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For her History Portrait series, first exhibited in 1990, Cindy Sherman composed 
photographs in the style of Old Master paintings. As in most of her work, she herself 
poses, or performs, as the characters in the paintings with the help of costumes, 
wigs, props, and prosthetic body parts. While many of the photographs evoke the 
Old Masters without being traceable to one specific original, some of the works in the 
series do in fact recreate famous artworks. To the latter category belongs Untitled 
#216 (Fig. 1), in which Sherman poses as Jean Fouquet’s Madonna Surrounded by 
Seraphim and Cherubim (Fig. 2). This painting is the right panel of the so-called 
Melun Diptych (ca. 1455) now in the Royal Museum of Fine Arts in Antwerp, separated 
from its left panel (Étienne Chevalier with St. Stephen, in the Gemäldegalerie in 
Berlin, Fig. 3). Dressed as the Virgin Mary with crown and veil, Sherman looks down at 
the plastic doll resting on her arm standing in for the Christ Child, her open dress 
revealing a prosthetic rubber breast. Sherman substitutes that part of the body that 
forms the porous boundary between mother and child, the breast through which 
milk flows from one body into the other, for an artificial prop. It is hard to imagine the 
fake breast producing milk, but on the other hand, how would a plastic doll be able 
to digest it? By playing with the permeability of the body, attaching something 
artificial to her own flesh, Sherman creates a hybrid image with fluid boundaries 
between living and non-living matter. 
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Fig. 1. Cindy Sherman, Untitled #216, 1989, chromogenic print, 221.3 × 142.5 cm. 
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Fig. 2. Jean Fouquet, Madonna Surrounded by Seraphim and Cherubim (right panel of the Melun 
Diptych), ca. 1455, oil on panel, 92 x 83.5 cm. Antwerp, Royal Museum of Fine Arts – Collection Flemish 

Community, inv. nr. 132, photo: Cedric Verhelst (public domain). 
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Fig. 3. Jean Fouquet, Étienne Chevalier with St. Stephen (left panel of the Melun Diptych), ca. 1455, oil on 
panel, 94 x 85.4 cm. Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, inv. nr.1617, bpk / 

Gemäldegalerie, SMB / Christoph Schmidt. 
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Sherman’s hybrid and artificial composition of body, plastic, and rubber does not so 
much depart from the source image, as emphasize and aggrandize certain aspects 
of it. Art historians have commented on the artificiality of Fouquet’s Madonna, in 
particular of her bare breast, which has evoked many comparisons; Stephan 
Kemperdick calls it “round as a billiard ball”,[1] while Sherman herself compared it to 
a grapefruit.[2] Moreover, her white skin has been interpreted as not so much 
resembling a living person, but rather a statue made out of marble or enamel.[3] 
Bringing Sherman’s Untitled #216 in dialogue with its model image, Jutta Sperling 
has argued that “Fouquet’s Virgin not only looks like a statue, it is meant to be a 
statue” – and statues of Mary were, in medieval culture, potentially living images that 
could move or lactate.[4] The popular Flemish motif of the Madonna with one bare 
breast, usually referred to as Madonna lactans (Nursing Madonna), is connected to 
representations of the lactatio Bernardi, a miracle in which saint Bernard of Clairvaux 
received milk from the breast of a statue of the Virgin that had come to life.[5] 
Devotees could hope for a similar blessing. The Madonna lactans has been 
interpreted as referring to Mary’s intercessory role in the history of salvation with 
reference to the Eucharist, her milk parallel with Christ’s blood.[6] Brigitte 
Kurmann-Schwartz has argued that Étienne Chevalier, treasurer to Charles VII of 
France, who commissioned the diptych for the collegiate church of Notre-Dame in 
Melun where he and his wife were to be buried, chose the iconography of Mary’s bare 
breast to request intercession for the salvation of his soul.[7] Sperling, on the other 
hand, reacts against the idea that Fouquet’s Madonna would have allowed for 
serious contemplation. The lack of lifelikeness and of milk coming from the Virgin’s 
breast in Fouquet’s painting suggest in her analysis a “refusal to come to life”,[8] 
displaying “a camp-like sensibility that Sherman’s Untitled #216 ingeniously captures 
and restages”.[9] 
 
