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Abstract 

After scholars started conducting research on the medieval Sheela-na-gig carvings, a number 

of theories regarding the purpose and origin of the figure have been suggested. The question 

has been tackled through many different approaches, but still remains unfinished as there are 

no written records explaining what the Sheela-na-gig figure actually is. Scholars have divided 

into different areas, approaching the discussion from different disciplines: art history, 

medieval social history, and religious history (both Christian and pre-Christian) to name a 

few. As the figure is usually found on Christian buildings but is distinguished by very sexual 

imagery, it leaves the door open for many interpretations.  

This thesis looks at two common theories on what the Sheela-na-gig is; one which is viewing 

her as a Romanesque warning against lust and sin, and one which argues that the figure is a 

folk deity used as an amulet for childbirth, symbolising both life and death. By using 

discourse theory and a comparative method, this thesis compares the descriptions and 

arguments of the different theories, and studies the intention behind them. The thesis then 

shows how the theories choose to focus their search for evidence in order to support their own 

perspective, while also excluding information which does not serve their particular agenda. 
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1. Introduction  

 

1.1 Background  

During the early 19th century, medieval figures carved into stone walls on the British Isles 

started to become an interesting subject for scholars of the time, after these figures had spent a 

few centuries without being noticed much by the outside world. This specific type of image is 

called ‘Sheela-na-gig’ and remains a mystery till this day. The common denominators are that 

they are naked women, positioned in a way that draws attention to their genital areas. The 

name ‘Sheela-na-gig’ has been debated since the 1840s. A majority of scholars are of the 

opinion that the term derives from the Irish language, with a common theory being that it 

comes from ‘Síle na gCíoch’; meaning ‘Sheela of the breasts’. This has been discussed 

extensively, one of the counterarguments being that the breasts are very rarely a prominent 

feature on the carvings, and that they are sometimes not there to be seen at all.1 I will not go 

into a further discussion of the name in this thesis, but focus on theories regarding the Sheela-

na-gig’s historical context, physical attributes, intention, and locations. 

These past couple of centuries, many theories trying to explain this phenomenon have been 

put forward. Who are these female figures? Why are they depicted like that, and why usually 

on church walls? Where does this kind of imagery come from? Why were they created? 

Different scholars have tried to answer these types of questions during the years but there are 

no literary sources providing any certain answers. That said, just because there are no answers 

it does not mean that some theories are not more popular than others. In fact, if you come 

across a Sheela-na-gig in a museum and read the description next to it, or if you look through 

a guide books to the British Isles, you will probably find a short description of the object, 

often also defining what the purpose of a Sheela-na-gig is. I would argue that this is a 

problem, as the Sheela-na-gig and the mystery surrounding her is too complex to be handled 

briefly, without offering insight into the wider discussion which is going on. 

                                                           
1 Freitag, Barbara. Sheela-na-gigs: Unravelling an enigma. Abingdon: Routledge, 2004. p. 52. 
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What unifies the Sheela-na-gig figures are the frontal representations of naked female figures, 

either sitting, squatting or standing, drawing attention to the pudenda (usually by pulling it 

open or pointing towards it). The figures are usually disproportionate, having larger heads and 

genitals than what would be considered usual. The legs are often widely spread, with the 

Sheela-na-gigs’ arms reaching out behind them, grabbing the vagina. The majority of Sheela-

na-gigs are found in the British Isles, although a small number has been found in Germany, 

France and Denmark. When I refer to ‘insular’ examples in this thesis, I am referring to the 

ones in the British Isles (the United Kingdom and Ireland). The greatest concentration of 

insular Sheela-na-gigs is found in Ireland, with at least 110 such figures. A majority of these 

remain in situ, while some are in museums, in private possession, or have been lost with only 

records of their existence describing them to us. Most Sheela-na-gigs are found in a Christian 

environment (churches, monastic buildings, etc.), but there are also 40 (possibly 41) insular 

Sheela-na-gigs associated with castles. 39 of these are found in Ireland and 1 in Wales, so this 

seems to have been an Irish phenomenon. There might also be an English example of this. 

There are over 40 findings in England, a majority of which come from ecclesiastical 

environments. A smaller number have been found in Scotland and Wales. Sheela-na-gigs 

were rediscovered in the early 19th century after having been generally unknown to scholars 

for a couple of centuries. When the figures were found, most scholars were quite embarrassed 

by their sexual imagery. This resulted in no extensive research being conducted on the 

Sheela-na-gig for almost another 100 years.2 

There are many examples of Sheela-na-gig carvings that have been lost or destroyed during 

the years. When they were found, the context in which they were created was already gone, 

and people did not understand them. A common reaction from men of the Church was to 

destroy them. Some were crushed, and there are notes of some being burned, which would 

imply that there were also figures made of wood, though most findings that remain are made 

out of stone.3 But there is also evidence of the local population fighting to save the carvings, 

often by hiding them or burying them.4 Why was it important for the Church to get rid of 

these figures, and why were they important for the people to save? 

 

                                                           
2 Freitag, p. 3–4, 16. 
3 Weir, Anthony, Jerman, James. Images of Lust: Sexual Carvings on Medieval Churches. New York: Routledge, 

1986. p. 13–5.  
4 Freitag, p. 69. 
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1.2 Purpose  

As we have a plethora of theories trying to explain the Sheela-na-gig, scholars have through 

the centuries approached the topic in different ways, arguing their cases with focus on 

different historical, societal, or religious aspects. The result has been a number of conflicting 

points of view. Two common hypotheses have been to view the Sheela-na-gig either as a 

Romanesque warning against lust, or as a folk deity used for birthing rituals. I would argue 

that this situation, where we have many theories with no definite answers, has a tendency to 

become slightly problematic as texts might choose a theory and stand by it, simply stating 

what Sheela-na-gigs are without explaining the complexity of the subject, or that they have 

chosen a theory among many others.  

This thesis raises the question on how to approach this ambiguous area of study. I will be 

looking at the discourses of two theories, regarding the origins and intended purpose of the 

Sheela-na-gig. By looking at the way each theory discusses these things, and comparing the 

arguments and the ways they are being presented, and by seeing where the theories are 

focussing their attention, and what areas might not be considered as much, I am hoping to 

shed light on the way we are treating this subject. Only through understanding the arguments 

from several sides can we choose a theory if we wish to, but more importantly; we can get 

better insight to how we handle questions without answers. One of my own hypotheses is that 

the theories examined here might choose to include and exclude particular pieces of 

information in order to provide evidence for their arguments, and to ignore what does not suit.  

 

 

1.3 Research question 

How do the theories regarding the Sheela-na-gig presented by Anthony Weir/James Jerman 

and Barbara Freitag differ from each other in their descriptions, arguments and intention, and 

what choices have they made in order to support their own theories?  
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1.4 Material 

As this study aims to compare two different theories put forward in two specific books, those 

books will, of course, be the main sources from where I get material to investigate. To put this 

into perspective, I have chosen literature concerning research methodology and theoretical 

perspectives in research, in order to create a reasonable framework (see 1.5 Methodology and 

1.6 Theoretical framework for more information).  

My two main sources are Images of Lust: Sexual Carvings on Medieval Churches by Anthony 

Weir and James Jerman, published in 1986, and Sheela-na-gigs: Unravelling an enigma by 

Barbara Freitag, published in 2004. I will be using the theories about the Sheela-na-gig 

presented in these books for comparison in order to discuss my research question. Weir and 

Jerman tackle the mystery of the Sheela-na-gig from an art history perspective. They are of 

the opinion that the Sheela-na-gig come from the Romanesque art tradition (France and 

Spain), and was being used by the Church as warnings against lust and sin. Barbara Freitag’s 

theory states the Sheela-na-gig as a folk deity relating to fertility, childbirth and death. Freitag 

has focussed a lot of her research on intercultural relations, and uses that as she searches for 

patterns among European folklore.  

To put the two main sources into some form of context for myself and for the reader, I have 

chosen a number of previous studies on the topic Sheela-na-gig, some older to provide a 

historical perspective, some newer to briefly show the abundance of theories still relevant 

today, and some sources that might not be so relevant, but which shows how the discussion in 

the field has shifted. The material used consists of both books and articles by scholars from a 

number of different research disciplines. This scholarly overview is summarised (as brief as 

seemed fitting) in 1.8 Overview of research history, to give the reader the context of the 

debate before moving onto the discussion of the research question.  

In order to put the research of the Sheela-na-gig into a more historic perspective, I refer to 

Edith M. Guest (who first developed a system for dating the carvings), Mary M. Banks, H. C 

Lawlor, M. A. Murray, and Dina Portway Dobson, who were all active scholars in the 1930s. 

They performed some of the earliest research on the Sheela-na-gig, finding them and 

describing them to other scholars through journals, debating the figures’ name, and shaping 

the future of the Sheela-na-gig research in other ways. A few of the more modern scholars 

cited are art historian Jørgen Andersen who wrote the first extensive book on the Sheela-na-

gig, The Witch on the Wall: Medieval Erotic Sculpture in the British Isles, published in 1977, 
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archaeologist Marija Alseikaite Gimbutas (The Living Goddess), anthropologist Pierre Bettez 

Gravel (The Malevolent Eye: An Essay on the Evil Eye, Fertility and the Concept of Mana), 

and archaeologist Eamonn P. Kelly (Sheela-na-Gigs: Origins and Functions). Another newer 

book used is Sacred Display: Divine and Magical Female Figures of Eurasia published in 

2010 by Miriam Robbins Dexter (Indo-European linguistics, archaeology and mythology) and 

Victor H. Mair (Chinese language and literature). These are just a few examples of the 

consulted material. As we can see, the Sheela-na-gig has attracted researchers from many 

different fields, and I have attempted to get some input from several of them. Please see the 

1.8 Overview of research history for more information on what their work entails.  

 

 

1.5 Methodology  

The methodology chosen for this study is content analysis, as described by Chad Nelson and 

Robert H. Woods Jr in their chapter in The Routledge Handbook of Research Methods in the 

Study of Religion from 2011.5  

My research will be conducted by dividing the material into four different areas based on 

topics relevant to the theoretical framework (see below). These four areas deal with the 

historical context of the figures, their physical appearance, the intention behind the carvings, 

and their locations. The usage of content analysis gives me structure, and makes me focus on 

the message in the text, what is valued and in what way.  

By using content analysis, the researcher is supported in tracking information in order to 

understand eventual changes happening within the context, to identify ‘patterns or 

commonalities within a particular genre’. It is also useful for measuring and comparing 

specific phenomena against some standard. This will show how similar they are.6 As I am 

aiming to compare the two theories against each other, this seems like a very fitting method, 

as it can be used to investigate texts including argumentation or statements, which is what I 

will be looking at.7  

                                                           
5 Nelson, Chad and Woods Jr, Robert H. Content Analysis. In The Routledge Handbook of Research Methods in 

the Study of Religion, Stausberg, Michael and Engler, Steven (eds.), 109–21. New York: Routledge, 2011. 
6 Ibid, p. 111. 
7 Ibid, p. 111–13. 
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The method is well suited for analysing texts, as it makes the researcher describe and explain 

what is actually being said in the material. The process has the researcher ‘selecting texts, 

unitizing message units, generating content categories, coding the text and explain the 

results’. I have already chosen the books containing the texts I would like to examine, and I 

shall do the rest of this process by sorting through the texts searching for material which fits 

into one of my four areas (see above). These message units will then make up the content 

categories. When observing these and the message behind the text material, I will code it by 

using keywords, explaining what the main features of the texts are, and analyse the messages 

behind them.8 

 

 

1.6 Theoretical framework 

I have chosen Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s theory on discourse, presented through 

their work in Hegemony & Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics. There 

are several reasons why I have chosen to apply this theory to my research. First of all, the 

concept ‘discourse’ and the specific framework to define it made available by Laclau and 

Mouffe opens up the door to investigate rivalling definitions of the same terms. As this is a 

comparative study of two theories with very distinct views on the Sheela-na-gig carvings 

themselves, the history surrounding them, their locations, etc., they use these terms differently 

and choose to include different information in the concepts. By using Laclau and Mouffe’s 

tools for investigating and defining how the scholars in question talk about Sheela-na-gig and 

how they build up their specific discourses around these figures, I am able to clarify what the 

theories are actually saying, how they present their arguments, what information they choose 

to include and exclude. As Laclau and Mouffe specifically look at communication in relation 

to hegemony, it is also fitting to use this kind of theory since the two Sheela-na-gig theories I 

am looking at are ‘rivals’ when it comes to who gets to define Sheela-na-gig and what these 

carvings are intended for.   

I have made a selection of the tools provided by Laclau and Mouffe to help define the two 

theories in question. I have selected the following theoretical concepts as these are the ones 

most applicable to my specific situation. Firstly, we have to understand the concept of signs, 

                                                           
8 Nelson, Chad and Woods Jr, Robert H., p. 109. 
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in this case meaning a word or term. A word in itself does not have a meaning; that is created 

by humans. The concept which might be the most important one in this particular case is 

element. Elements are the signs in a discourse whose meaning has not been fixed, but can be 

interpreted in more than one way.9 Through articulation, a specific meaning is given to the 

element, temporarily. By fixing the meaning of an element in a particular discourse we get a 

moment. Even so, the meaning can still always change. The second term particularly 

important for this study is floating signifier. These are elements that are especially important 

to several different discourses, who all want their definition of the sign to be the generally 

recognised one.10  

In my study, ’Sheela-na-gig’ is the floating signifier; this figure is what the two different 

theories are fighting to define in their own way. To argue their agendas, they discuss different 

topics in different ways. I have chosen four such terms, and will discuss what they include in 

these concepts and how they do it; how are Weir and Jerman, and Freitag talking about the 

following elements:  

- Historical context (What was the Sheela-na-gig’s historical context like? Since it is a 

female figure; how do the authors discuss women, female sexuality, and/or 

motherhood?) 

