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Introduction

I open this chapter with a story that is very evocative of the pains associated
with lactation cessation: that of the martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicity, as told
in the Passion of Perpetua and Felicity (PPF), a text that exists both in Latin
and in Greek. As the Latin version is likely to be the primary one, it is the one
I will use.

In AD 203, under the rule of Septimius Severus, near Carthage, a group of Chris-
tians were put to death in the arena, where they had to fight against wild beasts. The
crowds, we are told, were particularly shocked at the appearance of two women in
the group, Perpetua and Felicity:

Thus, stripped naked and covered with nets, they were brought forward. The
crowd shuddered when it gazed upon them: one a tender girl [Perpetua], the
other [Felicity] with her breasts dripping [milk], as she had recently given
birth.

Itaque dispoliatae et reticulis indutae producebantur. Horruit populus al-
teram respiciens puellam delicatam, alteram a partu recentem stillantibus
mammis. (PPF 20.2, eds Farrell and Williams 2012)

This scene is, as scholars have noted, implausible, as well as being erotically
charged. It would not have been possible for the spectators, perhaps even those
nearest to the women, to discern the milk dripping from Felicity’s breasts.? Yet,
this far-fetched scene played an important role in the PPF’s narrative; in the words
of Alicia Myers, it “reinforce[d] the physicality of the miracles provided by God.”
For the bodies of Felicity and Perpetua, each representing a different stage in the

—_

There is much scholarship on the PPF. See e.g. Cobb and Jacobs 2021; Gold 2018; Heffernan 2012;
Bremmer and Formisano 2012b. For the primacy of the Latin, see Bremmer and Formisano 2012a, 2.
For the PPF, with a focus on the Greek text, see Chapter 1 in this volume. Unless stated otherwise,
all translations from the Latin and Greek are mine.

2 See e.g. Bremmer 2012; Heffernan 2012, 340; Frankfurter 2009, 221-224.

3 Myers 2017, 144.
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lactation cycle had been transformed by the grace of God. Felicity, upon praying
to God for deliverance, had given birth to a girl in the famously dangerous eighth
month, a few days before the games; her milk was flowing on the arena, perhaps for
the first time.* Perpetua, for her part, had recently ceased to breastfeed her son and
therefore to lactate. We are told the story of this lactation cessation in Perpetua’s
own first-person narrative, a rare record of an ancient woman’s voice, if it is indeed
authentic.

In her account, Perpetua referred on several occasions to the breastfeeding of
her son, whose age is not specified. Translator and commentator Thomas Heffer-
nan gives this age as 18 months but there is very little to substantiate this claim in
Perpetua’s narrative.® All we can tell is that the child was not a very small infant
when his mother was arrested. Perpetua described in detail the pain she felt upon
being separated from her son when she and her companions were arrested and put
in prison. She was “distressed by anxiety for [her] baby” (PPF 3.6), an anxiety
which, as argued by Stamatia Dova, might have been both mental and physical,
as Perpetua’s breasts became engorged when they were not drained of milk.® The
Christian group, however, was later moved to another part of the prison, where
visitors were allowed. Perpetua then breastfed her son whom she found “weakened
because of the lack of food” (PPF 3.8). After a few days, mother and son were
allowed to stay in prison together, an event which had a very positive effect on
Perpetua: “immediately I regained strength, as I was relieved from pain and anxiety
for my baby” (PPF 3.9). The child stayed with his mother, “receiving the breast,”
until, at a hearing, the Christians were condemned to death in the arena (PPF 6.7).
Perpetua’s father removed the child, refusing him a last feed, and condemning Per-
petua to painful torments. She was, however, saved by God:

But this was God’s will, not only did the child no longer long for my breasts,
but also they did not cause me fever, so that I may not be distressed by anxi-
ety for my baby and pain in my breasts.

Et quomodo Deus voluit, neque ille amplius mammas desideravit neque
mihi fervorem fecerunt ne sollicitudine infantis et dolore mammarum mac-
erarer. (PPF 6.8)

Dova interpreted the mention of a fervor (fever), phlegmoné (inflammation) in the
Greek version, as one of “weaning fever,” which can accompany sudden lactation
cessation.” This touching and detailed description of lactation cessation is unique
for antiquity. It is particularly noteworthy for its acknowledgement of the pain,
both physical and psychological, that sudden weaning can cause to both mother

4 The description of the birth is at PPF 15. See Totelin 2021a, 247-249.

5 Heffernan 2012, 151.

6 See Dova 2017, 254.

7 Dova2017,257-258. Heffernan (2012, 207) takes the references to engorgement as a sign that “male
authorship [is] less probable.”
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and child. By contrast, Felicity’s pain at being separated from her daughter while
her milk was coming in is glossed over in the PPF. This silence, perhaps, better
reflects the situation in the ancient literature, where women’s and children’s expe-
riences of breastfeeding, its initiation and cessation, and its emotional impact on
the breastfeeding dyad (whether it is constituted of biological mother and child, or
nurse and child) are to be read between the lines, teased out from often dispassion-
ate texts, such as the writings of ancient physicians.

In this chapter, I focus on the descriptions of two linked processes, lactation
cessation (in a lactating woman) and weaning (in a child), in the works of the Byz-
antine medical authors, Oribasios of Pergamon (doctor and friend of the emperor
Julian the Apostate in the 4th c. AD), Aetios of Amida (active in the 6th c. AD,
and perhaps associated with the court of Justinian), and Paul of Aegina (active in
the 7th c. AD).® As these authors are known to have abbreviated earlier medical
authors, I will at times mention those, and in particular Soranos (1st—early 2nd c.
AD), Dioskorides (fl. 1st c. AD), and Galen (AD 129—ca. 216/217). I also refer to
texts that are very difficult to date but which fall roughly within our chronologi-
cal span: Metrodora’s gynaecological text, and pseudo-Galen’s second book On
Procurable Remedies (Rem. Parab.).’ Finally, where relevant, I call upon a few
non-medical texts, as well as bioarchaeological evidence.

