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Irish Sheela-na-gigs and Related Figures with
Reference to the Collections of the

National Museum of Ireland

Eamonn Kelly

The collections of the National Museum of Ireland contain thirteen medieval

carvings known as sheela-na-gigs.1 These are grotesque sculptures of naked

females posed in a manner that displays and emphasizes the genitalia.2 The

name by which the figures have come to be known was recorded in 1840 as

the name for an exhibitionist carving on the wall of Kiltinane church, Co.

Tipperary.3 It is an Irish name; however, we do not know its antiquity or how
widely it was used. Margaret Guest provides evidence from the early twen-

tieth century that 'sheela-na-gig' was used in County Cork as a pejorative
term for an ugly old woman, it being equivalent to 'hag'.4 Anderson cites a

mid-nineteenth-century manuscript reference also relating to County Cork,
which records that certain sheela-na-gigs were referred to as 'Hags of the

Castle'.5
Although its meaning is uncertain, the most likely interpretation of

'sheelh-na-gig'is Sile-ina-glob meaning'sheela on her hunkers'.5 Sile is the

Irish form of the personal name Cecilia (Latin Caecilia), which was brought
into Ireland by the Anglo-Normans.T From the nineteenth century Sfle has

also been used as an equivalent for julia, |udy, Judith, ]enny, Selia, Celia,

1 E. P. Kelly,'sheela-na-gigs in the National Museum of Ireland, together with a brief
description of their origins and function', in lrish Antiquities: Essays in memory of

loseph Raftery, ed. M. Ryan (Bray, 1998), pp.773-84.
2 E. P. Kelly, Sheela-na-gigs. Origins and Functions (Dublin, 1996), p.5.
3 Dublin, National Museum of Ireland, typed copy of J. O'Donovan, Ordnance Survey

Letters, Tipperary, II.
4 E. M. Gueit, 'Irish Sheela-na-Gigs in7935' ,lournal of the Roynl Society of Antiquories of

I rela nd 66 (1,936), 107 -29 (pp. 127 -B).5 J. AnderserL The Witch on the Wall. Medieoal Erotic Scrtlptura in thc British is/cs (Copcn-

hagcn and London, 1977),p.1,a.
6 lbid., p. 23.
7 D.O Corriiirr iurt'l [r. M,r1',rrit'r', Irislr Nnrrrcs (Dtrblirr, l98l), p 165.
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sabina and sally and thc Anglicized forms are Sheila, shiela, sheela and
shelagh.s 6 D6naill in his lrish-English dictionary defines 'sile' as meaning
an 'effeminate person, a sissy' while 'Sile an phice, (,Sile of the two pronged
fork') is given as the namc for an earwig and 'Sile na bportach, (,Sile of the
bogs') is the name for a hcron.e Dinneen defines 'sile' as the equivalent of
'Julia' as well as meaning 'an effeminate or uxorious man; a boy too fond of
girls' society, a girl too fond of being with boys'.1o He arso provides an entry
for 'sile na gcfoc' ('Sfle of the breasts') as referring to a sheela-na-gig. His defi-
nition is 'a stone fetish representing a woman, supposed to givc fertility , gnly.
thought to have been introduced by Normans'.lr other definitions provided
by Dinneen are of relevance. 'sfle an rngnid, a bird of the crane species'r2 with
'ragaid' elsewhere defined as 'unsatisfactory behaviour or condition, loose
living, anything coarse or urunanageable, tough meat, etc,.13 From rogoid
comes ragairne meaning 'late hours, keeping late hours, living a fast life; dissi-
pation, wantonness; a nervous feeling as from dissipation, cic; row, upset,
tribulation, fuss, excitement, contention, heated discussion,.la

The definitions associated with sile, as provided by both 6 D6naill and
Dinneen, relate generally to concepts of wanton or inappropriate sexuality.
However Dinneen also provides an entry for 'sfle ni Gacira', which is dcfined
as meaning 'a personification of Ireland'.15'sheela na Guira' is the Anglicized
form and this was the name attributed in the late nineteenth century to a
sheela-na-gig in Cullahill Castle, Co. Laois, which local tradition held was the
figure of the former head of the o'Gara family and an oppressor of the
people.16 The linguistic and folklore evidence also suggests therefore that
sheela-na-gigs may have been associated with the protection and control of
land and lordly status; this possibility will be explored later.

