmontel sought a different ‘solution’ to both the budding race question and
the problem of French rejuvenation. In contrast both to the Spaniards’ self-destructive
indulgence in murder, rape and plunder, and to Alonzo’s marriage to an ex-virgin of the
sun which, despite hopeful beginnings, could not but result in a stillborn son and Cora’s
death, Henri’s wife’s milk-offering to a European adult was singled out in Marmontel’s
narrative. It appears as the only event capable of creating durable bonds between two
characters of his novel that would leave their personal integrity and racial identity
intact.48 Moreover, it sealed a triangular relationship between the nurse, her husband
and her adoptive son–father, faintly echoing Aristotelian accounts of generation, which
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postulated the active role of male sperm in initialising pregnancies and, by extension,
the production of milk.49 By creating bonds of milk-kinship between her ‘father’,
her recently deceased child, her husband and – in a wider sense – her people, Las
Casas’s native nurse did what women were supposed to do in both Old World and
New: establish ties between men.50

Marmontel’s substitution of cross-racial blood-exchange and procreation with
milk exchange and adoptive care as master metaphors for colonial relationships echoed
ancient incest taboos associated with breastfeeding.51 More recent traces of the prohi-
bition on mixing milk and blood can be found in early modern wet-nursing practices.
Wet-nursing contracts from Renaissance Florence indicate that fathers of newborn
infants paid the husbands of wet nurses for their promise to refrain from sex rather
than rewarding the women for their labour of care.52 From a medical perspective,
breastfeeding was viewed as incompatible with sexual intercourse because the latter
was said to ‘spoil’ the milk, independent of the danger of a new pregnancy.53

A similarly antagonistic relationship between adult nursing and sex can be found
in Marmontel’s novel as well, underlining the fact that it is not rape this white man
is after.54 Las Casas’s ‘innocence’ is emphasised throughout the book. He is of ‘sim-
ple’ feelings, meaning ‘pure’; he is ‘tender’, ‘compassionate’ and ‘charitable’ – in
short, ‘apostolic’.55 His innocence not only qualified him to receive his cure and be-
come healed, but was symbolised by his status as a nursling. In contemporary medical
treatises on the medicinal use of both human and animal milk, innocence was often
couched as a pre-requisite for therapeutic success, sometimes even emphasised as the
desired outcome of such a cure. As already mentioned, seventeenth-century recom-
mendations on how to treat gout in old men aimed at reducing a patient’s diet and
digestive functions to that of an infant.56 Such punitive regression into one’s child-
hood was to be achieved by drinking fresh milk several times daily, preferably from
a cow that was ‘not pregnant’, of ‘middle age’ and of ‘good habit’.57 More effec-
tive than cow’s milk was, of course, mother’s milk, a ‘fact’ that the majority of gout
experts – mostly northern European Protestants with a keen eye on the somatic expres-
sions of sin – refused to admit openly, given their simultaneous polemic against wet-
nursing.58

As also explicated in Diderot and D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, the success of
mother’s milk as a remedy for tuberculosis and other forms of consumption depended
on the patient’s childlike ‘passions and affectations of his soul’ – qualities, the authors
noted, that were only rarely found among adults. They recommended most urgently
that young male patients not be given ‘young’, ‘fresh’ and ‘proper’ nurses, because
the sexual desire that was very likely to be aroused could only be harmful to a speedy
recovery and even lead to death.59 Marmontel’s Las Casas, of course, was exempted
from such suspicions; his emotional economy was as ‘childlike’ as could possibly be
imagined. At the same time, his reluctant acceptance of the young woman’s breast was
couched as the surrender to a daughter’s filial care and love.60 His engulfment of New
World riches was presented as the gracious, measured acceptance of a native woman’s
voluntary offering of her body for non-sexual consumption.