Weaning

Byzantine medical authors made occasional reference to weaning, apogalaktismos,
or the act of weaning, apogalaktizo.'® As these words make clear, the ancients con-
sidered weaning as the act of taking away (apo) the breastmilk (gala) that infants
consumed. The advice that they gave, however, indicated that they considered this
“taking away from the breast” as the end of a long process, taking place over sev-
eral months during which infants were slowly accustomed to taking some semi-
solid and then solid foods, as well as other drinks. In what follows, I will refer to
the starting point of this process as “initiation of weaning,” when after a period of
exclusive breastfeeding, infants are introduced to supplementary foods. I will refer
to the end point of the process as “cessation of breastfeeding” or “completion of

8 Information on all the ancient medical authors mentioned in this chapter can be found in Keyser and
Irby-Massie 2008. Several of the texts studied here are also examined in Gourevitch 1995 and in
Lascaratos and Poulakou-Rebelakou 2003. On these and other medical texts, see also Chapters 2, 4,
and 6 in this volume.

9 Cala and Chesi (2022) suggest a date in the first century AD and discuss other dates, which
range between the first and the sixth centuries AD. On the pseudo-Galenic Rem. Parab., see Totelin
2021b.

10 Apogalaktismos: Orib. Medical Collections Incerti (Med. Coll. Inc.) 39.1 (CMG 6.2.2, 138.22-23),
ed. Raeder 1933; Aet. Tetrabiblos (Tetr) 4.29 (CMG 8.1, 370.27), ed. Olivieri 1935. Apogalaktizo:
Aet. Tetr. 428 (CMG 8.1, 370.26). The phrase “apo tou galaktos” also appears in, e.g., Orib. Med.
Coll. Inc. 39.1 (CMG 6.2.2, 138.19).
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weaning.”!" The process of weaning was — and still is — one that could be risky for
the child, who became more prone to illnesses. It also marked an important change
in the relation between an infant and its breastfeeder, whether its biological mother
or a nurse, and therefore was a turning point in the development of an infant’s
personhood.?

Oribasios is the Byzantine medical author who provided the most advice about
the weaning process. In his Medical Collections (Med. Coll. or Med. Coll. Inc.), he
presented various summarized passages on the matter which he had extracted from
earlier authors (Galen, Rufus of Ephesos, Mnesitheos, and Athenaios), not seeking
to resolve differences between them. It is therefore very difficult to determine what
exactly Oribasios’ views on weaning were. The first author whom Oribasios sum-
marized on the topic of weaning was quite naturally Galen, who had described the
weaning process in his Hygiene (San. Tu.):

From Galen’s works, on the rearing of the nursling (paidiou) until the age of
fourteen. At first, one must feed the nursling (paidion) with milk alone. But
when its front teeth have grown, one must already accustom it in some way
to bear some thicker food, as indeed women do, taught by experience, when
they pre-chew food and then put it in nurslings’ (paidion) mouths: first a little
bread, and next pulses, meats, and other similar things.

"Ex t@v FaAnvod. Iepi tpo@iic maudiov dypt Etdv 18. Tpépewy 8¢ T0 Toudiov
O PEV TPDTA YOAOKTL HOVE' EMEWDAV 0& @UON TOVG TPochev 0d6vTog,
80{lev {6 mwg adTd Ko ThC TayLTEpLC dvéxesDol Tpogfic, Bomep oV Kal
ToUTO 00TO TElPQ ddaybelcol ToDGY ol YOVOIKES, dpTOL UEV TL TPDTOV,
€petig &’ oompinv te kol kKpedv [kai] oo T° GAAA TOLODTO TPOUUCMUEVOL
kdmerro éviibeioon toig otopact v modiov. (Orib. Med. Coll. Inc. 35
(CMG 6.2.2,129.21-27))"3

Galen had identified the cutting of the front teeth as a turning point in an infant’s
growth. This was by no means a fixed time since, if we assume that teething pat-
terns have not changed much since antiquity, some infants can start teething before
four months (some can even be born with teeth), while others will only acquire
their first teeth after 12 months. Most infants, however, start teething around six
months.'* Galen acknowledged women’s experience in preparing foods for infants

11 In his important review of the anthropological evolution of infant feeding, Daniel W. Sellen defined
weaning as “The termination of suckling. Weaning is a uniquely mammalian life history marker that
may or may not be preceded by a period of feeding on other foods in addition to mother’s milk”
(Sellen 2007, 126). The language I employ is closer to that used in Fulminante 2015.

12 See Marklein and Fox 2020, 574 for further references.

13 The corresponding passage in Galen is San. Tu. 1.10.1 (CMG 5.4.2, 23.4-9), ed. Koch 1923; an
English translation of Hygiene is available: Johnston 2018. The vocabulary referring to young chil-
dren is not always precise. Here, I adopt the translation suggested by Golden 2015, 11.

14 See https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/baby/babys-development/teething/baby-teething-symptoms/.
Accessed April 2022.
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by pre-chewing them, a practice still witnessed in some parts of the world."” Not
all ancient authors, however, approved of pre-chewing. Mnesitheos (4th c. BC),
whose views on weaning were also preserved by Oribasios, noted that “one must
not give [the infant] any pre-chewed food, but one must give boiled wheaten flour,
cereal meal, or triturated millet. All these must be boiled well and for a long time”
(Orib. Med. Coll. Inc. 37.4-5 (CMG 6.2.2, 135.25-28)). Despite what is sometimes
mentioned in the modern scholarship, neither Galen nor Oribasios in his summary
gave a timeline for the completion of weaning and the cessation of breastfeeding
at three years of age.'® Galen, followed by Oribasios, had indicated that until the
third year of a child’s life (that is, from its second to its third birthday), its nurse
should take precautions so that the krasis of her milk remains good (Gal. San. Tu.
1.9.1 (CMG 5.4.2,21.34-22.4))."" These medical authors did not, however, give a
fixed point for breastfeeding cessation, perhaps allowing for flexibility in response
to individual circumstances.

Oribasios also preserved Rufus of Ephesos’ (1st c. AD) advice on infant feeding,
which differed from that of Galen:

From the works of Rufus, on the care of the nursling (paidiou) ... Until a
certain time, then, one must maintain [the child] on milk alone, and not give
it any other food; but when it itself is eager to take some other food and
gives us the hope that it will be able to digest it, then give crumbs of bread
in watery wine. One must above all avoid giving meat, because the belly is
not yet ready to digest it ... One must also avoid thick soups and porridges,
because nothing thick is appropriate for a child since, even without that, it
tends by nature to produce phlegm ... It is sufficient to feed the child with
milk for two years, and then to change onto [solid] foods.