- Physical attributes (What is the Sheela-na-gig, how are her physical features 

described?)  

- Intention (Why does she exist, what is her purpose; this is the part that mainly defines 

the different theories, the rest is often used to argue this case.) 

- Location (Churches, castles, specific areas on different constructions; where is the 

Sheela-na-gig found?)  

By looking at these four topics, my aim is to use articulation in order to fix these elements’ 

meanings into temporary moments, and in that way define what separates the theories from 

each other. By using keywords to help define the two theories, I hope to make their core 

subjects clearer.  

 

                                                           
9 Laclau, Ernesto and Mouffe, Chantal. Hegemony & Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics. 

London: Verso, 1985. p. 105–7, 110–11. 
10 Ibid, p. 111–14. 
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1.7 Limitations 

As I have mentioned previously, I have chosen not to include a discussion on the name 

‘Sheela-na-gig’, as there are a lot of speculation regarding the origin and meaning of the 

name, and to analyse that would demand more space than I can give it here. It is also possible 

to analyse the theories sufficiently without discussing the name, as the theories do not rely on 

the name to argue their ideas. That said, I have also chosen the spelling ‘Sheela-na-gig’, even 

though there are variations of that as well, as it is what is used in my main source literature 

(the only difference being that one book uses a capital letter in ‘Sheela’, and the other does 

not).  

Weir and Jerman’s book, Images of Lust, also cover several other types of images that they 

argue are similar to the Sheela-na-gig as well as part of the same (Romanesque) tradition. I 

have chosen to exclude these other figures as much as possible, as my intention is to 

specifically study the way that they discuss the Sheela-na-gig. The continental figures are not 

quite the same kind of figure as the Sheela-na-gig, but often portrays male figures and 

mermaids, for example.  (See Index B) 

I have also chosen to make a geographical limitation, and specifically look at Sheela-na-gigs 

from Britain and Ireland, as that is where most Sheela-na-gigs are found. This mainly affects 

the way I view Weir and Jerman’s study, as they also include similar images from the 

continent, mainly from France and Spain.  

The scholars do not always mention where they collect certain theories, as Sheela-na-gigs 

tend to be viewed as a single concept, even though there are differences between different 

carvings. This makes the process a bit difficult, since the authors do not always mention 

which Sheela-na-gig they refer to, and if they do it might be difficult to find an image of that 

carving. Because of this, the discussion in this study will only rarely refer to specific carvings, 

but more to the Sheela-na-gig as a general concept.  

 

See Index A for images of a selection of insular (British and Irish) Sheela-na-gigs. 

See Index B for images of a selection of European continental Romanesque female 

exhibitionists.  
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I have made this selection in Index A to provide at least some imagery of what Sheela-na-gigs 

may look like, and have so chosen a few that look a bit different from each other while having 

the classic features. In Index B I have attached a few pictures of Romanesque female figures, 

to give some sort of reference to what these may look like in comparison to the Sheela-na-gig.  

 

 

1.8 Overview of research history  

This chapter will try to cover the background of scholarly research concerning the Sheela-na-

gig in a relatively brief way. Attempting to mention all different theories would be far too 

extensive, so I have made a selection covering ground between the first research on the 

Sheela-na-gig, and modern-day research.  

A common theory among earlier scholars first starting to explore the Sheela-na-gigs was that 

the figure had been transferred to Christianity from pagan traditions. A reason for believing so 

was the fact that medieval churches, where many of these carvings were found, were difficult 

to date completely. During the 20th century we see many female scholars involved in the 

Sheela-na-gig research. Edith Guest was one of the scholars who first created a system for 

dating the Sheela-na-gigs in the 1930s, by looking at the material of the stone, the styles of 

the carvings etc., and trying to match it to its dateable surroundings. Guest looked specifically 

at Irish carvings, and through her research she estimated that these Sheela-na-gigs were 

carved between the 11th and the 17th centuries. The ecclesiastical examples generally 

considered to have been created during an earlier period, and the ones on castles later in 

time.11  

According to Guest, the pagan origins of the Sheela-na-gig and their use in pagan fertility 

rituals were obvious and did not need much analysis or explanation. Guest also pointed out 

that the Sheela-na-gig at Castle Widenham appeared to still be used in the 1930s, reportedly 

being touched in order to help with labour.12 Margaret Murray’s article on female fertility 

figures from 1934 also categorizes the Sheela-na-gig as a female deity associated with 

childbirth, a patron of women. She argues that they should been seen as having divine 

                                                           
11 Guest, Edith M. Some notes on the dating of Sheela-na-gigs. JRSAI, no. 67 (1937): p. 176–180.  
12 Guest, Edith M. Ballyvourney and Its Sheela-na-gig. Folklore, vol. 48, no. 4 (1937): p. 374–84, 375 & 380. 
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attributes as they are placed on Church buildings.13 Dina Portway Dobson agreed that the 

figures were remnants from an older fertility cult, and thought it to be a specifically Saxon 

one.14 During the early 20th century, scholars would seek the Sheela-na-gigs out and 

document them, often publishing shorter articles in journals, and corresponding publicly 

about their findings. Portway Dobson points out in one of her articles, the strange 

phenomenon of fertility figures portrayed without breasts.15 

Other dating suggestions have been made throughout the years, implementing different 

methods such as examining the surroundings (Guest), or looking at specific features (Jerman). 

No method has yet provided us with more particular information. Freitag makes a suggestion 

in her book and this is, as far as I am aware, the most modern system so far. Freitag suggests 

dividing the Sheela-na-gigs into four types based on surroundings, the material of the stone, if 

they are set in isolation, or if they are free-standing and have been re-used.16  

During the 1900s, scholars started to treat the Sheela-na-gig more like any other piece of art, 

with less shame attached to the image, although language describing the figure as ‘primitive’ 

or ‘grotesque’ would still be used during many decades. During the 1930s, Edith Guest did 

not just pioneer the dating of these figures, but she also created a system to categorise 

different types of Irish Sheela-na-gigs based on how the arms and legs were positioned.17 This 

system she created was later applied to the British Sheela-na-gigs by A. L. Hutchinson, who 

discovered that the system was indeed applicable and that the patterns were similar in 

Britain.18 Jerman later criticised Guest for being too focussed on the thighs’ and legs’ 

positions. He argued that the hands should be the focus of the categorisation, if the purpose of 

the figures was indeed to draw attention to the genitals. He then created his own system which 

did just that.19 This has received some critique from Freitag for sometimes classifying the 

objects incorrectly, and for the system being untenable.20 Nevertheless, Jerman’s 

classification seems to be the latest one. While a lot of scholars subscribe to Weir and 

Jerman’s theory on the Sheela-na-gig, it might not be so strange that no one has created a new 

system, though there might be a need for one.  

                                                           
13 Murray, M. A. Female Fertility Figures. The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain 

and Ireland. vol. 64 (1934): p. 93–100, 97–9. 
14 Portway Dobson, Dina. 3. Primitive Figures on Churches. Man, vol. 31 (1931): p. 3–4. 
15 Ibid, p. 10–11. 
16 Freitag, p. 14. 
17 Guest, Edith M. Irish Sheela-na-gigs in 1935. JRSAI, no. 66 (1936): p. 107–29, 109. 
18 Freitag, p. 11. 
19 Jerman, James A. The “Sheela-na-Gig” carvings of the British Isles: suggestions for a reclassification, and 

other notes. Journal of the County Louth Archaeological and Historical Society. vol. 20 no. 1 (1981): 10–24, 13. 
20 Freitag, p. 12. 
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Other theories were discussed during the 20th century, for example if one could find the 

Sheela-na-gig in early Irish literature. One acknowledged Celtic scholar named Ann Ross 

would go on to research the possibility of these figures being connected to the literature’s 

divine mothers. Her historical perspective told her that since there was no other iconographic 

imagery from the powerful goddesses of early sagas, she deemed this improbable.21 She 

would later go on to change her mind. Others suggested that these carvings were pagan Irish 

deities, made by Norman settlers creating a Gaelic revival.22 Joanne McMahon and Jack 

Roberts support Anne Ross’s theory in their book from 2000, arguing that the Sheela-na-gig 

represents some ancient Celtic goddess.23 

Jørgen Andersen was the first one to write a full-length study about the Sheela-na-gig. His 

book The Witch on the Wall came out in 1977. His discussion covers a number of topics; the 

figures’ discovery, the Romanesque motif, continental figures, the question on whether they 

are pagan or medieval, etc. Andersen’s book was the first one to emphasise the asymmetry of 

the figures, arguing that this would support their medieval origin. His theory is that the 

Sheela-na-gig was intended to be an apotropaic symbol, that it serves as a protective force 

against evil.24 Another scholar who has argued this is Conleth Manning.25 

There are also some other modern theories, that have not been as recognised. One such theory 

is that the Sheela-na-gig has her roots in an ancient frog goddess, which supposedly would 

have survived through the ages perhaps from as far back as the Bronze Age.26 Pierre Bettez 

Gravel suggests a link between the Sheela-na-gig and a similar carving in Serbia.27 There are 

still some scholars who argue for the connection to early Irish literary figures as well.28 

                                                           
21 Ross, Ann. Pagan Celtic Britain. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul/New York: Columbia University Press, 

1967. 
22 Freitag, p 36–9.  
23 McMahon, Joanne and Roberts, Jack. The Sheela-na-Gigs of Ireland and Britain: The Divine Hag of the 

Christian Celts – An Illustrated Guide. Blackrock: Mercier Press, 2000. 
24 Andersen, Jørgen. The Witch on the Wall: Medieval Erotic Sculpture in the British Isles. Copenhagen: 

Rosenkilde and Bagger, 1977. 
25 Manning, Conleth. A Sheela-na-Gig from Glanworth Castle, Co. Cork. In Figures From the Past: Studies on 

Figurative Art in Christian Ireland, Rynne, Etienne (ed.), 278–82. Dun Laoghaire: The Glendale Press, 1987. p. 

281.  
26 Gimbutas, Marija Alseikaite. The Living Goddess. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 

1999. p. 30.  
27 Gravel, Pierre Bettez. The Malevolent Eye: An Essay on the Evil Eye, Fertility and the Concept of Mana. New 

York; Washington D.C.; Baltimore; San Francisco; Bern; Frankfurt am Main; Berlin; Vienna; Paris: Lang, 1995. 

p. 88.  
28 Robbins Dexter, Miriam and, Mair, Victor H. Sacred Display: Divine and Magical Female Figures of 

Eurasia. Amherst: Cambria Press, 2010. p. 92–5.  
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Modern scholars have started to view the Sheela-na-gig from a feminist perspective, including 

the figure in women’s studies and similar research. One such example is Georgia Rhoades, 

lifting questions such as female sexuality, sisterhood, and women’s aging.29 Ann Pearson 

writes for a women’s studies journal about the Sheela-na-gig and medieval vaginal imagery, 

asking the question ‘if the phallus was powerful, why not the vulva?’.30 

In more modern times, a more common approach seems to be the one that Weir and Jerman 

advocate; that the Sheela-na-gig has Romanesque origins. Eamonn Kelly is one example of 

other scholars who argue this.31 Weir and Jerman emphasise a continental connection, 

specifically with France and Spain. Kelly points out that the distribution of Sheela-na-gigs in 

Ireland show that they were more common in areas with Anglo-Norman settlements. 

Catherine Karkov also mention this, claiming that these figures ‘began life in Ireland as an 

Anglo-Norman import’.32  

Freitag’s book is somewhat newer (first published in 2004), but has also gotten quite a lot of 

attention since it came out. One scholar who uses Freitag as a source is Roberta Gilchrist, in 

her book on medieval life from 2012.33  

 

 

1.9 The study’s relation to previous literature  

One of the reasons that it is important to examine the literature on the Sheela-na-gig is that 

there is a lot of literature taking on very different perspectives. There is no literary, medieval 

source to tell us why these figures were carved into stone and displayed in the places where 

we continue to find them. This study will take two of these theories and compare them; 

compare their intentions and arguments, what they are saying and how they are saying it. 

Barbara Freitag’s theory is building on an older idea of the Sheela-na-gig being a folk deity 

which protects women, but gives it a new perspective and more substance. Anthony Weir and 

                                                           
29 Rhoades, Georgia. Decoding the Sheela-na-gig. Feminist Formations, vol. 22, no. 2, The Politics and 

Rhetorics of Embodiment (Summer 2010): p. 167–94. 
30 Pearson, Ann. Reclaiming the Sheela-na-gigs. Canadian Woman Studies, vol. 17, no. 3 (1997): p. 20–4, 21–3. 
31 Kelly, Eamonn P. Sheela-na-Gigs: Origins and Functions. Dublin: Town House and Country House, 1996. p. 

8–14.  
32 Karkov, Catherine E. Sheela-na-gigs and Other Unruly Women: Images of Land and Gender in Medieval 

Ireland. In From Ireland Coming, Hourihane, Colum (ed.), 313–31. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001. 

p. 314. 
33 Gilchrist, Roberta. Medieval Life: Archaeology and the Life Course. Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2012. p. 

184. 
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James Jerman argue that the Sheela-na-gig is a Romanesque phenomenon, focussing on art 

history in a Christian context.  