It is a view widely held that sheela-na-gigs form part of a tradition of
exhibitionist carving that developed in western Europe within the Roman-
esque architectural tradition and that the figures are based ultimately on clas-

8

9

IC

Ibid., p. 166.
N. O D6naill, Focl1ir Gneilge-Bcnrln (Dublin, 1977), p.1092.
P. S. Dinneen, Focl1ir Goedilgc ogus Binrla an lrish-English Dictionnnl(D,blin, 1927),p.
1027. The use among Australians of the term'sheela'meaning a woman or an effemi-
nate man is obviously an importation by Irish settlers. During the nineteenth century
a preponderance of free settlers from Ireland came from the connties surrolnding
the lower River sharLnon, which. coincidentally or otherwise, is also an area that hai
a high conccntration of sheela-na-gigs
Ibid., p. 1027. It seems probable that Dinneen's definition is based on academic spec-
ulation rathcr than traditional knowledge.
Ibid., p.1027 "

lbid., p.872.
Ibid., p. 872.
lbid., p. 1.027.

W. Carrigan, Histortl and Atrtiquities of the Diocesc of Ossory (1905), p. 232.
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sical representations of fertility goddesses.lT Romanesque architecture

prevailed throughout Western Europe from the middle of the tenth century

io the middle of the twelfth century and its forms were largely deterrnined by

Roman prototypes. Characteristic of the style was the semi-circular arch,

frequently used in elaborate doorways, as well as wide pillars with decorated

.^pitulr. The period from the second half of the eleventh century to the end of

the thirteenth century was a time of economic and social development

throughout Europe that led to increased urbanization and population
growth. This coincided with the growth of papal Power and the proliferation

of rr"* monastic orders under papal direction and protection. Especially

along pilgrim routes - which attracted huge numbers of the faithful - new

churches, cathedrals and religious houses were built in the Romanesque

style. Throughout the medieval church, the sin of lust was given particular

prominence and the church considered pilgrims to be vulnerable, especially

irom the attentions of prostitutes who thronged the pilgrim routes.18 In the

Romanesque art of the period, lust was often portrayed as a naked woman

whose breasts and genitalia were eaten by toads and serpents.le This was an

adaptation of an image, known in antiquity, of Tellus Mater, the Earth Mother,

who was represented suckling snakes, ancient symbols of the earth. Church

buildings along the pilgrimage routes such as that at Santiago de Compostela

in spain and elsewhere depicted a range of exhibitionist figures, both male

and female, together with related carvings whose function was to alert the

faithful to the dangers of the sin of lust. The emphasis on the genitalia -
which are usually enlarged - related to the Church's teaching that sinners

were punished in hell through the bodily organs by which they had offended.

It might be argued that there are problems in identifying transition mecha-

nisms that link late classical images with images of the Middle Ages.

However two interesting ceramic exhibitionist figures in the National
Museum of Ireland's Egyptian collection, one female2o and one male,21 may

help establish such a link. The female figure (Fig. 7.1) was excavated at the

settlement of Naukratis, a Greek trading settlement in the Nile Delta dating

17 The Romanesque background of the figures have been accepted by a number of
authors including A. weir and J. ]ermary lmages of Lust: sexual caroings on Medieaal

Churches (London, 1986); S. Cherry, A Guide to Sheela-na-gigs (Dublin, 1992); C' E'

Karkov, ,sheela-na-gigs and other unruly women: Images of Land and Gender in
Medieval Ireland', in From lreland Coming. lrish Art from the Early Christian to the Late

Gothic Period and its European Context, ed. C. Hourihane (Princeton, 2001), pp. 31311 ;
Andersen, The Witch on the Wall;Kelly, Sheela-na-gigs. Origins and Functions'

