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Introduction

La temarica obscena plantea una de las mayores
incognitas en el campo de la iconografia romanica
Maria Ines Ruiz Montejo

A few kilometres west of the noisy, lorry-laden
N1 road from Madrid to northern Spain, up a
rutted track from a rough by-road, is the hamlet
of Santa Marta del Cerro: a bar, a shop, a few
houses, and a church. The church is old and
battered, and dates mostly from the twelfth
century, built in triumph after this area was
seized from the Moors. Past this chureh, under-

neath the carved corbels which support the roof
of the semi-circular apse, cattle pass early in the
morning, with bells around their necks, filing
slowly down to the spring to drink in turn.
Strangers never come to Santa Marta del Cerro.
No one passes through, for it is a dead end,
smaller now than it was in the twelfth century.

The church of Santa Marta is known to few
Romanesque scholars. Few villagers notice the

Plate 1 Whittlesford Church, Cambridgeshire.




Fig. 1 Santa Marta del Cerro, corbels: exhibiring
couple.

carvings on the corbels high above them and, if
they do, they probably do not understand them,
for they are a curious assortment: a man pulling
his beard; a human-headed snake; an acrobat
with his feet doubled behind his shoulders; a
stork with a snake in its beak; two birds with
interlocked necks; figures of ecclesiastics, one of
whom has a barrel on his back; a man playing a
viol; a peacock; a leopard; a squatting figure
with its hands on its knees; an acrobat with his
feet to his ears; a woman with large bared breasts
and her hands clasped on her belly; another
squatting figure of indeterminate sex, and two
squatting figures exhibiting male and female
genitals agonisedly (Fig. 1).

To twentieth-century eves these seem like
sculptural caprices, carved by exuberant ma-
sons out of sheer fun and devilment, and we may
be inclined to dismiss them as nothing more
than creations of whim and whimsy. Burt sculp-
tors then, as workers now, did not carve what
they were not commissioned to do, nor what
they were not paid for. Parish churches in the
twelfth century were ‘sold’ rather as fitted
kitchens or houses are today: for so much money
you would get so big a building and so much
carving. Every sculpted capital and corbel em-
ployed a man’s time and skill and therefore cost
so much - and blank ones were cheaper.
Churches like this one, dedicated to St Martha
on the little hill {cerre) overlooking the plain of
Segovia, were paid for by the rich — perhaps the

pious widow of a reconquistador = and their
details were chosen, according to the money
available, by the sponsor, the incumbent priest,
or a spiritual adviser — perhaps an abbot or prior
or private chaplain. Every one of these corbels
was chosen with care, and had a message carved
expressly for the twelfth-century inhabitants of
Santa Marta del Cerro. The cleric with a barrel
on his back, for example, pilloried the drunken-
ness of a local priest, or the weight of his
unabsolved sins, or both. The peacock, rarely
found as here carved on corbels, had a more
complex significance, drawn in part from early
Christian symbolism, and in part from fable and
medicval Bestiaries. The fearsome raucous cry
of the peacock, picrcing the night air, seemed
like the wvoice of souls in torment, warning
sinners of the inextinguishable fires of
Gehenna. Its long tail, on the other hand, was
symbolic of Paradise. The many eyes upon it
reminded men to be ever watchful, and to be
constantly aware of the all-seeing nature of God.
St Augustine had said that the flesh of the
peacock was incorruptible, so the bird could
additionally be representative of the ineffable
and eternal splendour of the Holy Spirit.
These small carvings were a lesson in stone
for the illiterate villagers of Santa Marta del
Cerro. But what of the other carvings? What
significance for them had those carvings which
to modern eyes are immodest, obscene even?
Three hundred kilometres (186 miles) NINW,
in another remote hamlet off the beaten track,
where one would least expect to find such a
splendid building, stands the collegiate church
of San Pedro de Cervatos, one of a number of
fine churches in this arid area of Castile. Like
Santa Marta, it has a corbel table, with almost
100 corbels on it, vigorously and expressively
carved. Of these, one guarter are obscene, far

Plate 2 Saint-Palais, Gironde: corbel table, Note
la femme aux serpents (second from left), an anus-
shower, and a clutching pair.




grosser than those of Santa Marta; they include
scenes of anal display, and of sodomy. The
sculptor at times relegated these acts to apes and
other animals, as if he found the subjects too
coarse for humans, but he did not shrink from
showing megaphallic men, one with his penis in
his mouth. On window capitals of this church,
acrobats with huge genitals cavort with feet-to-
cars females, one of whom shows off her sex in
the most outrageously explicit manner.

Between these two churches is Fromista, with
its 315 corbels. During the nineteenth-century
restorations some corbels were withdrawn as
being too indecent, but many of those remaining
are arrestingly provocative.

Then there is San Quirce, and San Pedro de
Tejada . . . one could go on multiplying exam-
ples, and many will be found in the pages which
follow. Spanish scholars have suddenly become
aware of the great wealth of “obscene’ carvings in
the rural churches of northern Spain. Bur it is
not only in Spain that one finds them. Crossing
the Pyrenees into south-west France one en-
counters them again, a great profusion of them,
Champagnolles (Charente Maritime) is perhaps
second only to Cervatos. The Poitou-Charentes
area abounds in such sculptures but does not
have a monopoly of them. They can also be
found in the British Isles (see Plate 1).

In Herefordshire, during the nineteenth cen-
tury, a vicar of Kilpeck ordered the defacing of a
number of corbels which upset his sensibilities.
One escaped destruction, the well-known
‘sheela-na-gig’. Of the destroyed carvings,
enough detail remains for a reconstruction of
the original scenes of lovers in amorous
embrace.

Scholars have been reluctant to devote time to
the study of these carvings, of which hundreds
exist, not because of social attitudes and the
climate of opinion regarding matters of an
improper or indelicate nature, but because they
have not considered them important. Corbels,
on which most of these unusual designs are cut,
are very minor architectural components of a
building. They are in some cases high up and
difficult to make out (some are even out of sight,
but that did not deter the masons from exercis-
ing their skill upon them). Some seem to be
simple, ornamental designs of knotwork, or
foliage, or grimacing masks; yet others appear to
be merely fantastic creations, whose message

Plate 3 A sheela-na-gig from Easthorpe Church,
Essex (now in Colchester Museum); about 30cm
{12in) high by 23cm (9in) broad. The word
‘ELUT" defies explanation. (Photo: Martin Pover
& Brian Branston)

may be irretrievably lost. Those with which this
book iz concerned, however, do not deserve
such neglect, We believe there is much to be
gained from studying them. Their composition
and content, their context and date, their fre-
quency and spread can tell us much about
medieval masons and their patrons, about medi-
eval beliefs and thoughts, about sculptural
ideals and themes, and why these were transmit-
ted and copied over a wide area of Europe within
a very short space of time,

One sculptural design which we believe was
exploited during this period, about which there
has been speculation for at least a century and a
half, and which the reader can study for himself
without the necessity of embarking for France
or Spain, is the British ‘sheela-na-gig’, one of
the few remaining ‘obscene’ figures in our
islands (Plate 7). [t is a good starting point in our
study of how it came to pass that lewd carvings
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ingratae, in the vernacular ‘sheela-na-gigs’, i.e. at
that time priests had begun to take notice of these
“fat figures of unpleasant features’ and to remove
them.

2 . ..aDhocesan (Ossory) regulation of 1676 order-
ing ‘sheela-na-gigs’ to be burned. Bishop Brehan
in Waterford was ordering exactly the same thing
that vear . . .