In sixteenth-century imagery, by contrast, America’s pristine virginity and hidden
treasures could not but wait to be conquered, even if boundary loss, paranoia and fear
of castration accompanied such ego-defying indulgence in excess. Referring to Louis
Montrose’s ‘The Work of Gender in the Discourse of Discovery’, Ann McClintock
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shows how rape came to be the mode and metaphor of early modern America’s
economic and sexual exploitation, and how the Spanish explorers’ cult of uninhibited
male desire to dominate survived in modified fashion until the nineteenth century and
beyond in the philosophy and psychology of modern, dialectic, subject-formation.61

In McClintock’s study, psychoanalysis emerges as a profoundly colonial discursive
practice of self-‘exploration’ based on the ‘discovery’ of crucial but hidden desires
and of (pre-)oedipal childhood traumas of castration and other significant losses. It is
seen as a technique of self, functionally and historically tied to the political economy
of imperialism.62

French Enlightenment discourse on colonialism and slavery, however, tried to
avoid the paradigm of master–slave relations, which would soon define the origins of
modern desire. Searching for more ‘human’, ‘egalitarian’ or ‘brotherly’ ways in which
the new, female continent could belong to Europe, the rape-and-virgin metaphor –
sign and seal of sixteenth-century conquest – was vilified. Criticising the many crimes
committed by Spanish colonisers, Marmontel proposes a more peacefully gendered
image of belonging, indicating the rejuvenating bliss of non-aggressive consumption
and the ennobling reward of constant giving. Indulgence in excess remained a pos-
sibility – a mother’s milk supply is endless – but only insofar as America’s infinite
riches were voluntarily sacrificed and decorously accepted. America’s breasts were all
‘good’; they would never be withheld. Already Columbus proclaimed to have found in
the Dominican Republic the ‘nipple’ of our breast-world.63

Thus, Las Casas’s cure was not an irreciprocal, one-sided, infantile form of milk
consumption. America was willing, able and prepared to affiliate Las Casas as son and
father because he adopted the New World first: Henri and his wife were both Catholics.
In this way, Marmontel’s colonial reworking of the theme of Roman Charity played on
the need for reciprocity while also insisting on Europe’s dominance. Pizarro, a peace-
loving, enlightened anti-conqueror in Marmontel’s Les Incas, explained to villains
Davila and Valverde that Spain should have imposed on America a ‘modest tribute’
only, initiating a ‘mutually useful commerce’ instead of plundering and enslaving its
inhabitants.64 Las Casas rejected Amerindian slavery altogether in the name of equality,
and insisted that the pope gave the New World to the church to be missionised, not to the
crown to be plundered. Only the welfare of America’s inhabitants could retroactively
legitimise the ‘tyrannical law of conquest’, a utopia for which he continued to work,
in vain, for the entire duration of the novel.65 Pronouncing the Indians to be ‘free’,
Marmontel’s Las Casas was the first to ‘give’ them Christianity and subject status, a
gift too precious to be properly returned.

In contrast to Van der Straet’s depiction of Vespucci (Figure 3) – who, having
woken America from her virgin sleep, is now about to rape and name her – Hersent’s
painting of Las Casas does not suggest signs of paranoia or feelings of revulsion.
Vespucci is, however latently, threatened by the danger of engulfment, as the cannibal
scene of breastfeeding Indian women indicates in the background. But there is nothing
in Hersent’s painting – or in Moreau’s earlier etching – that indicates ego-threatening
boundary loss. All contours are razor-sharp; Las Casas, Henri and his wife preserve
perfect – that is, classical – composure and poise. Judging from Landon’s slightly
yawning gesture in referring to Hersent’s painting, the art-conscious public did not
seem to be disturbed or provoked by the representation of a weak old man suckling
from his native nurse.
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Figure 3: Theodor Galle, etching, after Jan van der Straet, America (c.1588–1612).
British Museum.