18 J. A. Jerman, 'The Sheela-na-gig carvings of the British Isles: Suggestions for a

iRe-classification, and other notes', Co. Louth Archaeological and Historical lournal 2A.1

(1981),10-24 @.22).
19 Weir and Jerman, lmages of Lust,Pl.28'
20 Dublin, National Museum of Ireland, Reg. no. NMI 1911:394.
zr RcB.no. NMI L561:3.
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Fig.7.l Baubo figure
connected with a women's cult
concerned with childbirth and
fertility found in a Greek
trading settlement, Naukratis,
Egypt. (National Museum of
Ireland)

back to at least 630 BC. Now measuring 13.5 cm. in height, the figure, which
appears to be naked, is that of a young woman squatting with the legs
splayed. The right hand rests on the right knee while the left hand gestures
towards the genitalia. The posture relates the image to the so-called Baubo
figures that were commonplace in Ptolemaic Egypt during the third to
second centuries BC. Baubo appears in Greek mythology in a story in which
she is associated with Demeter, goddess of fertility. According to Andersen,
where represented, Baubo 'is inclined to touch herself as part of a specific
sexual purpose'. Connected with a women's cult concerned with childbirth
and fertility, the figures were often in the form of small amulets, and they are
found in or near the women's rooms in Egyptian houses.22

One of the early Fathers of the Churctr, born around AD 150, St Clement of
Alexandria, was extremely knowledgeable about Greek myths and cults. He
gives an account of Baubo in which she displays her private parts to Demeter
to induce laughter designed to banish her depression over the kidnapping of
her daughter. Clement's account is provided in full by Weir and |erman who
conclude that this was an attempt by Clement to distort and trivialize an
important ritual of the Eleusian Mysteries. Clement's account of Baubo
appears to have been known in medieval times, and its inclusion in Christian

22 Anderscn, 'T'hc Witch on the Wall, p.'134.
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Fig.7.2 Greco-Roman figure of
the satyr Silenus from Fayum,
EgypU the figure was formerly
endowed with a phallus, now
missing. (National Museum of
Ireland)

writings, togethcr with knowledge of the figures themselves, may have
played a part in the creation of the Ilomanesque female exhibitionist carvings
that in turn gave rise to the lrish sheela-na-gigs.23

The male figure referred to is an earthen-red terracotta of the Greco-
Itoman period (Fig.7.2). It is a siatuette in Hellenistic style of a drunken
bcarded man who supports himself against a palm tree while raising his
garment to expose his genitals and buttocks. Thcre is a holc for thc attach-
ment of a phalh.rs, now missing. Found at Fayum, Egypt, it measures 17.5 cm
irr height. Despite his emasculation and the absence of any tail at the rear, the
pot-bellied, ugly figure with pronounced ears may be identified as Silenus,
thc oldest, wisest and most drunken of thc satyrs in whom intoxication
insprired his wine-hazed mind with a special knowledge and powers of
proprhecy. Silenus is a companion and tutor of Dionysus, god of vegetation,
wine and ecstasy who, in his earliest manifestation appears to have been a

malc fertility equivalent of Dcmcter.24 In the I{oman world, Dionysus is

ctlr-ratcd with Bacchus, god of wine and master of thc revcl.2s Fcrtility images
of thc pagan classical world such as the Silcnus statuettc may havc come to
inspirc medieval depictions of sinful sensuality. St Clcmcnt attackcd pagan
lir:entior,rsrress as well as the shamelessness of the Greeks in displaying sexual
()rgirns, naked girls, drunkcr.r satyrs and erect phalli. As Weir and Jerrnan

''l Wt'ir.rntl f t'rnrln, 111111,41:; rtl / rr';/. ;,1,. I I I ll.
:'l A. ('olln.ll. Ilrt l.ttrrlrlrlu'1!1,,,,1 

^lttlltt)ltt;it/ 
((,txlalnring, l()(16), p.37

'" f. l l,rll, l)rrliottrrttl rtl |'11lt1,tl"ttrrrl'itltttltrl'; ttt l\tl (l,otltlott, rt'v. t'drt, l97()).
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point out: 'ln other worcls lrt' is prcparing the ground for the Christian vicw
of sex which will pcrrncatc thc carvings of the Romanesque masons.'26