3 . ..the Kilmore diocesan synod excluded from all
sacraments ... those whom the synod calls
gierador = they might perhaps be described as
‘living sheela-na-gigs’.

This last reference gives support to the evidence
that in some country districts ‘sheela-na-gig’
was a term used to indicate women of loose
morals or simply old hags. These regulations
also contain further evidence that many sheelas
were destroyed or buried, and that once upon a
time there must have been a great many more
than we can see today.

Another comment may be made at the outset.
If Spanish and French antiquaries and writers
of the history of art had shown the same
curiosity and interest as their Inish counterparts
in studying and cataloguing the hundreds of
exhibitionist carvings around them (and to this
day they still have not done so), then it is our
view that a number of misconceptions might
never have arisen:

1 sheelas would not have been regarded as purely
insular phenomena;

2 theirorigin would not have been attributed to pre-
Christian fertility or other cults;

3 their function would not have been described as
mainly a murelary, apotropaic one;

4 their dating would have been established in all
probability as no earlier than the eleventh
century,

& and their study would not have been relegated to
obscure journals but undertaken openly, like that
of other sculptures of their period.

As itis, we have had to wait over a centuryand a
half for work like Andersen’s. Our own belated
contribution aims to show that sexual exhibi-
tionists developed, like so many other Roman-
esque motifs, from Classical prototypes at a date
not earlier, so far as we have been able to
ascertain, than the eleventh century, and that
their floruir was during the twelfth century; that
they are Christian carvings, part of an iconogra-
phy aimed at castigating the sins of the flesh, and
that in this they were only one element in the

SHEELA-MA-GIG

Plate 4 Sheela from Cavan, similar to “Chloran’
(Fig. 4). (Photo; Nat. Museumn of Ireland, Dublin)
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artack on lust, luxury and fornication; that their
horrible appearance is due to the fact that they
portrayed evil in the battle against evil; that, in
this role of warring against Luxwria and
Concupiscentia, two of the Mortal Sins, they
flourished in the sculpture of a well-defined area
of western France and northern Spain; that they
reached the British Isles by a process we shall
describe; that they were supported by a number
of carvings which at first sight seem to be
unconnected with them, and which are better
understood when the connection has been
made, and that it is possible that the apotropaic
purpose sometimes attributed to them is a later
development, stemming from the forcefulness
of their imagery and the respect with which they
were regarded. In all this, the solutions we offer
to problems posed by the sheelas and other
sexual figures will be simple ones, of the kind
that ought to have been expounded long ago.
These solutions, which are free of mysrtification,
and are supported by our illustrative material,
ought to be more plausible than much of what
has been written on the subject.

We have been blinkered in the past by our
restricted horizons in the study of the insular
carvings. The solution to the problem of what
these figures are and why they occur on
churches is not to be found at home but on the
Continent. Andersen (Andersen 1977) does
tentatively suggest the European connection
burt, since his study was intended to examine
only the insular pieces, he did not pursue it; he
did, however, mention some 11 in France (none
in Spain), 40 or s0 in England and over 70 in
Ireland. A few have come to light since his work
was published — we list them in Chaprer 10. He
states:

There scems to be no great mystery about the
origin of the motif in the British [sles; it could well
have arrived with other motifs to enrich the
repertoire of carvers looking generally towards
France and the Continent for inspiration.

And, in describing the corbel table of Saint-
Quantin-de-Rangannes, he adds:
It is a context in which we approach the Irish

sheelas closely, if we have not in fact found a model
for them.

Plate 5 Sheela at Kilpeck, Type 1. The fact that
it is not entirely human is significant. Either the
sculptor was embarrassed (not likely) or he meant
to portray the act as beastly, (Photo: J. & C. Bord)

SHEELA-NA-GIG

Plate 6 Sheela from Ballyportey Castle. (Photo:
Mat. Museum of Ireland, Dublin)

Furthermore, he tells us that he was informed
by the Secretary of the Commission d’ Inventaire
for the Poitou-Charente district that there are
over 100 exhibitionists in that part of France
alone. Our own by no means exhaustive search-
es have identified over 70 female exhibitionists
in France, some 40 in Spain, an even higher
number of male exhibitionists in both countries
{we gave up trying to count them), and many
other figures allied to them by their sexual
display or attributes (e.g. coital couples, simple
frontal nudes, anus-showers, acrobatic penis-
swallowers, testicle-showers, megaphallic men,
and so on). Figures such as grimacers, tongue-
protruders, beard-pullers, tress-pullers and
mouth-pullers often display their sex organs as
well and are therefore exhibitionists (especially
when megaphallic). Even if these latter figures
are not displaying their genitalia, the fact that
they are in close association with the exhibition-
ists, side by side along the same corbel tables or
on the same capitals, makes it probable that they
were taken by medieval man o have some sort of
sexual connotation. They certainly seem to
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glaring ‘macrophallic’ grotesqueries that adorn
Romanesque churches. One such pre-occupa-
tion with sexual sin can be observed in the
‘thorn=-puller’ figures. The prototype Classical
sculpture of a young Roman athlete bending
down to pull a thorn from the sole of his foor is
naturalistic and microphallic; the Romanesque
version of Spinario is grossly megaphallic (Plare
&), Worse still, the heated imagination of the
monks who commissioned a work so revealing of
their sense of guilt also produced a female

Plate 8 Saint-Léger-en-Pons: megaphallic thorn-
puller or Spinario.

20

version, or Spinaria, an astounding composi-
tion, which in itself would have been sufficient
to furnish a model for sheela-na-gigs (Fig. 5).

Such carvings, many of them on fagades of
churches, could by no stretch of the imagination
be stigmatised as pornographic. The very ex-
press focusing of attention on the private parts
by a revealing position coupled with an exagger-
ated enlargement of the organs themselves
could surely only have had a didactic or
minatory purpose. No mason would have been
allowed to perpetrate, or been paid for, work of
this kind in so exposed a position at the entrance
to a Christian edifice, unless his work had been
done with the connivance or direction of his
patrons (see Plare 27).

We cannot stress enough the didactic nature
of Romanesgue ornamentation. Andersen felt it
when he commented on a coital couple at
Champagnolles:

as indicated by the man’s testicles this is a veritable
act, surprising to encounter on a church, even with
the moralising purpose felt behind it, exhibiting
erotic activity in a somewhat doubtful light.

He also recognised the implicit inveighing
against womankind in the Continental carvings
of couples, but did not go a step further and
show that the monastic fulminations against Eve
were also at the very heart of sheela-na-gig
invention. He contemplates a Norman corbel-
table and declares of the sheela sitting there: ‘it is
not known from where she arrived’. We believe
that her provenance is to be sought in the anti-
feminism of the twelfth-century Church.

We do, however, recognise the existence of
some late, post-Romanesque figures, like the
sheela over the seventeenth-century stables at
Haddon Hall in Derbyshire. Some may be due
to a continued or recrudescent interest in the
Seven Deadly Sins in the later Middle Ages, as
one can see in woodwork on roof-bosses in
churches like St Mary Redcliffe in Bristol or
Saint-Claude in the Jura, where one can spot a
droll comment on everyday life in the carving of
a defecating peasant; or in Queniborough
Church, Leicestershire, where an ithyphallic
acrobat leers down at the congregation.

