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Abstract
This research explores how attitudes towards the Síle Na Gig have adapted and developed in contemporary culture for those who are reviving her as a spiritual symbol. The findings include interviews with eight participants who integrate the Síle Na Gig into their spiritual life as well as visits to three Síle Na Gig sites to consider my auto-ethnographic responses to this symbol’s spiritual impact on contemporary beliefs. Despite the common belief that the Síle Na Gig represents an admonishment against lust and the sin of the female body, this research finds that participants consider the symbol an empowering reminder of the female body and a representation of the Goddess. 
As a folkloric icon, the potential for the Síle Na Gig to form part of European indigenous wisdom is investigated. The Síle Na Gig encapsulates a spectrum of Goddess characteristics for those who study and connect with her: Divine Hag, Earth Mother and Sovereignty Queen; archetypes that were displaced by Christianity. This research concludes that the transmissions of the Síle Na Gig can only be understood through coded symbolism but as evidence suggests there was a profound pre-Christian conviction in a ‘female cosmic energy,’[footnoteRef:1] with which all the participants of this research connect.  [1:  Jack Roberts and Johanne McMahon, Sheela-Na-Gigs of Ireland & Britain: The Divine Hag of the Christian Celts. Sheela-Na-Gigs of Ireland & Britain. (Cork: Mercier Press, 2000), p.158] 

















Introduction
The aim of this research is to explore the growth of an emerging spiritual tradition connected to the ancient Síle Na Gig symbol. Specifically, to consider how attitudes towards the Síle Na Gig have adapted and developed in contemporary culture for those who are reviving her as a spiritual symbol. There is no oral or written tradition identifying her symbolism, only the carved figures remain and they are usually found on Romanesque churches in the UK and Ireland – a location which adds to her mystery. Her image is disconcerting to some and empowering to others. She displays an enlarged vulva and womb, an exhibitionist stance suggesting almost supernatural forces and to some grotesque and hag-like. 
For Síle Na Gig scholars, Starr Goode and Miriam Dexter, the Síle Na Gig figure is ‘the assertion of the power of the female sex.’[footnoteRef:2] As with goddesses from other pantheons, the naked, crone goddess Síle Na Gig figure is considered by some scholars to have both the powers of creation and destruction. Several theories abound as to whether she symbolises lust, fertility or female empowerment in academic circles attempting to describe her. Of interest to this research is the current adoption of the Síle Na Gig in female circles who celebrate body sovereignty, womb-orientated dialogue and feminism and their conviction in the spiritual meaning of this icon. By bringing attention to the ways in which contemporary women in these settings are assigning significance to the Síle Na Gig symbol, this research aims to acknowledge how the symbol has gained new spiritual meaning in spaces that are reigniting ritual and a sense of the sacred to the female body. [2:  Starr Goode and Miriam Dexter, ‘Sexuality, the Sheela Na Gigs, and the Goddess in Ancient Ireland’: ReVision, Vol.23 (1) (Cambridge, Mass. 2000), p.38] 

This paper focusses on the sacred nature of the Síle Na Gig both in terms of her church setting, her image, her antiquity and her impact on the participants’ lives. Theories encompassed by the Ecological Spiritual movement are considered in reference to the Síle Na Gig’s presence during the transition from Paganism to Christianity and the unlikely inclusion of these sculptures in Christian settings. The Síle Na Gig’s hag-like features and the significance of the womb space in this icon, point to the Celtic sovereignty myths of a goddess presiding over the landscape in pre-Christian times, demonstrating female agency and acting as a portal to the Otherworld realms. The principles of phenomenology, sacred geography, art activism, ritual and analysis of modern European traditional ecological knowledge, broaden the ways one can identify with the sacred and are considered as tools for engaging with this icon. Some of these theories, such as Barbara Bender’s contested spaces perspective and contemporary interpretations of Lévy-Bruhl’s participation theory, will be presented to consider more inclusive concepts of the sacred and to describe my auto-ethnographical experiences. These reflections will be broadened by anthropological consideration of the indigenous roots that the Síle Na Gig potentially represents in the participants’ lives contrasted by the conclusions of the major scholars of the Síle Na Gig such as Jack Roberts, Mary Concannon, Barbara Freitag and Starr Goode. Lastly, the fieldwork data collected is presented and compared with the definition the literature provides for the Síle Na Gig.
The method of research includes several semi-structured interviews with participants who have adopted the Síle Na Gig as a symbol with particular spiritual significance in their lives.  I also include my own personal self-reflective insights at three Síle Na Gig site visits in England. I personally weave the Síle Na Gig into my spiritual life and she is a well-known symbol in my network of women’s health and spirituality practitioners, partly due to my Irish heritage and connections in Ireland; where she has achieved almost celebrity status among some feminist groups and in my worldview the Síle Na Gig is a sacred symbol. I thus drew on my personal network for research participants, all of whom are women. 
Participants use of the Síle Na Gig symbol in varying spiritual ways, predominantly as an icon signifying female empowerment and as a vestige of pre-Christian beliefs in Europe, specifically in the UK and Ireland, pertaining to worship of feminine archetypes and the Goddess. For Celtic spirituality scholar, Mary Condren, the Síle Na Gig represents appropriation of pagan symbols by the early Christian church,[footnoteRef:3] and is from a much more ancient belief system. Síle Na Gig experts, Johanne McMahon and Jack Roberts, maintain that we can only speculate as to when the Síle Na Gig ‘first burst from the Celtic imagination’ offering a suggested chronology based on ancient versions dating back to 4,000 B.C.E.[footnoteRef:4] In contemporary times, an ancient hypothesis concerning the Síle Na Gig is a commonly held assumption and this research explores the consensus and certainty with which my participants uphold the primordial origins of the Síle Na Gig. [3:  Mary Condren, The Serpent and the Goddess, Women, Religion, And Power in Celtic Ireland, (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1989), p.66 ]  [4:  Jack Roberts and Johanne McMahon, Sheela-Na-Gigs of Ireland & Britain: The Divine Hag of the Christian Celts. Sheela-Na-Gigs of Ireland & Britain. (Cork: Mercier Press, 2000), p.2] 

It is the purpose of this research to contribute to the rise of scholarly interest towards connection with the sacred in modern times, revival of pre-Christian beliefs and to provide a modern anthropological angle on the current archaeological conclusions relating to the Síle Na Gig figure. The collective awareness of a wider shift in consciousness identified by all participants in this research is explored and the phenomenological findings describing participants encounters and sensations connected to their womb with regards to the Síle Na Gig figure and a belief in ‘Womb Consciousness’ is investigated.
Barbara Freitag observes that the Síle Na Gig had for centuries ‘led a quiet existence on churches all over the British Isles’[footnoteRef:5] and is historically a controversial enigma, baffling the ‘puritanical reservations’[footnoteRef:6] of scholars. When brought to academic attention 160 years ago, the Síle Na Gig figures were not celebrated; archaeologists tended to consider them ‘lewd, barbarous or repulsive’, Freitag aligns the Síle Na Gig with other folk deities, popular in medieval times associated with ‘birth and death and the renewal of life’.[footnoteRef:7] Finnish artist Ikonen states that folklore is ‘the clearest reflection of the soul of a people.”[footnoteRef:8] As the Síle Na Gig symbol resurrects herself in feminist, western folklore, this research focusses on contemporary attitudes towards the Síle Na Gig symbol, in particular, women who have adopted her as a spiritual totem. This dissertation endeavours to enquire how these practices reflect on contemporary folklore in respect to her symbolism.  [5:  Barbara Freitag, Sheela-na-gigs: Unravelling an Enigma, (London: Routledge, 2004), p.1]  [6:  Ibid p. 22]  [7:  Barbara Freitag, Sheela-na-gigs: Unravelling an Enigma, (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 1]  [8:  Iknonen, Riitta, in ‘Offbeat Portraits Integrate Elderly Subjects with Nature,’ Amanda Gorence  April 8, 2013. Available at 
<https://www.featureshoot.com/2013/04/offbeat-portraits-integrate-elderly-subjects-with-nature/> [Accessed 23 April 2021].
] 


Academic Rational
This research locates beliefs concerning Síle Na Gig in a post-Christian contemporary context of modern culture; within the discipline of Ecology and Spirituality, which gathers relational ways of thinking about the environment and religion. The growing popularity of the Síle Na Gig symbol in new age, Celtic schools such as the Moon Mná movement and feminist campaigns such as Project Sheela in Dublin, as well as modern goddess worshipping esoteric communities, confirms a spiritual belief among some women that the Síle Na Gig symbol is experiencing a revival. Project Sheela is an activist campaign in Dublin raising awareness of abuse and violence towards women. They consider the Síle Na Gig a symbol of ‘unashamed female empowerment’ and women’s rights. As church attendance declines the organisers of the Project Sheela campaign believe there is a shift for people to ‘choose their own spiritual symbols’[footnoteRef:9] leading to a Síle Na Gig renaissance.  [9:  Stephen, Jenny, Big Vagina energy: the return of the Sheela Na Gig, 8 March 2021, Available at <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/mar/08/big-vagina-energy-the-return-of-the-sheela-na-gig> [Accessed 23 April 2021].
] 


The Moon Mná movement is a Dublin based, global, on-line network of women trained by founder, Dr Karen Ward, integrating the Síle Na Gig into women circles founded on Native Irish Shamanistic teachings. Within this network, the Síle Na Gig represents the Goddess of sexuality and she is summoned in rites of passage ceremonies to counteract the suppression of female sexual expression, particularly in Ireland due to the omnipresence of the Catholic church in Irish society. Both Project Sheela and the Moon Mná network highlight the predominance of the Síle Na Gig’s reputation in Ireland. However, with over 40 Síle Na Gigs in England, and evidence of her presence elsewhere, this research aims to explore her standing among participants in both Ireland and the UK as well as those who connect with the Síle Na Gig from further afield. 

