Mother & Child
The Virgin and Child (or Madonna and Child) is one of the most frequently depicted
subjects in Western art history. Even when the humanistic influences of the
Renaissance prompted new subject matter such as portraiture and mythological
scenes, many artists continued to produce works with religious themes, including
that of the Virgin and Child.
In part, artists’ attraction to the subject may be the result of their affinity with Saint
Luke, who according to tradition had painted the Virgin Mary and infant Jesus from
life. Images associated with Saint Luke had enormous authority and depictions of
Saint Luke painting the Virgin and Child were themselves popular.
Over time, artists sought to humanise the subject of the Virgin and Child, focusing
more on the relationship between mother and child. As artists turned away from
religious, as well as historical and classical, subjects towards the conditions of
modern life and the depiction of everyday people, the subject of mother and child
took on a new meaning.

Inquiry Question

How do artists represent
the relationship between
mother and child and
what does it reveal about
the context in which they
were created?

Mother & Child
Before your visit, explore artworks in the collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York to
familiarise yourself with this theme.

François Boucher
Virgin and Child with the
Young Saint John the Baptist
and Angels 1765

Goya (Francisco de Goya y
Lucientes)
Condesa de Altamira and Her
Daughter, María Agustina 1787–88

Honoré Daumier
The Laundress 186[3?]

How do artists
represent the
relationship between
mother and child and
what does it reveal
about the context in
which they were
created?

Auguste Renoir
Madame Georges Charpentier
(Marguérite-Louise Lemonnier, 1848–
1904) and Her Children, Georgette-Berthe
(1872–1945) and Paul-Émile-Charles
(1875–1895) 1878

Mother & Child

How do artists represent the relationship between mother and child and what
does it reveal about the context in which they were created?

Fra Filippo Lippi
Madonna and Child
Enthroned with Two Angels
c.1440

Scan QR codes in
the exhibition to
access the mobile
companion site

Students are required to move around the exhibition in groups of no more than 6.

Dieric Bouts
Virgin and Child c.1455–60

Bartolomé Estebán
Murillo
Virgin and Child c.1670s

Carlo Crivelli
Madonna and Child c.1480

Sir Joshua Reynolds
Lady Smith (Charlotte Delaval)
and Her Children (George Henry,
Louisa, and Charlotte) 1787

Gerard David
The Rest on the Flight into
Egypt c.1512–15

Honoré Daumier
The Third-Class Carriage
c.1862–64

Fra Filippo Lippi
Madonna and Child Enthroned with Two
Angels c.1440
This work by Fra Filippo Lippi shows Mary seated on the throne of wisdom, flanked by two
angels and holding the infant Jesus. Her garments are painted with sharply delineated folds,
lending them a sculptural quality emphasised by the use of single-point perspective.
Filippo Lippi focuses our attention on the figures’ expressions and the objects they hold. Mary’s
rose identifies her as the bride of Christ and the Church, while the verse inscribed on the
unfurled scroll reads, ‘Come over to me, all ye that desire me, and be filled with my fruit’.

Dieric Bouts
Virgin and Child c.1455–60
Dieric Bouts presents an image of an affectionate Virgin and Child, embracing
cheek-to-cheek with their lips about to meet in a kiss. He has enriched the
painting with a human tenderness and simplicity with his subtle and tactile
modelling of the flesh, heightening the illusion of living, breathing beings.
Focusing on the loving relationship of a mother and her son, his portrayal
emphasized human emotions and enhanced the intense inner experience of
private devotion.

Carlo Crivelli
Madonna and Child c.1480
A calm Madonna presides over this tender and exquisite devotional image. She
gently balances the curious young Christ child, who is seated on a low stone wall –
one of many details here rendered with remarkable skill.
This illusionistic effect, where objects are painted so realistically that they deceive
the eye, play against the doll-like prettiness of the Virgin. The apples and fly are
symbols of sin and evil and are opposed to the cucumber and the goldfinch,
symbols of redemption.

Gerard David
The Rest on the Flight into Egypt
c.1512–15
This painting presents the Flight into Egypt as a continuous narrative. In a tiny
background scene the Holy Family emerges from the forest, en route to the
contemporary Netherlandish town at the left. In the foreground Mary nurses
the Child in a moment of repose on their journey, which the viewer is visually
meant to follow.
Surrounding the Virgin and Child are plants that symbolise Christ’s
incarnation and the redemption of humankind: the broken branch of apples
signifies the original sin and the ivy at the left denotes eternal life, while ferns
(for humility and salvation) can be identified in the background.

Bartolomé Estebán Murillo
Virgin and Child c.1670s
The popularity of Murillo’s paintings of the Virgin and Child derives from his ability to
endow a timeworn theme with a quality of intimacy and sweetness evident in both
the soft modelling and warm luminosity around the mother and child.
The infant’s momentary diversion of attention from nursing, as if in response to the
viewer's presence, acts to humanise the subjects and shows the artist’s careful
consideration of the relationship between the two figures.

Sir Joshua Reynolds
Lady Smith (Charlotte Delaval) and
Her Children (George Henry, Louisa,
and Charlotte) 1787
The fashionably dressed mother of this family portrait appears lost in
thought, while her children play by her side, aiming cheeky glances at the
viewer. The portrait was commissioned by the father of the family, a
baronet and member of Parliament. Expressing cultural ideals of
femininity and upper-class childhood, this portrait was a popular exhibit at
the Royal Academy in the year it was painted.
The three children are arranged in a pyramid emphasising the importance
of the boy and conforming to the social hierarchy of the period.

Honoré Daumier
The Third-Class
Carriage
c.1862–64
As a graphic artist and painter,
Daumier chronicled the impact of
industrialisation on modern urban life
in mid-nineteenth-century Paris.
Here, the subject is the hardship and
quiet fortitude of third-class railway
travelers. Bathed in light, the nursing
mother, elderly woman, and sleeping
boy emanate a serenity not often
associated with public transport.

Mother & Child
Back in the classroom, extend your inquiry to modern and contemporary artists.
E Phillips Fox | Bathing hour (L’heure du bain) c.1909
https://learning.qagoma.qld.gov.au/artworks/bathing-hour/
George W Lambert | Portrait group (The mother) 1907
https://learning.qagoma.qld.gov.au/artworks/portrait-group-mother/
David Moore | Redfern interior 1949
https://collection-online-beta.qagoma.qld.gov.au/objects/8643/
Davida Allen | Grandmother painting 2013
https://blog.qagoma.qld.gov.au/goma-q-davida-allen/

Inquiry Question

How do artists represent
the relationship between
mother and child and
what does it reveal about
the context in which they
were created?

Patricia Piccinini | The Bond 2016
https://www.patriciapiccinini.net/429/92
Del Kathryn Barton | You are what is most beautiful about me, a self-portrait with Kell and Arella 2008
https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/prizes/archibald/2008/28606/
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