We shall also have to account for sheelas
which appear, unlike their Continental sisters,
on flat blocks of stone rather than on corbels, as
though not intended for architectural use but
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SHEELA-MA-GIG

who had taken vows of perpetual chastity and
poverty, with the Cardinal, Mortal or Deadly
Sins, especially those of Luxuria (sins of the
flesh) and Avaritia (sins of the purse). These are
the most frequent subjects for portrayal in
stone. Whole fagades of churches and abbeys are
devoted to them, and are supported by auxiliary
carvings on friezes, capitals and corbels. The
monks' zealousness in pursuing these evils isnot
without a tinge of guilt, for we read that they
were perpetually judging and chastising each
other for “impure thoughts’ and, worse, ‘impure
deeds’, by which we understand, even when it is
not made explicit, that they sought release from
sexual repression in masturbation. This could
well account for the preponderance of male
exhibitionist carvings, and it 15 possible that
female exhibitionists were a progression, just as
Spinaria followed Spinario. The vehemence of
the monks smacks of a guilty conscience, and
contemporary literature is full of tales about
simoniac clerics, incontinent priests, drunken
and gambling vicars. Odo Rigaldi, as Bishop of
Rouen, stated in his Visirarions that some 15 per
cent of Normandy priests were guilty of such
offences. The Supreme Tempiress of the Gar-
den of Eden could never have been very far from

Fig. 6 Capital from the collegiate church of
Cervatos (south window).
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Fig. 7 Kilpeck sheela, after G.R., Lewis. A
Victorian ‘bowdlerised” version. For the real
carving see Plate 5. (G.R. Lewis [lfusirarions of
Kilpeck London 1842)

the monks® minds, and masons were directed to
use whatever imagery seemed best fitted to
combar the frailties of the human race, to depict
human behaviour at its worst, and not to be too
fastidious in their efforts to vilify Woman, the
cause of the Fall of Man. We shall look at some
of the writing of influential theologians, whose
work was the constant study of the monks, and
whose burden was that Woman is unclean, thart
whoever touches her is defiled. The female
exhibitionist is, we feel, the fruit of an unbeliev-
able misogyny (Figs. 6 and 7).
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names given to sheelas), and even withourt his
aid she would still exemplify harlotry.

A similar conclusion can be reached about
single male figures found without an ac-
companying female. On the east end of the
rebuilt church at Abson in Avon, to the south of
the east window, is a crawling ithyphallic man,
carved with some expertise and knowledge of
perspective (Fig. 8a). He is moving on all fours
from left to right, and his head is turned towards
us so that he can look at us through drilled eyes.
(This drilling of eyes is found in Anglo-Saxon
work, and, when the figure was first reporred
(Dobson 1940), it was suggested he might be of
pre-Conguest date, especially as the Church of
the Imps, Pucklechurch, is only a mile away,
and behind it are the remains of the hunting
lodge at which King Edmund I was slain at a
banquet in AD 946. However, drilling of eyes isa
common Romanesque practice also.)

At Saint-Savinien, Melle, is a similar figure
with drilled eyes (Fig. 8b). The church dates to
before 1100 (probably about 1080-90), and is
now being restored after having served a num-
ber of menial functions, including being the
town jail. On the corbel table, above the linreau
en bariére over the door (a feature which has
associations with Auvergne), is a series of re-
markable metopes, to which we shall refer again

later (p. 80). On one of these, between beast-
head corbels, is an ithyphallic man crawling
from left to right, carved with some attention to
perspective, head tilted to one side; significantly
he is crawling rowards a couple engaged in
sexual intercourse on the extreme right metope.
He may or may not be the direct ancestor of the
Abson carving, but it is to be noted that both are
cut in shallow relief on flat plagque-like stones.

Preserved in the Margam Stones Museum in
South Wales is a stone which might once have
served as a corbel. It features a pot-bellied male
with the same hunched shoulders as an atlas
{(Plate ¢). His forearms are held close to the
body and his hands are clutching phallic-shaped
objects (candles?) pointing to his breasts. An
enormous penis rises up to his chest from
between two round testicles.

Also in Wales, at Maen Achwyfan, on a tenth-
or eleventh-century solid-ring cross, of a type
found locally and especially in Cheshire, is a
very weathered megaphallic male exhibitionist.
Surrounded by loops and a serpent, he has
affinities with a slab figure from Gotland (Swe-
den) which shows a female with a coiffure of

Fig. 8 Male carvings at (a) Abson and (b) Melle.




Plate 9 Margam (Margam Stones Museumn,
Glam.) (Photo: J. & C. Bord)

dangling plaits (Fig. ga). She stands on widely-
splayed legs and holds a pair of affronted snakes
by the neck on each side of her. Above her head
is a knot of serpents, not unlike the quadruple
knot of snakes below the crucifixion on
Muiredach’s Cross, of the ninth century, at
Monasterboice. Gotland was in the Viking
heartland, whither exotic 1deas were carried,
and whence they were re-transmitted in modi-
fied form. The Cheshire crosses display both
Celtic and Scandinavian influence. Neverthe-
less, we shall not seek prototypes of sexual
exhibitionists in Celtic, Teutonic or Scandina-
vian contexts, because we are convinced that
their origins lie elsewhere. We mention the
Gotland figure for the sake of completeness in
our search for prototypes, and because of its
similarity to an Irish carving which has often
been proposed as a sheela-na-gig, and which can
be dated, from its setting, to about AD 1180,

UGLY AS SIN

Largely because of its splay-legged attitude
(reminiscent of the wild creature astride mon-
sters on a crypt capital at Canterbury [see Plare
r5], said to be symbolic of lust), the Rath
Blathmaic figure is listed by Andersen as a
sheela. A sketch by Westropp, illustrated by
Andersen, indicates breasts and possibly a vulva
to which the left hand is pointing. The figure is
presently upside down but only because the
stone on which it features, and which appears to
be a window lintel, was once the sill (see Plate
14).

Other forms of a figure flanked by affronted
beasts or theriomorphic men can be seen on the
crosses at Moone, Castledermot, Monaster-
boice and Kells in Ireland. Sometimes the
central figure is itself theriomorphic or demon-
ic, as on the market cross at Kells. The theme of
beasts attacking a human figure from both sides
at once is of great antiguity, found all over
Europe and the Middle East, in art of all ages,
Christian and pre-Christian (Baltrusaitis 1934
and Moorey 1971). The figure strangling af-
fronted beasts is a form that goes back at least as
far as Gilgamesh taming the lions (there is a nice
Romanesque version of this on the tympanum of
the church at Tréviéres in Normandy). An
Etruscan bronze chariot-plate, decorated with
repoussé reliefs, depicts a splay-legged Gorgon
with pendulous breasts and a protruding tongue
gripping two flanking lions by the neck (Fig.
10a). She wears a thin robe and two long plaits

Fig. 9a Slab at Gotland, Sweden. Fig. ob Sketch
of Rath Blathmaic figure (sec Plate 14).
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express about the Continental influences in the
British Isles and how they were introduced.

The last Irish male exhibitionist for discus-
sion is carved on a gatepost at a former mill in
Ballycloghduff { Plare ro). The figure has a large
round head turned slightly to one side, with
almond-shaped eyes under a heavy eyebrow
ridge; the pupils are mere slits. The feet are in-
turned, on unsplayed short straight legs, and the
body cannot be distinguished from behind the
two arms. The left hand carries a key pointing
diagonally to the left shoulder. The right arm,
rather longer, is parallel but passes downward
and the hand clutches a large, downward point-
ing penis. There is no scrotum. [t could once
have had a parallel at Broadford, by the entrance
to the church grounds, where there is a key-
clurching figure in mirror image, but lacking the
lower part of the torso, so that one cannot be sure
of its original exhibitionism.

Finally, we should mention a carving in a
window spandrel at Smithstown castle, rescued
from the filling of a house wall (see Plare 73).
Male genitalia are neatly carved in the frame of
an ogee window of fifteenth- or sixteenth-
century date. We shall discuss later its possible
use as an apotropaic device; for the moment we
should note that a number of French and
Spanish churches display similarly disem-
bodied male phallic emblems, for which no apo-
tropaic purpose has so far been documented.

