

[image: The cover image for The Galli Priests of Cybele by Christopher Cavanagh]





The Galli Priests of Cybele





Dedicated to Mum, who always encouraged my curiosity. Loved unconditionally.





Also available from Bloomsbury

Revisiting Rape in Antiquity: Sexualised Violence in Greek and Roman Worlds edited by Susan Deacy, José Malheiro Magalhães and Jean Zacharski Menzies

The Bloomsbury Handbook of Religion, Gender, and Sexuality in the Ancient Near East edited by Shawna Dolansky and Sarah Shectman

The Roman Castrati: Eunuchs in the Roman Empire by Shaun Tougher





[image: The title page for The Galli Priests of Cybele by Christopher Cavanagh]





Contents


	List of Illustrations

	Acknowledgements

	Introduction

	Part 1    The Galli

	1 An Introduction to the Galli and Ancient Sexuality

	2 Comparing the Galli Archaeological Record: Latium/Anatolia

	Part 2    The Study Groups

	3 The Hijra

	4 The Berdache/Two Spirit

	5 The Polynesian Mahu

	Part 3    Comparisons

	6 Comparing the Groups with the Galli Archaeological Data

	Concluding Remarks

	Appendices

	Notes

	Bibliography

	Index






	Cover

	Contents

	List of Illustrations

	Acknowledgements

	Introduction
	The premise

	Note: On pronouns





	Part 1 The Galli

	1 An Introduction to the Galli and Ancient Sexuality
	Who were the Galli?

	Who was Cybele?

	What is a Gallus?

	Ancient accounts of the Galli

	Ancient attitudes towards the Galli

	Ancient interpretations of the Galli

	Ancient parallels to the Galli

	Prefacing classical sexuality and gender transgression

	On Graeco-Roman transgression

	Classical interpretations and explanations for transgression

	Concluding remarks on ancient gender and sexuality

	Final remarks





	2 Comparing the Galli Archaeological Record: Latium/Anatolia
	Galli regional variation: A brief literary overview

	Choosing the archaeological datasets

	Themes for analysis

	Comparing the Latin and Anatolian Galli: Artefact iconography and symbolism

	Comparing the Latin and Anatolian Galli: Artefact epigraphy

	Comparing the Latin and Anatolian Galli: Artefact composition

	Comparing the Latin and Anatolian Galli: Changes over time

	Some final remarks





	Part 2 The Study Groups

	3 The Hijra
	Introducing the Hijra

	Historical data

	Prevalent attributes

	Organization and recruitment

	Roles within the community

	Historical and contemporary receptions of Hijra





	4 The Berdache/Two Spirit
	Introducing the Berdache/Two Spirit

	Historical data

	The historical Berdache and prevalent attributes

	Berdache organization and recruitment

	Berdache roles within the community

	The modern Two Spirit: identities and associated attributes

	Two Spirit organization and recruitment

	Two Spirit roles within the community

	Reception of Berdache/Two Spirit People





	5 The Polynesian Mahu
	Introducing the Mahu

	Historical data

	Primary attributes of the Mahu

	On modern Mahu (1960s onward)

	Mahu organization and recruitment

	Functions and community roles

	Reception in the community





	Part 3 Comparisons

	6 Comparing the Groups with the Galli Archaeological Data
	Work roles

	Castration and parenthood

	‘Effeminacy’ and transgressive features

	Recruitment, organization, membership and hierarchy

	Religious and ritual behaviours and functions

	Community status

	Sexuality and sexual preferences





	Concluding Remarks
	Where do we go from here?