In this article, I build both on Sperling’s dialogue between Fouquet’s Madonna and 
Cindy Sherman’s play with artificiality and on Kurmann-Schwartz’s historicizing 
interpretation focused on salvation to arrive at a new interpretation of the painting 
and of the medieval living image. Making use of theories from the field of new 
materialism and of Joseph Beuys’s notion of social sculpture, I will argue that the 
Melun Diptych does hold a potential for life and animation, although not life in the 
sense of projecting human-like qualities on inert matter but rather as entanglement 
of bodies and stone. The painting’s playfulness, pointed out by Sperling, does not 
preclude a serious function, if we understand art as performance and transformation 
in a process that is fundamentally about the individual relating to others, the world, 
and to God. A comparison with Sherman’s reinterpretation and with late medieval 
images of the lactatio Bernardi indicates that the heightened artificiality of Fouquet’s 
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Madonna is a unique way of presenting entanglement as something still to be 
achieved. 
 
Animation and entanglement 
 
Traditionally, animation is seen as a projection of human-like qualities on inert 
matter. Anthropologists such as Tim Ingold and Graham Harvey propose a different 
perspective; animation is in their view the acknowledgment that the world is full of 
beings who are in constant relationships with each other.[10] Life and animacy are 
not properties of beings, but “the dynamic, transformative potential of the entire 
field of relations within which beings of all kinds, more or less person-like or 
thing-like, continually and reciprocally bring one another into existence.”[11] Ingold 
follows the view of Deleuze and Guattari that the essential relation of the living world 
is one between materials and forces.[12] Moreover, he builds on Heidegger’s 
distinction between things and objects: while objects are finished and fixed, things 
keep unfolding and becoming, “do not exist so much as carry on”.[13] A thing is alive 
and in constant relationship with the environment. Both people and things are, in 
the words of archeologist Joshua Pollard, “processes, brought into being through 
production, embroiled in ongoing social projects, and requiring attentive 
engagement”.[14] The life of the thing is in these dynamic relationships, in the 
entanglement with other beings in the world. 
 
Such new materialist perspectives resonate with recent insights in medieval art and 
materiality.[15] Caroline Walker Bynum has written a fundamental study on what she 
calls ‘Christian materiality’, arguing that throughout the medieval period, matter was 
spoken about as “organic, fertile, and in some sense alive.”[16] As the locus of 
transformation, it could both threaten and enable salvation.[17] Recently, Hans 
Henrik Lohfert Jørgensen, Laura Katrine Skinnebach, and Henning Laugerud have 
shown how in medieval animation “various bodies, thinghoods and personhoods 
intermingle and interchange” — these things and persons being fundamentally 
interwoven.[18] Bodies and matter were not confined entities, but permeable and 
open to be affected by others, as part of a relational ontology in which life circulates 
between interacting persons and things.[19] This relational view of medieval 
animation results in an understanding of life as being in a liminal condition of 
motion, transformation, and in between seemingly opposite states.[20] 
 
A new materialist understanding of animation as entanglement highlights certain 
aspects of the Melun Diptych. The surfaces of both panels are almost entirely covered 
with bodies (human and angelic) and their clothes, and with man-made surfaces 
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and objects, composed mainly of stone: the marble interior on the left panel, and the 
lavishly decorated throne with pearls, marble, and gems on the right. In terms of 
materiality, the two panels function as each other’s negatives. The two human bodies 
in the middle of the left panel find their parallel in the bodies of the angels that form 
the background of the right panel, a parallel that is visually highlighted through the 
correspondence of the colours red and blue. This might suggest that the two men 
will join the angels in the heavenly sphere – St. Stephen, wearing blue, which is also 
the colour of heaven on the right, has already done so through his martyrdom, while 
Étienne Chevalier still has to achieve salvation. The marble quality of Mary and the 
Christ Child in the middle of the right panel, and the marble on the throne, are 
paralleled in the marble architecture that forms that background of the left panel. It 
is not entirely clear what kind of space is depicted here. If it is a church (the setting 
for which the diptych was made), the correspondence in materiality could point to 
Mary’s role as Ecclesia and thus her embodiment of the Christian community on 
earth. 
 