We have tried to show in this chapter that
male exhibitionists do exist in Britain and
Ireland, although they are not numerous, but no
one has associated them with the sheelas. We
take the view that, while some, like the Maen
Achwyfan stone, may have affinides with
“Celric’ or Scandinavian designs, they are in the
main rather to be associated with the female
sheelas who, as we shall see, have their origin in
south-west Europe. The Whittlesford lintel
shows both of them together. We believe that
the males, like the females, were introduced into
these islands by the same process and the same
route,

In passing, we have noted that there is often a
trace of apotropaic magic attached to these
stone-carvings, but we think that this was a later
development, after the cxhibitionist carvings
had been brought here. We are led to this
conclusion by the fact that male figures are rarer
than female, yet in apotropaic magic it is usually

Plate 10 Ballyeloghduff, on a gatepost.

the male sex organs which are invoked. We find
it hard tw accept the folkloric view that such
magic has lingered on from Celtic times, espe-
cially since the Celts made no use of female
sexual symbaols,

The ‘Irish connection’ - the term ‘sheela-na-
gig’ being a supposedly “Celtic’ word which was
used in the first frank discussions of the many
surviving female exhibitionists in that “Celtic’
country — has conspired to arouse the popular
notion that these carvings are somehow inspired
by ‘Celtic fertility magic’. We agree that folk
ideas die hard, and that belief in fertility magic
may still linger on from ancient times, and that
there may even be a trace in the exhibitionist
figures. It is clear that the Romans introduced
into our islands their phallic beliefs and objects

29



UGLY AS SIN

Plate 11 Amboise: Classical foliage decoration on
capitals with a Romanesque ‘frieze’. Note the
female long-haired acrobat on the right, and the
nude man being attacked by amphisbh&nic winged

dragons.

(anything earlier than Roman times is
conjecturable) but there is no firm evidence
pointing to the Celts. We shall return to the
question in Chapter 11.

For the time being, we wish to observe that
folkloric arguments verge on the suppostitious,
and are in any case somewhat redundant in the
face of the Continental evidence. This latter
persuades us that, among the influences at work
during Romanesque times in the creation of
male and female sculprural exhibitionists,
apotropaic or fertility magic played negligible
roles. We are strongly of the opinion that the
origin, purpose and sculprural form of the
exhibitionists are to be found in the Roman-
esque Franco-Hispanic churches, and that this
theory can be supported, not only by strong

30

typological arguments but by documentary evi-
dence also.

It may be helpful, in order to set the scene for
the ensuing discussions, if we identify some of
the characteristics of Romanesque art.



3 The Romanesque background

Romanesque may be considered the first European
style
. Nebolsine
The term “Gothic’, coined in or before the
seventeenth century, was intended to denote a
non-Classical style of architecture believed to
originate with the Goths and Vandals, the
barbarians who had overthrown Rome. Like-
wise the word ‘Romanesque’, invented in the
nineteenth century, was for a long time a
denigratory epithet applied to buildings which
were considered w be degenerate forms of
Roman Classical style. Both words were at first
used only in respect of architecture, and both
illustrate the shortcoming of attaching simplis-
tic labels to periods and kinds of art, even in the
interest of convenience and for easy reference;

for not only do the meanings of such rtitles
change with fashions and with the passage of
time, but they often begin to mean different
things to different people. By definition, the
word ‘Roman-esque’ should clearly encompass
all those forms of art which take Roman models
as their basis. Its use ought not to be restricted to
architecture, nor to the eleventh and twelfth
centuries, as it so often is. In this sense, to take a
few random examples, the crypt of St Wilfrid at
Hexham, the oratory of Theodulf at Germigny-
les-Prés, the mausoleum of Galla Placidia at
Ravenna, the Brescia casket, the Aachen

Plate 12 Gerona: below a vinescroll the Torments
of the Damned. Two long-haired females on the
left are being artacked by snakes.
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THE ROMANESQUE BACEGROUND

lacks warmth and vitality, and some have even
called it frigid. The scenes on Trajan’s column,
for instance, may at first sight appear to be
bustling and full of life, bur a second glance
shows them to be far too carefully composed to
be natural; they remain static, cold, anecdotal.
Roman art narrowly misses becoming pomp-
ous, so0 conscious of their official or social
position, so meticulous in their posture and
toilette are the aloof persons portrayed. All is
dignity and decorum. Romanesque art, by con-
trast, although retaining many features of
Roman work (the saints may wear togas, and
peacocks nibble at bunches of grapes) and
keeping the well-proportioned, naturalistic,
clear-cut forms of Mediterrancan art, manages
to incorporate into these the strange,
assymetrical, convoluted, zoomorphic or geo-
metric compositions whose origin is to be found
in northern lands. It shuns balance and Classi-
cism, preferring instead the bizarre and gro-
Plate 14 Rarth Blathmaic: Irish Romanesque

window-sill (now upside down). Mote the
supposed sheela on the right, sketched in Fig. 9.

b

tesque, the misshapen and ugly. We find in it
none of the smug self-satisfaction, the serene
complacency, the comfortable ease of the Clas-
sical patricians and their matrons; instead there
is restlessness and tension, anxicty and unease,
fear and horror, pain and anguish. Romanesque
art does not spring from a world concerned with
expressing its well-being and sense of superior-
ity, but from one in which people feel insecure as
they journey through a hostile, perilous envi-
ronment, and it expresses this powerfully. The
fusion of northern and southern styles creates
tension, which finds release in a dynamic vigour
that more than compensates for any lack of grace
or Classical decorum. The figures in a Roman-
esgque scene may be ill-proportioned, either
squat or elongated, with huge or microcephalic
heads; their limbs may be twisted, their features
agonised and contorted; they may be execured
with style or with a homely primitiveness; but
they have one guality which is lacking in Roman
art: the power to move and haunt us strangely.

Within the arts of the Romanesque there are
distinctive regional and local variations, but
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THE ROMANESQUE BACEGROUND

other things, be Crusaders, or figures from the
Psychomachia, or from a chanson de geste, in any
event representing the forces of good and evil
engaged in combat.

The commentaries on the Book of Revelation
by the monk Bearus of Liébana in northern
Spain, known as Bearus manuscripts for short,
gave rise to a more complex symbolism, involy-
ing, for instance, the visions of the Apocalypse,
with such figures as the Tetramorph, or sym-
bols of the Evangelists. Many a great tympanum
is based on an illuminated page from Bearus.
The natural world, and especially the animals
and birds, yiclded a dual symbolism in which
lions may stand for good or for evil, cagles may
represent St John or nobility of character or
cruelty and rapaciousness, snakes may
symbolise poison or healing, and peacocks may
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Plate 15 Canterbury crypt: late eleventh-century
capital probably drawn from a Bestiary or other
manuscript. A she-devil between affronted beasts.
{(Photo: J. & C. Bord)

be a device against the Evil Eye or tell of
immortality and incorruptibility. The phantas-
magoria summoned up by the imagination gave
an even more complicated symbolism, often
dualistic also, so that griffins might equally
indicate Christ or Saran,

Much of this symbolism, current in the
Middle Ages, now passes us by. Who remem-
bers that elephants were stitched on chasubles to
protect the priest from the temprations of lust,
and were a sign of temperance, or that the cock,
usually taken to signify the denial of Peter, was
also a sign of Christ resurrected? Whar do we
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Plate 16 Lugo Cathedral: barrel-toter and thom-
puller corbels. (Photo: Serafin Moralejo)