	Appendices
	Appendix A:    The Anatolian Catalogue

	Appendix B:    The Latin Catalogue





	Notes
	Introduction

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Part Two

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Concluding Remarks

	Appendices





	Bibliography
	Primary Sources

	Secondary Sources





	Index

	Copyright







	i

	v

	ii

	iii

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	135

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	iv







Illustrations



	1 Second-century AD statue of Cybele, Bithynia Nicaea. Photo: Y. Haklai (2023). © Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Statue_of_Cybele_Bithynia_Nicaea.jpg

	2 Statue of a reclining Attis, Ostia Antica. Photo: D. G. Jarvis (2010). © Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=14741902

	3 Image of the funerary relief of C. Iulius Bassus (#B17). Vatican, Museo Gregoriano Profano, Sez. 15 inv.no. 9826: © iDAI Arachne. https://arachne.dainst.org/entity/1081245

	4 Relief of Papas Gallos (#A1) – Brixhe, A., Drew-Bear, T. and Kaya, D. (1987) ‘Nouveaux Monuments de Pisidie’, © Kadmos, 26(2), pp. 122–70. (no.24, Planche XII)

	5 Image of the Rome Archigallus statue (#B2). Rome, Musei Capitolini, Centrale Montemartini inv.no.MC 3047/S: Archivio Fotografico dei Musei Capitolini. Photo: Araldo De Luca. © Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali – Musei Capitolini

	6 Image of the Via Labicana Augustus. Rome National Museum. Photo: V. V. Pérez (2019). © Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:August_com_a_%22Pontifex_maximus%22_(finals_s._I_aC),_Museu_Nacional_Rom%C3%A0_(Palau_Massimo),_Roma.jpg

	7 Relief of Soterides Gallos (#A3). © Musée de Louvre inv. no. LL 117 https://collections.louvre.fr/en/ark:/53355/cl010276665

	8 Image of Antalya A figurine (#A12). © Şare, T. (2010) ‘An Archaic Ivory Figurine from a Tumulus near Elmali: Cultural Hybridization and a New Anatolian Style’. Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, 79(1), pp. 53–78.

	9 Image of Antalya B figurine (#A13). © Şare, T. (2010) ‘An Archaic Ivory Figurine from a Tumulus near Elmali: Cultural Hybridization and a New Anatolian Style’. Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, 79(1), pp. 53–78.

	10 Torso of Aphrodite, Roman copy of the Venus Genetrix type (first century AD). © Detroit Institute of Arts, Founders Society Purchase with funds from Cristina and Henry Ford II, inv.no. 74.53. https://dia.org/collection/torso-aphrodite-roman-copy-venus-genetrix-type/46970

	11 Relief of Galli procession (#B5), second century AD. Marble. © Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest. inv. no. 4826. https://www.mfab.hu/artworks/5695/

	12 View of Ostia Archigallus sarcophagus lid (#B11). Museo Ostiens, Ostia, Italy, inv. no. 158: © iDAI Arachne. https://arachne.dainst.org/entity/4677318/image/4677318

	13 Votive relief depicting the hierophant of the Eleusinian Mysteries addressing Demeter and Persephone, second century AD. Ancient Agora of Athens Museum Greece. Photo: D. Mauro (2018). © Wikimedia Commons

	14 Image of the ‘Bejewelled Gallus’ (#B3). Rome, Musei Capitolini inv.no. 2971: Photo: Barbara Malter. © iDAI Arachne. http://arachne.uni-koeln.de/item/marbilder/685615

	15 Bas relief from the Arch of Marcus Aurelius showing sacrifice. Capitoline Museum. Photo: M. Kabel (2009). © Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bas_relief_from_Arch_of_Marcus_Aurelius_showing_sacrifice.jpg

	16 Image of first panel side of Ostia Archigallus sarcophagus (#B12). Museo Ostiense, Ostia, Italy, inv.no. 160: © iDAI Arachne. https://arachne.dainst.org/entity/1246699

	17 Image of second panel side of Ostia Archigallus sarcophagus (#B13). Museo Ostiense, Ostia, Italy, inv.no. 159: © iDAI Arachne. https://arachne.dainst.org/entity/1074092

	18 Image of cippus of L. Valerius Fyrmus (#B10). Vatican, Museo Gregoriano Profano, Reparto di Ostia, inv.no. 10762: © iDAI Arachne. http://arachne.unikoeln.de/item/arbilder/6674791

	19 Image of the ‘Lanuvium Gallus’ (#B15). Rome, Musei Capitolini, Centrale Montemartini inv.no. 1207: © iDAI Arachne. https://arachne.dainst.org/entity/1217129