As the field is so very diverse and no one has a definitive answer, there is a tendency to argue 

one’s own case without really meeting the other theories in some form of discussion. When 

reading previous research, it seems to be more common to state one’s own opinion on the 

matter, mention that there are many theories on the subject, but not go into further discussion. 

This might be because doing so would just create new discussions where no one can ‘win’. 

This is not the intention with this study. My goal is to take two established theories and 

analyse what they are saying, how they are saying it and why. These two theories come from 

different disciplines and have very different ideas on what the Sheela-na-gig is. In my own 

opinion, the field(s) could benefit from more dialogue in this particular debate. The danger 

with all the theories being out there on their own is that it creates an opportunity to pick and 

choose what kind of evidence to include in your research. By comparing two theories, I hope 

to contribute to a development in the field through questioning how the theories argue in 

different ways, what they include and exclude.  

 

 

1.10 Disposition   

In the following part of the thesis (Analysis), I will discuss each element chosen in relation to 

the discourse theory separately, starting with Weir and Jerman each time. I have chosen to 

begin with them as their book was published before Freitag’s. After presenting their 

perspective on each element, I will discuss Freitag’s point of view. After every element, a 

comparison will follow. This will be about 35–40 pages in total. When all elements have been 

analysed, I will finish with a summary of about 2 pages.  

  



17 

 

2. Analysis 

 

2.1 Background of the scholars and their theories 

Before starting to analyse the arguments of the theories in question, it might help the reader to 

learn the main points of each theory to get a better understanding when beginning to read the 

following discussions. I will now provide a short introduction to the two books which are the 

main focus of this thesis, and the theories presented in them.  

Anthony Weir and James Jerman argue that the Sheela-na-gig figures are expressions of 

Romanesque art, which was first created on the continent, in France and Spain. They believe 

that the Sheela-na-gig was a symbol used by the Church as a warning against lust and sin. 

They tackle the question of the Sheela-na-gig from the perspective of two art historians, 

placing the figure in a greater context of Romanesque art, originating on the European 

continent. According to Weir and Jerman, these sexual carvings were derived from the 

Classical period, but being distinctly Romanesque, were created by the Church in order to 

portray the ugliness of sexuality, the grotesque and the horrifying aspects. The Church’s 

intention was to hinder people from committing sinful actions. This moralising theme is 

supported by the way they interpret the figures’ imagery, and the way they place them in the 

context of Romanesque art tradition.34  

Barbara Freitag wrote her book on Sheela-na-gigs as a lecturer in Intercultural Studies at 

Dublin City University, Ireland. Her focus on intercultural relations is a line of argument 

throughout her research on these particular carvings. As she presents her theory, she 

reinforces her arguments by observing folklore from different parts of Europe, searching for 

commonalities specifically relating to childbirth and fertility. Freitag’s theory is based in folk 

tradition. Her opinion on the Sheela-na-gig carvings is that they are folk deities specifically 

intended to support women through childbirth, as the figures are associated with ‘life-giving 

powers, birth and death and the renewal of life’. As Sheela-na-gigs are found in rural areas, 

Freitag looks specifically on the folk deities and traditions of the countryside. She argues her 

case by looking at medieval history, social context, and folklore. Through her research, she 

finds the Sheela-na-gig to be a ‘divine assistant at childbirth who, at the same time, formed a 

                                                           
34 Weir and Jerman, p. 11–5, 23–4.  
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link with the realm of the dead’.35 While Freitag is aware that her theory that the Sheela-na-

gig is a folk deity cannot be proved, she expresses hope that her work has ‘produced sufficient 

evidence in support of this idea’.36 

 

Weir and Jerman’s view on other theories and reactions towards the Sheela-na-gig 

When discussing other Sheela-na-gig theories than their own, Weir and Jerman tend to be 

quite expressive. They do state early on that their intention is not to completely dismiss them, 

but that they do find such theories to lack necessary evidence, and that their advocates 

sometimes overlook the need for further explanation to avoid ‘slack, dismissive judgments’. 

This comment is given when referring to the theories which put Sheela-na-gigs in the context 

of pre-Christian religions, and the ones that give the Sheela-na-gig an apotropaic purpose.37  

One such theory explains the Sheela-na-gig as an idol remaining in a medieval context, but 

with roots in a pre-Christian fertility religion. According to this theory, mentioned by Weir 

and Jerman, the reason that Sheela-na-gigs are found in remote areas in the countryside is that 

the people in these areas still would hold onto elements of the older religious tradition, 

although it has been Christianised and adapted to the Church for the sake of being able to 

keep that sort of imagery in a Christian context. This old tradition supposedly stems from the 

Bronze Age, or before that, and developed through the pagan Celts and Scandinavian 

settlers.38   

The second theory Weir and Jerman describe is somewhat similar to the first one, but is more 

apotropaic. This one argues that the Sheela-na-gig is a fertility symbol associated with magic 

and that it works as protection against evil. The authors point out superstition as one of the 

main arguments in favour of this theory; that people from the countryside supposedly are 

more prone to superstitions and protective charms, such as the Sheela-na-gig. Weir and 

Jerman offer two explanations for this assumption: firstly, that country folk, living closer to 

the earth, might have more reason to cling to superstition, and secondly that they simply 

might be more conservative than people in more urban areas.39  

                                                           
35 Freitag, p. 1–2.  
36 Freitag, p. 119.  
37 Weir and Jerman, p. 10. 
38 Ibid, p. 10. 
39 Ibid, p. 10. 
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Even though Weir and Jerman propose that it was the moralising agenda which led to the 

preservation of the carvings, they say that it might also have been the cause for 

misinterpretations forming, such as the idea of the Sheela-na-gig being magical. When 

pointing this out, they do discuss the folkloristic interpretations but stress that such folklore is 

localised to the insular region, and that there is no such correlation on the Continent. 

According to Weir and Jerman, the exhibitionists in France and Spain are simply ‘accepted 

for what they are: sculptures among many others of similar appearance’, and they stress that 

they are not associated with magic there. Because they hold no special significance there, they 

generally go unnoticed and so it might not be unexpected that the figures were left alone on 

the Continent, while they were hidden, buried or destroyed in the British Isles.40 While Weir 

and Jerman acknowledge that many of these carvings are related to some form of apotropaic 

magic, they think that this was a later development that was added to the images after they 

had already been brought to the British Isles. A reason to believe that any apotropaic 

functions would have to be later additions, is that apotropaic symbols generally depict male 

figures, while the majority of figures in the British Isles are female.41  

Weir and Jerman acknowledge some apotropaic use of the Sheela-na-gig, but they are much 

more sceptical towards more folkloristic views connecting the Sheela-na-gig to any older, 

Celtic traditions. They argue that the reason people make this connection is because of the 

name. When modern scholars first started discussing Sheela-na-gigs in Ireland, they used this 

term assuming that it was a ‘Celtic’ word.42 We will not go into the discussion of the name 

here, but its meaning has been debated by many people assuming its Old Irish origin. 

According to Weir and Jerman, the name together with the findings in Ireland sparked the 

idea that the Sheela-na-gigs are remnants of ‘Celtic fertility magic’. This, they argue, is 

unlikely because of the general lack of Celtic ‘female sexual symbols’, while the Romans also 

introduced more phallic symbols.43  

Although they do not agree with such ‘Celtic’ theories, Weir and Jerman do recognise that 

folk ideas are generally long-lived, and that beliefs concerning fertility magic could be 

remnants from the past, and perhaps even attached to the Sheela-na-gigs. Nevertheless, they 

would argue that folkloric arguments are too hypothetical, and that they are somewhat 

negligible when one considers the ‘Continental evidence’. When taking the Romanesque, 

                                                           
40 Weir and Jerman p. 21. 
41 Ibid, p. 29. 
42 Ibid, p. 29. 
43 Ibid, p. 29–30. 
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Franco-Hispanic context and influences into account, both the apotropaic and fertility magic 

functions could be deemed insignificant.44 

Through the centuries following the rediscovery of the Sheela-na-gigs in Britain and Ireland, 

a lot of scholarly focus has been on particularly the Irish ones. Weir and Jerman wish that the 

same amount of interest would have been shown for the similar figures from Spain and 

France. They argue that this could have prevented some common misconceptions;  

1. that the Sheela-na-gig sometimes has been considered an insular phenomenon 

2. that the intention behind the figures was mainly apotropaic 

3. that their origin was anything else but Christian 

4. that their dating could be before the 11th century.  

 

These studies have often been found in ‘obscure’ journals, when the discussion could have 

been more open, like the discussions regarding their contemporary sculptures, if only the 

continental interest had been higher.45  

While making some final remarks about fertility theories, Weir and Jerman are very specific 

in saying that they ‘have not found the slightest suspicion that there entered into any of these 

works an element of fertility worship’. One possible exception could be the so-called ‘foliage-

spewers’.46 These are figures with vegetation (or sometimes snakes) coming out of their 

faces.47 If these figures were to represent ‘life springing forth from dead skulls’, this could 

implicate fertility functions, but otherwise Weir and Jerman see no proof of this, or of 

apotropaic magic being intended during construction. Nor do they admit to having found 

anything in folkloric tales that would point to these carvings representing pre-Christian idols. 

 

Freitag’s view on other theories and reactions towards the Sheela-na-gig 

Freitag talks quite a lot about how the Sheela-na-gigs were received and treated upon 

rediscovery. While a lot of people of course were somewhat shocked, it has also become clear 

that most Irish Sheela-na-gigs remained undetected by Ireland’s Ordnance Survey. Freitag 

interprets this as the local people preferring to keep the figures a secret. There are also reports 
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21 

 

of people in both the Irish and British countryside, protecting Sheela-na-gigs while risking 

angering their local clergy.48 One example of such an event in Ireland was reported in the 

1930’s, as the local inhabitants brought the Sheela-na-gig ‘idol’ out as a charm from time to 

time. The Priest tried to put an end to that practice, but the people ended up hiding the 

figure.49 Something similar happened in Ballyvourney, Ireland, where local rituals were not 

appreciated either. According to tradition, the Sheela-na-gig used to be passed around for 

people to touch it, but after the priests put an end to this ritual the stone was put permanently 

in a niche. People who want to touch the stone now have to reach in there, with arms almost 

to full length, as the stone may not be taken out of there.50 These are just two of many more 

examples where Sheela-na-gigs have been hidden in walls or pillars, or buried in the 

graveyard. This tells us that they were considered important in many places, as people would 

not fulfil the order from the Church, wishing to see the figures destroyed. The orders started 

coming from people of higher rank within the Church during the 17th century. Some orders 

call for the Sheela-na-gigs to be burned, telling us that there were wooden figures as well. But 

this was not the only thing causing unease within the Church; people were still making 

pilgrimages to holy wells and special trees, they held traditional wakes and funeral in the 

event of someone dying, and other remnants from an ‘older religion’, which they also wanted 

gone.51   

This situation raises two questions in particular; why did the Church want these images 

removed now, after already having them around for centuries, and why would the people not 

want to let go of them? According to Freitag, the early Christian Church could not ignore the 

importance of the Sheela-na-gig, and she therefore suggests that the Church’s intention was to 

temporarily endure these figures, knowing that it would not last forever. Freitag’s theory is 

that there was a plan in the Church that the Sheela-na-gig symbol would in time be adapted to 

fill a more Christian purpose. Later on, the Church would no longer accept the presence of 

these carvings, and started ridding themselves of the Sheela-na-gigs. This would have 

happened by the 17th century, but in many cases probably before that.52  

There are cases recorded in both England and Ireland where the local population kept their 

Sheela-na-gig, even though the Church disapproved. Sometimes the Church did not just speak 
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out against the carvings, but would even attack it. Freitag references several of Edith Guests 

articles from the 1930s. Guest and Freitag often have similar opinions, both connecting the 

Sheela-na-gig to pagan origins and fertility rituals.53  

Freitag still argues that early Christianity was intentionally trying to avoid conflict with pre-

Christian traditions, while setting up monasteries to rule the surrounding areas, with the 

intention of eventually get rid of any remaining pagan customs. They Christianized places in 

nature, such as standing stones, by adding crosses. Freitag relies a lot on the assumption that 

people in rural societies were not easily won over, as the fertility practices were so deeply 

established in their culture. This would have led to the Church incorporating chosen aspects 

of folklore, to create a bridge between the traditions. They included different types of 

childbirth aids in their practice, while excluding genital symbols and other things deemed 

unfitting. That said, Freitag also writes that there are ‘no direct references to childbirth rites, 

Sheela-na-gigs or other birth deities’, when talking about Christian sources.54 

 

Theoretical framework and the theories 

Here are the elements that will be examined in each theory:  

- Historical context (What was the Sheela-na-gig’s historical context like? Since it is a 

female figure; how do the authors discuss women, female sexuality, and/or 

motherhood?) 

- Physical attributes (What is the Sheela-na-gig, how are her physical features 

described?)  

- Intention (Why does she exist, what is her purpose; this is the part that mainly defines 

the different theories, the rest is often used to argue this case.) 

- Location (Churches, castles, specific areas on different constructions; where is the 

Sheela-na-gig found?)  

As was discussed in the chapter on theoretical framework; my intention is to use articulation 

in order to fix these four elements’ meanings into temporary moments. To provide some extra 

structure, I will use keywords. That will help me discuss the differences between the theories, 

and define what separates them from each other.  

                                                           
53 Freitag, p. 103–5. 
54 Ibid, p. 106–10. 



23 

 

 

 

2.2 Historical context  

Weir and Jerman  

Keywords: Romanesque art history, continental connections, sexual exhibitionists, warning 

against sin and lust.  

