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[ THINk PINk! ]                                     
october is Breast Cancer Awareness Month, and The 
Ringling is celebrating women. our hope is that public 
support will encourage research, leading to prevention, 
treatment, and one day a cure for all forms of cancer.
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Throughout history, artists have offered us many 
different depictions of breasts: nurturing breasts, 
seductive breasts, demure breasts, and even breasts 
bared in rebellion. Follow this tour through The Ringling 
Museum of Art and discover the significance of the 
breast throughout the centuries. 

□ Gallery 6 
paolo Veronese, The Rest on the Flight into Egypt,  
ca. 1580

This painting offers an idyllic vision of 
the Holy Family at rest in a lush country-
side, with the Virgin Mary breastfeeding 
the infant Christ. In Christian art of 
the Middle Ages and Renaissance, the 
breastfeeding Virgin was called the 
Madonna Lactans (“Nursing Madonna” 
or “our Lady of the Milk”). This was a 
popular image used in religious devo-

tion.  Mary’s breast provides nourishment for Christ’s body, 
which he will one day sacrifice for mankind on the cross.

□ Gallery 8 
Sisto Badalocchio, Susannah and the Elders,  
ca. 1590-1600

According to the Bible, susannah 
was approached by two elders who 
threatened to accuse her of adultery 
if she did not sleep with them.  she 
remained steadfast in her refusal and 
was eventually proven innocent, thus 
escaping a death by stoning. Although 
one of susannah’s breasts is bare, her 
struggle to cover herself emphasizes 

her virtuousness and incorruptibility. This presentation also 
leaves something to the viewer’s imagination; not only was 
susannah a religious role model, she also provided artists 
with an honorable pretext for titillating pictures.
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□ Gallery 9: 
 Francesco Furini, Saint Christina, ca. 1640-50

According to legend, saint Christina 
was a 3rd-century martyr from Tuscany.  
After smashing her pagan father’s gold 
and silver idols, Christina distributed the 
fragments to the poor; because of this 
demonstration of faith she was subject-
ed to various tortures before being killed 
with arrows.  Here she is shown bound to a pillar, her cloth-
ing stripped away to reveal her breasts, the fatal arrow in 
her neck. Her gentle expression betokens her anticipation 
of her heavenly reward following her earthly pain. 

□ Gallery 13 
peter paul rubens, Pausias and Glycera, ca. 1612

Glycera was an ancient Greek woman 
known for her skill at making floral 
wreaths, and her lover, Pausias, was 
a painter who introduced new tech-
niques for depicting nature realistical-
ly. Their relationship represents the 
rivalry between natural beauty and 
artistic skill. shown here surrounded by flowers, Glycera 
exudes youthful freshness, with an exposed breast that 
may be meant to reinforce her natural beauty and lack of 
artifice. The female nude took on fresh meaning in the art 
of Rubens, who with evident delight painted women of 
generous figure and radiant flesh. 

□ Gallery 18 
angelica Kauffman, Sappho Inspired by Love, 1775 

Angelica kauffman, a female painter
of the 18th century, may have
identified strongly with the subject
of this painting, the Greek lyric poet
sappho. Both were female artists who 
struggled to establish themselves in 
male dominated professions.  Here the dignified poet’s 
bared breast most likely invokes associations with 
Classical nude sculptures. In antiquity, idealized nude 
female forms embodied the divinity of fertility and 
procreation; perhaps here, the reference is to artistic 
creation, spurred on by love. 
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□ Gallery 21 
Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux, Negresse (Study of Afri-
ca), 1868 

La Négresse, an allegorical 
representation of Africa, is a study cast 
for a larger sculpture which forms part of 
a Parisian fountain.  The inscription at the 
bottom of the bust reads, “Pourquoi naître 
esclave?” or “Why was I born a slave?” 
Carpeaux’s humanitarian sentiments are 
manifest in this bust. The ropes across 

her bared chest barely seem able to contain the young 
woman’s energy. During and after the French Revolution 
the bared female breast assumed iconic significance as 
an emblem of liberty, sorority, and egalitarianism. This 
portrayal of Africa honors the dignity and resiliency of the 
female spirit.  

□ Gallery 21: Gaston lachaise, Elevation, 1927

Inspired by his wife and muse, Isabel 
Dutaud Nagle, Gaston Lachaise extolled 
the beauty of her female form.  Elevation 
derives its pose from Hindu goddesses 
adorning temple architecture. The figure’s 
long legs support a voluptuous torso that 
recalls ancient fertility goddesses and a 
disproportionally small waist accentuates 

her ample hips and breasts. Her high center of gravity 
and graceful, slender legs give the impression of upward 
movement. The idealized roundness of Isabel’s breasts 
shows an example of modern artists’ interest in abstrac-
tion, while also evoking a sense of desire and marital love. 