	20 Front image of cista of M. Modius Maxximus with cockerel (#B7). Museo Gregoriano Profano ex Lateranense, Vatican Museum, inv.no. 10745: © iDAI Arachne. https://arachne.dainst.org/entity/1081300/image/5331216

	21 Drawing combining the Tusculum Plate fragment (#B16) with the relief of Bassus (#B17). Vatican, Museo Gregoriano Profano, Sez. 15 inv. no. 9826. © Sinn, F. (1991) ‘Vatikanische Museen, Museo Gregoriano Profano ex Lateranense. Katalog der Skulpturen. Vol. 1, Die Grabdenkmäler 1: Reliefs, Altäre, Urnen’. Monumenta Artis Romanae 17. Mainz: P. v. Zabern

	22 Hijras of Panscheel Park II, New Delhi, India (1994). Photo: rahuldlucca. © Flickr. https://openverse.org/image/04b2247b-b793-433a-9905-d3fa646ae934?q=hijra

	23 Laxmi Narayan Tripathi at JLF Melbourne on a panel titled ‘Gender and the Spaces Between’ presented by Melbourne Writers Festival, Federation Square, Melbourne 2017. Photo: T. Herbert (2017). © Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Laxmi_Narayan_Tripathi_at_JLF_Melbourne_presented_by_Melbourne_Writers_Festival,_Federation_Square,_Melbourne_2017.jpg

	24 ‘Bahuchara on her cockerel vahana (mount), attended by Gorabhairava (the fair Bhairava) and Kalabhairava (the dark Bhairava).’ Mewar, c. 1820–40. Photo: P. Blohm (2013). © Wikimedia Commons https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/1c/Bahuchara.jpg

	25 Historical image of Hijra from 1865. Photo: unknown author. © Wikimedia Commons https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hijra_Indian_entertainers_(c._1865).jpg

	26 Photo of a dancing Hijra at the Chhath Festival, Strand Road, Kolkata (2013). Photo: Biswarup Ganguly. © Wikimedia Commons. https://openverse.org/image/0eb94974-f5cb-4b87-b4a1-212b3073418e?q=hijra

	27 Nineteenth-century photograph of Wewhe, or We’wha, Zuni Two-Spirit/Berdache, 1879–94. Photo: John K. Hillers. © J. Paul Getty Museum. https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/object/107MGG

	28 Nineteenth-century photograph of We-Wa, a Zuni Berdache, weaving. © US National Archives and Records Administration (1871–1907). NAID: 523797/Local ID: 106-IN-2384DA – https://catalog.archives.gov/id/523797?objectPage=2

	29 Dance to the Berdache, 1835–7, oil on canvas, 19 ½ x 27 ½ in. (49.6 x 70.0 cm). Artist: George Catlin. © Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift of Mrs. Joseph Harrison, Jr., 1985.66.442

	30 Photograph of Denver Pride, featuring the Denver Two Spirit Society procession. Photo: iagoarchangel. © Flickr. https://openverse.org/image/b6269493-5084-45d6-9d3f-b6cb05a418a4?q=two+spirit

	31 Watercolour painting of a Mahu by Paul Gauguin, known as ‘Pape Moe’ (1893–4), Watercolour, 35.4 × 25.5 cm (13 15⁄16 × 10 1⁄16 in.). Artist: Paul Gauguin. © Art Institute Chicago, Gift of Emily Crane Chadbourne, 1922.4797

	32 Artistic photograph of two Modern Mahu models, Tahiti. Photo: N. Leuba (2019–23), © Namsa Leuba. https://www.namsaleuba.com/illusions

	33 Artistic photograph of a Rae-Rae model, Tahiti. Photo: N. Leuba (2019–23), © Namsa Leuba. https://www.namsaleuba.com/illusions

	34 Photograph of the contemporary Hawaiian Mahu, Hinaleimoana Wong-Kalu. Photo: Mark Miller (2016). © Wikimedia Commons https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hinaleimoana_Wong-Kalu_June_2016.jpg

	35 Relief of Menneas Gallos (#A2). Bean, G. E. (1959) ‘Notes and Inscriptions from Pisidia, Part 1’. © Anatolian Studies, 9, pp. 67–117 (Image (a), Plate XV)