The correspondences between bodies and stone foreground the relations between 
living, non-living and eternally living beings and things and the potential to shift 
between the earthly and heavenly realms through this entanglement. On the left 
panel, one stone stands out, as its rough surface contrasts with the smooth marble: 
the rock of St. Stephen, the attribute pointing to his martyr death by stoning. Here, 
we have a thing that has affected and transformed a person: the stone has caused 
the martyr’s earthly death, but also led to his eternal life in heaven. The blood, 
dripping from Stephen’s head and visible as remnant on the stone, can be seen as 
representing the transformative flow of life/death between person and thing. On the 
right panel, the nursing Madonna provides a parallel to this blood: milk that could 
flow from her breast, giving life to the Christ Child and, potentially, eternal life 
through salvation to the devotee. 
 
Thus, the Melun Diptych does not only present horizontal relations between persons 
and things in this world; there is also a vertical connection with the divine realm. The 
medieval notion of animation departs from new materialist views because of the 
centrality of God as “supreme agent and ultimate animator”; all created beings are in 
a horizontal relationship with each other because of their shared vertical relationship 
with their divine creator.[21] As Mads Vedel Heilskov argues, through interactions 
between human, material, and divine actors, ontological boundaries became fluid 
and “an interface between the otherworldly realm of the divine and the physical 
world of humans was created, allowing them to slip into each other’s reality.”[22] 
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The Melun Diptych expresses horizontal and vertical relationships through Mary’s 
milk – which has not materialized yet. Lactation is an instance of biological animation 
(“organic life in the corporeal image”), as defined by Jørgensen et al.[23] It involves 
inorganic images that perform functions that we usually ascribe to organic beings: 
transformation, growth, movement, speech, and the effusion of liquids such as blood, 
sweat, tears, milk, and oil. Jørgensen explains the effect of a flow between devotee 
and image: “Power and agency were exchanged and moved back and forth. 
Worshippers did something to the image, and it did something to them […]. Like 
people, things live in full flow.”[24] Mary’s milk does not only forge a relationship with 
the image, but also with the divine realm. Here I follow Jérémie Koering’s work in the 
history of ‘ingesting images’, who argues that ingestion serves two functions: it 
establishes a horizontal relationship, embedding the consumer of the image (in our 
case not the images itself, but liquid potentially provided by an image) in a 
community, and it establishes a vertical relationship between viewer and the power 
of the entity represented by the image (in our case Mary), usually aimed at healing or 
protection.[25] The milk, if received, provides salvation but it also transforms the 
receiver and hence their relation to the world. 
 
In the following, I will supplement insights gained from new materialism with the 
concept of ‘social sculpture’ as developed by Joseph Beuys. Victoria Walters has 
already pointed out the connections between Beuys’s thought and that of 
anthropologists working on notions of materiality, such as Tim Ingold.[26] A notable 
difference is that the vertical relationship with God is an integral part of Beuys’s 
understanding of art. His thought also involves a binary opposition between living 
and non-living materials, which can aid our interpretation of the interplay between 
body and stone in the Melun Diptych. 
 
Social sculpture 
 
Belonging to the avant-garde of performance art, Joseph Beuys (1921—1986) 
developed an expanded concept of art as ‘social sculpture’ that is not about fixed 
forms, but about process and transformation. In his own artistic practice this involved 
performances, actions, and demonstrations, but also the creation of material 
artworks, which were not to be seen as finished, static end products, but were 
characterized by a “plastic temporality”.[27] Beuys reacted against the modern 
sculpture of his time, which he perceived as too static and impermeable.[28] His 
concern was “for the transformation of substance, rather than the traditional 
aesthetic understanding of beautiful appearances.”[29] The consequence of this 
expanded notion of art was that every human being could be an artist, as “every 
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person continually performs material processes.”[30] These material processes 
include the formation of relationships with others, with society, and with the 
environment. 
 
