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The image of a woman breastfeeding a child is not frequent in Islamic art and this is not surprising given the relative rarity of representations of women and children overall.  Breastfeeding is mentioned several times in the Qur’an and also in several legal rulings but there is little precedent for a visual rendering of the image until its appearance in the form of a group of three-dimensional ceramic figures which can be firmly placed within the corpus of ceramic production of Kashan in the late 12th and early 13th centuries.  These figures which are decorated with lustre or under-glaze painted, are of a woman with one breast shown fully exposed and suckling a child.

Breastfeeding is symbolic of the fundamental issues of fertility and the maternal role; in the art of the West, the image is associated with Maria Lactans, the Virgin Mary suckling Jesus; but the image originated in the East and terracotta figurines are known from Susa in Mesopotamia and in Egypt the image of Isis, the mother goddess, suckling the child Horus, naked and resting on her lap was first produced in the Pharaonic period and continued for 2500 years. 

The question is why this image became popular in this period – were these figures produced for members of a Christian community or, together with all the other glazed pottery figures of animals, birds and mythical creatures, for the Muslim community and did they hold any particular significance. Their popularity was short-lived and the production of all ceramic figures declines after the Mongol invasions. 
The working title of my thesis is: ‘The Enigmatic Figure’: Islamic glazed ceramic sculpture 12th-13th Centuries.