	36 Image of an early Imperial relief portraying a dancing Maenad with a thyrsus c. 27 bc–AD 14. © New York Metropolitan Museum, inv.no. 35.11.3. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/253483

	37 Relief of Soterides Gallos (#A3). © Musée de Louvre inv. no. LL 117 https://collections.louvre.fr/en/ark:/53355/cl010276665

	38 ‘Bahuchara on her cockerel vahana (mount), attended by Gorabhairava (the fair Bhairava) and Kalabhairava (the dark Bhairava).’ Mewar, c. 1820–40. Photo: P. Blohm (2013). © Wikimedia Commons https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/1c/Bahuchara.jpg

	39 Image showing a terracotta figurine of Attis or Men on a cockerel. © State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg, Russian Federation. inv.no. 1852.19 https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Votive_relief_dedicated_to_hierophant.jpg

	40 Side image of cista of M. Modius Maxximus with cockerel (#B7). Museo Gregoriano Profano ex Lateranense, Vatican Museum, inv.no. 10745: © iDAI Arachne https://arachne.dainst.org/entity/1081300/image/5331218?fl=20







Acknowledgements

To my former supervisors at Queens University Belfast, Dr Laura Pfuntner and Dr John Curran, for their invaluable help in completing my doctoral thesis (and in turn, inspiring this work).

To Robert and Margaret Rice; without whose kindness and unconditional support I would never have progressed this far.

To Mum and Dad, as well as my brothers, for their unflinching love and support for my academic pursuits and endeavours (the best family around, if I may say!).

To my wonderful wife, Áine, who helped keep me on the right path throughout the pandemic and the making of this book, as well as offering invaluable feedback on the manuscript and content.





Introduction

Regardless of one’s background, the subject of individual sexuality is hugely influential in today’s world, shaping the core of human identity across diverse cultures and communities. It is also a topic of considerable debate, often deemed controversial, with views on gender, sexual preferences and sexual expression varying wildly throughout various contemporary societies. In many Western societies, sexual orientation, relationship dynamics and family aspirations are part of the lived experience for countless individuals. We live in a time where longstanding sexual norms and values are being critically re-evaluated. Issues such as paternity rights, women’s empowerment and gender pay disparities regularly occupy public and media attention, while concepts like gender fluidity and transgender identity are increasingly gaining visibility and acceptance within the cultural mainstream.

As with today, sexuality in antiquity was (and still is) a hotly debated topic that influences our understandings of the realities of the individual and everyday life. Issues such as the status of women, sexual preferences and sexual ‘transgression’ (that is, behaviour at odds with the host society’s norms) have attracted debate from both contemporary and modern writers, with certain individuals and groups falling under particular scrutiny, such as the Galli, who are the subject of this study.

The Galli are one of the most intriguing groups of people to have existed in the ancient world. They were ancient priests of Magna Mater/Cybele, and were renowned for transgressive behaviour, such as wearing makeup and women’s clothing, ecstatic behaviour, ritualized begging, and even self-castration. The presence of these individuals in the ancient world naturally drew the attention of many of their contemporaries, who often viewed them with disgust or as a subject of ridicule. As can be expected, a similar interest in them has continued to this day in varying disciplines, from Gender Studies to Ancient History and even Psychology.

Some readers familiar with the group might have already noticed a parallel between the Galli and modern LGBTQ+1 issues in Western society. However, while in the present day we have contemporaries who are able to explain their life choices and rationale for their behaviours and identities, this is not the case with the ancient Galli, whose voice has left no trace in the historical record.

Given the absence of living Galli, we naturally struggle to understand the enigmatic priesthood. Why did they voluntarily castrate themselves? Why did they adopt ‘effeminate’ clothing and/or wear makeup? Most importantly, why did they behave in a manner that was so directly at odds with Graeco-Roman cultural expectations of masculinity?