The Christian tradition strongly informed his art theory.[31] The Incarnation, the 
joining of divine and human natures, was Beuys’s model for the way in which the 
material world can be used as embodiment of ideas.[32] Following the 
anthroposophical ideas of Rudolf Steiner, his notion of human creativity was pinned 
on the Christian God as creator of the universe who brought order into chaos.[33] 
Beuys equated God with creativity, meaning that everyone engaging in creativity or 
transformation is performing divine acts. This combination of a vertical axis (creativity 
connects the individual to God) and a horizontal axis (transformation of the self is 
connected to the transformation of society) is similar to ideas that were expressed in 
medieval theological thought on creation.[34] 
 
To symbolize transformation and change, Beuys often worked with malleable and 
decayable materials such as clay, fat, and beeswax, which visibly undergo 
transformations as they are always in flux through interaction with their 
environment: “chemical reactions, fermentations, colour changes, decay, drying up. 
Everything is in a state of change.”[35] Change and movement could also be 
visualized by means of materials that are fluid and flowing, like the honey in his 
‘Honey Pump’ installation.[36] Central to Beuys’s theory of sculpture is a set of 
fundamental polarities: chaotic material and ordered form, with ‘sculptural 
movement’ or creativity as transforming force between the two poles: 

chaos  order 

undetermined  determined 

organic movement crystalline 

warm  cold 

expansion  contraction[37]  

 
Considering the Melun Diptych as a social sculpture, an interpretation of the work 
should not only focus on what is depicted on the panels, but also on its performative 
aspects: how can the actions of the devotee with, around, and in relation to the work 
be understood as part of the creative, transformative process? Although Fouquet’s 
Madonna might seem artificial and static, the Melun Diptych is a dynamic object 
meant to be interacted with. The panels could be opened and closed; the left panel 
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had a now-lost painting on the outside, indicating that this panel would have been 
moved to cover and uncover the Madonna.[38] When the two panels were closed, 
just like Étienne Chevalier’s hands and St. Stephen’s book are closed, the mouth of 
the commissioner would be pressed against the Madonna’s breast (and his praying 
hands against her womb), creating an invisible nursing scene.[39] Roland Krischel 
has pointed out the parallel with a bifolio from Étienne Chevalier’s Book of Hours, 
also painted by Jean Fouquet, in which the book owner and his patron saint 
Stephen, similarly holding a stone, pray in front of the enthroned Madonna lactans, 
accompanied by angels in an architectural setting. Closing the book, Mary would 
hold Stephen’s stone in her hand, while the saint would hold the Christ Child.[40] In 
Krischel’s interpretation, this exchange of stone and child refers to Peter calling Jesus 
a ‘living stone’, encouraging gentiles to imitate this role and transform themselves 
into living stones to build a spiritual house and attain salvation (1 Peter 2:1-6). Krischel 
extends this interpretation to the Melun Diptych, where Étienne’s spiritual 
nourishment with Mary’s milk through the closing of the diptych is meant to turn 
him into such as living stone. The painting and the devotional process around it are 
part of a process of social sculpture, in which material processes are connected to 
spiritual transformation. 
 