"Ex t6v Povgov. Tept komdfg moadiov ... péypt pév odv tvog &mi povov
10D YIAOKTOG QUALGGELY, ottiov &’ dAlo Undev Tpoceépety: dtav 6 avTé TE
p6Ovpov | happavewy kai éAmida mapéyn Ekméyety, Tvikadto §on <koi>
orriov 186van, dptov eic Vdapfi otvov koTadpOyavTag. Tog 88 TdV Kpedv
TPOGEOPAS TEPLAGYOOL TovTOg polota: ob Yap T iKovol ol YooTépeg
KOTOTEGGEL ... TEPLAGYOL O& Kol TO £TVT KO TO POPTLLOTAL TTOLXD YOP OVOEV
Todi® GLUEEPEL B0 TO Kol GAA®S TNV UGV TPOG TO PAEYLOTOOEG PETELY
... GpKET &’ £ OV TPEPEV TG YaloKTL, TO O’ Eviedlev petafariely TpoOg
ottia. (Orib. Med. Coll. Inc. 38.13-23 (CMG 6.2.2, 137.12-138.3))

Like Galen, Rufus did not give a fixed time for the initiation of weaning, stat-
ing that one should take cues from the child itself, a practice that recalls modern

15 Danielle Gourevitch (1995, 286) reported having witnessed this “répugnante habitude” (“disgusting
habit”) in France in her childhood.

16 Valerie Fildes stated that “the child should be weaned completely from the breast at the age of three,
according to Galen” (Fildes 1986, 35). This is often repeated in the literature on ancient weaning.

17 Cf. Orib. Med. Coll. Inc. 30.1 (CMG 6.2.2, 121.10-14).
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“baby-led weaning.”'® Rufus did, however, display a certain anxiety towards sup-
plementary foods, especially those that were “too thick.” Rufus also mentioned that
it was sufficient to feed an infant on milk for two years. This is a rather ambivalent
statement, which can be interpreted either as a recommendation to stop breast-
feeding once the infant has reached 24 months or as an acknowledgement that the
infant can be exclusively breastfed for two years, even though it might wish to take
some food earlier.!” The former interpretation (breastfeeding to end at 24 months)
is perhaps more likely but the recommendation does not amount to a prohibition of
breastfeeding beyond two years.

In his shorter works, the Synopsis for Eustathios (Eust.) and the Books to Euna-
pios (Eun.), Oribasios gave advice that was similar to that found in Rufus, perhaps
indicating his own preference:

Synopsis for Eustathios: Care of the nursling (paidiou) ... When it itself is
eager to take it and gives us hopes that it will be able to digest it, then give
it food, aveiding surfeit. If by mistake the child is overfilled, it will imme-
diately become sleepier and sluggish, there will be swelling in the belly and
flatulence, and the urine will be more watery. When this is recognized, one
must not give the child anything until the food has been consumed. It is suf-
ficient to feed the child with milk for two years, and then to change onto
[solid] foods.

Kowdn maudiov ... dtav & avtd te mpdOvpov 1 AapPaver ol éAmidag
TapEXT €1g TEW LV, TNVIKODTO 70N Kol Gitiov d1d0vat p) Epmmrddcay. i 6 mov
habovTo TAnpwOein, dUrvmdiatepd te e00VG yiveTar kol vabpotepa, Kol dykog
8v yao1pi Eveott kol edco, Koi 00pel VEATOIEGTEPD, OIC YPT| TEKHOLPOUEVIY
pundev d186vat, €0t v Kataval®on. apkel 8 £Tn 600 TpéPey T YAAUKTL,
70 8’ évtedlev petafdriey mpog ottia. (Orib. Eust. 5.5 (CMG 6.3, 155.15—
23), ed. Raeder 1926)

Books to Eunapios: When the nursling (paidiou) is able to use other foods
[than milk], there should be no obstacle to its efforts, for it is by nature that
it reaches for exercises and foods. For there won’t be surfeit, since much
blood is consumed by growth.

10D 8¢ matdiov kol TV FAA@V TpoPdV ofov Te HvTog N Tpospépeshat,
undapuds toig mpobvpiong Eumodav yivesbal, QLOIKAG OpuUdVTOG Eml TG
yopvéoto Kol Tpo@ds 0¥ yap £otar mAopovi) Tieiovog ToD aipoTog €ig
mv abénow amavolokopévov. (Orib. Eun. 1.1.8 (CMG 6.3, 320.23-27), ed.
Raeder 1926)

18 See https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/baby/weaning-and-feeding/babys-first-solid-foods/. Accessed
29 June 2022.

19 For the second interpretation, see Gourevitch and Chamay (1992, 79), who note that some unspeci-
fied breastfeeding contracts stipulate a two-year period of exclusive breastfeeding. Children usually
reach for food earlier, when they can stay in a sitting position and when their hand—eye coordination
allows them to bring food to their mouth. See https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/baby/weaning-and-
feeding/babys-first-solid-foods/. Accessed 29 June 2022.
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The Synopsis for Eustathios passage is particularly close to that of Rufus. It ex-
presses anxiety about surfeit in the infant who is being weaned. That anxiety is
not found in the Books to Eunapios passage, which emphatically states that surfeit
will not occur at this time of growth. This unease around surfeit is also found in a
passage of Athenaios (1st c. AD) excerpted by Oribasios, which seems to focus on
slightly older children, who have recently completed weaning:

From the works of Athenaios, on healthy regimen. One must allow infants
(népious) who have been taken off milk [i.e. weaned] to live in a relaxed way
and in play ... One must give them light foods and in moderate amounts.
For those who, during weaning, fill them with foods and try to give them
foods that are rather nourishing lead them to poor nutrition and prevent their
healthy growth because of the weakness of their nature. Many of these in-
fants, because of frequent indigestion and the downward motions of the belly,
suffer from ulcerations and inflammations of the intestines, from prolapses of
the anus, and from severe diseases.