A century before thc invirsion of Ireland, the Hiberno-Norse towns came
under the influcnce of thc Anglo-Norman church centred on Canterbury.
Concerned particularly with sccking reform of the ecclesiastical organization
of thc Irish church, English churchmcn also sought reform of the customary
lrish laws on divorce ancl rernarriage - as well as the married status of Irish
churchmen. Thc Synocl of Cashel in 1101 partially reformed Irish law by
forbidding marriaS;e among close kin but, by failing to address the practices
of concubinage and divorcc, fell short of the requirements of Rome. Never-
theless, through the efforts of reforming Irish churchmen such as St Malachy,
a degree of reorganization of the Irish church took place during the first half
of the twelfth century. There was also renewed contact with the Papacy, and
continental orders such as the Augustinians and Cistercians were introduced.
In the period immediately prior to the Norman invasion of Ireland in 1169,
renewed contact with Europe led to changes in lrish religious architecture
and sculpture. This was partly through thc pilgrimages of Irish kings, aristo-
crats and prominent churchmen to contincntal shrines where they became
familiar with Ilomanesque architecturc with its exhibitionist and related
figures. As a consequence, in Ireland, the earliest exhibitionist figures appear
to be those associated with pre-Norman Romancsquc buildings, one of the
best known of which is that on the chancel arch of the Nun's Church,
Clonmacnoise, depicting a naked figure whose face is embraced by the lcgs
(Fig. 7.3). However, the vast majority of true sheela-na-gigs found in Ircland
appear to date to the period after the Norman invasion of 7169 and arc found
mainly within or adjoining areas whcrc there was heavy Anglo-Norman
settlcmcnt.2T The greatest concentration is in north Munster, Ossory and the
midlands, being virtually absent from the far wcst and north of the island.
One of the most westerly examples, that from Aghagower, Co. Mayo, is,

perhaps significantly, located along a pilgrims' road to Croagh Patrick (Fig.
7.4). Whereas the earlier Romanesque exhibitionist figures tend to form part
of a larger decorative scheme, post-invasion shcela-na-gigs tend to be single
figures that were carved to be set in isolation, usually on a wall near a
window or door or on a gable quoin stone. However, this is not always the
case as the Birr, Co. Offaly, sheela-na-gig is carved on a corbel (Fig. 7.5) very
much in the European tradition.

Generally, sheela-na-gigs are stolid forms with large heads, often with
bulging eyes, gaping mouths and jug ears. The majority are carved on rectan-
gular blocks of stone, which are twice as high as they are broad, ranging in
height between 40 cm and 60 cm. Many are carved roughly but some are
cxcellent examples of the stonemason's craft. Some variations in pose exist,

26 lry'gf1 and Jerman, lnmgcs of Lust,p.172.
rz Kclly, Sheclo-trtt gigs. Origins ond Functiotrs, Fig. 1 ^
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Frg.7.3 Exhibitionist or acrobat figurc
carwed on thc chancel arch of the
Nun's Church, Clonmacnoise, Co.
Offaly. (National Monuments Service,
Department of the Environment,
Hcritage and Local Government,
Dublin)

Fig.7.4 The small
sheela-na-gig from

Aghagower, Co. Mayo,
located along a pilgrims'

road leading to the
shrine of the national

saint on the summit of
Croagh Patrick, Co.