These two scholars have chosen to look at the Sheela-na-gig through the perspective of art, 

and so it is the art history which dominates their discussion of the historical context. A lot of 

their reasoning is based on Spanish and French history, specifically that related to art, as they 

place the Sheela-na-gig and her origins in that area among the Romanesque art tradition. 

When discussing history not directly related to the artistic aspects, Weir and Jerman rely 

heavily on Andersen’s apotropaic theories.  

The term ‘Romanesque’ was invented in the 19th century and should, according to Weir and 

Jerman, include all artforms based on Roman models. The term is generally limited to 

describe just architecture, or things from only the 11th and 12th century, but Weir and Jerman 

would have it be more open than that. The art style is very eclectic and symbolic, using both 

Christian and heathen imagery in order to portray different topics. While it contains aspects of 

the older Roman style and the Mediterranean naturalistic look, the Romanesque also 

integrates more asymmetrical, convoluted, primitive, and grotesque elements. In many cases 

there is tension, horror, and pain, mirroring a world of insecurity and hostility. The figures in 

these images are sometimes disproportionate and have twisted limbs, and they may look 

tormented.55  

Weir and Jerman argue that the Sheela-na-gigs and their Romanesque relatives derive from 

the 11th century, while ‘blossoming’ in the 12th century.56 They argue that Sheela-na-gigs 

belong in the category of ‘sexual exhibitionists’.57 One of their main arguments used to 

support this hypothesis is that the Sheela-na-gig as an instrument against human lust fits well 

into the contemporary attack on just that, through portraying something evil, specifically lust. 

Such an attack was well established in France and northern Spain, and seems to have spread 

to the British Isles. According to Weir and Jerman’s reasoning, there were some carvings 
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supporting this, which might seem unrelated at first, but the connection becomes clearer when 

it has already been made, rather than when seeking it out.58  

Weir and Jerman describe their own theory as having simple solutions without mystification, 

and yet again point out that their explanations should be more likely than those of other 

theories. A lot of previous focus regarding the Sheela-na-gig has been on the insular carvings 

but Weir and Jerman agree with what Andersen argued in 1977 – there is an important 

European connection to the insular ones. Andersen’s objective was specifically to study the 

insular examples, but he mentioned some French and some Spanish ones, and wrote that it 

would have been possible for French and other continental trends to cross over to the British 

Isles. There were many closely related types of sexual exhibitionists on the continent; coital 

couples, megaphallic men etc., as well as other vulgar figures that did not show any genitalia. 

The latter ones could often be found in very close proximity to the ‘sexual exhibitionists’, and 

Weir and Jerman consider it likely that they also would have been seen as somewhat sexual 

by the medieval people, but the fact that we might not necessarily make that assumption today 

makes defining the Sheela-na-gig more difficult. Assuming that the images now considered 

‘non-sexual’ actually had sexual overtones during their original context in the Middle Ages, 

the fact that their context is gone makes us focus more on the Sheela-na-gigs, as they are 

suddenly more interesting. Weir and Jerman writes that this creates an imbalance between the 

Sheela-na-gigs and the images that might once have been ‘companions’. That is the situation 

in the insular areas, where the remnants of the Romanesque abundance are few.59  

This kind of argumentation shows a certain amount of assumptions being made to fit Weir 

and Jerman’s theory. In the case of the non-sexual figures, they seek out information that they 

know is uncertain, they mention that, but they still choose to mention it. Had there been a 

clearer Romanesque tradition surrounding the insular Sheela-na-gigs, there might not have 

been as big a need to collect evidence on the continent?  

Weir and Jerman would not agree with such a statement even though the Sheela-na-gigs in the 

British Isles differ from the continental images. They still argue that the similarities with the 

continental art provides greater evidence, as there are so many sexual carvings there, even 

though they are not the same as the Sheela-na-gig. The fact that the Sheela-na-gig was 

rediscovered in Ireland before a discussion had commenced about them in Britain is the 

reason that they got an Irish name, and that people assumed that they must derive from a 
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Celtic tradition. Many scholars have argued a connection between these figures and Celtic 

mythology for example. Weir and Jerman, on the other hand, stress that even though that 

might be interesting and persuasive, the continental abundance of carvings is a better source 

of evidence.60  

When it comes to dating the Sheela-na-gig, Weir and Jerman base their dating theory 

completely in the Romanesque tradition. It is often very difficult to date these carvings, as 

they are made of stone and might not be part of the original buildings where they are found. 

Weir and Jerman avoid a lot of the issues of dating by using the established continental art 

history. They are very certain in their claim that the exhibitionist carvings flourished between 

1080 and 1250, and the method they use for making this claim is through the dating of French 

Romanesque churches. They interpret these dates as the art works’ peak probably being 

around 1150 on the continent, and a bit later in the British Isles. As Weir and Jerman rely on 

Andersen’s theories a lot, they also use his argument that all the French and Spanish churches 

where their examined examples of exhibitionist figures have been found can be dated to the 

12th century or a time period very close to it. There are also other Romanesque trends 

narrowing the dating down, as Weir and Jerman trace decorations where the figures’ heads 

have beaks, and carvings where the figures have horse heads. The beakhead trend originated 

in south-west France and travelled to England through Normandy. The horse head depictions 

seem to have come to Ireland via the coast, starting in the French Saintonge.61  

I find their method of dating slightly problematic, as they only seem to ground their 

arguments on a continental evidence basis, without taking the figures in question into account 

at all. Even if the Sheela-na-gig is part of the Romanesque tradition, that type of figure is still 

based in the British Isles and not on the continent. The insular area, their historical context is 

different from the ones in France and Spain. The Sheela-na-gig do not have horse heads or 

beaks (even though a small number of such figures have also been found in the British Isles), 

and so using such figures to date them solely because they are Romanesque seems slightly out 

of context.62 That said, Weir and Jerman do make a case for connecting the figures with horse 

heads and beaks to the insular area. A few such figures have been found in Ireland, and as the 

only continental area where those kinds of horse heads have been found is in Saintonge, close 

to the ports where Irish pilgrims used to arrive, this might indicate that the heads were 
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brought to Ireland by pilgrims returning after their pilgrimage.63 Even so, it does not 

specifically explain the influx of Sheela-na-gigs in the British Isles.  

Weir and Jerman on the other hand, argue that the early female sexual exhibitionistic figures 

could easily be predecessors to the Sheela-na-gigs. Earlier Romanesque carvings were also 

often found on churches in positions which showed their genitalia, but they were not 

pornographic. Weir and Jerman argue that the enlarged genitalia and the position, which is 

also characteristic for the Sheela-na-gig, indicated that they had either a didactic or a minatory 

purpose.64  

This type of argument indicates that Weir and Jerman seem to strive for well-grounded, 

simple explanations that offer a conclusion that is not too far-fetched, but they still base their 

arguments on a historical context that is geographically on an entirely different place. Of 

course, it is possible for traditions to spread across continents, but I find the fact that they 

generally do not consider local Irish or British art or architecture to either find arguments, or 

even to support their own claim.  

When Weir and Jerman do look at history which is not completely in the realm of art, they 

look at Christian traditions, which seems more applicable as the great majority of the Sheela-

na-gigs are found on church walls. To make their argument of the Sheela-na-gig being used to 

warn viewers against committing sin, they use some of Andersen’s theories. They argue that 

the Romanesque art found on churches was not there simply to decorate; it had an important 

purpose in teaching the Scripture, keeping the people aware of the Christian way, and the 

danger of doing it wrong.65 After the 12th century more power went to the bishops and the 

secular clergy, and as the monastic orders lost some of their standing so did the cruder 

imagery depicting Hell and torture. Instead one can see an influx of saints and prophets, while 

gargoyles replaced devils and demons.66 If Weir and Jerman are correct in their dating, this 

would mean that the warnings of sin and hell would have been more common during the 

Sheela-na-gigs highpoint, supporting their claim that the Sheela-na-gigs are there to set an 

example.  

There is a general lack of focus on specifically female sexuality in Weir and Jerman’s 

discussion of insular carvings, where most of their examples of the Sheela-na-gig as a 
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warning against lust just mentions the concept of lust and sin, not specifically the woman. 

They do on the other hand lift the question of female sexuality more with regards to the 

continental carvings, when they discuss some of Andersen’s observations. Andersen saw 

examples of implicit attacks against women in some carvings of couples, but he did not 

develop much of a discussion about the subject. Weir and Jerman point out that there was also 

a contemporary ‘monastic fulmination’ against Eve, which was very much a part of the 

Sheela-na-gig invention. They believe that her development stemmed from the 12th century 

Church and its anti-feminism.67  

But the fact remains that Sheela-na-gigs are female figures. Since the majority of the Sheela-

na-gigs are found in a Christian context, it seems reasonable that Weir and Jerman focus on 

what might have been the Christian agenda when placing them there. The argument they 

make about the contemporary view on women does not seem unreasonable either, but there 

still seems to be something missing in Weir and Jerman’s discussion. We know from the 

continent that there are plenty of similar, male Romanesque figures, but why are they not as 

common in Britain or Ireland? If the Church’s agenda to warn people against committing sin 

is the same in the British Isles, France and Spain, as Weir and Jerman already have argued, 

how come there are barely any male sexual carvings in Ireland and England?  

One of Weir and Jerman’s explanations for the sexual Romanesque themes is the power that 

the monastic orders held during the Romanesque period, often manifesting itself in 

ornamentations and church design. As the orders had taken chastity and poverty vows, and the 

different types of sin (the Carinal, Mortal or Deadly Sins) were important topics for 

discussion, this was portrayed in the decorations. Of these, the most common themes to depict 

through stone carvings were the sins lust and greed. Such images could fill entire church 

facades and their surroundings. Although the orders’ stand on these subjects were clear, there 

are texts describing their own judgement towards themselves and towards others, mentioning 

‘impure’ thoughts and deeds, implying the struggles of sexual repression and seeking release 

through masturbation. According to Weir and Jerman, the large number of male exhibitionists 

in decorations might be an expression of this. The female versions could have been a 

development of this theme, as was not unheard of in other Romanesque imagery. Adding to 

this, the Temptress of the Garden of Eden was very present in the monastic context of the 

time, as was theologians’ writings describing women as unclean, as having caused the Fall of 
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Man, and that they would defile anyone who touched them. Weir and Jerman would argue 

that the female exhibitionist imagery was rooted in extreme misogyny.68  

 

 

Freitag  

Keywords: continental connections, women’s lives, childbirth, death, folk magic, midwives. 

A large part of Freitag’s arguments are based on the wider European historical situation for 

women, specifically the conditions for medieval mothers, even though it is difficult to find 

evidence to support the theory. As she centres her claims in a rural context, there is often a 

lack of material and written documentation as that would usually be reserved for the wealthier 

part of society. Because a majority of the poorer inhabitants in the more remote, rural areas 

could not write or read, Freitag has no personal accounts to consider. Freitag also argues that 

there is not enough archaeological material available to form a well-rounded image of these 

societies, this because there has been too little focus on these areas when choosing what to 

excavate. According to Freitag, the same could be said about research concerning religious 

and popular customs, and when it comes to the subject of country women, there is almost no 

written evidence to talk about at all. The first early European texts written in monastic 

contexts mainly discussed women who were mythological or historical figures, very devout, 

or they were mentioned in relation to law. Later texts would primarily centre around feudal 

women and love, religious female figures, or the diaries and letters of the bourgeois women. 

The rural women in the British Isles are excluded from this, and since they are not discussed 

specifically Freitag argues that one has to look for information farther away to gain relevant 

knowledge.69  

For Freitag’s theory to have ground, it depends on the rural traditions surrounding the Sheela-

na-gig in the British Isles being similar enough to the local traditions in the rest of Europe, 

which she refers to. She does argue that they in fact did not differ very much, specifically not 

from the western and northern parts of continental Europe (this with regard to the economic, 

cultural and social circumstances). Though of course there were regional variations, the 

overall situations were similar, and thus Freitag considers some continental studies that, even 

though their nature is somewhat scattered, does provide information about medieval country 
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life.70 The material that Freitag uses gives an insight primarily into the dangers of 

motherhood. She does this as she considers the Sheela-na-gig to be a protective symbol, 

helpful for women who either want to conceive or who are going through labour.  

Freitag’s arguments consists of bits and pieces of information, collected from all over Europe. 

The natural danger in this is that she puts herself in a situation where she has to choose 

evidence from very distant areas, specifically to suit her own theory, as there is not enough in 

the British Isles. This leads to her arguments seeming well grounded when observed on their 

own, but one has to wonder what kind of information did not support the theory and was 

therefore not chosen? That said, Freitag observes different areas of society and makes a great 

effort to relate it as much as possible to the context of the British Isles.  

One of the areas she examines is the social aspect relating to family. Freitag writes that in 

most of Europe at this time, poorer families in the rural areas would commonly consist of a 

husband, wife and a few children. They would often live in close quarters, and while women 

would share the farm work with the men, they would also be responsible for housework and 

childcare.  Freitag looks at the age when which medieval marriage most commonly took 

place, and it seems to have varied somewhat, but the Church permitted girls to marry when 

they hit puberty. During the middle ages, that usually happened between the ages 12 and 14. 