‘Ex 1@v AOnvaiov. Tlepi vyewiig dwitmg. Tovg vmmiovg kol dmd T00
YOAOKTOG YEYOVOTOG €V avéoel Te €0V Kol TOdLd ... Kol TPoQag ovTolg
TPOGEEPEV ENOPPOTATAS KOl T@® TANOEL cupuéTpovs” ol yap S TOV
GITOYOAOKTIGUOV EUPOPODVTES ODTOIG TAG TPOPAS Kb TOOTOG TEPDUEVOL
TOATPOPOTEPUG SIEOVOLELG KAKOTPOIaY Kol AvadEELY 0D TOVG TEPITPETOVGL
S TV TG PVoEmG Achévelay. mOAAOIG & adTdY S10 TAG GLVEXEIG ATEWING
Kol TG KOTaPOPAS THS KOG EAKMGELS T KOl AEYHOVOL TOV EVIEPOV Kol
TPOTTMOGELS THS £dpag kal vocot yorerol cvpPaivovowy. (Orib. Med. Coll.
Inc. 39.1-2 (CMG 6.2.2, 138.18-28))

These precautions around the introduction of new foods were legitimate. Demo-
graphic studies indicate a correlation between weaning and infant mortality in an-
tiquity, as weaning exposed children to new bacteria and parasites, and could lead
to “weanling diarrhoea.”?

Oribasios, then, transmitted several different sets of advice on weaning, not re-
ally trying to reconcile them. One of his medical predecessors whose weaning rec-
ommendation he did not include was Soranos, whose Gynaecology (Gyn.) was, by
contrast, Aetios’ source on the topic of weaning. Here is Aetios’ summary on the
topic:

When to wean (apogalaktisteon) infants (népia). Until the infant (népion)
has become firm, it should be fed milk only. When its body has already
strengthened, give some soft morsels in hydromel, honey-wine, sweet wine,
or milk; and later eggs that can be sipped ... As a drink, give mixed wine.

20 See e.g. Parkin 2013, 55; Garnsey 1998, 267; Sallares 1991, 231. On the diseases which ancient
medical thinking associated with weaning, see Bertier 1996, 2182-2184. On infant mortality more
generally and its high rates in antiquity, see also Chapters 1 and 3 in this volume.
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As soon as the newborn/small baby (brephous) can confidently take
cereal food, which in the majority of cases occurs around the twenti-
eth month, then stealthily and little by little wean from the breast
(aposunéthizein). If the child becomes ill while being weaned (apogalaktis-
then), one must again change to milk, and when the disease has stopped, and
the little body has recovered, only then wean (apogalaktizein)

Iote dmoyohaxtiotéov Td vAmo. Méypig dv ovv mayl T VAmov,
YOAaKTL TPEQEGOm. E0TEPEOUEVOL O 70N TOD COUOTOG TPOPT|V didoV Wiyag
TpLPepdlg 8E VEpopéAtog T oivouéhitog § yAvkéog otvov 1§ ydhaxtoc, ita
Kol O POPNTY- ... TOTOV 88 S186van olvov kekpapivov: 10m 82 Tod Bpégovg
Aapfavovrog GoedS TV GLTAON TPOPNV, OTTEP OGS EML TO TOAD YiyveTor
nEPL TOV K pijva, T0TE LeEA 0670 Kol KaT’ OAiyov dmocvvnBiley 00T TOD
ROGTOD" €1 8’ AmOYOAaKTIoNEY VOG® TEPIMESOL, TAMY 0OTO Ol peTayayElv
€ml 10 yOAo. kol peTd TO mavcacat TV vOcov avalaPelv T0 GoUATIOV Kol
obtwg amoyaraktiCew. (Aet. Tetr. 4.28 (CMG 8.1, 370.17-26))*!

Soranos and Aetios recommended initiating the weaning process when the ba-
by’s body became firm, a notion that does not really resonate with modern mile-
stones (unless perhaps the ability to sit counts as “firmness”) but is linked to
ancient concepts of moulding the malleable body of an infant, which was like
wax.?? Soranos had specified that the firmness stage was unlikely to occur before
the age of six months (Sor. Gyn. 2.46.3 (CMG 4, 86.9)), but Aetios omitted that
information.? The importance of the “firmness” stage is signalled by the change
of vocabulary to designate the infant: before it is firm, the infant is a brephos
(newborn), then it becomes a népios (infant). Neither Soranos nor Aetios pre-
scribed an end point for breastfeeding. Instead, they recommended slowly and
stealthily withdrawing breastmilk: Soranos suggested doing so from the “third or
fourth half-year of the infant’s life” (Sor. Gyn. 2.47.1 (CMG 4, 86.26-27)), that
is, from 12 months to 24 months, linking this stage to the growth of the teeth that
enable mastication (molars), while Aetios indicated the 20th month. They also
allowed for a return to exclusive breastfeeding if a child became ill during the
weaning process.

The final main Byzantine medical encyclopaedist, Paul of Aegina, gave brief in-
structions on weaning, which are verbatim repetitions from two sections he found
in Oribasios: Athenaios’ advice on healthy infant diet and Oribasios’ summary in
his Synopsis for Eustathios 5.5 (CMG 6.3, 155.15-23).%

21 See Sor. Gyn. 2.46.3-47.1 (CMG 4, 86.7-31), ed. Ilberg 1927; for an English translation of Soranos’
treatise, see Temkin 1956.

22 On infant-rearing as moulding wax, see Holman 1997.

23 Soranos recorded that Mnesitheos and Aristanax recommended weaning girls six months later than
boys because they were weaker, a practice he rejected (Gyn. 2.48.2 (CMG 4, 87.9—13)). Soranos also
indicated that some women attempted to give cereal foods from 40 days (Gyn. 2.46.2 (CMG 4, 86.2)).

24 Paul Aegin. Epitome of Medicine (Epitome) 1.5 (CMG 9.1, 10.27-11.6) and 1.14 (CMG 9.1, 13.15—
14.3), ed. Heiberg 1921.
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In sum, the Byzantine medical authors, and the predecessors from whom they
borrowed, were more prescriptive about the beginning of weaning, which should
not happen before certain milestones are reached (even if those milestones could
be reached at different times by different babies), than about the end of the wean-
ing process, on which they showed much flexibility, because they knew that the
weaning period could be beset with dangers and bring with it risks of morbid-
ity and mortality. In any case, they favoured relatively long-term breastfeeding,
and never suggested completing weaning before the child had reached 24 months.
It is difficult to determine who exactly would have followed this medical advice,
but it can be assumed that the medical authors had as their main audience wealthy
families, who could often afford wet nurses. As Tracy Prowse et alii rightly noted,
these medical texts were “prescriptive rather than descriptive;” they depicted what
their authors considered to be good practice and might bear little relation with the
lived reality of infants and those who breastfed them.?* Nevertheless, other types of
ancient sources (“biographies,” documents, and bioarchaeological data) do testify
to the breastfeeding of toddlers.