Of course, pre- and post-revolutionary audiences might have shielded their po-
tentially voyeuristic, erotic interest in Hersent’s painting or other renderings of Roman
Charity behind the thin veil of academic connoisseurship. Pointing to the topic’s an-
cient origins, moralising content and Christian, allegorical metamorphosis, viewers
might have employed a distancing device after all. The anonymous art critic of the
Journal Encyclopédique, for example, remarks in a decisively disengaged manner that
Louis-Jean-François Lagrenée’s Roman Charity (Figure 4), exhibited in the Salon of
1765, ‘is not of a new style; but . . . it is the most finished of his works: the head
of the woman is of the greatest beauty; the anxiety that agitates her renders her only
more touching’.66 Diderot, by contrast, an influential philosophe in pre-revolutionary
Parisian salons, rejected all such attempts at academic refinement. He insisted on a
most transparent – that is, literal and realistic – interpretation of this ‘grandiose theme’.
In his biting critique of the same painting by Lagrenée, he demands that ‘the pathos
of rare humanity’ of the subject matter be treated in a much ‘grander’ style. This was
to be achieved by eliminating all classicising and idealising traces: the old man was
to exhibit clear signs of suffering and emaciation, though without appearing hideous,
and should precipitate himself in his need towards the nurse, with his chains holding
his arms back, behind his shoulders.67 Concerning the nurse, Diderot has even more
specific directions: ‘I need(!) a woman of at least thirty years, of grand character, strict
and honest, but of tender and pious expression . . . Her long, unkempt hair should
loosely surround her head . . . She should be simply dressed . . . Her breasts should not
be nice and round, but two big boobs full of milk (mamelles)’.68

In his critique of Jean-Jacques Bachelier’s Roman Charity, also exhibited in 1765
(Figure 5), Diderot seems to utterly contradict his earlier pronouncements on Lagrenée,
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Figure 4: Louis-Jean-François Lagrenée the Elder, Caritas Romana (1765).
Musée des Augustins, Toulouse (photo: Daniel Martin).

raging against the very realism he recommended a few pages earlier. Pero, without her
idealising beauty and fashionably perky bosom, looks like a ‘monster’, a ‘hyena’ or –
even worse – a mestiça born to a Mexican mother.69 Her posture was improbable,
and the painter’s feeble attempt to rival Rembrandt’s play of light and shadow were
in Diderot’s eyes too ambitious for such a lack of talent, better employed in painting
flowers. Above all, ‘your woman . . . is not the woman of nice, large breasts that
I desire’.70 Looking at Bachelier’s rendition of Pero’s ample bosom, one does not
quite know what to make of this comment, but there is no end to Diderot’s nervously
quizzical complaints. Criticising Lagrenée for representing Pero in the act of noticing
that the prison guards are watching her, thus making her too self-conscious for his
taste, Diderot now objects to Bachelier’s couple’s undivided attention to each other,
their total immersion in the act and obliviousness to any possible outside disturbance
in this uterine, cave-like dungeon.

How are we to interpret Diderot’s contradictory polemic against two artistic ren-
derings of an iconographic topic that he admitted was of great – even intimate –
interest to him (‘I need a woman . . . of two big boobs’)? What are we to make of
this epoch’s obsession with the blatant undoing of the father figure, his inexplicable
apathy and fatal weakness, his regression to an infantile, even pre-natal state, but
also the proclamation of his eventual rejuvenation and survival, as indicated by the
extreme interest in portrayals of the ‘Roman Charity’? Does the motif’s popularity
indicate a collective fantasy of a new kind of patriarchy, reborn and reformed? Oth-
erwise, Diderot’s identification with the old man at the breast of the woman he needs
would not make much sense. The frequency with which French painters rendered this
theme testifies to a vested interest in the question of family structures, maternal

C© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



Tropes of Lactation in the French Colonial Imaginary (c.1770–1815) 59

Figure 5: Jean-Jacques Bachelier, Caritas Romana (1764). Ecole na-
tionale supérieure des beaux-arts, Paris.

breastfeeding and father–daughter relations among Enlightenment as well as post-
revolutionary audiences.71