Archaeological studies into the meaning of the Síle Na Gig symbol make various assumptions as to her symbolism; she may be an icon of female sexuality, fertility, hold apotropaic powers or symbolise death and sin. There is no definite conclusion and this research seeks to explore the various views on the Síle Na Gig while acknowledging the freedom women feel to reinterpret this symbol, as feminist theologist, Rosemary Radford Ruether asserts, women can ‘reconstruct meaning’[footnoteRef:10] for themselves in contemporary feminist theology. In her aspect as an indigenous icon the hag-like elements of the Síle Na Gig align her with the ecological spiritual movement’s focus on Traditional Ecological Knowledge. Indigenous studies scholar, Dr. Amba Sepie, maintains that indigenous wisdom known as, Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), protects biodiversity, encourages a healthy interaction with the environment and is a rich source to support kinship between all living creatures.[footnoteRef:11] The propensity for the Síle Na Gig symbol to represent pre-Christian indigenous ways of thinking and living are also explored in this research. [10:  Rosemary Radford Ruether 1985. Womanguides: Readings toward a Feminist Theology. (Boston: Beacon), p.ix]  [11:  Dr. Amba Sepie, Tracing the Motherline: Earth Elders, Decolonising Worldview, and Planetary Futurity, (Canterbury NZ: University of Canterbury, 2018), p.8] 

The revival of spiritual symbolism being assigned to the Síle Na Gig is considered in this paper and the incongruity of this symbol’s ecclesiastical placement in light of Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space; a belief that sacred space is impacted by social and political forces empowering some voices and disregarding others,[footnoteRef:12] is drawn upon. To analyse participants’ level of interaction with the ancient Síle Na Gig, Lévy-Bruhl’s notion of ‘participation’ is considered. Lévy-Bruhl’s ‘participation’ is an enquiry into the mystical mind and sacred experiences, an embodied phenomenological practice and considered by Susan Greenwood as ‘an important tool for expanding awareness’[footnoteRef:13] in fieldwork. For ecopsychologist Laura Sewall, Lévy-Bruhl’s participation ‘implies inserting one’s consciousness into the space between ourselves and the Other’[footnoteRef:14] to make meaning and metaphor and thus experience the sacred.  [12:  Barbara Bender, ‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’, Stonehenge: Making Space, (Oxford: Berg, 1998)]  [13:  Susan Greenwood, The Anthropology of Magic, (Oxford: Berg, 2009), p.68-69]  [14:  Laura Sewall, The Skill of Ecological Perception, Ecopsychology: Restoring the earth, healing the mind, (San Fransisco: Sierra Club Books, 1995), p.214] 

Feminist scholar, Kathy Davis, suggests that theorising should be done based on the accounts directly taken from women to understand ‘what it means to live in a particular body, at a specific moment in time, or in a particular social location’.[footnoteRef:15] Ecofeminists and proponents of the Goddess Movement Monica Sjöö and Barbara Mor, maintain that monotheism and Sky God worship with an aim to transcend the flesh, does not permit the ‘human ontological condition’[footnoteRef:16] to flourish, purporting that in the West, we are today living in the ‘ontological fallout’ of 2,000 years of patriarchal domination and suppression of belief in female archetypes and of the female body. For Sjöö and Mor it is in the mystery schools of feminist spirituality that we understand the root of evolution, which in their view has been suppressed by ‘patriarchal consciousness.’[footnoteRef:17] The purpose of this research is to consider how women engaging with the Síle Na Gig consider this icon as representing a reversal of female suppression and a pathway to deeper self-awareness.  [15:  Kathy Davis, Embody-ing theory, beyond modernist and postmodernist readings of the body. In Davis, K., (Ed.) Embodied practices: feminist perspectives on the body, (California: Thousand Oaks, 1997), Sage, 1-24. p.62]  [16:  Monica Sjöö and Barbara Mor, The Great Cosmic Mother, Rediscovering the Religion of the Earth, (New York: Harper Collins, 1987), p.417]  [17:  Ibid p. 181] 

Goddess or feminist spirituality is described by Sjöö and Mor as an understanding of the ‘complete physical as well as spiritual bonding-together of all life on earth’ and that this was the world’s ‘first religion.’[footnoteRef:18] Living in a female body, associated with shame and abuse, that has been supported by state and church doctrine, is the ‘social location’ within which myself and many of my participants find themselves. Surrounded by networks of women who have found solace in reviving worship of female deities has lead participants of this research to embrace a native female icon, the Síle Na Gig. Aligning with Davis’ phenomenological approach, this research explores the beliefs of a selection of contemporary views ascribing meaning to the Síle Na Gig symbol. Gathering evidence around the origins of these beliefs and reasons for associated practices, this research will consider how these practices impact participants’ spiritual lives and sense of womanhood. [18:  Ibid p.417] 



Methodology and Reflexive Considerations
The research methodology for this dissertation includes interviews, phenomenological observations and reflexivity during fieldwork. The interviews took place on-line and the fieldwork includes personal visits to three Síle Na Gig sites in England. Philosopher, Edmund Husserl, espoused the concept of phenomenology, as a science of the essence of consciousness. His study of phenomenology looked at the way that we perceive our life experiences through our own consciousness and how we interpret our Lebenswelt or ‘Lifeworld’.[footnoteRef:19] This research advocates a form of embodied phenomenology, namely the connection participants sense when connecting with a womb-orientated symbol and their belief in the phenomenon of womb consciousness. The use of phenomenology to capture the sense of sacred space the Síle Na Gig evokes for participants both in their ‘Lifeworld’ and physically in their body, aligns with Husserl’s reflective study of phenomenology of the essence of consciousness as experienced from the individual’s point of view.  [19:  Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1970), p.138] 


Síle Na Gig’s are mostly found on Romanesque churches thus they have experienced a Christianisation; however, the revival of this symbol is not associated with the Church. Bender’s anthropological enquiry into sacred space and the concept of these being ‘contested spaces’[footnoteRef:20] fits naturally with this research. The traditional view is that the Síle Na Gigs are placed in church sites to ward off the sin of lust and warn congregations of the dangers of female sexuality. Contemporary use of the Síle Na Gig symbol sees her as completely the opposite of this Christian view; she represents female empowerment and is considered a Goddess of sexuality. Davis states: [20:  Barbara Bender, ‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’, Stonehenge: Making Space, (Oxford: Berg, 1998)] 


‘The task at hand is to link individual women’s subjective accounts of their experiences and how these affect their everyday practices, with an analysis of the cultural discourses, institutional arrangements, and geopolitical contexts in which these accounts are embedded and which give meaning to them.’[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Davis, Kathy, Reclaiming women’s bodies: Colonialist trope or critical epistemology? Available at <https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1467-954X.2007.00692.x>,p.57, [Accessed 21 October 2021].
] 


During personal visits to three Síle Na Gig sites and interviewing others who attend similar places I will observe how the Síle Na Gig has woven herself into contemporary beliefs, despite her ‘contested’ locations. 
While researching views of women creating a sacred connection to the Síle Na Gig and analysing it against scholarly debate, an auto-ethnographic consideration of my personal self-reflective experiences visiting three sites in England are also described. Exploring the Síle Na Gig sites, I took a phenomenological approach to my experiences. Researching, photographing and journaling while simultaneously interviewing other women for whom the Síle Na Gig holds meaning. As Bell advocates, every effort should be made to ‘cross-check findings’[footnoteRef:22] and to use more than one method of data collation. The mixed method approach of using interviews with self-reflexive experience allows, as researcher Sophie Laws indicates, understanding of a topic from ‘different perspectives’[footnoteRef:23] I apply Bender’s notion of contested spaces to the potential Christianisation of the Síle Na Gig figure and consider how that sits within my own views and those of my contemporaries.  [22:  Judith Bell, Doing Your Research Project, (Berkshire: Open University Press, 2005), p.118]  [23:  S. Laws with C. Harper and R. Marcus, Research for Development: A Practical Guide, (London: Sage publications, 2003), p.281] 

The first task for this research was to allocate the study population. The aim was to gather participants who openly discuss and honour the Síle Na Gig and see her as a symbol of feminine awakening. Most of the participants are known to me as I approached individuals with associations to the Síle Na Gig within my own feminist spiritual network. Via sharing the aim of my research on social media, reaching out to personal contacts and being open to referrals, I gathered a study population from my professional and spiritual network who as female artists, therapists and spiritual leaders integrate the Síle Na Gig into their life and work. 

Personal reflections
Like a number of the women in my research I can’t remember the first time the Síle Na Gig figure came into my imagination; it’s as if she has always been there, she is a very familiar symbol to me. I am a menstrual health therapist, living in Oxford, raised in an Irish Catholic family in London and no longer a practising Christian. I am keen to discover and research symbols, rituals, beliefs and practices held by my own pre-Christian ancestors and I describe my spiritual path as nature-based. While in New Zealand, researching Maori menarche rites, I spoke with an indigenous scholar describing how my own culture must have had a celebratory relationship with the female body that included rites of passage and a positive narrative but that it has been lost. Her advice was to start my enquiry with the Síle Na Gig figure, which brings me to this dissertation. 

Those I approached for this research are connected to my network as they may have trained me in women’s health and spirituality, facilitated women’s circles with me, share similar earth/goddess-based spiritual practices or are activists, authors and artists I know of due to my own connection with the Síle Na Gig. As suggested by qualitative research trainers Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Aja Bailey, interviews can be considered a ‘conversation with a purpose,’[footnoteRef:24] and thus one-to-one in-depth, guided interviews were held, discussing the participant’s connection and spiritual use of the Síle Na Gig symbol. This methodology offers insights on how each participant views the Síle Na Gig symbol, with a particular focus on the ancient origins of beliefs surrounding the Síle Na Gig and how individuals have adapted these beliefs for their own purpose. The choice of participants in this research is non-random, I used ‘purposive recruitment’ inviting participation from people who I know are ‘information-rich’[footnoteRef:25] on the topic and can provide detailed information on the research question.  [24:  M. Hennink, I. Hunter& A. Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (London: SAGE, 2015), p.109]  [25:  Ibid,  p.85] 


Hennink, Hutter and Bailey indicate, qualitative studies often use a small number of participants as ‘the depth of information and the variation in experiences are of interest.’[footnoteRef:26] The material for this research will be collected by interviews with eight participants as well as my own lived experience at the Síle Na Gig sites which will incorporate an auto-ethnographic aspect into this research. Through the analysis of my personal visits to Síle Na Gig sites I will utilise what Ellis, Adam and Bochner describe as my ‘personal experience to illustrate facets of cultural experience’[footnoteRef:27] surrounding the Síle Na Gig figure. As the researcher, I bring my own subjective attitudes to this work and I acknowledge that my personal beliefs, emotions and views on the revival of this symbol will impact the data I collect. I fall into Judith Bell’s category of someone who has ‘strong views about the topic.’[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  Ibid, p.88]  [27:  Ellis, Carolyn, Adams, Tony E. and Bochner, Arthur P., Autoethnography: An Overview, January 2011. Available at <https://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/1589/3095 >, [Accessed 20 October 2021].]  [28:  Judith Bell, Doing Your Research Project, (Berkshire: Open University Press, 2005), p.169] 


I aim to remain critical of my interpretation of the data, questioning my assumptions and basing my conclusions on the available evidence. As recommended by Hennink, Hutter and Bailey I apply ‘conscious self-reflection’[footnoteRef:29] bringing regular awareness to my own values, self-identity and ideologies during the research process. I am both insider and outsider within this research. Some of the views are familiar to me and others may stem from cultural practices unique to the participant. The one common theme is the fact that all participants are reviving spiritual symbolism based on ancient beliefs that have been dormant for many centuries in the collective landscape.  [29:  M. Hennink, I. Hunter& A. Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (London: SAGE, 2015), p.19] 


Personal note on terminology
The Síle Na Gig project, an organisation researching Síle Na Gigs in the UK and Ireland, lists 18 derivations of the word Síle Na Gig. The anglicised, Sheela-Na-Gig, is the most common spelling and other variations make reference to the different positions and parts of the body exhibited by the sculptures. In her history of folklore surrounding the Síle Na Gig, Barbara Freitag dedicates an entire chapter to the discussion of the spelling of Síle Na Gig. I have chosen to use the spelling as it was first introduced to me in Ireland. Freitag claims this spelling was offered by William Batersby[footnoteRef:30] who suggested a connection with the Irish word for supernatural spirit – sídhe and the word Gig which in Irish relates to a slang term for female genitals. When necessary, I will be using female pronouns in reference to the Síle Na Gig as I acknowledge that she is a sacred symbol within my worldview.  [30:  Barbara Freitag, Sheela-na-gigs: Unravelling an Enigma, (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 55] 


Vagina translates from the Latin as sheath or scabbard, as in for a sword and the word vulva translates as wrapper. The notion that this part of the female body is simply a holding space, I feel, limits our understanding of the womb space and for author, Naomi Wolf, these Latin words are ‘male-centric.’[footnoteRef:31] In my spiritual circles the Sanskrit umbrella term for female genitalia ‘Yoni’ is normally used but by many this is considered appropriation not originating from European culture. The word pudendum, referring to the external genitals of a woman, is often used by scholars describing the positioning of Síle Na Gigs, translating as a body part to ‘be ashamed of’ in Latin and is avoided in this research. Similarly misogynistic, the word uterus deriving from the Greek word for hysteria, hysterika, points to the ancient Greek explanation as to why women could not influence ‘serious’ matters in society.[footnoteRef:32] To replace uterus, I use womb and I refer to the entire reproductive area as womb-space. Where there is no obvious alternative, I use the Latin anatomical names. [31:  Naomi Wolf, Vagina, (London: Virago, 2012), p. 262]  [32:  Traniello, Vanessa, Hysteria and the Wandering Womb, Available at <https://academic.mu.edu/meissnerd/hysteria.html> [Accessed 21 November 2021].] 