While most records of marriage concerns richer families, there are records confirming that 

German girls would usually marry at the age of 12 or 13 in the late medieval period, but that 

this would change during the following centuries to the ages 16 to 20. In Ireland, a common 

age for girls to marry was 14, and an early age seems to have continued to be a norm even in 

later centuries. Freitag writes that women did not only marry young during the middle ages, 

they died young as well. As did their children, due to the dangers of medieval child labour.71  

This brings her to the function of the Sheela-na-gig; protecting women in labour. She uses the 

argument that poor women all over Europe often had a very low life expectancy, and that the 

risk of dying in childbirth must have been very high, even though there are no definite 

numbers on the matter. Through examining skeletal remains of women and by reading the 

journals of doctors, one can deduce that European women had a life expectancy about 27-30 

years between the 13th and 16th century). One will also see that women had to go through 

many pregnancies. According to records of French doctors in the 14th century, an average 

woman was pregnant more than 11 times in her life. The child mortality rate was also very 
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high. This would remain the case into the early modern times. According to Freitag, this 

mortality rate for both women and children was higher during the early middle ages was 

largely due to insufficient nutrition, especially low in protein and iron. Women of a 

menstruating age required more than twice the amount of iron that men did, and the average 

man did barely get enough of it. This resulted in many women becoming anaemic, which 

increased the risk of cardiac problems and a number of other diseases. When the farming 

methods improved, so did the nutrition, but pregnancy and labour was still dangerous.72 

The situation must have had women very aware of the risk of death in childbirth. This brings 

Freitag to the question: who could the medieval women turn to for help with both the physical 

aspects, and for spiritual support? She then concludes that the Church probably did not 

provide a lot of help, as the Christian teachings told women their pain was to be expected. 

Some Christians argued that it was actually a punishment for Eve’s actions in the Book of 

Genesis, and that dying in childbirth offered a chance to be forgiven. There are even records 

of German clergymen suggesting that suffering and dying in childbirth was very 

‘delectable’.73  

Freitag interprets this as that the women had to find help and support elsewhere, concluding 

that ‘most women, one would imagine, did not share this vision of ultimate bliss’. This leads 

to her arguing in favour of the divine, female helpers. Again, Freitag has taken on a difficult 

case, with not many reliable sources mentioning the Sheela-na-gig’s role in this. Still, she has 

chosen a well-rounded material concerning the topic of medieval pregnancy. There might 

have been a risk in comparing such a situation between women from different parts of 

Europe, but since Freitag’s sources all deal with women from a similar social standing, and 

they live in comparable rural contexts, one might conclude that they were in similar positions.  

Freitag writes that, considering these unsupportive opinions from the Church, it was not 

strange that medieval childbirth mostly concerned women. Some accounts show men helping 

their wives through labour, but records from all over Europe tell us that women in labour 

were helped by other women from their community. As the human support in childbirth 

consisted of mainly women, so did the divine helpers, and there were many types of remedies, 

amulets, charms and rites claiming to help ease the pain and speed the process up. Longer 

labours increased the risks. Records show pagan charms and cures being Christianized to 

various degrees. Not all of these remedies were available to ordinary people, but those that 
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were consisted of great variety. Even so, many of them were based on a type of ‘sympathetic 

magic’ which argued a link between objects and people, for example that loosening knots 

would help opening the birth canal or by giving the woman in labour milk from another 

woman to drink (the idea being that the good fortunes from a successful birth could be 

transferred). There were also mythological aspects to these remedies, for instance when using 

particular herbs because of their association with a certain goddess (such as Artemis, who was 

considered a goddess of fertility and childbirth by many). Freitag writes that ‘it must have 

instilled medieval women with a great sense of encouragement and reassurance to know that 

all was done that could be done’.74 

Freitag argues that the Sheela-na-gig was such a help to these women, but a big part of her 

argument refers to other types of folk magic, unrelated to the Sheela-na-gig. She lists a 

number of tools, stone amulets and girdles for example. They might seem a bit too separate 

from the Sheela-na-gig to be relevant, but Freitag does connect the pieces together by 

referring to Christianisation similar to the one she suggests for the Sheela-na-gig. Even so, it 

is sometimes difficult to see how this type of evidence would strengthen her theory, other than 

showing that there indeed were folkloristic methods for support in labour.  

Stone amulets could be made from ordinary pebbles or precious stone, and seem to have been 

very common. A stone could be chosen because of its shape, colour or pattern, or because it 

was considered to have special powers. Magnetite and amber were for instance used because 

it was believed that they were able of keeping the foetus in the body during pregnancy, and 

pulling it out during labour. Some stones bore inscriptions or depictions. One such charm has 

been found in England, and it has carvings showing the goddess Isis, a uterus with ligaments 

and fallopian tubes, and a key ‘which symbolically unlocks the pregnant uterus at term’. 

Some stones have been found in Christian sanctuaries, indicating that they were Christianised. 

One such example is an amulet supposedly from the 10th-11th century, given to St Alban’s 

Abbey by a king. Due to the help it gave women in labour, anyone was allowed to borrow it if 

they needed it. It was used by invoking St Alban, putting it on the woman’s breast and 

moving it downwards to have the baby fleeing the stone as it came closer.75  

According to Freitag, the use of girdles seems to have been as widespread as the stone 

amulets. These could be made out of any material and take many forms: ribbons, string, or 

leather belts to name a few. As previously mentioned, there was a general belief that knots 
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should be loosened. When going into labour, the girdle previously tied around some part of 

the woman’s body (for example abdomen, thigh or chest) had to be removed in order to ease 

the process. And just as birthing stone amulets were sometimes Christianised, so were these 

birthing girdles, often used in the name of ‘our Lady’ or by invoking a saint. Many such 

girdles were found during the English dissolution of the monasteries in the 16th century with 

11 found only in Leicester monasteries. During the later witch hunt, there are records of one 

prosecuted woman who had a birthing girdle ‘which tied round women in childbirth had the 

power of helping their delivery’. Records from as late as the 20th century mention birthing 

girdles being used in Ireland and Scotland, though surrounded by secrecy.76  

Such stories of folklore are interesting, but still I would argue that even though they create an 

image of wide-spread European folklore, they do not specifically reinforce the Sheela-na-gig 

as a protector of pregnant women just by looking at the historical context. In the next chapter 

on the other hand, we will see that some of the objects that the Sheela-na-gig is sometimes 

depicted with might support these claims.  

Something a bit more relevant in order to support this claim, on the other hand, is the usage of 

statues and calling out to birth deities or saints, as this is what Freitag believes the Sheela-na-

gig was used for; an amulet which helped invoking protective powers.  

Freitag mentions that charms also often were balancing between pagan and Christian imagery 

in their content. In Spain, some women would swallow pepper grains and an older woman 

would say ‘Deliver this woman, O Mary, from this difficult labour’, instead of ‘Deliver us 

from evil’. The words were often memorised and usually accompanied by a ritual, commonly 

involving amulets. Out of 12 Anglo-Saxon metrical charms found in England, 3 were to be 

combined with the use of amulets. In Ireland, they used a wooden statue of St Brendan by 

raising it three times in the name of the Trinity. The people who had held the statue in the 

ritual would then touch the pregnant woman and thus aid her. Catholic communities tended to 

often call upon different saints for different issues, and labour was no different. Even when 

the Church later would try to stop the use of charms they lived on, as illiteracy and a lack of 

medical knowledge remained a problem throughout the poorer parts of Europe. There is some 

evidence showing that some Irish women still used ‘charms inscribed on vellum and tied on 

to the abdomen’ in the 1840s.77  
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Medical lore which concerned pregnancy and childbirth was referred to in ancient societies 

such as Greece and Rome, and it is mentioned in the Bible. In the Middle Ages, it was not as 

present as a topic of discussion. During that time, it was usually female relatives or 

experienced women from the community who would help a rural, pregnant woman in need. 

One could be deemed ‘experienced’ simply by having given birth successfully several times, 

and this midwife role could then be passed on from mother to daughter. As they did not have 

much medical knowledge, they used ‘hearsay, practical experience and magico-medical 

customs’. The goal was often to deliver the baby as quickly as possible, as longer labour 

increased the risks.78  

Freitag emphasises the role of female midwives, female folk deities, and female problems. 

What seems to be lacking from this is an explanation of the actual figures position. Why were 

they placed on churches, castles and monastic buildings? She discusses this question further 

in later chapters. The role of the Church would change during the Middle Ages, and Freitag 

does discuss this from a historical viewpoint. The role of women was challenged, specifically 

the role of the midwife, as the Church expanded its power in the rural areas. Freitag writes 

that in England, they made laws stating that they would not be allowed to use any witchcraft, 

charms, sorcery, invocation or prayers, others than such that would be allowed by the Church. 

Midwives would from the year 1584 have to take an oath promising not to invoke any saints 

either. Freitag writes that this is interesting, as it shows the Church distancing themselves 

from previously acceptable practices. In the 18th century, men of the Church in France would 

complain in texts about ‘Women helping one another’. Freitag argues that since midwifery 

and childbirth had been secret, used quasi-magical rituals, and had been out of men’s ‘reach 

and control’ for so long, it was not unexpected for midwives to be among the most common 

targets during the witch hunts in the late Middle Ages.79 

If this was indeed the case, it might be interesting to connect this to the Sheela-na-gig, 

assuming the generally accepted viewpoint that Sheela-na-gigs became less and less popular 

as the centuries passed by, eventually culminating in many of the figures being threatened or 

destroyed by the Church itself.  

Another integral part of Freitag’s theory is the Sheela-na-gig as a folk deity connecting birth 

and death. She bases this part of the theory on general European folklore that indicate a close 

relationship between death and birth, just as she did with the childbirth. To exemplify this 
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cyclic phenomenon, she uses mythology where gods return from the dead to bring with them 

new life, and mother goddesses both giving and taking lives, as well as stories where the 

powers of creation and destruction belonged together. Freitag also mentions art and other 

types of literature, and sculptures of female figures showing them as huntresses as well as 

nurturing beings. She also argues that it was not uncommon for midwives to partake in rituals 

concerning the dead, as she did with childbirth. Placing a new-born on the ground was a 

tradition in many places, as was the placing of the dead in a foetal position before a funeral. 

As the dead were accompanied by their possessions (tools, ornaments etc.) in their grave, one 

believes that they would have use for them in a new life.80  

Freitag draws a connection between life and death by pointing to certain lively and festive 

funeral traditions across Europe, for example including dancing in the graveyard, singing, 

drinking and lovemaking. In Ireland, young people would sometimes be married by a ‘mock 

priest’ during wakes. Some have interpreted these as remains of old fertility rituals, some as 

expression of hope of rebirth after death, and some have explained it as symbolic for ‘the 

dying year and reviving spring’. But it was also common to be concerned that the deceased 

would cause problems, and there were plenty of traditions which included addressing and 

lamenting the dead, providing them with food and drink. These are only a few of the 

examples Freitag uses while contextualising this topic.81  

When attempting to expand the connection between new-borns and ancestors, Freitag 

discusses the custom of naming children after their ancestors in a predetermined pattern, in 

order to have those ancestors be ‘reborn’. Other traditions determined that if a child was born, 

an older family member would die soon thereafter. Another folk belief was that if a baby was 

born on the same day as someone old died, that was a good sign as the child would then live 

to be as old as the person who passed away. Traditions such as these varied a lot between 

different areas.82  

These are all examples of European phenomena connecting births and deaths to each other, 

but that does not mean that Freitag specifically connects this birth/death interaction to the 

Sheela-na-gigs, but she does go further into this question when discussing the figure’s 

physical appearance. The main connection I can find in the historical context-section is the 

way Freitag describes the different titles of midwives throughout Europe, often possessing 
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meanings such as ‘granny’, ‘grandmother’, ‘ancestress’, ‘old woman’. There are also names 

referring to earth and fertility, for example ‘earth-grandmother’ and ‘earth-mother opener’, 

alluding to the childbirth. There is also references to a ’bald grandmother’, which Freitag 

mentions is especially interesting considering the Sheela-na-gig commonly being hairless. 

Freitag lists a number of examples of such names from all around Europe, her argument being 

that the nature of the names connects the past generations with the living, and that the spirits 

of these women probably were invoked during labour. Older terms for midwives also allude 

to this concept, such as the Swedish ‘jordgumma’, which Freitag translates as ‘earth 

grandmother’.83  

 

 

Element 1: Historical context – comparison  

- Historical context (What was the Sheela-na-gig’s historical context like? Since it is a 

female figure; how do the authors discuss women, female sexuality, and/or 

motherhood?) 

Weir and Jerman – keywords: Romanesque art history, continental connections, sexual 

exhibitionists, warning against sin and lust.  

Freitag – keywords: continental connections, women’s lives, fertility, childbirth, death, folk 

magic, midwives. 

As we can see, the way these two different theories discuss the first element, historical 

context, is very different. My intention is to fix their definitions of the term into temporary 

moments, in order to clarify the way that the respective theories argue define the historical 

context of the Sheela-na-gig.  

While Weir and Jerman use art history to lay the groundwork for their theory, Freitag 

focusses on social aspect among women. Both theories manage to build up a context where 

their version of the Sheela-na-gig fits in. What is interesting to note is that both theories share 

a keyword: ‘continental connections’. The meaning behind this keyword is, on the other hand, 

completely different. Both theories relate the Sheela-na-gig to the continental Europe, but not 

at all in the same way, as we shall see below. Both theories also have keywords relating to 
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sexuality or fertility/childbirth, but again with the meaning behind the words being quite the 

opposites from each other. While Weir and Jerman describe the Sheela-na-gig’s purpose as 

being a warning against sexuality, seeing it as something dangerous, Freitag’s Sheela-na-gig 

is there to increase fertility, and support women while giving birth – the result of sexuality. 

Something similar can be said about the use of sin as a concept; one could argue that if the 

Church was against the folkloristic rites that Freitag describes, Weir and Jerman’s Sheela-na-

gig would warn against sin while Freitag’s would promote it.  