As defined in Rousseau’s Émile (1762), Diderot and D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie
(1751–1772), and elsewhere, breastfeeding was a citizen mother’s first duty.72 The
campaign against wet-nursing meant not only that a mother should nurse her own
children but, negatively defined, that she shouldn’t nurse anybody else’s. It aimed
at the construction of well-defined boundaries of kinship and belonging, for which
the closed circuit of milk exchange between a mother and her ‘blood’-related child
came to be the means and metaphor. In a society in which up to 80 per cent of urban
infants were farmed out to rural nurses, and 22 per cent of all baptised children were
abandoned, the promotion of maternal nursing was primarily aimed at lowering infant
mortality rates.73 In Rouen, the attempt to curb child abandonment by paying poor
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mothers ‘salaries’ for breastfeeding their own infants was hugely successful, showing
that the cycle of displacing baby care could be broken by financially supporting women
who might otherwise have sold their milk to middle-class parents.74 Furthermore, Inge
Baxmann has argued that the polemic against wet-nursing was an integral part of the
political programme to establish ‘transparency’ by refusing to have mothers ‘delegate’
their natural duties to ‘mercenaries’.75 Ideals of direct democracy were mapped onto
‘authentic’ maternal breasts, while wet nurses came to symbolise the dissimulation
and intrigues of ancien régime society.

The urgency with which Enlightenment philosophes and revolutionaries insisted
on exclusive maternal nursing rendered the traditional repertoire of breastfeeding im-
agery obsolete and meaningless. Catholic charity, allegorised as a woman nursing
children other than her own, was replaced by a mother’s love and duty towards no one
but her husband’s offspring. Such radical reconstruction of breastfeeding imagery –
that is, the transformation of a Catholic symbol of empathy into a sign of revolu-
tionary immediacy and transparency, both associated and conflated with bourgeois
domesticity – enabled nursing to acquire new metaphoric associations. In 1793, the
Festival of Unity and Indivisibility was celebrated by having deputies to the National
Convention drink from the ‘fountain of regeneration’, erected on the ruins of the Bastille
(Figure 6). The fountain featured a statue of Nature disguised as Isis, Egyptian fertility
goddess, spouting water from her breasts.76 Painter Jacques-Louis David envisioned

Figure 6: Charles Monnet (1793), The Fountain of Regeneration, engraving by Isidore-Stanislas-
Henri Helman, Les principales journées de la Revolution (Paris, 1838), p. 378, image no. 138. New
York Public Library.
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the festival in honour of the nation’s rebirth as a celebration of a quasi-egalitarian body
politic ‘returning’ to its source and origin. Using a common chalice, all deputies, ar-
ranged by age, were supposed to drink from ‘the pure and healing water’ that ‘Nature’
squeezed from her breasts.77

Man’s refreshingly egalitarian return to a common origin was here imagined as
the forging of bonds of fosterage and milk-siblingship, of ties of spiritual kinship
and ideological belonging diametrically opposed to the domestic confines of legiti-
mate blood-kinship that maternal nursing had come to represent. As mothers were to
deny their milk to children other than their own, Nature – public mother-goddess fig-
ure – sprayed cleansing water over the delegates to the convention without appearing
inauthentic.

After the revolution, several authors and artists revisited the theme of breastfeed-
ing and colonial bloodshed, emphasising (like Marmontel) the absence of maternal
nursing amid scenes of violence in favour of other types of milk exchange. For ex-
ample, Heinrich von Kleist (1777–1811) – famous among Lacanian literary critics for
structuring his plots as chain reactions of displacements, and revealing the frustrations
of modern phallic desire in its endless search for substitutes – highlighted non-maternal
care as crucial to surviving in the violent environment of seventeenth-century Latin
America.78 Milk-siblingship and foster care were at the heart of his novella The Earth-
quake in Chile (1810–11).79 François-René de Chateaubriand (1768–1848) – exiled
French aristocrat, critic of the revolution, and best-selling author of Atala (1801) and
René (1802) – portrayed the American colonies as dystopian spaces where European
exiles encounter Indian soulmates, whose experiences of loss ironically match their
own. In his novellas, incestuous, regressive and necrophilic desires govern the protag-
onists’ quests; cross-racial love stories remain unconsummated; mothers spill milk on
their dead infants’ graves; and a native heroine’s virgin suicide symbolises not only the
Indians’ genocide but the dismemberment of France’s aristocracy, two ‘nobilities’ –
one savage, the other civilised – both doomed to extinction.80