Literature Review
Describing folklorist, Lady Raglan’s search for the meaning of the mysterious Green Man icon, New Yorker journalist, Jo Livingstone, suggests that Raglan was looking for ‘pure origins where really there were none.’[footnoteRef:33] These ‘pure origins’ are perhaps similarly revered by the seekers who have participated in this research as they connect with the equally mysterious folklore figure, the Síle Na Gig. All participants in this research value the presence of female deities and could be described as aligning with the Goddess Movement. They hold a similar view to Celtic scholar, Anne Ross, who concludes that the Celtic Goddess could not be ‘displaced overnight by a new creed’ and perhaps the Síle Na Gig is indeed a remnant of ‘what could be kept of the old beliefs and secular customs’[footnoteRef:34] in the onset of Christian dominance.  [33:  Livingstone, Jo, The remarkable persistence of the Green Man, 7 March 2016, <https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/the-remarkable-persistence-of-the-green-man> [Accessed 14 April 2021].]  [34:  Anne Ross, Pagan Celtic Britain, (London: Constable and company Ltd., 1993), p.296,] 


In Starr Goode’s comprehensive biography of the Síle Na Gig, she alludes to the immediate reactions that commentators have had of this compelling figure over the centuries: ‘whore’, ‘hag’, ‘witch’, ‘devil’, ‘healer’, ‘goddess.’[footnoteRef:35] There are clearly parallels here with the social attitudes and fears that have led to female oppression, the witch-hunts and shaming of the female body. Saint Jerome reminds Christian followers that ‘Woman is the gate of the devil, the path of wickedness, the sting of the serpent, in a word a perilous object.’[footnoteRef:36] As a symbol that is mostly found on churches, it would be easy to agree with the commonly held academic position maintaining that the Síle Na Gig is a ‘sermon in stone’ and ‘an embodiment of sin’[footnoteRef:37]. However, Goode also indicates that the time in which these symbols were carved onto churches was a time of great religious transition and that her popularity on Romanesque architecture could suggest that she is an ‘underlying legacy of the ancient Great Goddess.’[footnoteRef:38] [35:  Starr Goode, Sheela Na Gig, The Dark Goddess of Sacred Power, (Vermont: Inner Traditions, 2016), p. 4]  [36:  Andersen, Jorgen. 1977. The Witch on the Wall: Medieval Erotic Sculpture in the British Isles. (Copenhagen: Rosenkilde & Bagger. 1977), p.61]  [37:  Starr Goode, Sheela Na Gig, The Dark Goddess of Sacred Power, (Vermont: Inner Traditions, 2016), p. 15]  [38:  Ibid, p. 4] 


For Roberts and McMahon, this controversial figure is a rare surviving element of the native Celtic tradition, in particular, its feminine orientation, despite being mainly found on the walls of the patriarchal church.[footnoteRef:39] For most archaeologists and art historians however, the Síle Na Gig functioned as a warning against lust to church parishioners, hence her presence on Romanesque churches.[footnoteRef:40] This common understanding of the Síle Na Gig in academic circles is denied by McMahon and Roberts. They claim that her ‘exalted position within the religious iconography of the earlier church’[footnoteRef:41] indicates that she was a sacred symbol and revered. Celtic Goddess scholar, Mary Condren, maintains that in pre-Christian times, as women were inherently associated with the source of life it seems evident that the origins of life were female and thus the female body became a sacred icon.[footnoteRef:42]  [39:  Jack Roberts and Johanne McMahon, Sheela-Na-Gigs of Ireland & Britain: The Divine Hag of the Christian Celts. Sheela-Na-Gigs of Ireland & Britain. (Cork: Mercier Press, 2000), p.2]  [40:  Eamonn Kelly, Sheela-na-Gigs: Origins and Functions, (Hertfordshire: Town House Publishing), p.44 ]  [41:  Jack Roberts and Johanne McMahon, Sheela-Na-Gigs of Ireland & Britain: The Divine Hag of the Christian Celts. Sheela-Na-Gigs of Ireland & Britain. (Cork:Mercier Press, 2000), p.1]  [42:  Mary Condren, The Serpent and the Goddess, Women, Religion, And Power in Celtic Ireland, (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1989)] 


For four prominent Síle Na Gig scholars this symbol has many iterations. Barbara Freitag concludes the Síle Na Gig is a folk deity to protect women in childbirth, Starr Goode’s book dedicated to the Síle Na Gig describes her as the Dark Goddess, for Maureen Concannon the Síle Na Gig’s current popularity represents the ‘re-emergence of the Divine Feminine into human consciousness,’[footnoteRef:43] while Georgia Rhoades paper ‘Decoding the Sheela-na-gig’, maintains that this mystery symbol is a protectress of life’s thresholds and liminal spaces. Whatever her meaning it is clear that this symbol wields much power in the imagination of those who seek her.  [43:  Maureen Concannon, The Sacred Whore: Sheela Goddess of the Celts, (Cork: The Collins Press, 2004), p. 191] 


The majority of Síle Na Gigs are located in Ireland and my research would suggest she has a far greater presence there with many respondents to this research, including myself, hailing from Irish heritage.  Historian, James H. Dunn, states that women in Ireland were ‘historically, the locus of power and the seat of sovereignty’[footnoteRef:44] and that this would have been problematic for the emerging Christian church. Irish scholar, Gearóid Ó Crualoich, maintains that the ‘Cult of the Virgin’ demonstrated the intense loyalty and endurance of an ancient ‘Mother of the Gods,’[footnoteRef:45] a version of female agency who reigned.  As Goode posits, ‘The Christian church was not a tabula rasa springing up pristine during the medieval period,’ worship of the ‘Great Goddess’ was pervasive.[footnoteRef:46] Rhoades maintains that ‘we can be fairly certain that the Sheela is part of the accommodation of the pagan Irish church, and that the Roman church hoped to resignify her.’[footnoteRef:47] Sjöö and Mor claim that as early Christian churches were built on the sites of pagan temples, they naturally included both pagan and Christian deities and they describe the Síle Na Gig as a, ‘naked Goddess, with her legs spread wide to show the origins of life,’ as an example.[footnoteRef:48]  [44:  James H. Dunn, “Síle-na-Gcíoch,” in: Eire-Ireland 12, (1977), p. 81]  [45:  Gearóid Ó Crualaoich, The Book of the Cailleach: Stories of the Wise Woman Healer, (Cork: University College Cork Press, 2004) p. 158]  [46:  Starr Goode, Sheela Na Gig, The Dark Goddess of Sacred Power, (Vermont: Inner Traditions, 2016), p.50]  [47:  Georgia Rhoades, Decoding the Sheela na Gig in Feminist Formations: Vol. 22, No. 2, The Politics and Rhetorics of Embodiment, 
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), p. 184
]  [48:  Monica Sjöö and Barbara Mor, The Great Cosmic Mother, Rediscovering the Religion of the Earth, (New York: Harper Collins, 1987), p. 321] 

The tension in our understanding of the Síle Na Gig has not prevented her potent image from being rewoven into the imagination of some groups. If she is an emblem of Europe’s transition from paganism to Christianity, it will be difficult to find hard evidence due to the break in transmission of the Celtic oral culture. However, for the women in this research, their contemporary, spiritual belief in the Síle Na Gig is not hampered by intellectual debate on her symbolism and meaning. For the participants of this enquiry, the Síle Na Gig’s meaning is an embodied knowing. This naked figure revealing her womb space resonates so deeply that these women are unwavering in the meaning they have ascribed to her and they feel it in their womb spaces. As Davis proposes, ‘phenomenological perspectives treat women as embodied subjects who think, act, and know through their bodies’[footnoteRef:49] and for this research a phenomenological understanding supports the exploration of the impact the Síle Na Gig has on participants. As with Bender’s description of sacred space, Síle Na Gigs are found on sites that have over the centuries been charged with new meaning; these are for Bender contested spaces.[footnoteRef:50] In this research’s fieldwork, sacred space is considered from a perspective of Lévy-Bruhl’s ‘participation’ with these contested spaces.  [49:  Kathy Davis [https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1467-954X.2007.00692.x],   p.67, Accessed 27 April 2021]  [50:  Barbara Bender, ‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’, Stonehenge: Making Space, (Oxford: Berg, 1998)] 

Spiritual interest in the Síle Na Gig is part of a wider Goddess spirituality movement which upholds an origin myth centred around a Great Mother / Gaia / Mother Earth figure and maintains that life evolved from a primordial cosmic womb rather than being constructed by a male God in the sky as in the dominant world religions. In some esoteric circles this belief is described as Womb Consciousness. For Bertrand and Bertrand, Western culture’s abandonment of Womb Consciousness has encouraged a ‘hypermasculine cerebral consciousness…. separated from its feminine origin.’[footnoteRef:51] They argue that the monotheistic ‘Kingdom of Heaven’ is a mistranslation from the original teachings, translating the Biblical Aramaic ‘malkutha d’shmaya’[footnoteRef:52] as Queendom of Heaven and that it is by ‘renewing primordial Womb Consciousness’[footnoteRef:53] that we will bring balance to earth.   [51: Azra Bertrand, Seren Bertrand, Womb Awakening, Initiatory Wisdom from the Creatrix of all Life, (Toronto: Bear & Co, 2017) p. 18]  [52:  Ibid p.19]  [53:  Ibid p.18] 

This womb related narrative develops metaphors of darkness, chaos and cosmic energy to assign spiritual meaning to the womb space both universally and within the female body and is a common theme in contemporary esoteric interpretations of the Síle Na Gig. Also, of note in association with the Síle Na Gig’s exhibitionist stance, is the ancient practice of ‘Anasyrma,’ the act of woman deliberately revealing her vagina to avert evil or enhance the fertility of the land. In Catherine Blackledge’s study of Anasyrma, she suggests such an act demonstrates a belief in the power of the exposed vagina which is ‘enduring and widespread.’[footnoteRef:54] Concurring with an understanding of the ancient belief that the womb-space was sacred, Síle Na Gig scholar, Jorgen Andersen, quotes Douglas Fraser’s conclusion: [54:  Catherine Blackledge, Raising the Skirt, The Unsung Power of the Vagina, (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2003), p.11] 

‘The female genitalia are, of course, a direct symbol of creativity, the most mysterious and godlike process in which man participates.’[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Andersen (1977) quotes Douglas Fraser in Georgia Rhoades, Decoding the Sheela-Na-Gig, (Maryland: John Hopkins University Press), p.189 ] 