They were a challenge to sculptors because of
their size and shape, and because of their role.
Even when placed out of sight, over an aisle roof
or high up in a rwower, they were considered
important enough to bear rich designs. Because
masons may have enjoved some freedom of
choice in the themes for these small piecces
(which were no doubt given as suitable exercises
to apprentices), some observers have compared
them with misericords. As misericords are not
normally meant to be seen, carpenters could
indulge their whimsy and humour, sometimes
modelling a crowned head or a mitred bishop, or
perhaps choosing a scene from Aesop, or a
legend like that of 5t (George, or, at other times,
showing a homely village scene of the ale wife, or
the chase. However, misericords differ from
corbels in one important way: they are wholly
subject to whimsy, having little or no inter-
connection one with the other, and not forming
part of any one grandiose scheme; they are
discrete and random. At St Laurence, Ludlow,
it is true that the theme of the alewife can be
traced through a number of them, burt this is
rare. Corbels, on the other hand, although they
too may be scattered in random order along a
corbel table, are very often part and parcel of a
scheme of didactic decoration. They support
the important impact of the facade and portal
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carvings; they bear their own share of
responsibility for imparting, by a cumulative
process, the moral teachings of the more impor-
tant carvings, and they add to the feel and
general atmosphere of the church.

Carved corbels are rare in Ireland, but Eng-
land has managed to save a few good series,
Kilpeck, one of England’s best small Roman-
esque churches, has some 70 corbels still in a
fine state of preservation. Forty of them are
masks, but among the others is the famous
sheela — a grotesquely human female tearing
open her vulva (see Plare 5) = as well as an
acrobat, a rebec player, a clutching couple, some
interesting animals, and the vestiges of two pairs
of lovers destroyed by a nineteenth-century
vicar who thought them too obscene (their feet
position confirms the original design). Not far
from Kilpeck, Elkstone, in Gloucestershire, has
a couple of corbel tables, on each of which are to
be seen defaced stones. At least one of these, a
female whose lower abdomen has been cut away,
must have been a sheela, for the features which
remain are strongly reminiscent of Kilpeck’s
exemplar.

Studland, in Dorset, assembles on its corbel
tables ithyphallic males, coupling pairs, mouth-
pullers, tongue-stickers, beard-pullers, and an
acrobatic female exhibitionist. Yorkshire's
Bilton-in-Ainsty has fragments, still in sitw, of a
once extensive corbel table, now protected by
additional aisle-roofs. On the north side of the
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4 The entertainers

Fools make a mock at sin
Proverbs 14

Sculprures of acrobats and athletes are common
in antiquity and, from the elegant statues of
Egypt, Crete, Greece and Italy, those of our
Romanesque performers who have a claim to a
degree of realism are directly derived. We see
them on the Prior’s Door at Ely Cathedral, their
backs bent like bows, or arched backward so that
their heads touch their heels at Avallon, San
Martin de Unx, Kileel, Vézelay and Santiago
de Compostela. Taking up much the same
posture, Salome dances before Herod and his
court, her hair sweeping the floor behind her, at
Alquezar. It has been maintained that the
arched posture has a symbolic significance
(Beigbeder 1969). Other realistic acrobats and
dancers are to be found on the abacus of a capital

from La Daurade (now in the Musée des
Augustins, Toulouse [Plate r7]); at Saint-
Reémy, Foussais, Leyre and Saint-Paul-lés-
Dax. An elegant fermale handstands on a bar at
Modena, and a bearded male does the same,
using the necking ring of the column for a bar, at
Massac. There is a superb column of realistic
figures twisting around each other at Zurbano.

Such true-to-life figures are not common,
however, and, on the whole, Romanesque acro-
bats adopt near-impossible poses (Figs. 14 and
15). Should their posture perchance be a feasi-
ble one, as in the case of many feet-to-ears
acrobars, then their bearing or features are made
to look grotesque. At San Andrés, Avila, a
contortionist on an abacus has breasts but

Plate 17 Toulouse (La Daurade): music, gaming
and tumbling. Note the Fools" caps.
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THE EMTERTAIMERS

display man and woman in graceless, unnarural,
even ‘improper’ attitudes. They sought to draw
attention to the base nature of man implicit in
these uncanny contortions, and they were able
to make simple, clothed figures like the bent-
over females at Matha Marestay or Blaignac,
peering at us under their skirts, seem lewd. The
acrobar at Saint-Léger-en-Pons bends his legs
backwards to place his feet on the crown of his
head, but, in so doing, seems, by the violence of
his action, to be conveying some urgent message
to us. Even the well-executed, realistic acrobats
on the Zurbano column are trying to express
something, to symbolise the struggle upwards
of man, his attempt to throw off his
carthboundness; or, conversely, they are
stigmatising their own overweening pride in
being able to twist their bodies out of shape in
this way. We feel compelled to seek a message
when we contemplate Romanesque art, for,
unlike the Greeks who sought to capture beauty
in their statuary, Romanesque artists often
deliberately concentrated on ugliness, and for
this there must have been a cogent reason; and
that reason must have been a religious one: not
art for art’s sake, but art for man’'s or God's sake.

So when we witness groups of acrobats en-
gaged in multiple activities, twining their limbs
about each other, their legs around each other’s
necks perhaps, as at Migron, Cover or Saint-
Georges-de-Boscherville, or when they take to
pulling each other’s hair and beards, as at La
Sauve-Majeure, then it is plain to see that the
artist wished to impart to us some notion
of uncouthness, of lack of decorum and
spirituality.

The most common expression of ebloquy for
acrobats is the fect-to-ears position. Dressed or
nude, figures in this pose are indecorous, but
nude they leave nothing to the imagination;
their coarseness needs no stressing (Plate 18).
Nevertheless, they have a certain wit if they are
given an obvious purpose, such as supporting
with their feet the superstructure of abacus,
lintel or entablature. As atlas-figures, their
upward thrust to take the weight of stone above
them seems to reflect the Christian idea of man
with his burden of sin; and, being themselves
upside down, they may further denote [homme
culburé, fallen man, or Simon Magus plunging
as it were to his doom (Beigbeder 10690). Feet-
to-ears acrobats are one of the few motifs not
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Plate 18 Saint-Servais, Brittany: acrobat. {Photo:
Inventaire Général, Bretagne)

derived directly from pre-Romanesque models
but they echo the supporting figures known as
caryatids, telamons or atlantes; and taken
together with Romanesque forms of these, make
up, next to human and animal masks, the largest
group of corbel and capital motifs. Very often
they are carved on capitals so that their heads
coincide with the corner of the block and thus
occupy the position usually taken up by the
volute of Corinthian and Composite capitals.
On corbels they appear frontally. Occasionally
one finds them on the voussoirs of arches over
doors, and at Vouvant a whole archivolt is
composed of superb high-relief acrobatic
atlantes with bent, splayed legs.

Splayed legs are usual on Romanesque
atlantes. Examples of the very rare straight-
legged kind are to be found at Sainte-Marie-
d’Oloron, on the base of the central column of
the portal. Chained together, wearing ornamen-
tal boots, knees bent forward but not splayed,
they are Islamic Saracens, defeated in the
Moorish wars, made to do obeisance by sup-
porting the Glory of God tympanum over their
heads. Gaston IV of Béarn raised his church on
his return from the Crusades after chasing
Spanish Moors away from the area. Atlantes are
so named after Atlas, who supported the world
on his shoulders in North Africa, and it is



interesting to sce Moors, on the edge of the
Moorish world, perform a similar task, a nicety
of which the sculptor was perhaps not unaware.