The painting does not present this spiritual transformation of its commissioner as 
something already accomplished. Étienne has to work for it, just like his painted 
visage has to move towards Mary’s breast on the opposing panel, and devotionally 
interacting with the diptych is part of this work. Fouquet expresses the gap that has 
to be bridged with material polarities, similar to Beuys’s two sets. Madonna seems 
cold and out of reach, while Étienne’s body is the site of change, the one that can 
move and transform. Mary’s promise of milk when the diptych is closed suggests a 
willingness to come into the temporal world and enter into a relationship, but this 
requires movement and transformation on the part of the devotee. The unique way 
in which this entanglement as not-yet-achieved is visualized will become clearer 
when we compare the diptych to contemporary depictions of the lactatio Bernardi. 
By first returning to Cindy Sherman’s work, I will show how entanglement can be 
presented through the creation of a hybrid of a tableau vivant and a tableau 
non-vivant. Then, I will argue that many late medieval representations of the 
lactation miracle employ a similar visual strategy, from which the Melun Diptych 
departs. 
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Cindy Sherman’s hybrid creations 
 
Sherman’s work has proven to be open to a wide range of theoretical readings, which 
are often focused on the gendered, feminist, and identity aspects of her work.[41] 
Sherman’s Untitled #216 can also be understood as social sculpture relating the 
human being to its environment. This become clear when analysing how she has 
referenced and transformed Jean Fouquet’s Madonna Surrounded by Seraphim and 
Cherubim. I make use of the vocabulary of ‘art quotation’ developed by Nina 
Heydemann, who discusses modes of representation in which elements of the 
original image are transformed through a strategy of substitution, of addition or 
subtraction, or of multiplication, division, or combination.[42] 
 
Sherman has made use of a strategy of substitution, here of figures. According to 
Heydemann’s model, the substituted figure can be either replaced with a living or a 
substitute body, resulting in a living image in a ‘tableau vivant’ or in an image using 
lifeless material in a ‘tableau non-vivant’, respectively.[43] The History Portraits 
present hybrids of the two. In Untitled #216, Sherman uses her own living body but 
adds a prosthetic breast, while the Christ Child is replaced with a doll, one that is 
much smaller than the original child and wrapped in cloth. Mary’s throne and the red 
and blue angels are substituted with a curtain with an angel motif. Sherman’s 
material substitutions play with our perception of the medium. The original oil 
painting is replaced with a photograph, but its large format makes it reminiscent of a 
painting.[44] The cheap fabrics she uses “[a]t first glance [seem to be] brocade, silk, 
damask, lace, and velvet, look sumptuous and evoke a general ‘Old Master’ era”.[45] 
As Birgit Käufer notes, “[t]he individual layers of make-up imitate the processes of 
illusionistic painting, which uses light and shadow effects to model a physiognomy 
and create the illusion of natural flesh.”[46] Thus, every element in the photograph is 
ambiguous in terms of medium and materiality, being one thing but representing 
another in a complex play of quotation, substitution, and artificiality. 
 
In this theatrical play with materiality, a hybrid image is created in which the artificial 
and organic are intermingled. Sherman plays with the two categories of materials 
that Beuys defines as chaotic and ordered: the ‘warm’ body and decayable bodily 
fluids, and the static, artificial materials that stand in stark contrast to this organic 
matter. Through this disparity the properties of both — living and non-living — are 
highlighted, but at the same time they are blurred in the collage of prosthetic parts 
attached to a living body. Biological animation is suggested and sometimes 
visualized: while Sherman’s fake breast in Untitled #216, just like Fouquet’s original, 
does not effuse milk, other photographs with prosthetic breasts in the series do. A 
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drop of liquid dangles from the artificial nipple in Untitled #225 (Fig. 4), based on a 
portrait by Sandro Botticelli.[47] In Untitled #223 (Fig. 5), Sherman again performs as 
the Virgin Mary, in this case nursing a doll with its plastic mouth on her artificial 
nipple, giving the impression that milk flows from her living body into the plastic 
child. Bringing the artificial to life, the artist’s body becomes, simultaneously, less 
organic and more artificial. 