In her aspect as the Goddess of Sovereignty, the Síle Na Gig may represent an ancient form of European Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK)[footnoteRef:56] as defined by Sepie. Some proponents of the Síle Na Gig hold the view that Síle Na Gig has apotropaic, protective powers for all who honour her. For some she is a deity with isomorphic powers who simultaneously represents the female body and the physical universe, a lineage positioning her alongside the great goddesses of archaic cosmologies and potentially a modern indigenous symbol. [56:  Dr. Amba Sepie, Tracing the Motherline: Earth Elders, Decolonising Worldview, and Planetary Futurity, (Canterbury NZ: University of Canterbury, 2018), p.8] 

Fieldwork and Discussion
All of the participants who responded to this research are female. None of the women identify as Christian and have forged strong, independent, spiritual paths outside of the rubrics of religion. The incongruence of the unmistakable Christian connection with the Síle Na Gig, namely that most are found on church walls, and the fact that modern day followers of this symbol are not church goers, is a central theme in my research questions. 
The participants all weave the Síle Na Gig figure into their spiritual practices either through prayer, art, activism or ritual. For them, the Síle Na Gig symbol is potent and they have deeply held beliefs around her meaning. This leads to another contrast in terms of academic / archaeological findings which summarise that the Síle Na Gig’s symbolism is inconclusive and unknown. My research considers how, despite institutionally held attitudes, still searching for the meaning of the Síle Na Gig, this mysterious icon is experiencing a revival and her meaning is being identified in new, contemporary practices. 
Participants
Bridget is a Dubliner in her 50s, raised Catholic and has now embraced nature-based spirituality. She lives with her husband and runs a shamanic healing clinic. She describes her practice as Irish Celtic shamanism or Irish Native shamanism and it is through this lens that she connected with the Síle Na Gig.
Mara is from New Zealand and living with her partner in Scotland. She creates what is described as ‘sacred soul-crafted Goddess Art’ as a means to support women’s connection to their own body, to earth and to their womb-space. She weaves the Síle Na Gig figure into some of her work as she celebrates the female form and creates art that supports ‘connection, ritual and intimacy within the body.’
Danielle lives with her partner and 7-week-old daughter in Oregon, USA. She describes herself as a ‘Traditional Birth-keeper’ and Dianic Witch, supporting women in their path to sovereignty and wholeness. As an anthropology student she studied Celtic studies and learnt about the Síle Na Gig and for her recent birth experience she commissioned a painting of the icon. 
Áine is a story teller and performance artist. She is from Dublin living in Berlin with her husband and two teenage sons. Originally an art history teacher, she trained as a doula after an abusive hospital pregnancy experience. This is the point at which the Síle Na Gig came into her life. Áine is well known for her womb and vulva art depicting Irish goddesses and Mother Mary. She performs as the character ‘Growler’ who is a giant 80-year-old vulva that speaks out for oppressed women. 
Lizbeth is a sacred sexuality healer and astrologer. She lives in Somerset with her five sons and describes herself as a ‘devotee of the mysteries’ finding spiritual labels too restraining. She first came across the Síle Na Gig when working in a practice room in Glastonbury. Lizbeth was instantaneously drawn to the ‘open vulva’ and ‘entranced’ by seeing the female body expressed so openly. Despite previously not being familiar with the Síle Na Gig, Lizbeth considers this icon an expression of the ‘Dark Goddess’ and the archetypes with which she commonly works with such as Lilith; goddesses who embody the feminine aspects that have been ‘demonised.’ 
Diana is a well-known ecofeminist activist in my home-town of Oxford. She is an octogenarian and has been involved in various women’s rights campaigns throughout the decades. Her most recent protest related to the Oxford Síle Na Gig which was removed from its tower and placed in a museum cabinet; she calls this campaign ‘Free the Sheela.’ Diana believes her fascination with the Síle Na Gig stems from her childhood abuse and is connected to body-shame in relation to her dysfunctional relationship with her mother. She finds the Síle Na Gig creates a sense of sanctuary for her.
Charlotte is a sculptor and activist who, after sharing accounts of her sexual abuse publicly in the aftermath of the ‘Me Too’ movement, turned her energies to vulva art. Her latest sculpture project, the ‘Vulval Madonna’ is part inspired by the Síle Na Gig. Charlotte considers the process of creating this work as a healing, ‘personal reclamation’ of herself.
Theresa is a children’s nurse, yoga teacher and women’s circle facilitator. She lives with her children and husband in Oxfordshire. Like myself, Theresa has experienced a 13-month training with Brigid (another participant), within which there is a module focussing on Síle Na Gig as a goddess of sexuality. She considers the Síle Na Gig a symbol of ‘ultimate female power’ and integrates the symbol into her spiritual, women circle events.
Part I - Ancient Origins
Described as ‘a guardian of liminality, a protectress of the portals’[footnoteRef:57] by Dexter and Goode, some scholars of the Síle Na Gig certainly ascribe to her goddess-like qualities beyond the simplistic ideas of her being an icon for fertility or to ward against lust.  For Goddess scholar, archaeologist and anthropologist, Marija Gimbutas, the Goddesses of Old Europe were far more than simple fertility icons; they were ‘life-givers and death-wielders.’[footnoteRef:58] Considering the Síle Na Gig as representing an ancient Goddess archetype invites her to an especially exalted position and indeed, according to Goode, within the Celtic pantheon various Goddesses present ‘a strong sexual element,’[footnoteRef:59] which is evident in the anatomical revelations of the Síle Na Gig carvings. [57:  Starr Goode and Miriam Dexter, ‘Sexuality, the Sheela Na Gigs, and the Goddess in Ancient Ireland’: ReVision, Vol.23 (1) (Cambridge, Mass. 2000), p. 50
]  [58:  Marija Gimbutas, The Language of the Goddess (New York: Thames & Hudson, 1989), p. xix.]  [59:  Starr Goode, Sheela Na Gig, The Dark Goddess of Sacred Power, Inner Traditions, Vermont, 2016 p. 46] 


Brigid, who holds facilitator training with a focus on the female body, feels such a strong connection to the Síle Na Gig that she has merged this character into her teachings. For Brigid there is no doubt that the Síle Na Gig is a Goddess and that the power this deity resides over is sexuality. Brigid is also a scholar of Irish Native Shamanism and the Gaelic language and is clear in her belief that the symbol of the Síle Na Gig existed before the church. She has made many visits to well-known Síle Na Gig sites including analysing the collection at the National Museum of Ireland. She holds pilgrimages and rituals at sacred Síle Na Gig sites and maintains that this emblem is a,

‘…portal into the sexual mystic ways that cannot be spoken about by ordinary language, as we have lost the ways of speaking about the sacredness of sexuality.’

Womb artist, Áine, concurs, that as a Goddess, the Síle Na Gig ‘is not limited in any way’ and to claim her as a protector of childbirth is too simplistic adding, ‘she is everything, she is Gaia.’ Celtic goddesses were simultaneously warriors, hags, bestowers of sovereignty, protectresses of the land and as Áine said of the Síle Na Gig, they had no limits. Brigid notes that if the Síle Na Gig was purely an icon for childbirth she would have a different representation, as an older hag-like character, most Síle Na Gigs speak to Brigid of ‘elderhood’, ‘the Síle Na Gig is the elder teaching us the blood mysteries.’

Mary Condren states that these powerful characteristics clearly posed a challenge for the developing Christian church as it adopted the fear that, ‘women are responsible for bringing death into the world through disobedience, chaos or uncontrolled sensuality...’[footnoteRef:60] As Simone de Beauvoir alleged: ‘In most folk representations, Death is woman, and women mourn the dead because death is their work.’[footnoteRef:61] For Condren the very possibility that ‘the realm of the sacred is intimately linked’ with the female body and it’s mysteries, was a ‘deep insecurity’ for the authorities of the time and required ‘repetitive and violent protestations’[footnoteRef:62] against the feminine.  [60:  Mary Condren, The Serpent and the Goddess, Women, Religion, And Power in Celtic Ireland, (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1989), p.363]  [61:  Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex. Trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovaney- Chevallier. (New York: Random House, LLC, 1949), p.166]  [62:  Ibid] 


Síle Na Gigs are found on places of worship and power, sites considered sacred and Condren concludes that at the time the majority of these icons were impressed into church buildings in UK and Ireland, the Christian church was split between Celtic and Roman practices. For Celtic historian, John Sharkey, sacred sites ‘were womb-openings of the Earth Mother, who was invoked under many different names and aspects.’[footnoteRef:63] For Getty sacred places were where ‘offerings are made to the Dark Goddess of life and death’[footnoteRef:64] and if the Síle Na Gig is in fact a representation of the ‘Dark Goddess’[footnoteRef:65] as Goode believes, this could suggest that stonemasons were compelled to include the icon on new sacred sites, i.e., churches. [63:  John Sharkey, Celtic Mysteries, the Ancient Religion. Ed. Purce, Jill. (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1975), p.7 ]  [64:  Adele Getty, Goddess: Mother of Living Nature, (London: Thames & Hudson, 1990) p.66-67]  [65:  Starr Goode, Sheela Na Gig, The Dark Goddess of Sacred Power, Inner Traditions, Vermont, 2016] 


For followers of Goddess spirituality, the archetype of the ‘Dark goddess’ points to the darkness of the womb space where life is formed, the soil where seeds sprout and the universe within which we live and die; the cycle of life, death and rebirth. Many proponents of the Síle Na Gig consider the prominence of the womb space in these sculptures as indicating to the womb of all creation. As Lizbeth describes:

‘I definitely feel the Síle Na Gig is an aspect of the Dark Goddess, the part of the feminine that has been hidden and shamed…..an aspect of our power that offers us the capacity to utilise all of our extra sensory gifts. That matriarchal thread of consciousness that stems from the womb of NO-Thing.’ 

In her ‘dark’ aspect, the Goddess is personified across ancient belief systems in cultural icons such as the Hindu Kali, the Aztec Coatlicue, the ancient Greek Persephone, the Norse Goddess Helle and the Celtic Cailleach as well as the Christian Black Madonna. This dark quality of the Goddess reminds followers that ultimately ‘the source of life and death are the same.’[footnoteRef:66]  Sjöö and Mor claim that as humans became less nomadic in late Neolithic times, the primal, balancing forces of the Goddess became distorted. As ‘patriarchal consciousness’[footnoteRef:67] began to dominate, moral advice and male dominated, hierarchical authorities steered communities away from their nature-based beliefs and distorted the Goddess’ ‘cosmic process containing all aspects and polarities,’ preferring only to focus on the death, war and sex notions of such Dark Goddesses. Identifying with the ‘dark side’ equated to identifying with the ‘enemy.’[footnoteRef:68] It is with the awareness and belief in this Goddess spirituality school of thought that I visited my first and most local Síle Na Gig. [66:  Monica Sjöö and Barbara Mor, The Great Cosmic Mother, Rediscovering the Religion of the Earth, (New York: Harper Collins, 1987), p.180]  [67:  Ibid p. 181]  [68:  Ibid p.183] 


1st Field Visit
Journal entry, 21st October 2021, Oxford
                     [image: ]                                [image: ]
      Figure 2. 21/10/21 Saxon Tower, St Michael at the Northgate church, Oxford. Photo: C. Lewis
Figure 1. 21/10/21 Oxford Síle Na Gig, St Michael at the Northgate church, Oxford. Photo: C. Lewis





A few steps leading away from the bustling pedestrian high street where buskers sing and shoppers mingle and I enter the small museum at St Michael at the Northgate. The music fades and the solemn Anglican patterns of English churches surround me. A friendly curator shares what he can about the Síle Na Gig locked in the church tower. He has an old guide book and remembers a few personal anecdotes. 

