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In Colchester Castle, downstairs near the glass lift, can be found a stone statue of
a naked female figure. She is not much to look at - a rather crude carving, stylised
and almost abstract with a simplistic face, offset ears, and long arms.

However this unusual stone figure is part of a larger folk tradition, she is what is
known as a Sheela-Na-Gig.

This particular example comes from St Mary's Church, Easthorpe, near Colchester.
Dating to the 1100s she was originally built into the nave wall above the south
doorway. The image was considered too obscene to keep in the church so she was

first moved to the vicarage garden rockery as an ornament. The vicar then donated
her to the museum in 1926.

She is made of a hard building stone known as clunch, a form of gritty grey chalk

which is not native to the area. This suggests that either the stone was imported,
or the carving was brought from elsewhere.

The figure stands with bent knees, and both hands are positioned at the top of her
oversized vulva, which reaches to below her feet. She has faint rib-like markings

on her chest and appears to be wearing a cap - the large 'ears’ might actually be
part of this.



What are Sheela-Na-Gigs?

Sheela-Na-Gigs are stone carvings of a female figure,
usually found on Norman churches. They consist of a
squatting woman pulling apart her vulva - an unusual
ornament to find on a church. The carvings are old,
and often seem to pre-date the early Christian
churches they are found on.

Today we may see the pose as sexually provocative, but
at the time it could have been seen as comical or
grotesque, acting as a protective symbol. While they are
commonly considered to be idols of a pagan origin, there
is little historical evidence for this.

They can be found all over Ireland, Britain, and even France
and Spain. Some scholars believe that they originated in
continental Europe and note their locations in Britain and
Ireland followed the Norman conquest of the 1100s.

Interestingly, the Sheela in Colchester Castle has the word
ELUI carved to the right of the image. The significance of
this name is now lost.

The carvings may have been used, like other grotesques
such as gargoyles, to keep evil spirits away. This is
reinforced by the positions they are commonly found

in, over doors or windows. However, if they were made of
different materials, and incorporated into churches at a
later date, it is reasonable to assume that they had another 7
meaning to early medieval people.

Academics believe the meaning of these figures is complex, with multiple
interpretations for the female character as spiritual traditions changed over time.
Feminists have adopted the image as an icon with feminist authors viewing the
sexuality of the Sheela-Na-Gig more positively as an empowering figure.



Further reading and research:

* The Witch on the Wall. Andersen, Jorgen (1977)
» Sheela-na-gigs: Unravelling an Enigma. Freitag, Barbara (2004)
» Sheela na gig: The Dark Goddess of Sacred Power. Goode, Starr (2016)

* The Sheela Na Gig Project - Researching Sheela Na Gig Sculptures in the UK
The Sheela-Na-Gig Project is an attempt to collate information about
Sheela-Na-Gigs in the UK. Whereas there seems to be plenty of data on Irish
figures, the UK and continental figures are often overlooked. This website aims to
address the balance by listing all known figures in the UK, complete with
photographs, and include information on figures from the continent.

» Easthorpe - The Sheela Na Gig Project

» Sheela-na-gigs: The naked women adorning Britain's churches - BBC News

See also in popular culture:

» Artinstallation: The Dinner Party (Judy Chicago 1979)

» Play: The Vagina Monologues (Eve Ensler 1996)

» Music: ‘Sheela-na-gig' from the album ‘Dry’. (P.J. Harvey 1992)
https://youtu.be/Sjxr_No-yuY ?feature=shared

* Pussy Riot - Russian feminist punk protest and performance art group based in
Moscow, formed in 2011. The group has a membership of up to 15 usually
anonymous women.The group's lyrical themes included feminism, LGBT
rights, opposition to Russian President and Orthodox church policies. They
moved into pop with their debut mixtape ‘Matriarchy now’ (2022)
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*The Easthorpe Sheela-Na-Gig in Colchester Castle.
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* A 12th-century sheela na gig on the church at Kilpeck, Herefordshire.
Pryderi at English Wikipedia., CC BY-SA 3.0
<http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/>, via Wikimedia Commons

*Sheela-na-gig on town wall in Fethard, Co. Tipperary, Ireland
Michael Sider, CC BY 2.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0>,
via Wikimedia Commons

* The Easthorpe Sheela-Na-Gig.
Photo Douglas Atfield

*Sheela na gig carving at the Church of St Mary and St Andrew, Whittlesford,
Cambridgeshire, England, 12th or 13th century CE

Murgatroyd49, CC BY-SA 4.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0>,

via Wikimedia Commons
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» Sheela na gig in British Museum

Jononmac46, CC BY-SA 4.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0>,
via Wikimedia Commons
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