Mayo. (National
Museum of Ireland)

on the basis of which the figures have been arranged into classes,2s but it is by
no means certain whether these have any real significance. In general,

sheela-na-gigs appear to be evenly divided between those that seem to be

standing and those that may be seated. The legs may be widely splayed or,

alternatively, the thighs may be splayed but with the heels togethcr. In some

cascs the legs appear not to have been represented at all. The commonest

position of the arms is that whcreby the hands are placed in front with a

gcsturc towards thc abtlorlcn ()r, r'n()rc cxplicitly, towards the pudcnda. The

:ll.t (i1('sl,'lrisltSlrtll,r rr,r (,11',rr111 l()lr',p1r l{)7 i)();lcr-ntitn"l'hcSl'rccla-r-ra-gigcrrvings
ol llrt' Ihilislr Islt':;, 1,1' I I I I
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Fig. 7.5 Shecla-rra-gig carved on a

corbel from Birr, Co. Offaly.
(National Museurn of Ircland)

hands may join in front of the genitalia or may be shown gripping the
puclenda. Irr some instances the arms are placed behind thc ihighs. On the
sheela-na-gig believed to have come from a Dominican friary in Clorrmcl, Co.
Tipperary, the right arm is behind the thigh while the lcft is in front, with
both touching the pudenda. The right hand rcsts on the right leg, with one
finger of the left hand resting on the pudenda in what may be a masturbatory
gesture on thc carving from Ballylarkin church, Co. Kilkenny (Fig.7.6). A
deliberate effort appears to have been made to represent shccla-na-gig .rs

grotesque, hideous and ugly. A particularly tcrrifying example is that from
Cavan, Co. Cavan (Fig.7.7). The tclnguc protrudes from a large hcad and a

series of emaciated ribs are showrr. Breasts are rarely represented but in thosc
cases where they are present they are small and usllally accompanied by ribs
indicating emaciation. A small number of sheela-na-gigs show striations on
the checks or brows that may represent wrinkles or pcrhaps tattoos; teeth :rre
also sometimes depicted.

Like the earlier Romanesque figurcs, shcela-na-gtgs are to be for"rnd
Iocated on churches, generally placed high up on the walls. However, exam-
ples carved on pillarJike stolles at Tara, Co. Meath, (in the graveyard of a

medieval church) and Swords Clebe, Co. Dublin, probably once flanked the
doorways of medieval churches. More often, however, Irish sheela-na-grgs
;rrc to be found on the walls of castlcs and tower houses where they may have
functioncd as protcctivc carvings and symbols of lordly statLrs. Ccncrally

l:1 I
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Fig.7 .6 The figure from a

thirteenth century church at
Ballylarkin, Co. Kilkenny, is
one of the best carved Irish
sheela-na-gigs. (National
Museum of Ireland)

Irish Slrrclt-trn-gigs and Relnted Figures

speaking, it may be thc casc that the figures found on castles tend to be later
in date than those occurring on churches, thus indicating a change through
time in their perceived mcaning and function. The reasons for this may be
found in the cultural assimilation of the Anglo-Normans in all areas outside
the Pale during a time of caelic resurgence from the late thirteenth to the
sixteenth century.2e The l)alc was a fortified earthwork surrounding an area
extending about thirty milcs from Dublin outside of which the authority of
the English crown was wcak and power rested in the hands of local lords of
both Irish and Norman ancestry. During the Middle Ages, the adoption of
Irish ways, laws, language and literature made a deep impact upon thc
worldview of the Anglo-Norman settlers living beyond the lrale, of whom it
was said they became 'more Irish than the Irish'. In the Irish tradition, the
land was a female entity to which the lord was wedded metaphoricalry and
therefore responsible for its protection, wealth and fecundity. Elements of
ancient pre-Christian beliefs were embedded within these concepts of lord-
ship, and these elements found reinforcement in the Irish literary and intcl-
lectual tradition that the newcomers adopted. Important components of the
tradition were the ancient epic tales and mythology, versions of which
continued to be compiled in manuscript form throughout the Middle Ages.
Even into the seventeenth century compilation continued to be undertaken
by Gaelic scholars who made a conscious effort to record the history and
traditions of a civilization that they recognized as doomed. In the tales female
characters appear, such as Medb, warrior Queen of Connacht, and the
war-goddess Morrigan, who are literary personifications of thc ancient earth
goddess.30

To these literary images, sheela-na-gig supplied a readymade visual image
that could be expropriated and displayed on a lord's residcrrce to provide
validation of his role and status. The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were
the period when thc power of the Gaelic and Gaelicized Anglo-rrish rords
was at its greatest and the most typical buildings of the time wcre tower
houses. The Irish masons who built these fortified residences of the gentry
produced their own style, which was an amalgam of past and present and
there is little evidence of English influcnce.31 Unlike earlier castles, tower
houses were an internal development, the architectural characteristics of
which were essentially Irish,32 and it was on such buildings that powerful
lords displayed sheela-na-gigs. Some of these lords, such as O,Brien and
o'Melaghlin were the descendants of Irish high kings while others such as
Butler and Fitzmaurice were of settler stock.