Numerous artists, such as Henriette Lorimier (Salon of 1802), Claude Gautherot
(Salon of 1802), Louis Hersent (Salon of 1806) and Anne-Louis de Roussy Girodet-
Trioson (Salon of 1808), were inspired to render scenes from Atala, a tragic romance
between a mestiça princess and her adoptive half-brother, Chactas.81 Atala and Chactas
cannot consummate their relationship due to a vow of chastity Atala made on her
mother’s deathbed; unaware of the possibility of annulling her vow, she chooses to
commit suicide rather than risk losing her virginity. Whereas Hersent chose to portray
Atala dying in Chactas’s arms after having learned of the futility of her deed, Girodet’s
much more popular version concentrates on the erotic display of her body.82 In 1835,
Delacroix completed his painting The Last of the Natchez (begun in 1823), representing
a scene from the epilogue to Atala in which Chateaubriand gives a cameo appearance,
narrating how he happened upon a Natchez Indian and his wife during his travels
through America’s wilderness. Asked why she is cradling a dead infant and wetting his
lips with her milk, the inconsolable mother explains, ‘I gave birth to my child, but since
my milk was bad because of my sorrows, it died’.83 Chateaubriand learns that the couple
are the last remaining survivors of their tribe, all but eradicated in three subsequent
uprisings against the French half a century earlier, and that the mournful mother is
the granddaughter of Chactas’s adoptive European father.84 Merging fact and fiction
in a literary métissage à la Marmontel, but also emphasising that actual miscegenation
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Figure 7: Henriette Lorimier, A Mother Watching a Goat Nurse
Her Child, engraving in C. P. Landon, Annales du musée et de
l’école moderne des beaux-arts, vol. 9 (1805), pl. 72. Harvard Uni-
versity, Widener Library.

had, once again, ended in infant death and cultural decay, Chateaubriand expands on
the central theme of Les Incas while rejecting its main message.85 Enlightened utopian
plans for renegotiating colonialism by infusing contacts with America’s noble savages
with reciprocity had utterly failed; in Atala, the Spanish genocide in the New World
allegorically prefigures the destruction of the ancien régime and its ruling elite instead.

The Natchez mother’s ineptitude at breastfeeding, caused by grief and resulting in
the end of a civilisation, corresponds to the melancholy and sadness felt by the subject
in A Mother Watching a Goat Nurse her Child (Figure 7), a painting by Lorimier
(1804).86 By portraying the mother’s depression in watching a goat suckle her baby,
Lorimier draws attention to contemporary physicians’ passionate polemic against the
degenerative effects of wet-nursing and their recommendation, against their better
knowledge, of using animal milk for infants whenever maternal breastfeeding was
not an option.87 Of course, this painting also suggests the extended meaning of the
Enlightenment maxim ‘a mother’s first duty’ – mothers were not supposed to nurse
anyone’s children but their own. Only fathers could occasionally lay claim to women’s
breasts, for they, as suggested by the visual imagery of the Roman Charity, emerged
as the true and uncontested owners of their daughters’ milk. In this sense, the young
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mother’s sadness conveys a profound feeling of alienation in a society in which the
reform of infant care unfolded, once again, in the name of the father – that is, under
the control of medical professionals and lawmakers who refused to let women’s voices
render the ‘transparency’ of their body language opaque.