Weir and Jerman’s Romanesque tradition does provide an explanation for the Sheela-na-gig’s 

existance in Ireland and Britain, even though they do not explore the possibilities of how that 

development happened quite as extensively as one might have wished for. The way they 

relate the figure to France and Spain is much more elaborate, and considering how little the 

authors actually discuss the context of the British Isles, it would make more sense if the 

Sheela-na-gig was a completely continental phenomenon. Weir and Jerman could have gone 

more into the Irish and British Churches’ views on lust and sin. The sexual exhibitionists fit 

well into the French and Spanish background. Weir and Jerman even assume some sexual 

connections between the continent and the insular area, even though there is no clear evidence 

for this. They use mainly continental phenomena to date the figures. Weir and Jerman do not 

focus a lot on women’s role or social standing, other than seen from the perspective of the 

Church, where they were seen as bearers of sin. This does fit well into their portrayal of the 

Sheela-na-gig as a warning against precisely that.  

Meanwhile, Freitag’s continental connections are used to provide the social context that she is 

lacking when only considering the British Isles. She does this to show what the situation was 

like for women during the Middle Ages, specifically women going though childbirth, as 

unlike Weir and Jerman focusses almost completely on women’s role in the historical context. 

The risk of dying was high, and so the poor, rural women would often have to rely on folklore 

and other women to get support through labour. The lack of sources forces Freitag to rely 

heavily on oral tradition and stories retold through folklore in order to collect enough material 

to make her case. Freitag uses some written sources in order to show that the Church took part 

in some Christianization on pagan traditions, but later condemned such actions. Midwives’ 

roles changed as a result of this, end Freitag goes through great lengths in order to connect 

midwives, female ancestors and female folk deities for childbirth and death to each other.  
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2.3 Physical attributes  

Weir and Jerman  

Keywords: ugliness/grotesque, sexual, disproportionate, humouristic, unrealistic. 

We will notice that Weir and Jerman’s description of the Sheela-na-gigs’ physical attributes 

correlates very well with their general theory on the purpose of these carvings. Weir and 

Jerman’s use of adjectives is quite descriptive in a way which at first glance does not seem 

very objective, as the adjectives used tend to hold a negative meaning. 

When first introducing their reader to the Sheela-na-gig, Weir and Jerman use words such as 

‘lewd’ and ‘grotesque’ to describe the figures, which might seem a bit strange considering 

their art history tradition. Words such like these do seem quite judgemental. They also write 

that the persistence with which the Sheela-na-gigs have managed to remain visible to the 

world, even with all attempts to cleanse their surroundings from such imagery, has ‘mystified 

students of the bizarre’. Weir and Jerman make these descriptions in the introduction chapter, 

and with this the reader gets a fairly clear idea that the authors find these figures unattractive 

and somewhat strange. This way of speaking about the Sheela-na-gigs is maintained 

throughout the book.84 This type of language has remained from the very earliest scholarly 

research for Sheela-na-gig. After ignoring the Sheela-na-gig for a century after their 

rediscovery, scholars started researching them, but during the early 20th century it was not 

uncommon to use words such as ‘grotesque’ to describe the imagery.85 

As the authors later proceed to name common adjectives associated with the Sheela-na-gig, 

they define their own understanding of these terms. The first one is ‘erotic’. Weir and Jerman 

define the word ‘erotic’ as ‘something capable of arousing love or exciting sexual feeling’. 

When the term is found related to works of art, they argue that the word is followed by an 

expectation to ‘sense a sexually-arousing reaction’ to the art piece. With these definitions in 

mind, they state that ‘erotic’ is not a suitable word in their discussion of the Sheela-na-gig. 

This makes sense considering that they have already chosen to describe these figures as 

‘lewd’ and ‘grotesque’. They argue that choosing the word ‘erotic’ in this context is 

understandable, as the carvings are sexual and the main focus is on the genitalia, but they also 
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have their ‘repellent ugliness’, which is just as evident. When they describe the ‘repellent 

ugliness’ they mention some characteristics contributing to it; the signature ‘huge 

disproportionate head, staring eyes, gaping mouth, wedge nose, big ears, bald pate, herculean 

shoulders and twisted posture’. They agree with one of Andersen’s main argument, namely 

that the horrifying looks were meant to dispel sexual inclinations, not encourage them.86  

The second common adjective is ‘obscene’, which they as well as others use to describe these 

types of figures. Weir and Jerman argue that they must not have been considered too obscene 

in their medieval context, but that they might be shocking and offensive and that this was part 

of the point. The images were ‘crude, vulgar, not without satirical or sardonic humour’, 

making the obscenity quite obvious. They were sexual without being pornographic or 

blasphemous, and it had a purpose. The figures were also unrealistic with their exaggerated 

features and strange postures, and there was some humour to be found in that, but they still 

had a serious purpose to fulfil.87 

Weir and Jermans use of these adjectives are, as we can see, clearly indicating that the Sheela-

na-gigs were not supposed to be desired, but rather fulfilled the figure’s purpose of warning 

people by showing a repellent side of sexuality, being frightening and humoristic. This 

argument does not seem farfetched. As I have already pointed out, their choice of words does 

not give a first impression of being objective, but this is the kind of language that they need to 

use in order to get their point across. They could not argue that the Sheela-na-gig’s 

appearance were off-putting or anything like that without expressing how they interpret the 

looks of the Sheela-na-gig.  

Weir and Jerman are also open to Andersen’s theory that the Sheela-na-gig were used as an 

apotropaic tool, as this fits well into their own idea in this case. While the continental Sheela-

na-gigs tend to be found on corbels, there are more examples which appear on flatter stones 

from the insular area, although there are also some similar objects from France and Spain. 

These are decorative with no specific architectural purpose. The insular ones have been 

suggested by Andersen to be used to deflect evil, and he argues this by referencing the 

‘common people’s’ reported superstitious activities. The stones are said to have been rubbed 

and touched in order for the person to receive help, for example with becoming pregnant. 

While Weir and Jerman generally are more sceptical towards the idea of the Sheela-na-gig as 
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an apotropaic symbol, they point out that their ugly appearances and their crude executions 

could be used as arguments in favour of that theory.88 

Weir and Jerman do not focus in particular on the actual creators of the Sheela-na-gigs, they 

do not discuss the masons more than to mention that they might have done something 

personal to the carvings from time to time, but that they in general did not find the work too 

crude.89  

 

 

Freitag  

Keywords: labour, clumsily made, birthing tools, death. 

When Freitag describes these figures and their physical appearance she does not see them as 

referring to sexual pleasure in any way, but rather to labour.  

If one studies the body language of the figures for signs of a possible meaning, one 

cannot help noticing that there is a burdensome aura about them. None of the special 

identifying features, such as baldness and nakedness, the grimacing face, emaciated ribs, 

awkward gesture of hands, sagging vulva or the troubled posture of splayed legs, could be 

interpreted as either erotic or as an invitation to lovemaking. In fact, they are not even 

remotely indicative of sex or sexual pleasure. To my eye the posture instead suggests 

labour.90 

The obstetrician and scholar Erling Rump agrees with this in his research on Sheela-na-gig; 

the way the hands and legs are placed, the genitals’ sizes and shapes and the facial 

expressions were to him signs of women in labour.91 This is what Freitag sees, and it is in 

these observations she finds the starting point for her theory on the purpose of the Sheela-na-

gig, as a folk deity especially dealing with birth and death.  

When discussing the physical features, Freitag focuses on the British Isles, where the actual 

carvings of the Sheela-na-gigs on churches often have been executed quite badly. Freitag uses 

this as an argument while making the point that the Sheela-na-gigs often being more clumsily 

made when compared to other decorations on the same Church building would mean that the 

Sheela-na-gigs probably were not made by skilled professional sculptors, but rather of local 
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amateurs or stone masons. According to Freitag, this indicates that there was a local interest 

behind the makings of these figures. Freitag also argues that because the executions usually 

are not as technical as other decorations, many archaeologists have chosen not to consider 

Sheela-na-gigs to be as important and attention worthy as other artefacts.92  

Freitag continues to use the bodily features and the positions of the Sheela-na-gigs to indicate 

that the images are depicting labour. Freitag describes the Sheela-na-gig as commonly having 

a ‘seemingly grotesque-looking lower abdomen’, she mentions the ‘cavernous oval-shaped 

vulva’, how the figure points to the vulva which is often swollen or sagging, sometimes big 

enough to ‘reach the ground’. The vulvas can usually be likened to what actual vulvas look 

like either before, during or after labour. Freitag names the different types positions 

(‘standing, squatting, kneeling or seated’), and discusses the postures of the figures. Positions 

vary, but they are all common positions for delivering a child in the Middle Ages. The feet are 

often turned outwards, supporting Freitag’s theory, as women in labour would have their feet 

in that way, should they position themselves vertically.93  

Compared to the discussion of historical context, Freitag has much more local material to use 

as evidence here, as she searches for every possible detail that could support her other claims. 

She also gets the opportunity to strengthen her suggestions made in relation to the historical 

context, about objects such as stones and girdles being used as tools during childbirth, and 

how these might relate to the Sheela-na-gig, by arguing that some of the mystery items 

depicted with different Sheela-na-gigs could represent such tools.  

Even though it is not clear what they are, Freitag sees the band-like carvings found on some 

Sheela-na-gigs as birth girdles, and the slender objects that some figures hold in their hands as 

birthing stones, although she does write that there is a higher degree of speculation 

concerning the stones. Some have something that looks similar to an amniotic sac, while some 

are depicted with a ‘roughly egg-shaped’ object between their legs. Freitag writes that these 

objects could be birthing stones, but that they might also represent babies. She argues that one 

English Sheela-na-gig is surely giving birth, as between the squatting thighs one can see a 

baby’s head and face.94 (See image 6, Index A) 

As already mentioned, when Freitag examines the lower parts of the Sheela-na-gigs, she sees 

indications of pregnancy, fertility, and childbirth. When observing the upper parts of the 
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Sheela-na-gigs’ bodies, the image is quite different. While one might have expected full 

breasts associated with pregnancy and motherhood, these carvings have either no breasts at all 

or flat breasts, looking much older. Freitag describes the figures as having a ‘skeletal rib-case, 

a skull-like head, hollow eyes, baldness and in some cases striations carved across the 

body’.95 When talking about the figure’s head she writes that ‘overall the impression is that of 

a skull’. This would support her theory of the figure representing duality between fertility and 

old age. Especially in Ireland, the ribs are more prominent. Freitag describes this as a ‘post-

menopausal look’, further indicating sterility. Freitag does also list a number of variations, for 

example Sheela-na-gigs with round or oblong shaped heads, with hair (both long and short) or 

headdresses.96  

 

 

Element 2: Physical attributes – comparison  

- Physical attributes (What is the Sheela-na-gig, how are her physical features 

described?)  

Weir and Jerman – keywords: ugliness/grotesque, sexual, disproportionate, humouristic, 

unrealistic. 

Freitag – keywords: labour, clumsily made, disproportionate, birthing tools, death. 

As with the historical context, the two theories have quite different ways of portraying the 

Sheela-na-gig figures. Weir and Jerman use a descriptive language to emphasise how the 

figures’ repellent looks support their claims that the Sheela-na-gig is supposed to warn against 

sin and lust. They dehumanise the figures by stressing their disproportionate body, their 

‘humouristic’ looks, writing that it could not possibly be meant as being actually erotic. 

Freitag also points out the disproportionate features, but she has a slightly different approach, 

arguing that the emphasised body parts are there to establish the assumed symbolism 

regarding birth and death. While Freitag uses an adjective such as ‘grotesque-looking’ to 

describe the Sheela-na-gig’s lower abdomen, it follows the word ‘seemingly’. That together 

with her generally more practical descriptions give the impression of a more ‘objective’ 

language than the language of Weir and Jerman.  
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Both theories do lift the sexual aspect once again, but while Weir and Jerman focus on the 

actual sexuality, Freitag’s argument is centred around labour. Freitag’s case when dealing 

with physical appearance is generally more well-rounded than that of Weir and Jerman. The 

latter seem to only use what is readily there, they interpret what they are seeing in order to 

support their theory, seemingly having an easier time doing so than Freitag. Her case is on the 

other hand in greater need of supportive evidence, so it seems like she might need to read 

more into these images than Weir and Jerman do. Therefore, Freitag does not only look at the 

images, describing the features that are apparently there, she interprets the mysterious shapes 

and objects in the imagery in order to support her theory about birthing tools. Freitag also 

looks at how the carvings were made, which Weir and Jerman do not. Freitag’s claim that the 

apparent lower quality of the Sheela-na-gigs compared to other carvings indicated that they 

were made by a non-professional and that this shows a local involvement is an interesting 

one. Still, it cannot really be confirmed. 