​
Fig. 4. Cindy Sherman, Untitled #225, 1990, chromogenic print, 121.9 x 83.8 cm. 
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​
Fig. 5. Cindy Sherman, Untitled #223, 1990, chromogenic print, 146.1 x 105.4 cm. 
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The late medieval lactatio Bernardi 
 
Both the flow of milk and a play with materiality were ways in which medieval 
images and stories about images coming to life expressed horizontal and vertical 
relationships. Several miracle stories involve sculptures and icons of the Virgin Mary 
that lactate milk or oil. In one case, the breast of a pilgrimage icon of Mary in Syria is 
described as turning into flesh — a clear case of biological animation.[48] For the 
West, exempla about images exuding effluvia are collected in the Dialogus 
Miraculorum, written by Caesarius of Heisterbach in the first half of the thirteenth 
century, and other collections of miracle tales.[49] Moreover, mystical and visionary 
experiences of lactation were recorded.[50] The most widespread miracle story of a 
lactating statue of Mary is the lactatio Bernardi. Stories about the healing powers of 
Mary’s milk received by devotees — mostly men — already circulated, elements of 
which became attached to the twelfth-century saint.[51] The earliest textual record of 
the lactatio Bernardi is found in the exemplum collection Ci nous dit (1313-1330).[52] 
Feeling unworthy to preach before the bishop of Chalon as he is instructed to do by 
his abbot, Bernard prays to Mary for help. Subsequently, in a dream vision the Virgin 
places her breast in his mouth, turning him into a gifted preacher. It is a story of 
movement and flow: milk streams from Mary’s breast into Bernard’s mouth, causing 
mellifluous words to flow from his mouth in turn. The flow of milk represents an 
exchange and distribution of power. In a Norse version, Mary’s milk quenches 
Bernard’s physical thirst, while a third version narrates how Bernard kneels before a 
statue of Mary contemplating the mysteries of the Incarnation and Mary’s 
motherhood.[53] As he meditates on the Marian hymn Ave Maris Stella and arrives at 
the fourth verse, “Monstra te esse matrem” (Show us that you are our mother), the 
statue comes to life and Mary squeezes three drops of milk from her breast into 
Bernard’s mouth. Interestingly, one of the miracle stories concerns a dream vision of 
Mary, while the other two involve material statues coming to life. There seems to 
have been a fluid continuity between the two types of phenomena; exemplum 
collections like the Dialogus Miraculorum do not distinguish between physically 
animated images and visionary images.[54] 
 
Ambiguity about materiality also pops up in the iconography around the lactation. In 
the depiction of another Bernardian mircacle, the amplexus Bernardi in which Christ 
bends down from the cross to embrace Bernard, the textual sources on which the 
iconography was based mention an immaterial apparition, while many illustrations 
clearly depict an animated material image.[55] The lactatio has followed a different 
trajectory; the earliest source is a visual representations from late-thirteenth-century 
Catalonia, predating the three fourteenth-century literary records mentioned 
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above.[56] It became a popular motif in late medieval art, mainly in panel painting, 
manuscript illumination and printed images. The iconography flourished after 1475 in 
the Low Countries.[57] While most depictions show Mary as a person in the flesh, 
rather a vision than a statue, other representations depict a material image of Mary 
coming to life.[58] The medium of these represented images varies. Some 
illustrations of the miracle depict a two-dimensional image, such as a miniature in a 
Latin Book of Hours from Ghent or Bruges, dated ca. 1500, where Bernard kneels not 
before a statue but a painted altarpiece of Virgin and Child.[59] From the 
two-dimensional plane, three jets of milk are sent in Bernard’s direction. The 
lactating Mary as two-dimensional image is also depicted in several printed 
images.[60] On a Spanish painting from the late fifteenth century by the Master of 
Castellnovo, a jet of milk comes from a small painting of Mary and Child hanging on 
the wall.[61] 
 