29

30

31

Kelly, Sheeln-na-gigs. Origitts ond Furctions, pp. 44 6.
lbrd.,p.46.
R. stalley, 'Gothic Art and Architecturc', inThe lllustrated Archneology of lreland, ed.
M. Ryan (Dtrblin, 1991), pp. 172-6 (p.772).
D. Ncwman fohnson,'l.atcr Mcdicval Castles', in The lllustrltcd Arcltncology of
IrclntrLl, cr1- liy;rrr, 1rp. ll"il"i 

()3 (p. l9l).

Fig.7.7 There has been a delib-
cratc attempt by the carver to

rcprcscnt thc shccla-rra-gi g f rorn
a t:httrr:h at Cavatr, Co. ('ilvatr,

as trgly atrtl Ilttr';rlt'rritt1"1.
(Nirtiortll Mrtst'ttttt ol' Irt'l,rrrrl)

l:\2 l:13
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Fig. 7.8 The sheela-na-gig over a yard gate at Moate castle, Co.
Westmcath, may bc among the latest in the series of Irish stone
carvings. Tl.rc figure is in an oval area sunk in a slab and it has
unusual proportions, most notably the enormous face. (National
Muscum of Ircland)

Thc carving of stone shecla-na-gigs appcars to havc cnded with thc final
clcfeat of Irish Gaclic society during thc seventeenth century, and a

shccla-na-gig at Moatc castle, Co. Wcstmcath, erected on a wall rebuilt in
1649 may represcnt thc end of the lrish scries of stonc carvings (Fig. 7.8).33

Thcrc was, howcvcr, a final latc rnanifcstation of the tradition using different
n'rcdia that may have bcen a rcflux from the Low Countries during the seven-
tcc,nth and cighteenth ccnturies.

The figures in question occur on pipe tampers or pipe stoppers of which
therc arc five examples (four bronze ancl one ivory) in the collections of the
National Museum of lreland. Each has an elaborate handlc and a cylindrical
projcction that, once a tobacco pipe was lit, the smoker used to tamp tobacco
irr thc bowl to compact it for more efficient burnilrg. No provenancc is

lccortlctl for tl'rc coppcr i.rlloy cxarnplcs but the ivory cxample3l is docrr-

ii (,rrt'sl,'lrislr Slrocla rr.r (,i1,,', rn l') lri'. I ll0.
il l)rrlrlirr, N,rlion,rl l\4rr:,r'rrrrr ,rl lrtl,rrr,l, l(r'1, rro NMI Sn l90 l:1j3.
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Fig.7.9 Ivory pipe tamper recordcd
as having been found bcside a

castle in Co. Tipperary. The posc is
similar to that found in a number of
sklre shcela-na-gigs. (Na tiona I

Museum of Ircland)

mcntcd as having been found 'in a dug ficld at Castle, Co. Tipperary'.3s Thc
ivory figure is that of a female wearing a dress gathered at the waist crposing
thc buttocks and genitalia (Fig.7.9). Thc right hand grasps the right br"rttock
and tl-re left hand gcstures towards the genitalia. The lcgs are flexed, with the
knees together, and thc figure appcars to be defecating. The hcad is missing.
Two bronze tampers were acquired as part of a collcction togcther with two
bowls from seventeenth-century tobacco pipes and what appear to bc two
Dutch tobacco boxes of the eighteenth ccntury, although no direct conncction
betwecn any of the objects can be demonstrated.36 One tampcr3T is plain on
one side and on the other there is a standing naked female, bent over fully so
tlrat tlre head peers backwards from betwcen the splayed lcgs (Fig. 7.10). A
second similarly posed example,3s shows a backward-looking female whose
buttocks and genitalia are exposed. However the opposite side dcpicts a malc
figure with enlarged phallus and testes (Fig.7.11). A third bronze tampcr3e
shows a couple copulating while the final examplc is of a naked chcrub
standing with the right arm flexcd, the hand resting on the stomach.