QOccasionally we find supporting figures in
the shape of saints or prophets; Jeremiah acts as
an atlas at Moissac, for instance. Bur, as they are
usually carved on capitals or corbels, their
posture is dictated by the shape of the block of
stone on which they are carved, and so this tends
to be a squatting or accroupi position, and this in
turn results in a suggestion of indecency. The
figures do not have o be nude to give this
impression, but very often they are, thus reveal-
ing portions of their anatomy which are usually
concealed. If they are backward facing, they
may clutch their buttocks and reveal their anus.
Anus-showing acrobats and sguatters are not
uncommon. The squatting position is one
which lends itself to a number of variations, and
the individuals portrayed may pull their beards
or tresses of hair, or pull at the corner of their
mouths, or stick out their tongues, or play
musical instruments, or lift objects such as
barrels. They may be surrounded by vegetation,
or by animals which whisper into their ears. And
in each case the symbolism may vary.

THE ENTERTAINERS

Feet-to-ears acrobats are a development of
the squatter, for they simply straighten the leg
and thrust it upwards, held by the hand if
necessary. Using their feet instead of their
hands to support the stone above, they some-
times twist themselves so that, in addition,
another part of the body acts as a support. The
male acrobat at Barret has bent round so that his
testicles form a corbel in themselves; another
carving at this church shows an upside down
woman, with legs and arms outspread, tangled
up with a squatting figure between her legs,
whose broken head bites her groin; but there are
other carvings here devoted to the iconography
of lust, some of which we shall discuss later. In
the same déparrement, at Biron and Chermignac,
similar scenes appear.

At Avy-en-Pons a feet-to-ears acrobat has
one foot ending in a serpent’s head. Anguipedes,
as they are known (figures whose limbs or tails
end in heads), are found in antiquity (Plates 1o
and 20). Illuminators were fond of them, and
they abound in Romanesque scenes. Among the
Plate 19 Gisors: detail of triple window now in
the Victoria & Albert Museum. Anguipedal
woman with long hair.




Plate 20 Poitiers, Notre-Dame-la-Grande.
Anguipedal woman in the spandrel. Note the
billet-biting beast corbel.

more grotesque of these is a curious mermaid at
Rosheim with snake-headed tails, and also a
centauress whose tail ends in foliage, and ‘un
obscenum de petite dimension mais de grande
licence® according to Witkowski, one of the first
French writers to take note of “I"art profane a
I'église’ (Witkowski 1908). The foliate tails or
limb-endings are either a development of the
anguipede or an extension of the Classical
tritons. Auvergne can furnish many examples of
human figures whose extremitics sprout vegeta-
tion, e.g. at Auzon, Brioude, Chauriat,
Courpiére, Chanteuges, Glaine-Montaigur,
Ennezat, Saint-Dier and Thiers le Moutier
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{Swiechowski 1973). In England good examples
are to be seen at Melbourne; on the door capital a
bearded, benevolent looking man sits, entan-
gling his arms in foliage, which become part of
the foliage. He is very similar to the squatter at
Matha-Marestay. Both seem to be an extension
of the exhibitionist, suggesting that Luxuria
began to develop into ‘luxuriance’, not only
erymologically but also in significance, so that
the sexual connotation was diminished and
replaced by ‘over-indulgence’ or ‘rich living’
(Jerman 1g81).

Feet-to-ears acrobats have an affinity with
two-tailed mermaids whose tails curl up on
either side, with the fins held at shoulder level,
often touching the abacus and giving support to
it. Like that of the acrobat, it is an artitude which
gives the sculptor scope for sexual detail. We



return to the subject of mermaids in the next
chapter, noting here her symbolism, reaching
back into antiquity. She lured men to their
doom by her enchantments, her enticing voice,
her long hair, her bare breasts, and by her sexual
attractions. At least one mermaid, at Zamora, is
cxhibitionist, and hundreds of others very
nearly so. As to acrobats, very many display
their well-endowed sexual parts, like the atlas
who stares down at us from the right-hand
capital of the west door at Semur-en-Brionnais,
oracorbel at Fromista, at San Martin de Unx, or
from more than one corbel at Mauriac (Plare
2r).

By virtue of the poses they adopted, acrobats
are delineated as objects of opprobrium and
derision. It is only rarely that they are granted
dignity. On the early tenth-century west door of
the Asturian church of San Miguel de Lillo, an
acrobat on a long vaulting pole soars over a lion
released from its cage and encouraged by its
trainer’s whip. The symbolism is obscure but
perhaps intends us to understand the triumph of
Christianity over evil. At any rate no evil is
implicitin this acrobat. Such akind treatment of
acrobats is rare, but can be explained in this case
by the source of the carving, which was a Roman
ivory diptych depicting the start of the games,
with a consul throwing his mappa into the
amphitheatre (Fontaine 1973). In general, how-
ever, the attitude of tumblers and contortionists
on corbels affirms that it was the carver's
intention to pillory them.

Mo doubt this was in large measure due to the
lives such entertainers led = or were thought to
lead. Travelling troupes of circus folk, strolling
players, and their accompanying musicians and
dancers, led wandering, hand-to-mouth, pre-
carious but autonomous lives. The freedom of
their ways was greatly envied by those tied by
feudalism to one place and one master. Their
popularity and acclaim stirred the malice of
those who thought themselves less fortunate;
their down-at-heel and motley appearance sup-
ported the opinion that they were not averse to
petty crime in order to eat. Even down to
modern times suspicions have lingered on that
actors, buskers, and their fellows are not quite
comme 1l faur. Even the great Moliére was buried
with some difficulty, at night, by a reluctant
officiating priest.

Naturally, the Church excommunicated

THE ENTERTAIMERS

Plate 21 Semur-en-Brionnais: megaphallic atlas,
and, to his right on the inside face, a femme aux
serpenis.

them. As Chambers puts it in his opening lines
of The Medieval Stage (Chambers 1903):

Christianity, emerging from Syria with a preju-
dice against disguisings found the Roman world
full of scenscr.

They were consequently legislated against and
reduced wo performing acts of mumid, juggling,
rope-dancing, legerdemain, buffoonery and ob-
scenity in one-night stands all over Europe.
Because their performances were a source of
merriment, satire and bawdry, and appealed to
the common people, the theatre aroused deep
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5 Mermaids, centaurs and other

hybrid monsters

Why these ridiculous monstrosities, these weird
deformed beauties?
St Bernard

Mermaids are ubiquitous in Romanesque art.
They are to be found not only in churches near
the sea, but also in those well inland (Plate 22).
One might reasonably expect to find carvings
which portray maritime activities or sailors’
tales and legends near coastal areas, and it is not
surprising, therefore, to see in the Bordelais
district of France sculpted men carrying huge
fish on their backs, or string courses and bands
of decoration made up of what appear to be
barnacles or limpets. When, however, one
comes across scallop shells in Auvergne, at
Chanteuges for instance, then it is possible that
the church is on a pilgrim route, the scallop shell
being an emblem carried by medieval pilgrims
returning from Compostela. In the same area of
France many capitals display mermaids, but for

Plate 22 Fuentiduefia: mermaids in inland Spain.