Other depictions of the scene suggest that the three-dimensional lactating Mary 
might be a material statue by placing her on an altar or in an altar-like setting (Fig. 
6),[62] an impression that is in some cases strengthened by the smaller scale of 
Mary.[63] In a miniature from a prayer book probably made in Brussels, ca. 1520–1530 
(Fig. 7), Bernard kneels before a painted statue of the Virgin and Child standing on a 
console against the wall.[64] While these illustrations make a distinction between the 
human Bernard and the sculpted Virgin, other depictions give Bernard a 
sculpture-like quality as well. Two retables painted by Jean Bellegambe in the early 
sixteenth century present the lactatio in grisaille, emphasizing the sculptural quality 
of both Bernard and Mary (Fig. 8).[65] There are also depictions of the lactatio that 
are three-dimensional sculptures themselves, again making no distinction between 
the two figures (Fig. 9).[66] We can look at these cases through the lens of Sherman’s 
tableaux vivants/non-vivants. While Sherman turns Fouquet’s Madonna into a 
combination of body and lifeless material, here a body and a statue are made equal 
in terms of materiality. This highlights the ambiguity of the biologically animated 
image and stresses the entanglement between person and statue. 

 
 
Lieke Smits, “Material Entanglements and Flows of Life: The Madonna Lactans as Social Sculpture,” Different Visions: 
New Perspectives on Medieval Art 13 (2026). https://doi.org/10.61302/NGAZ1284. 

15 

https://doi.org/10.61302/NGAZ1284


​
Fig. 6. Lactatio Bernardi, Meester IAM of Zwolle, 1470–1485, engraving, 32 x 24.1 cm. Amsterdam, 

Rijksmuseum, obj. nr. RP-P-OB-1093, public domain. 
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​
Fig. 7. Lactatio Bernardi in a Prayer Book , in the style of the Master of Charles V, ca. 1520–1530, likely 

made in Brussels. Baltimore, Walters Art Museum, MS W.425, fol. 30v. Licensed for use under Creative 
Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported Access Rights, 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/legalcode. 
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​
Fig. 8. Lactatio Bernardi on the exterior wings of the Cellier Altarpiece by Jean Bellegambe, 1511–1512, oil 

on panel, 95.9 x 25.4 and 95.3 x 24.1 cm. New York, The Met, acc. nr. 32.100.102. 
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Fig. 9. Lactatio Bernardi, Namur, ca. 1490–1520, polychromed wood, 57 x 34 cm and 57 x 30 cm. Namur, 
TreM.a – Musée des Arts anciens du Namurois, photo CC BY 4.0 KIK-IRPA, Brussels. 

  
The Melun Diptych as social sculpture 
 
Both Cindy Sherman’s photographic tableaux vivants/non-vivants and images of the 
lactatio Bernardi play with the boundaries and distinctions between living and 
non-living matter to present persons and things that are entangled and thus, in a 
new materialist understanding, alive. Bernard’s Mary has already come to life for him. 
The Melun Diptych has adopted a different visual strategy. Fouquet’s Madonna looks 
like a sculpture, but not the limewood or wooden sculptures that are often depicted 
in scenes of the lactatio Bernardi. Her enamel or marble appearance, reflected in the 
pearls and stones of her throne and crown and in the marble interior on the left 
panel, heightens her artificiality. When the diptych is open, the distinction between 
her artificial materiality and the organic body of the praying commissioner of the 
portrait is not dissolved; they clearly belong in different realms. Contrast and 
exaggeration of artificiality function to present something that has not yet been  
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​
Fig. 10. Lactatio Bernardi in a Middle Dutch Book of Hours by the Master of the Boston City of God, ca. 

1470. Utrecht, Museum Catharijneconvent, ABM h19, fol. 16v photo Ruben de Heer. 
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fulfilled, but holds potential: Étienne Chevalier is moving closer to heaven by praying 
and becoming a spiritual cornerstone; Mary has exposed her breast to exude an 
organic flow of life. But this potential is not yet reached. Opening and closing the 
diptych and praying in front of it, Étienne has to work with both material and spiritual 
means to co-create the hoped for result of salvation as an artist in a process of social 
sculpture. 
 