Described by the church as a stone sculpture and with little known of its origin and symbolism, I found the Síle Na Gig on the bottom shelf of a museum glass cabinet. She is very weathered, no face or breasts but her body outline is clear and the most distinctive aspect is the sculpted line defining her enlarged vulva. So many questions, why was she taken down? Why was she at the city gate, why the North gate?

During my first visit I considered the Síle Na Gig’s positioning at the North of the city and what significance this may have carried a millennia ago. The North, in Christian tradition is the direction of evil and it seems symbolic that a Síle Na Gig was placed on the north gateway’s tower but whether this positioning reflects positively or negatively on the icon remains a mystery. In the Bible the Books of Isaiah and Jeremiah prophesise of the fall of Jerusalem at the hands of the Babylonians, residing in the North: ‘Then the Lord said unto me, out of the north an evil shall break forth upon all the inhabitants of the land…destruction cometh; it cometh out of the north.’[footnoteRef:69] In the Book of Isaiah, the North is represented by Mount Zaphon, derived from the Hebrew word for North – tza-fon; also meaning code or cipher. Potentially the Síle Na Gig’s placement by the North gate was a cultural statement; a code.  [69:  The Holy Bible, King James version, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984) 1 Jeremiah 14 and 46 Jeremiah 20] 


Enemies to the Hebrews, both supernatural and human, were called ‘Satan’ throughout the Old Testament, meaning ‘adversary’ and personified as evil. Satan became a term interchangeable with the devil or Lucifer derived from the Latin lucem ferre, ‘light bearer.’ The demise of this character, considered a fallen angel, was at the hands of St Michael and Lucifer is often personified as a dragon or serpent as in Revelations 12:9:

‘And the great dragon was thrown down, the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world; he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him.’[footnoteRef:70]  [70:  Ibid, 12 Revelations 9] 


Sjöö and Mor purport that serpents have been associated with the Goddess across many cultures.[footnoteRef:71] During my visit, I reflected that a Síle Na Gig positioned at Oxford’s North Gate on a church named after the slayer of serpentine energy, St Michael, could also be interpreted as code, if indeed the Síle Na Gig was a representation of the Goddess. [71:  Monica Sjöö and Barbara Mor, The Great Cosmic Mother, Rediscovering the Religion of the Earth, (New York: Harper Collins, 1987), p.125] 


At the time Síle Na Gigs were being sculpted on churches, paganism and Christianity was blended into a form of Celtic Christianity. Contrary to the Biblical notion of the North, pagan spirituality resembled the Babylonian worship of the North, this direction was associated with earth, fertility, darkness, dragons, seeds, sexuality and the ancestors.[footnoteRef:72] The mythology of the Babylonian Goddess Ishtar interweaves sexuality and farming, the earth’s soil and the female womb, celebrates the vulva and deems the sensual, erotic nature of sexual intercourse sacred. She is famous for her descent into the Underworld and her emancipation to the heavens where she becomes whole and sovereign. Her Sumerian name is Inanna and translates as “Queen of Heaven.”[footnoteRef:73] Contrast this mythology with the Queen of Heaven of the Christian faith and a very different interpretation of the feminine is conjured. Worship of a complex and multifaceted Goddess, not afraid to wield her power and who celebrates her sexual union as portrayed in the Sumerian Hymn: [72:  Glennie Kindred, Sacred Earth Celebrations, (Hampshire: Permanent Publications, Hampshire, 2014) p.30 ]  [73:   Diane Wolkstein and Samuel Noah Kramer, Inanna: Queen of Heaven and Earth: Her Stories and Hymns from Sumer. (New York: Harper and Row,1983) p. 55] 


‘He stroked my pubic hair,
He watered my womb.
He laid his hands on my holy vulva’[footnoteRef:74] [74:  Ibid] 


becomes worship of a meek, pure, motherly figure who impossibly remains a virgin and icon of a faith that deems sexuality and the female body dirty and shameful. It is under the influence of these two representations of the Goddess that the Síle Na Gigs were carved. 

Positioning the Síle Na Gig towards the North, the direction of evil, as happened in Oxford, might suggest she has protective qualities or equally, that she is an icon of sin. For the women in this research, ideology around the Síle Na Gig representing lust and evil, are unacceptable. Lizbeth’s reaction was anger, Diana found this interpretation ‘ugly and ignorant’ and Danielle thought the only explanation for her being on churches was as an effort of conversion, imagining that if the Goddess was symbolically present, more pagans would join the church during the transition to Christianity. For the participants in this research her positioning on church sites was of no importance as curiously, only half of the participants of this research have visited an ancient Síle Na Gig in person. Her iconography is evident in Goddess sculpture, stationery, jewellery and other forms of art, she is a well-known character in womb-oriented women’s networks and yet visiting her in person was not required for an affinity to develop. A hashtag search on the social media platform, Instagram, presents over 5,000 posts related to the Síle Na Gig. Lace vulvas, shell artwork, knitted vulva shaped tea cosies, yoni dreamcatchers, Síle Na Gig inspired tattoos, candleholders, t-shirts, tea towels and pendants, reveal the strength of the Síle Na Gig icon in some people’s imagination. 

Inheriting phenomenological approaches developed from Husserl’s move towards embodiment, focussing on the ‘data of consciousness’ and Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis on the ‘vital relation’ we have ‘with a privileged part of nature: namely, our body,’ Sewall concludes that ‘participation is felt by sensations in our bodies and shifts in our hearts…enhanced by metaphor and meaning.’ The striking image of a Síle Na Gig whether an ancient original or a modern interpretation, holds its sacred quality for the participants of this research simply through her audacity and infamous existence. Lizbeth adding that for her, spiritual ‘symbols are routed within the archetypal structure of consciousness which goes beyond space and time.’ 

Part II - Womb Consciousness
All participants were asked why they think the Síle Na Gig is currently experiencing a revival and the responses were all in accordance. For these women, the Síle Na Gig is being ‘activated’ and ‘awakened’ because of a new ‘collective consciousness.’ Danielle works intentionally with community and believes that a ‘certain consciousness’ is being ‘called forth,’ a revival of ‘ancient wisdom that has been buried.’ Brigid who also works with communities is in no doubt that the Síle Na Gig’s return is part of the ‘Divine Feminine rising,’ the female face of God. Theresa claimed the same conclusion, that the re-emergence of the Síle Na Gig in her mind, marks the ‘Rise of the divine feminine.’ For Lizbeth renewed interest in the Síle Na Gig signifies that ‘people are hearing the call. We as vessels and as mirrors of mother Gaia are going through a collective rebirth.’ Concannon concurs that far from being an archaeological discovery, the revival of the Síle Na Gig symbol suggests ‘the re-emergence of the Divine Feminine form into human consciousness.’[footnoteRef:75]  [75:  Maureen Concannon, The Sacred Whore: Sheela Goddess of the Celts, (Cork: The Collins Press, 2004), p. 163] 

Sociologist, Emile Durkheim in describing ‘consciousness’ noted that it consisted of forces outside the individual shaping human activities.[footnoteRef:76] In his mind it was: [76:  Emile Durkheim, The Division of Labor in Society (1st edn [1893] and 5th edn [1926]; trans. George Simpson 1933; New York: The Free Press, 1964), Book 2, p. 287. ] 

‘A product of shared existence, of actions and reactions called into play between the consciousnesses of individuals. If it is echoed in each one of them it is precisely by virtue of the special energy derived from its collective origins.’ [footnoteRef:77] [77:  Emile Durkheim, The Division of Labor in Society (1st edn [1893] and 5th edn [1926]; trans. 
George Simpson 1933; New York: The Free Press, 1964), Book 1, p. 170. ] 

For Bertrand and Bertrand, we are currently experiencing a ‘collective rebirth of humanity’ evoked by what they call Womb Consciousness and described by many of the participants in this research. According to Lizbeth the womb consciousness propelling this new version of humanity forward can be found within us when we focus on our womb space:
 ‘the womb is a portal, a mirror of the universe with the capacity to create life, to disintegrate and break down and bleed and create death and the capacity to rebirth.’ 
For her, the iconography of the Síle Na Gig ‘holds every thread of consciousness, from the beginning of time; should we so choose to tune into her.’ Danielle asserting her belief in a contemporary ‘awakening of womb consciousness,’ informed by the representation of symbols such as the Síle Na Gig, believes the symbol embodies the ‘endless rebirth’ that we see through life ‘from the germination of the seed in the dark soil, to the return of spring from winter.’ For Bertrand and Bertrand, the rise of womb consciousness is an opportunity for the ‘reclamation of every woman’s womb as a temple of sanctity and universal creation.’[footnoteRef:78]  [78:  Azra Bertrand, Seren Bertrand, Womb Awakening, Initiatory Wisdom from the Creatrix of all Life, (Toronto: Bear & Co, 2017), p. 172] 

Participants in this research felt the Síle Na Gig was far from Goode’s metaphor of ‘a sermon in stone’. Mara concurred in her opinion of the Síle Na Gig as Goddess and added for her, this icon is ‘all encompassing.’ She noted the Síle Na Gig’s common positioning at the entrances to churches suggesting that the ‘church is inside her, not the other way around.’ Freitag outlines the belief of a number of scholars who have considered the Síle Na Gig symbol a ‘Mater Ecclesia’ or Mother Church giving birth.’[footnoteRef:79] Condren writes that the icon’s positioning may be inviting ‘the congregation to enter the church through her ‘womb’[footnoteRef:80] and Adele Getty in her exploration of the role of the Goddess observes that:  [79:  Barbara Freitag, Sheela-na-gigs: Unravelling an Enigma, (London: Routledge, 2004) p.49]  [80:  Mary Condren, The Serpent and the Goddess, Women, Religion, And Power in Celtic Ireland, (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1989), p 65] 


‘the entrance to caves, enclosures with gates and pillars, all represent the womb sanctuary of the divine feminine…the place of birth and the place where the dead were laid to rest were often one and the same…it was here that the mystery of birth and rebirth was enacted…’[footnoteRef:81] [81:  Adele Getty, Goddess: Mother of Living Nature, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1990), p. 66-67] 


2nd Field Visit
Journal entry 31st October 2021, Cotswolds
[image: ]Figure 3. 31/10/21 Lower Swell Síle Na Gig, St Mary’s Church. Photo: C. Lewis        

                                                           
                                                              

The Síle Na Gig is inside and the church is locked. I grew up with church doors always open for solitary prayer, time in sacred space, community. Why was this church locked?

It was Halloween evening, a grey and wet day and I pondered on the Celtic belief that the veils thin during this time. The spirit world becomes more accessible. Much anticipation but an underwhelming experience. The Church warden was kind to meet me and opened up the space, she was curious about my interest and the symbol but wary of it too. This visit felt official and formal. I found it hard to connect and take in the Síle Na Gig, should I be quick and let the warden get back to her tv cricket match?  