these we must scek some other explanation.
Carved in wood on choir stalls and misericords
as well as on stone, endowed with one or two
tails, their significance is not hard to seek.
Many Classical hybrid monsters found their
way into Romanesque iconography, among
them a fish-tailed human female whose origin is
veiled in obscurity. If we are devoting this
chapter to a study of the mermaid and some
fellow creatures, it is because of her affinity, in
her two-tailed version, with the feet-to-ears
acrobats we have just been describing. Using
her two fins, raised on either side of her body
and held in her hands, to support the abacus in
the same way that the acrobat uses his feet, she
strikes an attitude that strongly suggests exhibi-
tonmism. She i1s, moreover, always in the com-
pany of other sexual figures and allied symbols,
s0 that there cannot be any doubt that the
carvers were interested in her for reasons more
cogent than mere decorative ornament (Plate
237). We may find it hard today to discern any




Plate 23 Mouliherne: tress-pulling mermaid and
CENTAUTEss,

symbolism in the beautiful scaly maiden, comb-
ing her long tresses and gazing into her mirror,
other than a narcissistic vanity; but medieval
artists were more aware of the mythology at-
tached to her, and had read about her in one of
the most popular books of the day, the Bestiary.
They knew the story of her fateful alluremenss,
that she brought sailors to their doom by her
beauty and her song. Pierre le Picard, in his late
twelfth-century Bestiary, notes that she at-
tracted men by her blandishments and decep-
tions in order to destroy them, and the theme of
luring men to disaster by sensual and sensory
means was exactly the sort of thing that appealed
to medieval moralisers. St Jerome echoed the
Stoic philosophers in regarding her as an image
of the seductive pleasures of this world, of
sensuality and the love of luxury. At Piacenza
the siren of luxury sits enthroned on the main
door of the church amid dragons and humans.
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In Greek legend the siren, a term which
became an alternative for mermaid, was half
bird, half woman, with a beguiling voice. The
process by which she became the half fish
mermaid seems to have started in Assyria and
Mesopotamia; at Pasargadae, for instance, a
fricze bears the lower half of a creature with a
fishtail as well as a leg. At some time in late
antiquity the mermaid adopted her present
form, as on the Porte Antique at Orange, where
her tail loops several times, above the panels
celebrating Caesar’s sea victories. The half bird
siren is remembered, however, at Combronde,
Chauvigny, Corme Royale, Lacommande (be-
tween a mermaid and a merman, and accompa-
nied by musicians, apes and embracing
couples), Barletta, several churches round
Soria, Saint-Fort-sur-Gironde, La Sauve-
Majeure and elsewhere. At Aulnay she takes on
a male face. As bird-women the sirens played a
dual role: they tried to seduce Jason and the
Argonauts, and Odysseus lashed himself to the
mast and stopped up his sailors’ ears with wax;
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Fig. 16 Triton on a Pictish stone, Meigle
Museum, Tavside.
on the other hand, they tried to warn Alexander
the Great to retrace his steps. In Greek funerary
art they symbolised the soul as ravens or crows,
as they did in Ireland; in Roman art they were
benign beings who consoled the departed with
their sweet song. This dualism we shall see
reflected in Romanesque iconography.
Somewhere in her genealogy the siren may
have been mixed up with tritons, nereids and
other watery nymphs. A triton, personifying the
river god of the Jordan, assists at the Baptism of
Christ at Arezzo, and Jordanus, with some
triton attributes, is present at the Baptism on the

domes of the fifth- and sixth-century Neoni and
Arian Baptisteries in Ravenna. Pagan deities
were even then creeping into Christian imagery.
On an eighth-century Class I Pictish stone in
the Meigle museum there is a siren with an
interlaced double tail, clutching her serpentine
hair in both hands, a remarkable object to be
found so early in Scotland {Fig. 16).

By Romanesque times a number of families in
Poitou and along the Loire could claim descent
from a viper-fairy named Mélusine (the Plan-
tagenets of Anjou also had a demon ancestress,
whence rumours that they dabbled in
witchcraft). This no doubt helped to popularise
snake- or fish-tailed figures in those areas, but
by far the most powerful influence came from
the Bestiaries and works like the second-century
Physiologus (wrongly attributed by some 1o St
Ambrose). Bestiaries were immensely popular.
Honorius d"Autun, Hugues de Saint Victor,
Philippe de Thaon, Hildebert de Lavardin,
Marbode and others, using early works of St
Ambrose, Isidore of Seville and versions of the
Physiologus, wrote Bestiaries whose impor-
tance lay not 50 much in the zoological descrip-
tions of animals as in the moral and symbolic
lessons to be drawn from them. The authors
delighted in exploring the habits and sexual
behaviour of animals of every shape and size,
from hares to elephants, but found purely
imaginary mythical creatures gave more scope
for moralising. To the Classical fauna of Mino-

Fig. 17 Le Puy, Saint-Michel-d'Aiguilh, door-
lintel: two rress-pulling mermaids, single-tailed.
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Fig. 18a Zamora: mermaid exhibitionist.

taurs, Chimeras and Hydras they added the
Manricora, the Amphisbeena and the Caladrius,
to name but three. As a consequence of the
popularity of these ‘pattern-books’, whole
archivolts are dedicated to the fantastic fauna of
the Bestiaries at Aulnay, Vouvant, Blesle and
elsewhere. Even today they exert a strange
brooding, disturbing effect. Once upon a time
they must have seemed awesome.

In shallow relief on the lintel of Saint-Michel-
d’Aiguilh, le Puy, are two affronted mermaids,
single-tailed and holding their hair (Fig. 17). It
is conceivable that a mason might see how to
combine two such figures and make a bi-
corporeal composition, with a tail on each side of
the capital joining the torso and head on the arris
or angle. Twin-tailed mermaids of this nature,
pairs of them intertwining their tails, abound in
Auvergne — Courpiére, Brioude, Chanteuges,
Mailhat and Chauriat — but the one-tailed
variety is also to be found — Ennezat, Orcival and
Thiers le Moutier; and, of course, both varieties
are to be found wherever Romanesque art
flourishes.

What is her significance? By tradition, and

Fig. 18b [ssoire: naked rider on a goat, sign of
Capricorn

from a reading of the Bestiaries, she was a
temptress, a seductive creature of Satan (‘the
siren and the devil shall abide in Babylon® said
Isaiah), a mysterious being; most mysterious of
all — and a matter of the greatest interest to
medieval man - was her sexual anatomy.
Usually it is only hinted at, indeed some
mermaids wear a little short skirt to cover their
abdomen, but at Zamora it is made explicit, and
her vulva is clearly shown (Fig. rfa). Her
proximity to exhibitionists strengthens the view
that she is to be taken as a sexual symbol, another
of the Luxuria motifs. In France the mermaid is
always known as la luxure, and official guides to
French monuments, using a patter supplied to
them no doubt by official sources, point out
single-tailed mermaids as la concupiscence, and
double-tailed ones as la luxure, on what autho-
rity is not known. Commonly mermaids occupy
an eye-catching position, just at head-height on
doorway capitals, or on transept-crossing pillars
in full view of the congregation at Mass, or on
window-capitals. On corbels they tend to be
single-tailed.

In the Quart Livre, chapter 38, of Pantagruel
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Plate 24 Cashel, Cormac's Chapel: Romanesque
tympanum over north door. Lion and centaur-
sagittariug.
and touch each others’ noses with the other; at
Guxhagen, near Gottingen, a centaur and a
hydrocentaur attack one another, whilst flank-
ing centauresses bite the ears of a human-
faced minotaur at Bénévent-1"Abbaye.
Centaurs enter into the same compositions as
other figures; the Brioude creature spews snakes
which bite the heads of the two flanking naked
males whose legs it grasps; snakes entwine
centaurs at Bari, Brindisi and Ledn, on pre-
Romanesque slabs in Pictish Scotland, and on
the Irish cross of Tibberaghny (where it holds
two daggers), associated with a Manticora (also
to be found on the Clonca shaft); centaurs are
enmeshed in vinescrolls (La Daurade; St Séver-
de-Rustan, next to a miser); two of them kiss
each other at Lautenbach and two hold hands at
Berrioplano, and at Pleinigen an archaic-look-
ing centaur with no arms is stabbed by a man; at
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Maubourguet a centaur plays a harp on a corbel,
thus recalling another motift the ass playing a
Iyre (perhaps derived from the Boéthius text:
‘Do you hearken to my words or are you as an ass
before a lyre?” [Plare 26]).