Thus, we find references to children aged two and beyond being breastfed in
several saints’ Lives dating to the early Byzantine period.?® For instance, in the
Miracles of Thekla (2.24, ed. Dagron 1978), we read about a little child “who has
just been weaned” (apotitthon arti gegonos), who risked losing his sight because he
was crying so much as a result of his weaning. His nurse (¢ithé) therefore took him
to the church of Thekla in Seleucia. While the exact age of the child is not given,
we hear that he was able to walk, run, and play, which would suggest he was around
18 months. Further, in the Life of Symeon Stylites the Younger (56, ed. Van den
Ven 1962), we read that the saint, after being baptized at age two, refused to take
his mother’s breast whenever she ate meat.

Documentary evidence from Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt, while a little early
for the purpose of this chapter, also attests to long-term breastfeeding. Thus, in
a letter preserved on a papyrus dating to the first century AD, a mother, Hikane,
berates her son, Isidoros, for not writing to her, who had “carried [him] for ten
months and nursed [him] for three years” (O. Ber. 2.129 = Trismegistos 89155).
Wet-nursing contracts preserved on papyrus, for their part, specify a length of ser-
vice for the wet nurse varying from 16 months to three years, with two years being
the most commonly given period.”’

Bioarchaeological data from the late antique and Byzantine period also testify to
long-term breastfeeding. Indeed, isotopic investigations (the study of nitrogen and
carbon isotopes) of the protein found in bone collagen or tooth dentin make it pos-
sible to discern breastfeeding and weaning patterns.?® While there are geographical
variations, sometimes significant, in these patterns, the bioarchaeological evidence

25 Prowse et al. 2008, 297. See also Powell et al. 2014, 91.

26 See e.g. Bourbou and Garvie-Lock 2015, 175-176; Rey 2004, 368; Beaucamp 1982, 552.
27 Parca 2017, 215.

28 See Marklein and Fox 2020 for introduction.
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points to an onset of weaning in the second half of an infant’s first year (that is,
after six months) and a termination of breastfeeding between two and five years.
I have summarized some of the findings of bioarchaeological studies in Table 5.1.
My criteria for inclusion in Table 5.1 were those studies that made mention of
medical writings (usually Soranos, Galen, but sometimes also Oribasios) in their
discussion of the archaeological evidence. Some archaeologists have tentatively
suggested that ancient populations read the medical texts that have come down to
us.? It is probably safer, however, to assume that the concordance between medi-
cal texts and bioarchaeological data is coincidental, or rather that the concordance
reflects the fact that breastfeeding and weaning advice circulated orally among
populations, especially among women, mothers, midwives, and wet nurses.’® The
different types of sources, then, would reflect — in different ways — this oral knowl-
edge, and its flexibility. It should be noted that studies of non-industrial populations
have shown that five to six months is a common age for the initiation of weaning,
that weaning is a process that can take several years, and that the cessation of
breastfeeding generally occurs between two and five years.’! In other words, it
would be possible to find a correspondence between the vague recommendations
preserved in ancient Greek medical texts and the weaning and breastfeeding prac-
tices in regions of the world where those texts could not have been read.

If breastfeeding anthropologically tends to last between two and five years, it
is because it is a source of great comfort to children. That fact was acknowledged
in the story of the child distraught by his weaning experience in the Miracles of
Thekla and quietly hinted at in Soranos’ and Aetios’ recommendations to return to
exclusive breastfeeding if a child became ill during the weaning process. Long-
term breastfeeding does require investment, both in terms of time and emotions,
from the breastfeeder, who could feel ambivalent towards the act, whether they
were the infant’s biological mother or a hired or enslaved nurse. Ancient breast-
feeders at times used means to speed up the process. Thus, Soranos noted that some
women anointed their nipples with bitter substances, a practice he opposed:

For thus [if the advice on weaning is followed] the infant will be weaned
without harm, getting away little by little from the first habit. At the same
time, the milk of the child’s nurse will simply dry up because of the gradual
elimination of suckling. For it is harmful to anoint the nipple with some bit-
ter and ill-smelling things and thus wean the infant suddenly, because the
sudden change has an injurious effect and because sometimes the infant be-
comes ill when the stomach is damaged by drugs.

oVte yap av paAlov 1o PBpépog drocuvebichnceTol GAVTOG Katd BpoyDd
TG TPMOTNG Amoywpodv cvvndeiag, dua 8¢ dmepiEpyws ofectnacetan o yaAa

29 Seee.g. Cocozzaetal. 2021, 435; Fulminante 2015, 41; Powell et al. 2014, 106 (who reject the idea;
see the next note).

30 On oral tradition, see Powell et al. 2014, 106-107.

31 See Dettwyler 2017; see also Centlivres Challet 2017, 897.
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TG TItheVOVONG TO VATILOV TH] KATA HIKPOV DOALPEGEL TG EKUVINGEMC. TO YO
TKPOIG TIGL Kol SuoddETt TEPYYpiety T0G ONAag Kot aOpowg dmoyaAaktilewy
avTo Prafepov dia O TOV €v T A0poQ peTaPolrf] EEVIGUOV EUmOIETV Kol d1d
TO KOKOVWEVOV VIO TAOV QUPUAK®Y TOV GTOOYOV TtoTe mhoyew. (Sor. Gyn.
2.47.2 (CMG 4, 86.30-87.4))

One of the bitter substances used for this purpose of weaning might have been worm-
wood, which is used in this way in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.’? Interestingly,
none of the Byzantine medical authors referred to the practice of anointing the nip-
ples with bitter drugs. We do, however, find allusions to this practice in religious
and philosophical texts of the period. Thus, John Chrysostom (AD 340/350-407)
alluded to the practice in an analogy he drew between a mother trying to wean her
child off the breast and God trying to wean his devotees off Jerusalem:

A tender mother who has breastfed (hupomazein) her child but wants to lead
it away from milk-nourishment and lead it towards other forms of food,
when she sees that it is unwilling and vexed, and seeks for the breast, and
insinuates itself into her motherly bosom, smears gall or some other bitter
juice around the nipple of her breast, and thus forces it, unwillingly, to turn
away from the source of milk.