 

 

2.4 Intention; what is their purpose?  

Weir and Jerman  

Keywords: support the moral teachings of the Church, warning against lust and sin, comical 

imagery 

Once again; Weir and Jerman’s idea of what the Sheela-na-gig is, is rooted in the art history 

tradition which defines these figures as Romanesque. Their main thesis is that the Sheela-na-

gig and other similar iconographic images were created to visually support the moral 

teachings of the Church. This argument is partially based on the fact that these images depict 

themes that were already present in other types of Christian imagery. Weir and Jerman believe 

that the Sheela-na-gig was created in a Romanesque context, contemporary with other 

carvings of the same tradition. They do not focus on the possible origins of this tradition, but 

the intention for these particular images. They believe that Sheela-na-gigs were created to aid 

medieval people in their struggle for salvation, and that they did that through depicting 

sexuality and lust as evil – and through this serving as important and lingering reminders, 

continuing to protect humans from being ruined. Since there is a lot of material on the Sheela-

na-gig discussing them and figures similar to them as ‘erotic’, and since Weir and Jerman do 
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not agree that this adjective is appropriate here, they suggest that these images should be 

considered a tool used by the medieval Church to hinder immorality and quench passionate, 

sexual feelings. Even with features that are sometimes humoristic, they are meant to be taken 

seriously, considering the intention behind their creation. There are some post-Romanesque 

carvings, which according to Weir and Jerman proves that these images kept interesting 

people even after their initial manifestation. They cannot say with certainty why this is the 

case, but it might be because of people feeling attached to them, that they are identified with 

older deities, or that they might hold some magical significance. Weir and Jerman are willing 

to mention these possibilities, but not to develop such speculations further as it is precisely 

speculation, which they wish to avoid. Their intention is to show that these sexual figures, 

along with a lot of other Romanesque imagery, derived from Classical prototypes probably no 

earlier than the 11th century, but with their highpoint during the following century.97 

The arguments that Weir and Jerman make do overall feel quite ‘safe’. By sticking within the 

Romanesque tradition, the art history provides them with the explanations they need, but they 

do not seem to go into further analysis on the subject. Neither do they offer more intricate 

argumentation questioning their own position. As mentioned above, Weir and Jerman do not 

wish to speculate too much regarding other theories, but stay within their area of art history. 

This way, they do not make any irrational claims. By placing the Sheela-na-gig within the 

Romanesque tradition, there is already an established context available to the authors, and all 

they have to do is fit the Sheela-na-gig into this context, which they do easily. That being 

said, there is still a lack of connecting the figure to her surroundings; why was she established 

in the British Isles? Why did she take her specific shape there, distinguishing her from the rest 

of the Romanesque tradition? As mentioned above, there are a small number of male sexual 

exhibitionists in the British Isles as well, which Weir and Jerman use to connect the Sheela-

na-gig to the continental tradition. Below we see an example of the way Weir and Jerman use 

one specific English Sheela-na-gig and her companion in order to argue their use as warnings 

against lust. 

When describing a certain Sheela-na-gig at Whittlesford Church near Cambridge (see image 

7, Index A), Weir and Jerman use extra descriptive language. While they begin with 

describing her position, her gesture, and the man next to her, they are also baffled that this 

carving has managed to survive for this long as ‘at first sight it is so gross a spectacle to find 

on a church that one begins to think it would look indecent even in a bordello’. Its 
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hideousness and offensiveness makes them doubt the idea that the locals might simply have 

gotten used to the image, and that this is the reason it’s still there. The Sheela-na-gig is 

described as being ‘ugly as sin’, and being ‘fat, bald, unattractive’, while ‘her gesture is 

repellent’. When discussing the male figure next to her, Weir and Jerman write: ‘Her partner 

is no better. He is elongated like a quadruped, and indeed he has been taken by some viewers 

for an animal. The suggestion that a sexual relation is about to take place is obviously 

repellent’. This description is also their reason that the image cannot be meant to be erotic, but 

that the intention must have been to show that these two figures engaging in intercourse 

would be ‘graceless, unamorous, even comic’. Weir and Jerman state both that the scene 

‘does little to arouse feelings of sexual passion’, and that it would lead to an understanding 

that ‘human relationships under the spur of lust can degenerate quickly into base carnality’. 

Weir and Jerman write that the aroused male which can be found next to some Sheela-na-gigs 

is there to ‘highlight’ her purpose, but that even if she was depicted by herself she would still 

‘exemplify harlotry’. This is not reserved for the female figures; lone males would also be 

considered to portray such a moralising theme.98  

Again, Weir and Jerman’s language is quite descriptive. By referencing this male figure, they 

connect the British context with the continental. Though there are not that many male 

examples, it may not be a very accurate representation of the actual situation in the British 

Isles, but it nevertheless does show a connection between the two areas, supporting Weir and 

Jerman’s claims.   

 

 

Freitag  

Keywords: protection during childbirth, amulet, fertility, death. 

Freitag once again approaches the subject by pointing to the situation of medieval women, to 

the reason why there would be a need for a folk deity of birth and death, and why this deity 

would be the Sheela-na-gig. In order to strengthen the connection she is making between the 

Sheela-na-gig and the concept of fertility (both regarding humans, crops, and animals), 

Freitag also gathers a substantial amount of folkloristic tradition from all over Europe.  
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Freitag argues that Sheela-na-gigs’ primary function was to assist women in childbirth, but as 

they were generally believed to have life-giving powers, they would presumably be used to 

provide fertility in both humans and animals, as well as with crops. That is, all aspects of rural 

life. Freitag also considers the relationship between life and death in her argument, and 

discusses the Sheela-na-gig as a connection to the ‘realm of the dead’. One of her reasons for 

making this link is the way these female figures are carved: ‘skeletal upper half suggestive of 

old age and death, and her fertile lower part emphasizing fertility and birth’. Freitag argues 

that the importance of religious tradition and symbols connected to ‘production and 

reproduction in the vegetable, animal and human domain’ cannot be ignored, especially not in 

rural areas such as those in the British Isles. In such agricultural communities, where the 

people would be depending on nature and conditions outside of their control in order to 

survive, religion would be an important part of the everyday life, including the farming 

aspects. With that rural religious situation in mind, Freitag writes that this would support the 

idea of the Sheela-na-gig as an essential part of local folk traditions, and that its value would 

be reason enough for local Churches not being able to dismiss them as insignificant.99  

The arguments that Freitag is putting forward are quite interesting. She certainly has a lot of 

folklore material to collect from, and when it comes to fertility in such cases as these there is 

an abundance of stories from both continental Europe and the British Isles. What makes it 

easier for Freitag in this instance is that she actually has plenty of examples from the British 

Isles, so she does not have to search as far and wide for material to back up her theory as she 

has had to do before, even though her material is still much more geographically diverse than 

Weir and Jerman’s.  

Freitag has consistently aimed to establish that medieval women in all of Europe used magic 

for help with childbirth. After arguing this from different perspectives, she proceeds to place 

the Sheela-na-gig in that context of rural folk deities. She defines such deities as magical 

forces most commonly filling a practical rather than spiritual function, being believed to 

handle specific areas of life, and often being called upon to aid in more personal problems 

that need to be solved quickly. The information about them would be part of folk tradition and 

culture, and passed on orally through stories of what they can do and how to connect with 

them in ritual. Freitag writes that as such traditions are more personal, often performed in a 

personal space or in secret, and because people commonly would make their own depictions 

of the deities, it would often be more difficult to find and trace these traditions. In Europe, 
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they would eventually be replaced by the Christian god, although they co-existed for quite a 

long time, not entirely exchanged for Christian saints, which was otherwise usual.100 

Freitag suggested connection between the Sheela-na-gig and agriculture is supported by her 

referencing to British Sheela-na-gigs, where the figure is depicted with animals, one of which 

is unidentified but has markings that could be indicating a halters-strap. This would probably 

mean that the animal was supposed to be a domestic animal.101 The other carving is found on 

Whittlesford Church, and is also referred to by Weir and Jerman when they describe how the 

Sheela-na-gig and this male figure (who is there to ‘highlight’ her purpose as a symbol for 

carnal lust), supposedly about to engage in ‘graceless, unamorous, even comic’ and unerotic 

intercourse.102 Freitag, on the other hand, describes this male image as ‘a crouching male 

animal, or zoomorphic male figure’. This would, according to Freitag, support the theory 

people of rural, agricultural societies relied on deities of birth to get fertile lands and 

successful harvests. Rites to achieve this have been recorded from several medieval 

settings.103 (See image 7, Index A) 

Freitag points out that the fact that there are no texts describing the use of the Sheela-na-gig is 

not particularly strange considering the limited amount of research concerning medieval 

women in rural areas, and the many secrets regarding childbirth. Even so, Freitag argues that 

there are enough clues to provide some insight to how they would have been used. According 

to Freitag, the biggest clue is the vulva. As it is usually the focus of the carvings, being 

enlarged, swollen, pointed to, or pulled open, this would portray the dilation that women in 

labour wished for and tried to achieve while performing rituals to expand their birth canals. 

Freitag writes that touching these vulvas must have been encouraging to the women in labour, 

especially if they knew the correct charm or ritual to go with it. Sheela-na-gigs that have been 

discovered in places where people can reach them are often found to have had their genitals 

rubbed, which supports this theory. Freitag argues that some Sheela-na-gigs also might have 

had birthing stones placed in the pudenda, as they have cavities big enough, and one carving 

had her pudenda filled with a pebble.104  

Even though Freitag’s theory may be supported through the general folk tradition and context 

that medieval women were in, and considering these things the theory does not seem too 
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improbable, I would like to know more about how Freitag imagines an actual birth, and the 

Sheela-na-gig’s use there. Most of the examples we have are found on walls, so how did they 

end up there? If Freitag is correct, the symbol was obviously important to the local 

community, and so it would be natural for them to want it present on an important religious 

building. But if so, how were they used for the actual births? Was there also a portable 

Sheela-na-gig in the village, perhaps kept by the midwife? I am lacking an explanation for 

this among Freitag’s other arguments.  

A lot of Sheela-na-gigs have other emphasised cavities that the vagina, such as the navel and 

the anus. One reason for the anus to be accentuated which would connect it to Freitag’s 

general hypothesis, is that women in labour wanted to have empty bowels before giving birth. 

The navel is more difficult to interpret, but Freitag speculates that it could be thought of as a 

knot that to be loosened, or that it might symbolise the umbilical cord, being opened like the 

girdles. Freitag even mentions the possibility of the girdles representing the navel string. 

Another possibility she mentions is that they might have been lubricated, just as the women 

themselves, although she does not mention any specific reasons for making this specific 

suggestion. Freitag also uses the position of the Sheela-na-gigs to support her theory, as they 

are all in different positions that could indicate being in labour, with their vulvas swollen or 

stretched out.105  

A common way to divide deities in the folk traditions of Europe has been in male and female, 

with the female generally being responsible for childbirth, but also for fertility as well as the 

well-being of children. Even young domestic animals were included in these deities’ care.106  

Even so, Freitag writes that such beliefs cannot for certain be traced further back than the 

beginning of written records. She also ‘admits’ that while examining rural fertility traditions, 

‘many sources had to be plundered and the boundaries of space and time were crossed’. She 

has taken fragments of information from many different sources in several cultural contexts, 

and writes herself that this does not make up a ‘coherent pattern of folk tradition’, but that 

they do show a number of commonalities between European rural beliefs, especially when 

dealing with birth rituals and deities. All these ideas of birth spirits, Freitag writes, are present 

in the Sheela-na-gig carvings. To Freitag, Sheela-na-gig is one of the ‘bald grandmothers’. 

The parts of her body that indicate old age and death are there to invoke fear and respect for 
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the ancestors, and her exaggerated genital area are meant to represent fertility and 

childbirth.107  

To support her claim, Freitag references a number of anecdotes of different Sheela-na-gig 

carvings being used by women to increase fertility; brides looking at her on their way to 

church, women who had not been able to conceive asking the carving for help as a last resort, 

or young couples leaving bread and apples beneath the Sheela-na-gig on her wall. These 

events reportedly took place in modern times. There is also a story of farmers bringing their 

cattle past a Sheela-na-gig every year ‘in order to ensure their offspring’.108  

All Freitag’s arguments concerning the Sheela-na-gig and childbirth are based on how she 

interprets the lower part of the carvings. But there is another aspect of Freitag’s theory which 

is based on how she sees the upper part of these figures. As the Sheela-na-gigs generally have 

a clear contrast between the lower and upper parts of the body, with the vulva alluding to 

childbirth and fertility while the upper part of the body often is skeletal or looking much 

older, Freitag proposes that Sheela-na-gigs were associated with death.109  

Something that I wish that Freitag would develop a bit further in her reasoning is the 

background of her own interpretations of the symbolism of the figures. She mainly focusses 

on finding material to back up her idea of the historical context, and not as much on the 

imagery. It might help to include more material on similar figures from other cultural 

contexts, which she does to some extent but not as much as with the medieval women’s 

context. One might imagine that a reason for this would be that she would then probably have 

to include the Romanesque carvings from the continent, and that this could possibly 

undermine her own theory.  

 

 

Element 3: Intention – comparison  

- Intention (Why does she exist, what is her purpose; this is the part that mainly defines 

the different theories, the rest is often used to argue this case.) 
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Weir and Jerman – keywords: support the moral teachings of the Church, warning against lust 

and sin, comical imagery 

Freitag – keywords: protection during childbirth, amulet, fertility, death. 

The element ‘intention’ is where we get to see the way the scholars describe their theories’ 

inner core; why does the Sheela-na-gig exist? What purpose is she fulfilling? We have seen 

the answers to this before, as this is the reason behind why all other argumentation has to be 

made – no intention, no reason for the figures to exist.  

As before, it is the Church who is responsible for the Sheela-na-gig in Weir and Jerman’s 

theory. The figure is there in order to help the Church attain their goals of a good local 

community. The Sheela-na-gig serves as a help to the people in that they will escape hell in 

they avoid lust and other sin, but does according to Weir and Jerman also give the viewer a 

slightly disturbing feeling. Since the figure is there to help the Church in its goal, it does not 

only serve to help the people, but to keep them controlled. A fear of god served the Church, 

and helped it keep its position of power. Such an intention might have been helped by so 

called ‘repellent’ or ‘grotesque’ imagery. But Weir and Jerman also emphasise a humouristic 

aspect of the Sheela-na-gig’s looks – this might have been in order to show these sexual 

images as un-erotic, so that the Church would not be the cause any sort of immorality.  