The Síle Na Gig was on a beautifully carved inner archway full of Celtic Christian design. Hare, snake, tree of life, nature spirits and Celtic spirals. 
I was grateful for the access but this visit felt perfunctory and not a sacred encounter, I pondered on what I expected the Síle Na Gig to deliver in my search?  

The earth in Celtic cosmology is female. Condren maintains that as Christianity gained ground in medieval times, goddess worship was usurped by the Cult of Mary, ‘Mary was the perfect vehicle of men’s designs; the perfect woman whose obedience had made Christendom possible.’[footnoteRef:82] In contrast to the audacious powers of pagan goddesses, Armstrong adds, ‘Mary was both a virgin and mother…naturally impossible… the perfect sexless woman.’[footnoteRef:83] Worship of Mary, Mariology, became a form of what feminist philosopher Sandra Lee Bartky calls ‘internalised patriarchy’ and ‘silent assent’[footnoteRef:84] providing an alternative, bloodless, intangible womb space to revere. Potentially, the addition of the Síle Na Gig to church spaces was an effort to ease the syncretism of the pagan and Christian worlds with a belief that the strongest weapon to supress female power was already activated – an alternative Mother. [82:  Mary Condren, The Serpent and the Goddess, Women, Religion, And Power in Celtic Ireland, (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1989), p 178]  [83:  Karen Armstrong, The Gospel According to Woman – Christianity’s Creation of the Sex War in the West, (London: Elm tree Books, 1986), p.73]  [84:  Sandra Lee Bartky, Femininity and Domination: Studies in the Phenomenology of Oppression, (New York: Routledge, 1990), p.113] 


Mariology is distinct to the Catholic branch of Christianity and indeed came under attack during the Reformation of the sixteenth century. According to theologian Stephen Benko, for some protestants, Marian worship signified a harbouring of paganism and required ‘extreme scrutiny.’[footnoteRef:85] Benko confirms that the roots of Mariology connect with Goddess worship of ancient times and that Mother Mary ‘represented the female principle in the divine.’[footnoteRef:86] For him, ‘goddesses filled a cosmic role, participating in the creation, maintenance and nurture of the universe and every living thing in it.’[footnoteRef:87] Ruether clarifies the opposing Protestant views of such worship of the feminine, surmising that: [85:  Stephen Benko, The Virgin Goddess: Studies in the Pagan and Christian Roots of Mariology, (Leiden: Brill, 2003), P. 1]  [86:  Ibid p. 263]  [87:  Ibid p. 263] 

‘any development that made Mary a co-redemptrix, a focus of reverence in herself, rather than a sign pointing to the one means of redemption, Christ, had to be totally rejected.’[footnoteRef:88] [88:  Ruether, Rosemary Radford, Goddesses and the Divine Feminine: A Western Religious History, 2005. https://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/10.1525/j.ctt1pptgn.15?refreqid=excelsior%3A90f9c61063227dbb2e4557b52628cba5&seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents [Accessed 1 December 2021].] 

For Protestants Mary was simply an ‘elect instrument of God for the birth of his son.’[footnoteRef:89] Jesuit theologian, Werblowsky, maintains however that ‘every religion is many religions’[footnoteRef:90] and that aspects of paganism abound in Christian symbology and church architecture. The protestant ‘elect instrument’ image of Mary relates to the commonly seen symbolism and language pertaining to Mother Mary, the Goddess, Earth and the female body as a portal, vessel, grail or cauldron; language used in New Age women’s networks. Sometimes an empowering image as Lizbeth describes: ‘The vulva is the universe, the deep dark, sacred portal between earth and spirit.’. For Bertrand and Bertrand, this container iconography represents the chalice of the Holy Grail and is the ‘womb of the divine consciousness.’[footnoteRef:91] Within art and architecture, they describe a ‘Church as womb’[footnoteRef:92] symbology present throughout churches of the Middle Ages with their ‘arched yoni entry ways... Grail-rose, stained glass windows’ and Black Madonna in the crypts symbolising ‘Earth’s womb.’[footnoteRef:93]  [89:  Ibid]  [90:  Werblowsky, R. J. Zwi, "Synkretismus in der Religionsgeschichte," in Synkretismus in den Religionen Zentralasiens, (Wiesbaden: 0. Harrassowitz, 1987), Available at <[https://brill.com/view/book/9789047412588/BP000002.xml>, p. 2, [Accessed 1 December 2021].]  [91:  Azra Bertrand, Seren Bertrand, Womb Awakening, Initiatory Wisdom from the Creatrix of all Life, (Toronto: Bear & Co, 2017) p. 18
 Ibid p. 490]  [92:  Ibid p.97]  [93:  Ibid] 

For Sjöö and Mor, however, the concept of woman as a container or vessel pertains to the misogynistic belief, held for thousands of years until the discovery of the female ovum in 1827, that semen held the entire ‘cosmic force of life’ and that women were a ‘mere vessel of the Male Seed.’[footnoteRef:94] They claim this process began during the Bronze Age ‘male revolution’ when as Thompson suggests we see the ‘domestication of women by men.’[footnoteRef:95] Vessel or not, in Concannon’s mind, the Church, ‘in its Roman order’ consciously demonised and replaced the Goddess for a ‘transcendent male God’ but that the human psyche remained aware of ‘her’ thus she did not completely disappear.[footnoteRef:96] It is at this juncture that my participants find themselves in a post-Christian world where worship of the feminine is permitted and personal interpretations of ancient beliefs are formalising. [94:  Monica Sjöö and Barbara Mor, The Great Cosmic Mother, Rediscovering the Religion of the Earth, (New York: Harper Collins, 1987), p.239-240]  [95: William Irwin Thompson, The Time Falling Bodies Take to Light: Mythology, Sexuality and the Origins of Culture (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1981) p.150-151]  [96: Maureen Concannon, The Sacred Whore: Sheela Goddess of the Celts, (Cork: The Collins Press, 2004), p. 109] 


For me, during my second field visit, the anglicisation of the Romanesque church was unfamiliar and research of a potential representation of the Goddess felt out of place. Being used to Catholic settings as a child and imagining the presence of female saints and feminine icons as the norm, the aesthetic of Lower Swell’s church, displaying no signs of female deities, took me by surprise. I am familiar with this denomination having worked in several Church of England schools and married to an Anglican, but somehow my ‘quest’ for the Síle Na Gig shifted my perspective. I became aware that my research was as much a discovery fuelled by my heart as my academic-mind, and in keeping with Davis’ phenomenological approach, my embodied reaction was ‘a resource for feminist inquiry.’[footnoteRef:97] Buried beneath not only early Christian disapproval, followed by Reformation disgust at the thought of worshipping a female icon and faced with the wariness of the Church warden who kindly let me into a church that I didn’t feel should be locked, my body felt uneasy. I became aware that through this research I was seeking a sacred connection and would perhaps not find it. [97: Kathy Davis,  [https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1467-954X.2007.00692.x] p.57, Accessed 20 November 2021] 


Following Sewall’s interpretation of ‘participation’, I found that as I inserted myself into the space of this Síle Na Gig, I felt like an outsider and became aware of the reality Bender notices at Stonehenge that, ‘those with power will attempt to impose particular ways of doing and seeing.’[footnoteRef:98] For me, the Síle Na Gigs are in contested spaces, Bender’s concept of ‘decoupling the cultural from the political and the individual from the larger historical structures’ was not possible in this phenomenological experience; I would need to ‘retain the coupling’[footnoteRef:99] despite my discomfort. For Lévy-Bruhl, ‘participation is first felt before it is thought,’[footnoteRef:100] I reflected as to whether a sense non-participation and not belonging, is similarly experienced. In his introduction to Lévy-Bruhl’s work, Leenhardt argues that participation ‘is immanent in the individual’[footnoteRef:101] and Greenwood considers participation as ‘opening a door into deeper resonances,’[footnoteRef:102] I was resting my hopes of a sense of ‘participation’ during the final field visit. [98:  Barbara Bender, ‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’, Stonehenge: Making Space, (Oxford: Berg, 1998), p.100]  [99:  Ibid p.98]  [100:  Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, The Notebooks on Primitive Mentality, (New York: Harper & Row, 1975), p.2-3]  [101:  Maurice Leenhardt in Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, The Notebooks on Primitive Mentality, (New York: Harper & Row, 1975), p. xx]  [102:  Susan Greenwood, The Anthropology of Magic, (Oxford: Berg, 2009), p.31] 

There was no ‘uncoupling’ needed for artists such as Áine and Charlotte who happily create art inspired by the Síle Na Gig without visiting a church site. Through their art form they modernise and shift the narrative of this icon as if she had been lifted from the church buildings into the hands of contemporary women and her ecclesiastical connection dismissed. Áine’s art makes direct reference to Mother Mary and is a personal form of art activism. In the recent revelations regarding child deaths at Catholic Mother and Baby homes, many Irish women have spoken out and shared their grief. In 2014 investigations began by the Irish government into allegations against a Mother and Baby home in Ireland.[footnoteRef:103]  Most of the deaths were linked to poor living conditions and neglect and the enquiry revealed the high level of emotional and physical abuse and trauma experienced by the female residents at the hands of the nuns in charge. [103:  BBC, Irish mother and baby homes: Timeline of controversy, 13 January 2021, Available at <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-54693159> [Accessed 2 December 2021].

] 

Áine’s, sorrow and anger at this part of Ireland’s Catholic history are expressed through her art. The text accompanying her social media sharing of ‘Falling Down,’ (Figure 5.) reads: ‘Unacknowledged trauma and abuse will keep giving birth to itself,’ she described this work as a way of symbolically burying the children in Mother Earth and was appalled that the remains of some victims had not received a spiritual burial. She explains this work is about epigenetic memory and giving birth to something doomed. 


[image: ]
Figure 4. June 2021 ‘Passed Down’ - Instagram




The cloak adorning Mary in Figure 5. is a common depiction of this biblical personality over the centuries. In modern vulva drawings, parodies of a cloaked Mary are found in feminist art; imagining her cloak as representing the entrance to her womb and reclaiming this motherly archetype from the Church. Another example of this is participant Charlotte’s sculpture work inspired by Piero della Francesca’s Madonna della Misericordia:

[image: ]
Figure 5. November 2021 Madonna della Misericordia - Wikipedia



For Charlotte, her most recent work has been motivated by recovery from a personal court case, insighted by the MeToo movement, where she had to publicly describe her experience of sexual abuse. Originally, Charlotte’s interpretation was set to be more classical as in Figure 6. but after a chance discover of the Síle Na Gig she became ‘more emboldened’ and changed the orientation of her figure’s hands, they became ‘more active in holding open her vulva and her stance was no longer inward looking.’