Salvation, the vertical relationship with the divine realm, is not the only goal of the 
devotional process. A comparison with the lactatio Bernardi can, again, be of aid 
here. A miniature depicting the lactatio in a Middle Dutch Book of Hours from the 
northern Low Countries, dated ca. 1470 (Fig. 10), contains text banderoles that 
elucidate how animation could be understood as power flowing between different 
entities.[67] As was common in the iconography, a text scroll below Bernard gives the 
Latin text of the Marian hymn: “Monstra te esse matrem”. Uniquely, there is another 
banderole flowing from his mouth, with the inscription “Cur tuo lacte pio madidas 
mea guttera virgo” (O Virgin, why does your milk totally overwhelm my throat?). 
Mary’s reply is given in her banderole: “Omnibus ut populis lactea verba carnas” (So 
that the whole world may sing words like sweetened milk). Just like in the preaching 
story, the milk flowing from the statue to Bernard is in turn spread further — not only 
from Bernard’s mouth, but from the entire singing world. This idea resonates with 
the reference to Peter’s living stone that can be seen in the Melun Diptych. Étienne 
works not only for his own salvation, but also for the Christian community. Part of this 
transformation is how he relates to others in the created world. 
 
Fouquet has painted a Madonna lactans as an animated statue whose milk, by 
closing the diptych, is to be received by Étienne Chevalier. This animation should not 
be understood in the traditional sense of an image becoming like a person and 
moving or speaking to the devotee. Rather, the life of the image is in the capacity to 
affect and be affected by others. This type of engagement with a statue is a creative 
practice as defined by Joseph Beuys: a transformative formation of relationships with 
the environment and the divine. 
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Netherlandish oil painting from the early sixteenth century, Luebeck, St Anne 
Museum, IN 1960/1, cat. nr. PA19. 
https://cistopedia.org/imagesofbernard/Imagefiles/00000282.htm. On a similar 
development in depictions of the amplexus Bernardi, see Smits, “Van 
verschijning naar levende materie.” 

64 Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery, MS W.425, fol. 30v, cist. nr. MA210. 
https://cistopedia.org/imagesofbernard/Imagefiles/0000019b.htm. 
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65 Retable of le Cellier, ca. 1509, commissioned by Abbess Jeanne de Boubais, New 
York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Michael Friedsam Collection, Inv. 
32.100.102, cist. nr. PA88. 
https://cistopedia.org/imagesofbernard/Imagefiles/000002c7.htm; 
Annunciation with Saints, ca. 1516, cist. nr. 108. 
https://cistopedia.org/imagesofbernard/Imagefiles/000002db.htm, see France, 
Medieval Images, 223-224. 

66 A fifteenth-century sculpture from the Cistercian Nuns Abbey d’Hastimoulin in 
Namur, Namur, TreM.a – Musée des Arts anciens du Namurois, cist. nr. SC33. 
https://cistopedia.org/imagesofbernard/Imagefiles/0000034f.htm; a carved 
stone altarpiece from 1348 in the Church of St Mary in Montblanch, cist. nr. SC41. 
https://cistopedia.org/imagesofbernard/Imagefiles/00000357.htm; an alabaster 
altarpiece from ca. 1530 from Palencia Cathedral, cist. nr. SC53. 
https://cistopedia.org/imagesofbernard/Imagefiles/00000363.htm; a 
sixteenth-century relief from Aulne Abbey (Belgium). There is also a pilgrim 
badge from the early sixteenth-century Low Countries, Cothen, H J E van 
Beuningen Collection, Inv 2360, cist. nr. VA 18. 
https://cistopedia.org/imagesofbernard/Imagefiles/00000385.htm; and an ivory 
carving on which Bernard is depicted sucking Mary’s breast, probably from 
Oslo, first half of the fourteenth century, Copenhagen, National Museum, Inv No 
10357, cist. nr. VA31, 
https://cistopedia.org/imagesofbernard/Imagefiles/VA31.htm. 

67 Utrecht, Museum Catharijneconvent, ABM h19, fol. 16v, cist. nr. MA232, 
https://cistopedia.org/imagesofbernard/Imagefiles/000001b1.htm, see France, 
Medieval Images, 220. 
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