Kai xaOdmep uqmp @ildctopyog dmopdliov &yovca maida, it odTov
amoyoyelv Thg YOAOKTOTPOQiaG omovddalovco Kol mpog £T€pav Ayoryelv
TPOENV" EmeWav N un Povdopevov Kol dvoavacyeTodvTo Kol Tov palov
gmintodvta Kol TPOG TOV KOATOV KATASVOUEVOV TOV UNTPIKOV, GOTV TOD
poalod v ANy KoKko YoMV mepyypicoca 1 Kol ETEPW® TVi TKPOTATHD
YOU®, Kol dovTo avaykalel ToD YEAOKTOS GTooTpo@fvol AOLTOV TNV TYNV.
(John Chrys. Homily against the Jews 2, eds and trans. Pradels, Brindle, and
Heimgartner 2000, 42—44)

And the Neoplatonist philosopher Simplikios (6th c. AD), in a discussion on pleas-
ure and pain (On Epictetus (In Epict.)), referred to physicians and mothers who
apply bitter drugs:

Accordingly, the good physician, by applying unpleasant [things], causes
them [the souls] to turn away from what they lean towards, just as women
who wish to wean infants anoint their nipples with something bitter.

‘O toivuv dyafog iatpdg, aviapa tadta gig 6 VEVELKEV aDT] TPOSPEP®V,
amootpépecton Totel avtd, Momep ol ta moudio droyohoktilew Bovdopevat
TP TVL ToG ONAag dmaAeipovot. (Simpl. In Epict. 14, ed. Hadot 1996)

Both John Chrysostom and Simplikios described the practice of anointing the
breasts with a bitter drug in neutral to positive terms, unlike Soranos, who had seen

32 Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet Act 1, Scene 3, v. 28, ed. Levenson 2000.
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it as injurious to the child. These authors implicitly acknowledged that a breast-
feeder might at times have wished to wean an infant off the breast, although they
did not give explanations as to why she might have wanted to do so, beyond her
wish to give the child some other forms of nourishment.

Weaning in the Byzantine period, in sum, was a process that ideally was grad-
ual. Byzantine medical authors did not mention the physical effects this weaning
would have on mothers and nurses, presumably because they expected it to lead to
painless lactation cessation — if that effect was the one wished for. Indeed, we must
not forget that some women might have had other children to breastfeed. Neither
did the Byzantine medical authors describe the psychological effects that weaning
might have on the nursing woman; the ambivalence she might have felt towards the
process is passed over entirely in silence.

Extinguishing the Milk

Byzantine medical authors, then, did not describe in any detail the gradual
lactation cessation that accompanies weaning in the second year of a child’s
life. They did, however, mention several drugs that could induce a quick lac-
tation cessation when needed. I now turn to these drugs and the contexts in
which they would have been used. In the same way as the ancients knew of
drugs that could promote lactation, they knew of drugs that could stop it.*
These fell into two categories: simple drugs (single ingredients) and com-
pound ones (recipes involving several ingredients). The references to simple
drugs are found in treatises, or sections of treatises, devoted to simples, that
is, lists of natural products, often organized alphabetically; the references to
compound drugs are found in treatises, or sections of treatises, devoted to
women’s health.

Byzantine medical authors listed three simples as having the power to extin-
guish the milk: sweat, the faba bean, and wine lees (see Table 5.2). The Greek
expressions used to refer to the powers of these ingredients are gala shennusi or
gala sbennutai, which have strong connotations of drying out the milk, of extin-
guishing it in the breasts. Oribasios also gave a general statement regarding the
drugs that promoted the production of milk, and those that stopped it, indicating
that thick substances could extinguish the milk — opposites (a thick substance)
for opposites (fluid milk):

In order to promote the production of milk, a substance must therefore
be moderately warming and not at all thick, hence why such substances
[that display this quality of being thick] extinguish the milk rather than
promote it.

dettan 88 dMmov cuUUETPOC Eivon BepudY Kol 0DSaUMS TTayd TPOG THY TOD
Yaroktog yéveotv, 60gv doa pev Ttotadta oEVvuct HAAAOV T YEVVA TO YAAQ.
(Orib. Med. Coll. 14.63.6 (CMG 6.1.2, 234.4-6), ed. Raeder 1929)

33 See Chapter 4 in this volume.
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Table 5.2 Simple remedies that are said to extinguish the milk in Byzantine medical works

Hidros, sweat Aet. Tetr. 2.107 (CMG 8.1, 191.15-16): “This remedy, when used as
an ointment, extinguishes the milk (sbennusi gala) accumulated
in the breasts very well” (“todto 10 @appaKoV ETLpLopEVOV
ofévvuot yaio mAnbvvov év toig tithoig ikavdg.”).!

Kuamos, Orib. Eun. 2.1k96 (CMG 6.3, 368.37): “It extinguishes milk (gala

faba bean sbennutai) in a cataplasm” (“kai 10 yéAa oBEvvutal Tpog Tod
TO0VTOV KATATAAGHLATOS”).

Aet. Tetr: 1.233 (CMG 8.1, 98.11): “And it extinguishes the milk
(gala sbennutai) in a cataplasm” (“xoi yop koi 0 yéAo of€vvotan
TPOG TOD KATOTAAGLOTOS”).

Paul Aegin. Epitome 7.3.10 (CMG 9.2, 232.13): “In a cataplasm, it
cures inflammation and swellings and extinguishes the milk in the
breasts (gala sbennusin)” (“KoToTAACGOUEVOG 08 GAEYLOVAS TE
Kol dykovg idton Kol Yo oPfévvooty €l tdv Titd®dv”).2

Trux oinou, wine Paul Aegin. Epitome 7.3.19 (CMG 9.2, 267.22-23): “It extinguishes

lees milk (gala shennusin) in over-distended breasts” (“koi poctdv
OTOPYDOVIMV TO YOAL GBévvucy”™).

! See also Gal. On the Capacities of Simple Drugs (SMT) 10.1.14, 12.284K, ed. Kiihn 1826.
2 See also Diosk. Materia medica 2.105.1; Gal. SMT 7.10.59, 12.50K.

Surprisingly, the Byzantine authors did not list hemlock among the simples that
extinguished milk. That plant had been noted for this power by Dioskorides, who
had stated that the plant could dry up both milk and semen:

The herb and foliage [of hemlock], crushed and applied as a poultice to the
testicles, help those who emit semen during their sleep; applied as a poultice,
they relax the genitals, they dry up the milk, they prevent breasts from grow-
ing in young girls, and they make the testicles of boys atrophied.