[image: Catherine Blackledge on Twitter: &quot;An incredibly beautiful #anasyrma  sculpture. #RaisingTheSkirt #ReclaimYourPower&quot; / Twitter]
Figure 6. November 2021 Anasyrma sculpture - Instagram




Both Áine and Charlotte consider their interaction with the Síle Na Gig as a form of healing. Áine trusts that through her vulva-inspired art she is making her own ‘medicine’ and for Charlotte her experience is a ‘personal reclamation’ of self. As Concannon elucidates, the Síle Na Gig,

‘can help women re-claim a soulful spirituality of transformation, wholeness, creativity, Wisdom and Feminine Divinity.’[footnoteRef:104] [104:  Maureen Concannon, The Sacred Whore: Sheela Goddess of the Celts, (Cork: The Collins Press, 2004), p. 172] 

Part III – Indigenous Icon
The anatomical positioning of all Síle Na Gigs reflects an ancient practice called Anasyrma. This word derives from Greek meaning ‘to raise one’s clothes,’ and Greek literature is replete with examples of these acts. From Plutarch to Herodotus, from Ireland to Polynesia, from ancient Egypt to eighteenth century French folklore, Blackledge, in her book ‘Raising the Skirt,’ sites examples of female genital display credited with supernatural forces.  For Blackledge the Síle Na Gig is one of the ‘richest arrays of sculpted female genital display,’[footnoteRef:105] which she finds outrageous and explicit. Blackledge observes that the confined, ecclesiastical architectural placement of these female exhibionist sculptures is significant as churches were a place of ‘worship and power’[footnoteRef:106] during the period from which the Síle Na Gig dates. She thus concludes that the Síle Na Gig must have been seen as an icon that empowered such sites. [105:  Catherine Blackledge, Raising the Skirt, The Unsung Power of the Vagina, (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2003), p.34]  [106:  Ibid ] 


Each participant was asked if they had heard of the word or the practice of Anasyrma and why they feel the Síle Na Gig is positioned in such a way. Charlotte encountered the term Anasyrma when an Instagram follower reacted to her sculpture work. For Charlotte this discovery felt like it was connecting her to ‘an ancient thread that has always run amongst women, all around the world.’ The word fitted perfectly with her creations and she has renamed her latest sculpture Anasyrma. Theresa explained that by looking at exposed female genitals we are presented by the place from which life comes as well as the place where women receive the ‘energy needed to create life’ and that this part of the body is naturally powerful. 

Bertrand and Bertrand share that Anasyrma demonstrates how the ‘yoni was a sacred talisman with mystical properties of regeneration, growth and abundance’[footnoteRef:107] throughout history. As well as being a celebration of fertility and creation, Anasyrma represents the destruction that can be wielded by the Dark Goddess, the reality of what Sjöö and Mor call ‘cosmic death’ as part of the cycle of life; equally vital for the ‘psychic balance and health’[footnoteRef:108] of humanity. In her extensive study of Anasyrma, Ann Suter explores beliefs around the power of this act, categorising the Síle Na Gig figure alongside the female icons and stories of ancient Greece, Baubo and Medusa, maintaining that together they reveal a protective aspect of Anasyrma. The act of Anasyrma was believed to not only defend communities but also to enable them to flourish; for humans and the earth to enjoy fertility and peace.[footnoteRef:109] Participants agreed that this use of the female body aligned with their understanding of the Síle Na Gig; even those who had never heard of Anasyrma before such as Mara, Danielle and Lizbeth. The latter, immediately recognised the ancient practice when it was explained during the interview and shared that it is part of her own spiritual routine: [107:  Azra Bertrand, Seren Bertrand, Womb Awakening, Initiatory Wisdom from the Creatrix of all Life, (Toronto: Bear & Co, 2017) p. 84]  [108:  Monica Sjöö and Barbara Mor, The Great Cosmic Mother, Rediscovering the Religion of the Earth, (New York: Harper Collins, 1987), p.248]  [109:  Ann Suter, “The Anasyrma: Baubo, Medusa, and the Gendering of Obscenity, in Ancient Obscenities: Their Nature and Use in the Ancient Greek and Roman Worlds, 4th ed., (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 2018), p.21-34] 


‘when I’m self-pleasuring and through really intentional conscious ritual for sexuality and fertility, I will use the energy that pours from my yoni to ward off and protect my home and my children.’

Brigid also identified with the concept of Anasyrma describing how she regularly gathers women on the sacred Irish site of the Hill of Tara by the Síle Na Gig icon. She holds womb focussed ritual here where the women splay their legs, hug the Síle Na Gig and they are ‘literally yoni to yoni or vulva to vulva.’ On one occasion when bulls came into a field during a pilgrimage, a member of Brigid’s party instinctively practised Anasyrma to ward off the bulls from the group. 

Diana’s experience with the Oxford Síle Na Gig was closely related to a sense of protection, using the word sanctuary many times in her interview. In Diana’s mind the Síle Na Gig ‘is mysterious, she seems to be a sanctuary’ and the power of protection is in her mystery, ‘it’s ok not to understand, to feel protected by her sense of mystery…it’s so powerful.’ Discovering the Síle Na Gig in Oxford was a significant moment for Diana, learning how this icon was ‘locked away, like Rapunzel!’ She in turn, as an ecofeminist activist, felt protective of the Síle Na Gig and started a campaign called ‘Free the Sheela.’ Diana believes her campaign was motivated by the deep shame she had been living with since childhood and that she knew ‘shame is something that bothers a lot of women;’ ‘a fundamental battle we can’t talk about.’ Her ‘Free the Sheela’ campaign was not only a statement to the authorities who had locked up this icon (the Church) but also to raise awareness of the Síle Na Gig’s ‘gutsy, daring madness’ and to honour this and empower women.

During Mara’s first visit to a Síle Na Gig she described her immediate reaction as wanting to ‘do ritual’ that it felt ‘so special’ to be in the symbol’s presence. However, she visited the icon with a Christian friend and felt that her desire for ceremony would be inappropriate and upset her friend. Mara’s experience points to Bender’s view that the authorities who claim ‘contested spaces’ require ‘acceptance of those “without” power.’[footnoteRef:110] Ironically, the most popular contemporary view of Síle Na Gig presents her as an icon of female empowerment. Concannon goes as far as to say that the Síle Na Gig’s ‘reappearance in contemporary times marks the return of feminine power.’[footnoteRef:111] Perhaps it is best to celebrate and work with this symbol away from church grounds. I decided to experiment with ritual during my final visit to a nearby Síle Na Gig in a church setting.  [110:  Barbara Bender, ‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’, Stonehenge: Making Space, (Oxford: Berg, 1998), p.100]  [111:  Maureen Concannon, The Sacred Whore: Sheela Goddess of the Celts, (Cork: The Collins Press, 2004), p. 172] 


3rd Field Visit
Journal entry 11th November 2021, Buckland

                    [image: ]                          [image: ]
 Figure 7. 11/11/21 Buckland Síle Na Gig, All Saints Church, Herts. Photo: C. Lewis            

Figure 8. 11/11/21 Stained glass image of the Virgin Mary pregnant, All Saints Church, Herts. Photo: C. Lewis                   





So strange that another nearby Síle Na Gig is close to a friend’s house. I invited two women to visit this Síle Na Gig with me. They have both struggled with their fertility and menstrual cycles and are committed to connecting with their womb. Friendship, research and work overlap. 

The Síle Na Gig is on the outside so no need to interact with church officials or locals, like we had the Síle Na Gig to ourselves!

Both friends who came are on a journey to connect with their wombs, release grief from fertility journeys and invasive, modern medical intervention in their menstrual health. I noticed a stained-glass image of the Virgin Mary, pregnant and holding a lily. 

We meditated by the Síle Na Gig, took time to still ourselves, listen and welcome in the energy of the dark goddess. We offered sacred water, items from nature, rose petals, special oils and sat with the earth under this Síle Na Gig. We were completely incongruous with the Anglican setting, summoning a much more ancient wisdom. 
Ritual theorist, Catherine Bell, describes ritual as a ‘universal category of human experience’[footnoteRef:112] and as a ‘type of critical juncture wherein some pair of opposing or cultural forces come together.’[footnoteRef:113] Emile Durkheim considered ritual as having an integral role, representing the collective consciousness and a path to solidarity.[footnoteRef:114] My lived experience is that in secular society, there is little ritual honouring of each phase of life in a spiritual sense, in particular the journey of our wombs i.e. menarche, motherhood, menopause and yet it was integral to older cultures. Anthropologist, Mary Douglas, speculates that by the end of the Reformation ritual outside of church life was condemned. She concludes that the impact of this remains and subsequently, ‘With every new century we become heirs to a longer and more vigorous anti-ritualist tradition.’[footnoteRef:115] In my third field visit gathering with women on church grounds, we were honouring and communing with the Síle Na Gig in her fertility aspect, disregarding its location and partaking in unaccustomed ritual. It was a moving experience and we were taken into a liminal space, what Victor Turner describes as ‘communitas.’[footnoteRef:116] Tears of grief and connection flowed and our group emotionally shifted. I felt we were protected and held by the energy and symbolism of the Síle Na Gig and indeed Bender’s ‘uncoupling’ occurred.  [112:  Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 3]  [113:  Ibid p. 16]  [114:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life a Study in Religious Sociology, (London: Macmillan, 1915) 
]  [115:  Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger, An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo, (London: 
Routledge, 1966), p.62]  [116:  Victor Turner, Liminality and Communitas in The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure, (Chicago: Aldiine Publishing, 1969)] 

Sjöö and Mor purport that rituals concerning the ‘Blood Mysteries’ associated with womb consciousness stretch back to Palaeolithic times and that it is precisely these rituals that had to be supressed for patriarchal authorities to control human life.[footnoteRef:117] In effect our indigenous ways morphed into Christian ritual and belief, with no space for the ancient rites of passage pertaining to the body. Anthropologist, Edith Turner, dedicated her career to understanding the journey of women’s spiritual experience, in particular in Zambia. Turner attributed the demise of ritual celebrating the body to the influence of Christianity.[footnoteRef:118] Similarly, Rojas found that the disappearance in the Yurok ritual, known as the Flower Dance, in North America, celebrating a participant’s journey to womanhood and the central position women hold in this culture, is accredited to the arrival of Europeans and their Christian authority.[footnoteRef:119] Potentially, for the women of this research, the Síle Na Gig represents an indigenous icon reminding us of a time before authorities imposed negative views onto the female body when ritual was possible. [117:  Monica Sjöö and Barbara Mor, The Great Cosmic Mother, Rediscovering the Religion of the Earth, (New York: Harper Collins, 1987), p. 271]  [118:  Edith Turner, The Spirit and the Drum: A Memoir of Africa, (Arizona: University of Arizona Press, 1987) ]  [119:  M. V. Rojas, She Bathes in a Sacred Place: Rites of Reciprocity, Power, and Prestige in Alta California. Wicazo Sa Review, Vol. 18, No. 1, (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), p. 129-156] 

Sepie advocates that indigenous wisdom known as, Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), brings stability and integrity to a community as the social, cultural and environmental strands of society all prioritise an interdependence with nature rather than focussing on control, growth and production. European colonialization not only eroded much of the world’s TEK, it started with the westernisation of its own cultural, indigenous systems, reaching a place where only western science is the truth. This narrow approach does not leave room for other ways of living and indeed invalidates other knowledge systems, as Sepie explains:

‘the long-ago colonised have forgotten not only the heritages surrendered (by choice, by force, or by time) to the colonising processes of what we now call westernisation, but also the manner by which those elements we might name as westernised culture came to be thought of as foundational to an ordinary or typical way of life.’[footnoteRef:120] [120:  Dr. Amba Sepie, Tracing the Motherline: Earth Elders, Decolonising Worldview, and Planetary Futurity, (Canterbury NZ: University of Canterbury, 2018), p.8] 