Two other paintings, exhibited in the Salons of 1800 and 1804, suggest that the
reorganisation of breastfeeding as an exclusively maternal duty was at the centre of
fashioning the new rule of (the same old?) fathers. In 1800, Étienne Barthélemy Garnier
exhibited a much-discussed depiction of Roman Charity (now lost), illustrating a
largely overlooked twin version of Valerius Maximus’s anecdote of filial piety, in which
a daughter breastfeeds her mother.88 The Mercure de France praised Garnier for having
followed Diderot’s earlier recommendations to Lagrenée by abolishing all eroticising,
idealising features – which in this case would have been entirely inappropriate – and
in rendering the scene as ‘historical fact’. Garnier’s nursing daughter is particularly
interesting in the eyes of the reviewer because of the ‘contrasting sentiments’ she is
shown to harbour in nursing her mother. Unlike the other heroines of Roman Charity
who fed their fathers, she has brought her son to prison.89 Although her child is also
hungry, she continues to feed her mother, who agonises over consuming her grandson’s
nourishment.90 Nicolas Poussin had already painted the mother–daughter–child triad as
part of his work The Distribution of Manna in the Desert (1637–39). In his commentary
to the painting, exhibited at the Salon during the first decade of the nineteenth century,
Charles Landon emphasised – much like the reviewer of Garnier’s painting in the
Mercure de France – how Poussin’s breastfeeding daughter is caught between two
conflicting duties.91 Cimon, in contrast, usually enjoyed the undivided attention of
his daughter-nurse. While the many pre-revolutionary portrayals of Cimon in the act
of suckling acquired metaphorical significance as patriarchy embattled and reformed,
Garnier’s painting of the mother–daughter pair was understood literally, as dramatising
the nurse’s difficult choice in favouring mother over son, rightful owner of her milk.

The relationship between Cimon and Pero – and by extension between Las Casas
and his nurse – was politically charged because it staged the problem of paternal power
as profoundly ambiguous. It carried incestuous as well as anti-incestuous associations
insofar as it played on the inevitable arousal and necessary repression of sexual desire
for one’s nurse. It cast parental and filial obligations as mutual, pointing to Pero’s
sacrifice as the return of a gift received, even though the symmetry of this exchange
remains questionable. But, above all, it implicitly declared that patriarchal rule might
be coming to an end. What if Pero changed her mind? After all, her father was guilty
of a heinous crime. Why not let him die, finally, once and for all?

In her book The Family Romance of the French Revolution (1992), Lynn Hunt
argues that the revolutionary dynamic unfolded as an oedipal tragedy, in which the
fraternal killing of the father, Louis XVI, was followed by the delirious gang-rape of
the mother, Marie-Antoinette, who, subject to pornographic slandering even before
the revolution, was executed in 1793 for having committed incest with her son.92

According to Hunt, the breakdown of political hierarchies was discursively produced
and performed as parricide and incest; the re-establishment of central authority under
Napoleon was possible only after fraternal infighting had ended. Such interest in the
reform of paternal power, as well as anxiety over its compatibility with brotherly
egalitarianism, characterised much of Enlightenment fiction, journalism and political
philosophy.
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Marmontel’s Les Incas is no exception. It is a moralising tale in which fathers –
both good and bad, native as well as Spanish – strive for influence in the drama of
conquest and in which, due to the weakness of Über-father Charles V (r.1516–56), the
wrong party prevails. Las Casas figures as the only true father and moral authority in
the New World, recognised by Pizarro and the Incas alike, even though his project of
reforming white patriarchal rule through a particular form of creolisation failed. Just as
the novel’s utopian, cross-racial love story between Cora and Alonzo ends in disaster,
following the tragic plots of contemporary English abolitionist fiction analysed by
Marie-Louise Pratt, Marmontel’s fantasy of ‘affiliating’ America to Europe through
trade and reciprocity could not flourish within the space of the novel.93