N 6¢ méa Kol 1 KOUN A€o KOTOMAQGGOUEVE <EMP> TOV JOOU®V
ovelpmtTovot Pondel” mopinot 8¢ kai aidolo KotomAacOEévio kol yaio
ofévvuct, paotobg te v Tophevig koivel abéechat kai S160H0VG ATPOPOVG
notel €ml maidwv. (Diosk. On Medical Substances (Materia medica) 4.78.2,
ed. Wellmann 1907-1914)%

Both semen and milk were considered to be transformed blood, and it was there-
fore to be expected that a drug that would dry up one of those bodily fluids would
dry up the other.*

The Byzantine descriptions of substances that dry up the milk posit a link be-
tween the wish to extinguish the milk and breast inflammation (see Table 5.2).
They do not mention, however, that such inflammation can be very painful and
lead to fevers, as Perpetua had feared. This inflammation, called mastitis, is today
one of the reasons why mothers choose to stop breastfeeding; but, conversely, end-
ing breastfeeding suddenly and early can lead to mastitis, as today’s public health

34 An English translation of the full text of Dioskorides is available in Beck 2020.
35 See Pedrucci 2013.
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messages make clear to women.*¢ Yet, we should be wary of over-comparing our
modern situation with that of the ancients: neonatal death was much more preva-
lent in the ancient world than it is today, at least in the Western world, and it must
have been one of the main reasons why women needed to extinguish their milk. In
their descriptions of simple drugs drying up the milk, however, Byzantine medical
authors mentioned neither neonatal death nor any other context in which women
developed breast inflammation and wished to stop lactating.’’

We can gain some insights into these contexts from Byzantine treatises, or sec-
tions of treatises, devoted to women’s health, in which medical authors described
compound recipes to dry out the milk. For instance, Aetios gave the following
recipe to extinguish the milk in his sixteenth medical book, the gynaecological
book, in a chapter on “the curdling of milk in the breast”:

To prevent the curdling (thrombousthai) of the milk in the breasts ... Another
very good prescription: Asian stone and wax, of each two ounces; rose oil or
kiki-oil, eight ounces. Mix together and use, changing twice a day. For it ex-
tinguishes the milk (sbennuei gala) and stops inflammations (phlegmonas).
IIpog 8¢ 10 un Opopfodcbat 0 ydAa €v paotolg ... 'AAAO KAAMGTOV.
AiBov doiov, knpod ava yoB’. fjtot ovy. B, éhaiov podivov f knkivov yor ' .
fitotovy. n’. avorafav xpd dig g NUEPAG AALAGO®V, GREVVVEL AP TO YAAX
Kol T0G eAeypovog movet. (Aet. Tetr. 16.38, 51.28-52.1, ed. Zervos 1901)

And Oribasios gave a recipe for a similar purpose in the gynaecological sections of
his Synopsis for Eustathios and Books to Eunapios:

Oil scrapings [from palaestrae] are a very effective remedy when applied to
inflamed (phlegmainonton) breasts. If it appears to you to be too dry, soften
it with henna oil or rose oil. And this remedy is also very useful to extinguish
the milk (sbesai to gala) which has transformed into cheese (turothen) in the
breasts after childbirth (ek toketon).

[Tatog pAeypovoviov Titddv fondnud £6TL SpaoTIKOTOTOV EMLTIOEUEVOV”
gav 8¢ ENpotepdv cot paivntal, KUTpive polatte 1j podive. kol Tpog To €K
TOKETAV 0¢ GPéoar TO yoAa TUPWOEV KOTO TOVG HAGTOVS YPNOULOV TKAVDG
éotw. (Eust. 9.9.1-2 (CMG 6.3, 278.12-15))*

Curdling of the milk in the breast is not a recognized condition in modern medicine
but it was one that preoccupied physicians in antiquity and beyond. Like any pro-
cess of milk curdling, the curdling in the breast turned the milk cheesy, as Oribasios
made clear in the recipe above. The thick and cheesy breastmilk was allegedly very

36 See Gianni et al. 2019.

37 There is a reference to mothers with “full breasts” (uberibus plenis) dripping milk upon infants’
funeral pyres in Statius’ Silvae 5.5.15-17 (1st c. AD), ed. and trans. Shackleton Bailey 2003, 361.

38 The same recipe also appears at Eun. 4.82.1 (CMG 6.2.3, 469.7-8).
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difficult to digest for the infant; worse, according to Soranos, it could lead to “clog-
ging up” in a baby’s body (Gyn. 2.18.1-3 (CMG 4, 64.21-65.13)). Ancient authors
associated the curdling/thickening of the milk mainly with the onset of lactation, a
time when, as I have argued elsewhere, the milk risked becoming tainted through
contact with lochial blood.* Lochial blood is the blood that is shed in the days
after childbirth; it flows at its heaviest in the first three to five days, that is, during
the days when the body produces a thick, yellowish milk, which we now call the
colostrum and consider as an extremely beneficial substance, but one which the
ancients considered to be cheesy and dangerous for newborn babies, who would
fare better if they were given some honey or were fed by other women until their
mothers’ “proper” milk came in (Sor. Gyn. 2.17-18.3 (CMG 4, 64.1-65.13); Orib.
Med. Coll. Inc. 31.28 (CMG 6.2.2, 124.3-8); Eust. 5.5 (CMG 6.3, 155.16-18)).
The ancient anxiety about the curdling of the milk in the breast must not be
dismissed. Some women and their physicians must have felt extreme fear of killing
infants with bad milk, and this might have encouraged them to use rather unpleas-
ant remedies to extinguish their milk.** We should not forget, however, that medi-
cine can be a way for physicians to exert power over bodies, and in particular, over
women’s bodies.*! Instilling fear of their bad milk in women might at times have
been a way to dissuade them from breastfeeding, for a variety of reasons. One of
these reasons might have been social perceptions, especially in wealthier families
that could afford wet nurses, and where it might therefore have been considered
unsightly for the mother to breastfeed — a physically demanding task.* Another
reason to dissuade a woman from breastfeeding would have been to make her body
available again for sexual intercourse. Indeed, there appears to have been a taboo
against sexual intercourse while breastfeeding in antiquity, as it allegedly soured
the milk, brought back the menses, and risked depriving the nursling from nour-
ishment by redirecting it to the foetus.* Finally, as noted by Claude-Emmanuelle

39 Totelin 2021a.

40 Some of the remedies to extinguish the milk include some unpleasant ingredients. See for instance:
Aet. Tetr. 16.41 (54.15, 56.5-6 Zervos): “Against inflammations of the breasts, according to Phil-
oumenos ... Or crush earthworms with quinces; or river crabs with egg. And this extinguishes the
milk” (“TIpog tag T@V pactdv ereypovas, Govpévou ... 1j Yig Eviepa Aetdoag HeTd KudmVIV 1
KOPKIVOUG TOTOUIOVG HETE MOD" TOVTO Kol TO YaAn ofevviet”).