35 Scicnce and Art Mnsenm Irish Antiquities Register, 1898-1928, p. 5a.
3(' Dublin. Royal lrish Academy Museum, Registcr of Antiquities (1859 1886), pp.

103-6.
17 Dublin, National Muscunr of lrclarnd, Reg. no. NMI R.560.
rl'l Ilcg. no. NMI R.5(. l.
l) Iicg. rro. NMI li.?ofii.
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Tampers were one of thc pripc smoker's most important tools, and exam-
ples with elaborately ornalrrcntcd handles were cast from at least the year
1660 onwards.ao The tampcr bcaring the figure of a naked boy or cherub is
identical to a tamper founcl in North America for which a seventeenth- or
eighteenth-century date has bccn proposed.ll All of the National Museum of
Ireland tampers may bc cither of Dutch or English origin, and they may
reflect renewed contacts with England and Holland arising from the
williamite war (1689-91). The designs and themes cmployed to decorate the
handles were inspired freqr.rently from those of an earlier agea2 and the lewd
or erotic examples suggest a background in the Low Countries. The themes
may derive ultimately from the erotic and exhibitionist figures representecl
on tin/lead alloy badges that were particularly prevalent in the Netherlands
and Flanders during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.a3 To a lesser
extent similar erotic badges were to be found in the surrounding countrics,
including England.aa The erotic badges can, in turn, be linked to the Roman-
esque sculptural tradition where similar themes are frcquently found and, to
a lesser extent, to the details of manuscript illustration.as In turn, it is the
I(omanesque tradition that gives rise to the Irish series of sheela-na-gigs.

Coming first to antiquarian attention during the nineteenth century,
academic interest in sheela-na-gigs has grown steadily sincc then and,
following the publication in 1977 of Dr Jorgcn Anderscn's important book
The Witch on the Wnll" Medieztal Erotic ScrLlltture in the British lsles, the sculp-
tures have found a general audience. A growing interest in feminism, Celtic
spirituality and New Age belicfs has served to promote fr-rrther intercst in the
carvings. While academics debate the meaning and significance of the
figures, sheela-na-gigs continue to be powerful images that generate strong
passions and public controversy. Most contemporary popular interest in the
carvings tends to lay stress on the reproductive function of female sexuality,
viewing the figures in a positive light. However, intcrpretation of the figures
is clearly a complex matter and, perhaps most importantly, their significance
and function appear to have changed across space and tlme.

40 I.N.Hume,,4 GuidetotheArtifnctso.f ColonialAmericn (Ncwyork, 1976),p.310.
41 Ibid., Fig. 98.3, p.311.
r2 lbid.,p It0.
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Latc Medieval Mass-Produced Badgcs of a scxual Nature', rn Fladcrs in n Europenn
Parspacfittt': Mrutrrscripf llluminntion nround 1400 in Flondcrs nnd Abrood, ed. M.
Srncycrs irncl Il. ('lrLlorr (l"cuven, 1995), pp. 499 576.

44 I[rid., p. 5oo.
'15 Ibid., PP.50ll lrr

Fig. 7.10 Copper alloy tamper
depicl"ing a woman looking
backwards through splayed
legs in a revealing pose. The
reverse is plain. (National
Museum of Ireland)

Fig.7.ll Copper alloy tamper depict-
ing a well-endowed man looking

backwards through splaycd lcgs. Thc
rcvcrsc slrows a wolnilt irr [lrt, slmt'

posc as figtrrc l0- (N,rtionirl Mrrscrrrrr
ol llt,l,rrrtl)
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