The narrative and visual portrayal of native mothers was even more problematic
than the rendering of cross-racial romances. Fiction writers’ refusal to endow any form
of miscegenation with a happy outcome sits uneasily with the widespread phenomenon
of cross-racial reproduction in the colonies, much discussed at the time by ethnogra-
phers, economists and natural scientists.94 Cora’s child is stillborn, while Atala, herself
a mestiça, commits suicide to avoid losing her virginity. More poignantly, none of the
many lactation scenes in Les Incas, Atala and The Earthquake in Chile – such as indige-
nous mothers’ spilling of milk onto their infants’ graves, fantasies of cross-racial adult
breastfeeding and white women’s exchange of nurslings, respectively – even remotely
reflects the proverbial good care that native mothers were supposed to have lavished on
their children in earlier literature, nor do they hint at the widespread practice of cross-
racial wet-nursing.95 As Bianca Premo, Megan Vaughan and others have shown, black
or indigenous slaves and domestics routinely nursed white children in the colonies until
at least the nineteenth century.96 The overtly metaphorical treatment of breastfeeding
by Marmontel, Kleist and Chateaubriand thus appears to be profoundly problematic,
because it not only obfuscates an important feature of colonial society in both the
pre- and post-revolutionary eras but brackets the question of slavery and its creolising
effects. Hersent’s revisiting of Marmontel’s theme of Las Casas and his Amerindian
nurse in 1808 thus suggests that the actual, forced intimacy of master–slave relations
continued to be in need of disavowal.97

Marmontel’s and Hersent’s colonial adaptation of the ancient motif of Cimon and
Pero, the breastfeeding father–daughter couple, thus raises important questions about
the connections between paternity, mothering, kinship and race at a moment when
all four concepts were being redefined in relation to one another. The significance of
white paternal blood in the process of generation appears to be under intense scrutiny
in such portrayals of lactation. The insistence on the ‘pious’ nature of Pero’s filial
milk-offering – that is, its representation as anything but indecent or incestuous –
suggests just how feeble the role of paternal blood and sperm had become in the
imagination of Enlightenment intellectuals seeking to reform family and state. As
the list of publications on slavery and colonial relations in the years preceding the
publication of Marmontel’s novel (1777) indicates, any such reform project had to take
race relationships into consideration. Just as Pero’s milk whitewashed her father’s guilt
and gave him a chance for survival, the Indian woman’s breast cured Las Casas from
an episode of fatal weakness and redeemed him from his own past as encomendero.
Henri’s beautiful wife adopted Las Casas into the morally superior world of noble
savages as a counter-gift for his conversion efforts, while African mothers’ beastliness
continued to be signified by their extended ‘mammals’ and the lack of affection for
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their infants.98 Whereas cross-racial romances could not be imagined to produce viable
offspring for the emerging body politic of French male democrats and always ended
tragically to avoid miscegenation, the allegorisation of America as breastfeeding charity
in Marmontel’s Les Incas circumvented problems of racial hybridity and provided
Enlightenment audiences with the reassuring fiction of a more peacefully gendered
model of exploitation than rape.
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Péru (Paris, 1822); Os Incas, ou, A destruição do imperio do Peru (Paris, 1837). Reprints: Marmontel,
Les Incas: ou la destruction de l’empire de Pérou (Paris: Lacombe, 1777). Other French editions up to
1817: Amsterdam, 1777; Frankfurt and Leipzig, 1777; Liège, 1777; Berne, 1777; Neuchatel, 1777; Paris,
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française (1772–1781)’, in Hans-Jürgen Lüsebrink and Manfred Tietz (eds), Lectures de Raynal: L’Histoire
des deux Indes en Europe et en Amérique au XVIIIe siècle (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1991), pp. 67–84.
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avec plusieurs mémoires sur différents objects intéressans (Paris, 1776), in JE (April–May 1776), vol. 3/2,
pp. 241–50; vol. 3/3, pp. 399–409; vol. 4/1, pp. 25–35; review of Jean-Barthélemy Dazille, Observations
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