41 The gender and social biases of medical writings are traceable in their language and style as well; see
Constantinou and Skouroumouni-Stavrinou 2024, in press and 2022; see also Chapter 6 in this volume.

42 There were debates on maternal breastfeeding in antiquity, perhaps best exemplified by Favorinus’
defence of maternal breastfeeding, preserved in Aulus Gellius” Attic Nights 12.1, ed. and trans.
Rolfe 1927. One can also note a papyrus letter from the third century AD where a young mother’s
parent writes to their son-in-law, stating “I heard that you are compelling her to breastfeed. If she
wants, let the baby have a nurse, for I do not want my daughter to breastfeed” (P. Lond. 3.951v =
Trismegistos 31964, 1l. 2-5). On the exhausting effects of breastfeeding, see also Sor. Gyn. 2.18.5
(CMG 4, 65.20-27).

43 See for instance Sor. Gyn. 2.19.11 (CMG 4, 67.28-68.2); Gal. San Tu. 1.9.4 (CMG 5.4.2,22.10-13);
Orib. Med. Coll. Inc. 30.3 and 31.19 (CMG 6.2.2, 121.17-20 and 123.18-20). Instructions to avoid
sexual intercourse are also found in wet-nursing contracts on papyri from Ptolemaic and Roman
Egypt; for references, see Ricciardetto and Gourevitch 2020, 54; Parca 2017, 211.
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Centlivres Challet, avoiding breastfeeding, and placing that responsibility on
someone else, might also have served as a mechanism, whether conscious or not,
to protect families from emotional involvement with their infant in a world where
infant mortality rates were high.*

It is also possible that women themselves exploited the rhetoric of curdled milk
in order not to breastfeed, and to regain control — or perceived control — over their
bodies.* They could have done so for all the reasons outlined above (wishing to
resume sexual intercourse; social anxiety; fear of high emotional involvement), as
well as for cosmetic reasons, to avoid the perceived effects that breastfeeding had
on the body. In this context, one can note that sections on the care of the breasts in
ancient medical treatises sometimes included recipes of a cosmetic nature along-
side ones to prevent inflammation. For instance, Paul of Aegina’s Epitome of Medi-
cine 3.35, devoted to afflictions of the breasts, opens with advice on how to deal
with inflammations when the milk has turned cheesy in the breast after childbirth,
then turns to remedies against spreading ulcers in the breasts (extracted from Ar-
chigenes), and closes with recipes for “preservatives for the breasts.” While one of
these preservative recipes is clearly marked as being for virgin girls, the other is
not, and might have been used by women at any life stage, including women con-
cerned about the alleged sagging of their breasts while breastfeeding (Paul Aegin.
Epitome 3.35 (CMG 9.1, 221.4-222.22)). Similarly, in Metrodora’s gynaecologi-
cal treatise, the section on the breasts mixes recipes against pains in the breasts,
recipes to promote or check milk production, and recipes to keep the breasts small
and dainty.* Finally, Chapter 15 of Pseudo-Galen’s second book of On Procurable
Remedies also includes recipes to maintain the beauty of the breasts, recipes to dry
out milk, recipes against inflammations, and recipes to bring out the milk."’

Conclusions

I started this chapter with the story of the Christian martyr Perpetua’s lactation ces-
sation; [ ended it with cosmetic recipes to keep the breasts dainty. It might seem
callous to put these two things alongside each other but considerations of a cos-
metic nature are not absent from Perpetua’s story. The PPF’s narrator stressed that
the martyr’s body appeared beautiful and youthful in the arena. In her own account,

44 Centlivres Challet 2017, 898.

45 For refusal to breastfeed conceived as a punishable sin in religious contexts, see Chapter 3 in this
volume.

46 Metrodora Chapters: 40-44 (remedies against afflictions in the breasts); 44-46 (recipes to make the
milk come); 47 (recipes to dry out the milk); 48 (recipes to keep the breasts small); 49 (recipe to
straighten drooping breasts); 50 (recipes to keep the breasts small and pert); 51 (recipes to make the
breasts shiny and beautiful), ed. Del Guerra 1953.

47 Ps.-Gal. Rem. Parab. 2.15, 14.446-449K, ed. Kithn 1827: 15.1 (recipe to straighten drooping
breasts); 15.2 (recipe so that the breasts remain dainty); 15.3 (recipe so that the breasts do not
become large); 15.4 (recipe to dry out the milk); 15.5 (recipes against inflammation of the breasts);
15.6 (recipes to draw out the milk); 15.7 (recipe to prevent the flow of milk); 15.8 (preservatives of
the breasts).
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Perpetua stated that in a vision she saw herself during the preparations for the
arena: she “became a man,” whom assistants rubbed down with oil, as they would
before an athletic contest — she became an athlete of God (PPF 10.7). In the arena,
her firm body was contrasted to the dripping, leaking body of Felicity. Women in
antiquity did at times feel anxiety about the appearance of their breasts while — and
after — breastfeeding. In doing so, they might have internalized patriarchal views
of the male body, supposedly firmer and stronger, as the norm from which the
female body deviates, especially when it is put under the strains of childbirth and
lactation. That is not, however, to diminish that anxiety, which compounded fears
over breast inflammations and over the breastfeeder’s ability to nourish a child and
make it thrive.

Ancient medical sources relating to weaning and lactation cessation, whether
sudden or gradual, when read in a sensitive manner, do much to reveal the am-
bivalence of women, of their physicians, and of society at large, towards lactat-
ing breasts, their power to impart nutrition, and their physical appearance. These
sources also talk, even if very quietly, of the pain, both physical and psychological,
that accompanies the separation of a nursing woman from her own child or charge,
whether that separation be temporary or permanent.
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