Once again, Freitag’s argumentation based on folklore combined with her own interpretation 

of the symbolism. Using this, she establishes a context where medieval, poor women are in 

need of support during childbirth in the form of amulets. It remains unclear exactly how these 

would have been used. Freitag’s conclusions are still very different from Weir and Jerman’s.  

Something that distinguishes this chapter is the bigger discussion on fertility, not just among 

humans but in harvests and animals as well. There is an implied connection between humans 

and the world around them, everyone being affected by the Sheela-na-gig. As a folk deity, she 

seems to be there for all of nature. This unlike Weir and Jerman’s theory, where the only ones 

concerned with the figure is the humans and the church (and god, as judger of sin). The way 

Freitag brings in the death aspect, connecting birth, life and death together in a cycle is an 

interesting idea, and she does provide a large amount of folkloristic material to support this. 

Even so, I would wish that she connected the Sheela-na-gig figures, or figures similar to the 

Sheela-na-gig, to these lines of thought to a larger extent.  
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2.5 Location 

Weir and Jerman  

Keywords: Christian buildings, continental pilgrim routes. 

Weir and Jerman’s arguments in regard to the element ‘location’ in based on churches and 

their distribution, pilgrim routes and other Christian buildings. Since they limit themselves to 

this particular Christian context, it is not very extensive, but it nevertheless provides some 

answers that I have been wanting. For example, they finally lay out a more elaborate theory 

on how the Sheela-na-gig might have travelled to the British Isles via pilgrims.  

One of the first things Weir and Jerman mention about the ‘British’ Sheela-na-gig is that the 

interested reader may find these figures without having to travel to France in Spain, where a 

lot of the other figures which they discuss in their book may be found. Instead one may seek 

them out in the British Isles. When defining the location of the figures further, they emphasise 

the Christian context and the churches. Here Weir and Jerman discuss the fact that many of 

the Sheela-na-gigs managed to stay where they were, even with the frequent destructions of 

imagery deemed inappropriate during the periods of puritanical iconoclasms.110  

Weir and Jerman are seeing a pattern in the distribution of the continental sexual 

exhibitionists and the beakheads, as they are rarely found more than 8-16 km from the well-

marked pilgrim routes. Interestingly enough, they are only found on rural churches. While the 

pilgrimages themselves were pious, a lot of the businesses surrounding them were not. There 

was a lot of commercialism; merchants, entertainers, wine-sellers, inn-keepers, for example. 

There was also prostitution. The Church could not do much about this but preach against low 

morality. Weir and Jerman argue that this didactic intention resulted in the shaping of the road 

churches along the pilgrim roads, and that this also is the reason for the short distance 

between these roads and the exhibitionist figures.111  

Weir and Jerman also argue that no one but the Church could allow, arrange or pay for such a 

creation as the exhibitionist figures.112 This statement I find a bit disconcerting, as there are 

clearly Sheela-na-gigs on other buildings than churches; castles, for example. It is strange that 

they do not really offer an explanation to this. Did the Sheela-na-gig become some sort of 
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trend, spreading to the surrounding buildings in the area? Were the Sheela-na-gigs on castles 

also ordered by the Church? Were the stone from older churches re-used in castles? There are 

many possible aspects that could have been discussed.  

 

 

Freitag  

Keywords: rural areas, Christian and non-Christian constructions, graveyards, liminal 

positions. 

For Freitag, the fact that most Sheela-na-gigs are found in small, rural churches speaks 

directly to their supposed role. She argues that they belong with ordinary people, poor people, 

particularly in the countryside, in certain local traditions. Even though so much of Freitag’s 

discussion is based on evidence from other areas than the British Isles, when writing about the 

locations, she is very focussed on the placement of the Sheela-na-gigs, their actual locations. 

In that way, she differs from Weir and Jerman, who focus a lot on France.  

It is recognised that it is often difficult to date the Sheela-na-gigs, due to them being made of 

stone. Freitag lifts another aspect of dating, making the process even more difficult: just 

because a Sheela-na-gig is placed in a datable medieval building, it does not mean that the 

Sheela-na-gig was made specifically for that building. As medieval churches, for example, 

were often built on sites where a building had stood before, these houses often consist of a 

mix between the old and new building, preserving both structures and decorations.113  

Freitag argues that the local communities’ high regard for the Sheela-na-gig would be the 

reason for them being preserved and placed in such prominent spots.114 Freitag also uses the 

connection between Sheela-na-gigs and a few baptismal fonts to support her theory. There is 

one example of a carving overlooking the font, and one Sheela-na-gig actually placed on the 

font. Considering the ‘offensive’ imagery and the fact that unlike some Sheela-na-gigs placed 

in places difficult to reach, it is not hard to understand that someone tried to destroy this 

carving. The font was buried after being cut in half, but was eventually rediscovered and put 

back together. There are also records from the 19th century mentioning ‘one or two instances’ 

of Irish Sheela-na-gigs on baptismal fonts, although later scholars, for example Andersen, 
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rejected this. Freitag believes that the Sheela-na-gig might have been on the original pedestal 

which was later replaced. There are also records of two Danish figures similar to Sheela-na-

gigs on baptismal fonts.115 

Freitag also finds evidence in the placement of many Sheela-na-gigs to support her claim that 

they would also represent an aspect of death, and while doing so she fills that need. As 

graveyards always surround the British and Irish churches that have Sheela-na-gigs on the 

outer walls, they look out over the graves. This would, according to Freitag, indicate their 

connection to the dead. One church in England has its Sheela-na-gig positioned over ‘the 

corpse door’, which only is used to bring in the dead for funerals. A number of Sheela-na-gig 

carvings have also been found buried ‘all too decently’. In the early days after the Sheela-na-

gigs were rediscovered, it was thought by some that they had been used as gravestones, and 

one much more recent finding seems to support this as it has a person’s initials carved on the 

back together with the date of death and the age of the deceased.116  

Freitag acknowledges the different types of medieval buildings where Sheela-na-gigs are 

found to a larger extent than Weir and Jerman, and lists them: predominantly on rural 

churches, but also on monastic buildings, and not specifically Christian constructions, such as 

castles, bridges and town walls. Some overlook holy wells, and some have been discovered 

buried. Most of these findings have been made in graveyards while digging new graves or 

clearing up the area. Where they used to be placed will probably remain a mystery. Freitag 

uses the placement of Sheela-na-gigs in ‘liminal or borderline positions’ to emphasise the 

figure acting as a symbol of birthing, or crossing over from life to death. When Sheela-na-

gigs are placed on church walls, they are usually found outside over a door, by a window, 

corbel, quoin or gable, and/or overlooking a burial site. Some have also been placed on the 

side, or inserted upside down.117  

 

 

Element 4: Location – comparison  

- Location (Churches, castles, specific areas on different constructions; where is the 

Sheela-na-gig found?)  

                                                           
115 Freitag, p. 89–90. 
116 Ibid, p. 92. 
117 Ibid, p. 3–4.  
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Weir and Jerman – keywords: Christian buildings, continental pilgrim routes. 

Freitag – keywords: rural areas, Christian and non-Christian constructions, graveyards, 

liminal positions 

By looking at the keywords, one notices a very clear distinction between Weir and Jerman’s 

Christian focus and Freitag’s inclusion of several other aspects and types of buildings. Just as 

with physical appearance, Freitag is more bound to the discussion of actual locations and 

findings than Weir and Jerman, who base a lot of their discussion around churches and 

pilgrim routes on the continent.  

Weir and Jerman’s discussion does not include much outside of the specifically Christian 

area, which supports their theory but also creates a gap in their theory. The castles and bridges 

are not taken into account to the same extent as the churches. Freitag does this a bit more. Her 

focus is on the rural areas, which creates a connection to all her earlier arguments about poor 

women and the agricultural society. And as previously mentioned, after reading about her 

interpretations of the Sheela-na-gig as a symbol of death, we could finally place it in an actual 

context; connecting the carvings overlooking graveyards, being dug down, or even 

functioning as headstones with the deathlike symbolism of the figures. The liminal positions 

that Freitag mention might support this as well, and her role as a birth goddess. If it is indeed 

so that the Sheela-na-gig was put in these places of boundaries with that intention, one could 

argue that it might symbolise the Sheela-na-gig’s role as a deity of boundaries, of crossing 

over from one life to the next – as happens with both birth and death.  

A question that one might ask is in what way does the fact that the Sheela-na-gigs are most 

often found on Christian buildings affect our interpretations of them? Being set in a religious 

context, one might easily assume that the carvings would hold a religious message, perhaps 

particularly a Christian one. Location is without a doubt a very important factor, determining 

and shaping how we see these images. We see it with Freitags graveyard/death symbolism 

connection as well. Had the majority of Sheela-na-gig been placed on barns, one could 

imagine that it would be common to see them as agricultural fertility symbols. Might location 

actually be the most important factor in interpreting the Sheela-na-gig?  
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3. Conclusion 

 

How do the theories regarding the Sheela-na-gig presented by Anthony Weir/James 

Jerman and Barbara Freitag differ from each other in their descriptions, arguments 

and intention, and what choices have they made in order to support their own theories?  

Keywords, Weir and Jerman:  

Historical context: Romanesque art history, continental connections, sexual exhibitionists, 

warning against sin and lust. / Physical attributes: ugliness/grotesque, sexual, 

disproportionate, humouristic, unrealistic. / Intention: support the moral teachings of the 

Church, warning against lust and sin, comical imagery / Location: Christian buildings, 

continental pilgrim routes. 

Keywords, Freitag:  

Historical context: continental connections, women’s lives, fertility, childbirth, death, folk 

magic, midwives. / Physical attributes: labour, clumsily made, birthing tools, death. / 

Intention: protection during childbirth, amulet, fertility, death. / Location: rural areas, 

Christian and non-Christian constructions, graveyards, liminal positions.  

 

Through the theoretical framework of Laclau and Mouffe (discourse theory) have I been able 

to distinguish the way that Weir and Jerman, and Freitag have tackled the mystery of the 

Sheela-na-gig, the floating signifier. The floating signifier is what the two theories are 

fighting to define according to their own beliefs. After looking at the theories through the 

elements (Historical context, Physical attributes, Intention, and Location), articulating how 

the theories use the elements by analysing how they discuss them, how they use them, and the 

way they communicate it, one has to conclude that the differences between the two theories 

are significant.  

While Weir and Jerman focus the greater part of their descriptions and argumentation on 

Romanesque art, art history in the continental Christian context, and the Sheela-na-gig’s role 

as a sexual exhibitionist intended to warn people against committing sin, they use their 

arguments in a much more strict and limited way than Freitag does. Their theory is generally 

established, and the evidence that they need to make their case is there; similar carvings in 
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France and Spain, pilgrim routes connected to Ireland, and a Church with the intention to 

influence people’s behaviour. This is where their focus lies, and that is fair. What makes it 

more interesting though, is what Weir and Jerman choose to exclude. By that I do not mean 

just what I have mentioned before (asking why they do not include the non-Christian 

buildings as much as the Christian, why they focus a lot of their discussion on the continent 

when Sheela-na-gigs are found mainly in the British Isles, etc.), but the social, historical 

context, especially for women in the areas where the Sheela-na-gigs are found. What would 

happen if one opened up for discussion with Weir and Jerman and asked them to fit their 

theory into the context that Freitag is describing? I would find such a dialogue very 

interesting. It would also be interesting to see the opposite, having a similar conversation with 

Freitag, trying to come up with a theory that incorporates aspects of both these theories’ 

perspectives. Both theories seem to choose their sources well. It would be fascinating to see 

what would happen if they had to include the same topics as their counterparts. This would be 

an intriguing way of potentially moving forward with the discussion on the Sheela-na-gig. 

Freitag is on the same track as the earliest scholars. She refers to them without relying on 

them, showing that this is not a new theory, but rather builds on these much older ideas about 

the Sheela-na-gig. Since she does not have the same amount of substantial evidence that Weir 

and Jerman have, she has to be innovative and create a context where her idea of the Sheela-

na-gig fits. Sometimes it fits a bit too well, and it becomes apparent that both of these two 

theories exclude what does not serve their purpose.  

Weir and Jerman, and Freitag, and their arguments and intentions differ from each other in 

that through their different scholarly backgrounds they provide the reader with information 

specific to that background. This leads to them having different focus, but that is not what is 

the most important bit. More interesting is the difference in purpose. Weir and Jerman are in a 

position where they do not really have to convince anyone that their theory is correct, it is 

already established. Freitag has to search and invent, forcing her to be creative with what 

limited folklore and written material regarding birth and death is available to her. We know 

that both theories exclude what does not fit, but Freitag has to reach to include what she 

needs, Weir and Jerman do not. But that said, even though Freitag actually has to build a 

context which supports her claim, a lot of her argumentation is actually more based on the 

physical carvings, the material, the locations, the feeling and look of them. As Weir and 

Jerman has an established art history base to stand on, that is what gets more focus, and 

sometimes the Sheela-na-gig carvings themselves, ironically, seem less relevant.  
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4.1. Index A: Images of a selection of insular Sheela-na-gigs  

 

 

1. Blackhall Castle, Ireland. 

 

 

2. Ballyfinboy, Ireland. 
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3. Clomantagh, Ireland. 

 

 

 

4. Llandrindod, Wales.  
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5. Westmeath, Ireland. 

 

 

6. Romsey, England. 
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7. Whittlesford, England.  
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4.2. Index B: Images of a selection of continental Romanesque female 

exhibitionists 

 

 

1. Assouste, France.  

 

 

2. Mauriac, France.  
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3. La Seu d’Urgell, Spain.  
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