Based on Theresa’s lived experience with the Síle Na Gig, there is no doubt in her mind that this symbol ‘is an indigenous protectress of the land.’ The Síle Na Gig has woven herself into Theresa’s life through shamanic training with Moon Mná where she not only received the Síle Na Gig ‘rites’ but also trained to offer them to women at spiritual gatherings. Theresa believes that by opening her consciousness to the Síle Na Gig figure, she has invited in a powerful earth goddess energy that has guided her to a new connection with her maternal line and her family’s sacred land in Ireland. For Theresa, she ‘feels’ the power of the Síle Na Gig energy in her ‘womb space;’ akin to the philosophy of interconnectedness described by environmental scholar, Freya Matthews, as the ‘Ecological Self.’ I too felt the sacred in my body during my third field visit, my ‘ecological self’ was activated, a place where I could access, what Matthews defines as ‘the roots of my human consciousness.’[footnoteRef:121]  [121:  Freya Matthews, The Ecological Self, (London: Routledge, 1991), p.83] 

Freitag reminds us that embodied in the Síle Na Gig symbology is the belief that Celtic goddesses, like their counterparts in other cultures, have the powers of creativity and destruction.[footnoteRef:122] The Síle Na Gig’s relationship with fertility is balanced by her hag-like upper half, a depiction of old-age and death. Freitag explains that ‘in ancient European traditions old women are symbolically related to fertility’ as a reminder that death is an inseparable aspect of life.[footnoteRef:123] The ‘Hag’ or crone aspect is apparent in the Síle Na Gig facial features. In Celtic historian, Sharkey’s, words the Síle Na Gigs have an ‘ugly, mask-like skull-face with a huge scowling mouth’.[footnoteRef:124] The Hag character was a strong theme in the Celtic imagination as Crualoich outlines she was a ‘great chthonic mother and earth goddess of the Celtic and, indeed, Old European religious systems.’[footnoteRef:125]  [122:  Barbara Freitag, Sheela-na-gigs: Unravelling an Enigma, (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 93]  [123:  Ibid,  p.100]  [124:  John Sharkey, Celtic Mysteries, the Ancient Religion, Ed. Purce, Jill. (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1975), p.8]  [125:  Gearóid Ó Crualaoich, The Book of the Cailleach: Stories of the Wise Woman Healer, (Cork: University College Cork Press, 2004) p. 158] 

In Gaelic, Hag translates as, Cailleach, an aspect of the Goddess who presides over landscape with geotechtonic power found within giant stones and cairns. She is the image of a primordial energy governing all of life, a fierce protectress of the land, a guardian of wild creatures who does not tolerate the destruction of earth and her symbology depicts our inter-relatedness with nature. The Cailleach is an aspect of Celtic indigenous wisdom which has the power to destroy, thus bringing balance to the opposing fertility aspect of the Goddess, the power to create. For Theresa, the revival of the Síle Na Gig is ‘Mother Earth’s call for help,’ and her connection with this icon convinces her that ‘we are the healers, if we are well, Mother Earth will be well.’ 


Conclusion
This research explores why and how women in my personal network are integrating the Síle Na Gig symbol into their spiritual lives and whether she can be an icon to create modern myth, ceremony and awareness that celebrates our bodies and connects us with our indigenous wisdom. For the participants in this study the ‘ontological fallout’ of thousands of years of violence towards the womb, evident in the stories mentioned: the mother and baby homes in Ireland, the global Me-Too movement and the shame and distortion associated with natural experiences such as menstruation, sex and our changing bodies, finds women in contemporary society without folklore, ritual and wisdom to integrate life experience. They are thus creating new practices and reimagining ancient symbols such as the Síle Na Gig.
During interviews and site visits I considered the phenomenological aspects of women’s experience with the Síle Na Gig symbolism. At first sight this image has a distinctive impact on people and my enquiry deciphers the various sensations women have had in their lived experience with this icon. Using a phenomenological approach, this research encompassed each participant’s personal experience, their somatic reactions when encountering a Síle Na Gig, each participant’s spiritual heritage and an understanding of the cultural environment in which they live. 
As part of this research, I conducted three field visits to the Síle Na Gig sites nearest me in an attempt to connect further with this symbol and present auto-ethnographic material for my investigation. In examining the spiritual symbolism inherent in the Síle Na Gig through a self-reflexive phenomenology, I aligned with Bender’s perspective that ‘at any given moment and place, landscapes are multi-vocal.’ Each Síle Na Gig site is at once ancient and modern, superimposed with layers of myth, history, religion and human nature. At the final field visit, where there were no Anglican ‘gatekeepers’ and I had uninterrupted access to a Síle Na Gig, I finally felt what Lévy-Bruhl calls ‘a belonging.’[footnoteRef:126] Greenwood proffers that Lévy-Bruhl’s concept of participation is ‘an orientation to the world that can be expressed through mythologies and stories,’[footnoteRef:127] and the Síle Na Gig revealed herself to be part of a mythology that connects participants of this research with embodied indigenous ritual they desire to revive and share in their own communities. Half of the women in this study had not visited a Síle Na Gig site in person and thus I concluded that a state of participation with the Síle Na Gig can be attained through her striking imagery alone. With the visual shape of this icon, detached from the associated contested customs of church grounds, the women’s practices demonstrated a ‘decoupling’ from the patriarchal rhetoric and placement she attracts.  [126:  Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, The Notebooks on Primitive Mentality, (New York: Harper & Row, 1975), p.59]  [127:  Susan Greenwood, The Anthropology of Magic, (Oxford: Berg, 2009), p. 31] 

Concannon considers the Síle Na Gig symbol as ‘deeply meaningful and positive’ and sees her restoration as a reclamation of the ‘Feminine’ enabling women to ‘re-claim their rightful place in both the spiritual and temporal realms.’[footnoteRef:128] She goes further, proclaiming that the Síle Na Gig can also empower women to rescue the image of the female body as ‘evil and unclean’ and assert their ‘rightful place’ in ‘a Church that has excluded’[footnoteRef:129] them.  The participants of this research reviving the Síle Na Gig, believe she holds a great deal of meaning and empowerment for modern women despite scholars conceding that we can only speculate about the origin, meaning and function of this symbol. For McMahon and Roberts, the Síle Na Gig is potentially the only surviving reference to a central theme in the Celtic tradition, ‘it’s feminine orientation’[footnoteRef:130] and some of the women in this research associate her with a reclamation of aspects of the Goddess which they have found in Christian art and culture, in particular the archetype of Mary. [128:  Maureen Concannon in Mary Condren, Suffering the Truth, 2009, Available at <https://www.academia.edu/4873726/Suffering_into_Truth_Constructing_the_Patriarchal_Sacred?email_work_card=view-paper> p.362, [Accessed 25 November 2021]]  [129:  Ibid]  [130:  Jack Roberts and Johanne McMahon, Sheela-Na-Gigs of Ireland & Britain: The Divine Hag of the Christian Celts. Sheela-Na-Gigs of Ireland & Britain. (Cork: Mercier Press, 2000), p.2] 

Sjöö, Mor and Condren concur that, ‘control of the sacred is vital to maintaining control of sexuality, of women...’[footnoteRef:131] and that fear of the ‘Dark Goddess’ and female sexuality changed the very concept of what was sacred during the Celtic Christian religious transition. A ‘patriarchal sacred’[footnoteRef:132] was created to enforce and overlay a patriarchal worldview which required repression, violence and distortion of society’s connection with sexuality and the feminine. The mystery of whether the Síle Na Gig was a Christian warning sign or included in reverence to the ‘Dark Goddess’ continues to this day. For McMahon and Roberts, the common placement of the Síle Na Gig on church entrances confirms her function as ‘Mater Ecclesia, through which and by which the faithful were reborn.’[footnoteRef:133] Furthermore, they maintain that the iconology of the Síle Na Gig reveals she was the ‘feminine aspect of God.’[footnoteRef:134] The women in this research acknowledge that for them, the Síle Na Gig is a vehicle with which those who connect with her spiritually, can transcend the abusive and destructive history of women and the Church, creating new forms of ritual and celebration and openly embracing womb consciousness as a healing and needed construct in their lives. Participants Charlotte, Aine and Mara reflect this through their art and Brigid, Theresa, Danielle, Diana, Lizbeth and myself actively integrate this gnosis into our individual work and spiritual lives at sacred sites, such as Lizbeth’s description: [131:  Maureen Concannon in Mary Condren, Suffering the Truth, 2009, Available at <https://www.academia.edu/4873726/Suffering_into_Truth_Constructing_the_Patriarchal_Sacred?email_work_card=view-paper> p.362, [Accessed 25 November 2021]]  [132:  Ibid p. 387]  [133:  Jack Roberts and Johanne McMahon, Sheela-Na-Gigs of Ireland & Britain: The Divine Hag of the Christian Celts. Sheela-Na-Gigs of Ireland & Britain. (Cork: Mercier Press, 2000), p.2]  [134:  Ibid] 

‘Being a grid worker, someone who spends multiple hours using my body to support Gaia, I utilise my sexual energy, it’s the most powerful energy I can activate in my body. Through intentional ritual and ceremony, I use the energy that flows from my yoni up and out into the cosmos and down into Gaia through my body. And I do this on sacred sites if there is space and time for me to channel this energy.’
Douglas refers to ritual as recognising the ‘potency of disorder’ in which special healing powers can be obtained. Sexuality, fertility, death and other spiritual experiences are spontaneous, intuitive aspects of life over which we do not have control; we surrender to the ‘great mystery,’ the ‘disorder.’ The women I encountered adopting the Síle Na Gig as spiritual inspiration were practising this great surrender to the flow of life and restoring their body sovereignty, embracing the Síle Na Gig’s demonstration of the ancient protective act of Anasyrma. 
In Concannon’s mind the Síle Na Gig remains ‘an eternal mystery,’[footnoteRef:135] which is where her power resides as confirmed by Diana in her life-long journey with female body shame and her healing connection with the Síle Na Gig. Concannon defines the Síle Na Gig as an ‘archetype of the Creator, Destroyer and Regenerator’ that is ‘desperately needed’ in modern life, ‘a gift to modern people from the ancient past’[footnoteRef:136] that can support our spiritual wellbeing. As Danielle says, the Síle Na Gig represents ‘the fertility of the land and the life-giving powers of the earth, she is Gaia.’ Lizbeth adding that the Síle Na Gig is a ‘symbol of the fertility of creation itself.’ Concannon concludes: [135:  Maureen Concannon, The Sacred Whore: Sheela Goddess of the Celts, (Cork: The Collins Press, 2004), p. 172]  [136:  Maureen Concannon, The Sacred Whore: Sheela Goddess of the Celts, (Cork: The Collins Press, 2004), p. 2] 

‘In an increasingly secular world dominated only by one-sided enlightenment rationalism, in a world ravaged and divided by patriarchal power and violence, in religious institutions that have gone so wrong and are interested only in power and control, she offers a different way.’[footnoteRef:137] [137:  Ibid, p. 5] 

In conclusion, the aim of this research was to investigate attitudes towards the Síle Na Gig that have been adapted and developed by participants within a post-Christian contemporary culture.  It is concluded that the Síle Na Gig is being revived as a spiritual symbol within various settings, and as an empowering, indigenous emblem offering a sacred and renewed appreciation of the female body, and potentially the earth’s body as a female cosmic force. The belief in the influence of the womb space as a creative and protective energy centre both in its physical human form and in terms of pre-Christian earth goddess iconology, is fully embraced by all participants and the phenomenological approach to my own auto-ethnographic fieldwork confirm my allegiance to the power and spiritual significance of the womb consciousness evoked by the revival of the Síle Na Gig.
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