There seems to be no malice in a music-
playing centaur, and in this benign aspect we are
reminded of Cheiron, teacher of Achilles and
Jason, skilled in music and the arts; although, in
general, centaurs, as ancient enemies of the
Lapiths, and with a reputation for being lustful
creatures, must be regarded in the less
favourable light. They occur, however, in yet
another form whose significance seems to be
without evil intent, and this is as a zodiacal sign,
the centaur-sagittarius. Descriptions of the
zodiac are often appended to Bestiaries,
together with Labours of the Months, and the
calendrical connection indicared to men the
need for honest toil and good husbandry. Major
churches, able to afford extensive decoration,
display =zodiacal signs together with the




Plate 25 Kilteel: another Irish centaur turning
round to struggle with a lion.

Labours, but minor churches often had to make
do with one or two of either or of ecach, so that
Kilpeck has only Pisces, Elkstone a centaur-
sagittarius (of course we do not know how much
has been destroyed). At Mauriac the outer
archivolt of the west door has an extensive range
of zodiacal signs, and Aulnay’s west door alter-
nates these with the Labours, while other
archivolts praise the forethought of the wise
virgins (and castigate the foolish ones) and the
victory of virtue over vice. Sermons in stones are
here in plenty, based on the text ‘as ye sow so
shall ye reap’. ..

Huge zodiacal signs grace the exterior of
Issoire's chevet, but, interestingly, two of them
— Capricorn and Taurus — have riders on their
backs (a motif found elsewhere, at San Isidoro,
Leon, for instance), and inside the church a
winged figure, known as La Luxure, rides an
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Plate 26 La Plaisance-sur-Gartempe: ass playing
a lvre.
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Fig. 21 Santiago de Compostela {(centre): woman
with skull; Puerta de la Platerias: man and woman
with snakes, from the north door, now in the
Cathedral museum. The man's penis is bitten by a
salamander, and the woman's tongue is pulled out
by a monster.

with the monks. Most of the population being
illiterate, didactic art would act as an immediate
and effective reminder of what had been
preached to them. One recollects Frangois
Villon's words about his mother:

Femme je suis povrette et ancienne

Qui riens ne scay; oncques lettre ne leus.
Au moustier voy dont suis paroissienne
Paradis paint, ou sont harpes et lus

Er ung enfer ou dampnez sont boullus.
L'ung me fait paour, "autre jove et licsse;
La joye avoir me fay, haulte deesse.

{An old woman am [ and poor, who nothing knows
and has nothing read. At the parish church I see
painted paradise with harps and Jutes; and Hell,
where the damned are boiled alive. Of the one I'm
a-feared, t'other gives me joy and happiness.
Grant me the latter, almighty Lady!)

Mot all painting or carving is as easy [
understand. At the end of the last chapter we
experienced some difficulty in grasping the
meaning of the more abstruse compositions
involving centaur-sagittarii, and it goes without
saying that one must exercise great care and
circumspection in the analysis of iconography.
We have quoted the warnings of Réau and Male,
but it is pertinent to quote E.R. Gombrich and
the cautionary advice he advances in Symbolic
Images: studies in the art of the Renaissance
(Gombrich 1972). Discussing the statue of Eros
in London’s Piccadilly Circus, erected as a
memorial to the philanthropic second earl of
Shaftesbury, Gombrich demonstrates the com-
plexity of the symbolism which attends the
statue. It represents a winged god, holding a
bow and arrow, symbolic of Charity; but some
see him as Cupid, god of love, careless in his aim,
and an appropriate figure in this quarter of
London frequented by ladies (and gentlemen)
of easy virtue. To the V.E. Day crowds, he
meant something different, and something dif-
ferent again to New Year's Day revellers. His
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bow and arrow point to the ground, a pun on
Shaftesbury, which the designer strenuously
denied. Around the base are ornamental marine
monsters, for it was intended 1o be a public
fountain. The Memorial Committee had other
ideas, however, so there it stands — a memorial, a
pagan god, a symbol, an object of fierce paro-
chial pride. To the designer, a champion of
modern English classicism, it was also a revolt
against the Victorian “coat and trousers’ school
of sculpture. But let us suppose an archaeologist
had dug it up out of the ruins of Pompeii, or
Cluny. Quite different theories would have been
aired about its form, its siting, its symbolism.
Gombrich remarked that images ‘occupy a
curious position somewhere between the state-
ments of language which are intended to convey
ameaning, and the things of nature to which we
can only give a meaning’.

But what of things of art? In arriving ar the
meaning of a work of art we must carefully
distinguish between the significance it has for
us, and the significance it may have had for its
creator. Had the Piccadilly statue been a Ro-
manesque work, the equation it conveys to us of
Eros=God of Love= Charity might instead
have read Eros=pagan god of love=
lust = damnation. Gombrich further warns us,
with an amusing anccdote, to beware of working
out whole codes of meaning in works of art. *Itis
the danger of the cipher clerk,” he says, ‘that he
sees codes everywhere', and he cites the wartime
telegram sent by the Danish atomic scientist
Niels Bohr, in which he asked about *Maud’.
The recipient was convinced thar this stood for
Military Application of Uranium Disintegra-
tion, whereas Bohr was anxiously enguiring
about Maud, his former nanny.

Duly warned, we soberly return to the busi-
ness of interpreting Romanesque imagery, try-
ing not to see pagan symbols everywhere
challenging the Church, or deep meanings in
routine vegetable ornamentation. At the same
time we must take into account the fact that
ecclesiastics did help the masons in the choice of
designs, overseeing their work where necessary,
and they may have instructed their artisans in
the meaning and symbolism of certain composi-
tions; and the masons, for their part, did use the
patterns furnished by the illuminated manu-
scripts of the scriptoria. Equally, of course, we
have to remember that masons, their horizons
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Plate 27 Mason at work under the eye of a
hishop, Gerona.

widened by much travelling, and very knowl-
edgeable about matters pertaining to their craft
— mechanics and physics, mathematics and
engineering, materials and labour management
— were very often better educated than the
village priest they were serving; they might
suggest to him motifs from a repertoire they had
gained elsewhere. In the cloister of Gerona
cathedral there are some interesting capitals:
one shows masons and sculptors at work dress-
ing stone while an ecclesiastic looks on {Plare
27); another has carpenters working with large
planes; a third shows Cain killing Abel with a
mason’s dressing tool; and the fourth a woman
suckling snakes in a scene of Hell where sinners
are being boiled alive. Here then are two scenes
from twelfth-century actuality, one from the
biblical past, and one a visionary scene of the
world-to come, a typical juxtaposition of literal
and symbolic images such as one finds in
Romanesque art.

It is of great assistance in the interpreting of
past imagery to have contemporary written
evidence, although some, unfortunately, is of
less service than one would wish. Durandus,
writing in the thirteenth century, gives an
account of the symbolism of architecture (Frans
Carlsson in 1976 goes to similar lengths —
Carlsson 1976). Durandus, for instance, would
have us believe that the columns of the church
are the bishops and doctors who spiritually
sustain the church, the bases are the apostolic
bishops, the capitals are the words of the holy
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