In prefacing this work, it is important to highlight these questions, and how they have been approached by both ancient sources and recent academics on the topic. Unfortunately, ancient authors are overwhelmingly hostile to the group, with texts on the priesthood generally containing themes of revulsion, disdain or mockery.2 In line with this, many seem to be unable to properly explain the Galli’s actions.3 It is notable how this inability is connected with the overall problems facing ancient sexuality, and ancient discomfort with gender transgression (as will be seen in Chapter 1). Compounding this is the fact that much of our current understandings of the Galli are derived from these contemporary witnesses/writers. While there is certainly a substantial amount of archaeological data relating to the Galli that exists to this day (see Chapter 2), there are no extant examples whereby a Gallus4 specifically details their reasons for adopting their particular way of life.

Furthermore, many early modern studies into the Galli have suffered from a Western, sexual binarism, where anything that diverges from the traditional sexual dichotomy is ‘different’: special, unique, or even vilified.5 However, with the recent growth of understanding into LGBTQ+ issues and identities in the Western public sphere (much of which is still subject to controversy), we have begun to see a stronger case by academics for othered, third gender, non-binary or transgender considerations in ancient sexuality, with several studies including the Galli in this regard.6 These newer approaches have helped shine some light upon various traits and attributes of the Galli which until now have evaded general agreement or satisfactory interpretation. More recent scholars have largely followed these newer approaches, offering further interpretations of the Galli in their cult, particularly with regards to transgender identity and claiming power and legitimacy for their actions.7 Interestingly, similarities between the Galli and other groups in modern societies have been noted, such as the Hijra in India, drawing parallels in religion, cult and social behaviour.8

Despite this, we can see that there is a distinct lack of agreement in explaining the Galli behaviour. Most modern authors struggle to come to a consensus as to why the Galli behaved as they did, and/or what motivated their actions, let alone understand the internal structure of the cult itself.9

To summarize, ancient authors appear to show overwhelming bias, or are at a loss when attempting to understand the Galli, whilst modern authors encounter similar such difficulties. What then is to be done?

The premise
The main goal of this work is to better understand the Galli by uncovering more about them. With that in mind, rather than focusing on the largely vitriolic literary record, the onus is upon us to review the archaeological record – the only direct record of the Galli that exists – and attempt to discover new insights or information pertaining to them, as well as learn more about how the Galli lived in their respective societies. However, the problem remains – with no direct epigraphic evidence explaining the Galli’s actions in existence, how do we go about this?

This question brings us back to the more modern links between the Hijra of India and the Galli, briefly noted by some scholars.10 The fact that such groups exist is a potential treasure trove for modern classicists, as by examining how these groups behave and live they may provide crucial advances in understanding the Galli – indeed, such studies are already underway in some cases.11 As such, studies of this nature offer us a chance to understand more about the Galli and how they lived (beyond the largely negative/vitriolic Graeco-Roman literature), particularly if we review the visible lives of people in these groups, their behaviours and roles in their societies, and apply them to the aforementioned archaeological record. While their direct voices may be lost to us, through such studies we might be able to gain new insights into the Galli and significantly contribute to the academic discourse on this issue.

The primary argument of this book is that we can understand more about the Galli by engaging in a series of comparative studies of other social groups, around the world, that exhibit similar behaviours/traits to the ancient priesthood. Therefore, the principal objective of this book is to do just that: to conduct a series of analyses of several such groups, investigate their customs, behaviours, attributes and positions in their respective societies, then apply them to the Galli. In doing this, we might help to shine some light upon the largely ‘silent’ Galli in the archaeological record – and by extension, the Galli themselves – helping us understand more about who they were, and how they lived in the Graeco-Roman world.

With all of the above in mind, let us now introduce the groups we will be investigating in this book:


	The Mahu (of Polynesia)

	The Hijra (of India/Pakistan/Bangladesh)

	The Berdache/Two Spirit (of North America)



Note: On pronouns
One final point must be noted with regards to pronouns. For the purposes of this book the individuals in question will generally be referred to according to their original biological sex (unless specifically stated otherwise, e.g. in an interview or statement). While I appreciate the potential difficulty this causes, it has been used here for several reasons;


	1. As many of the individuals in question stem from historic groups with a vastly different culture and worldview (which includes self-reference and identity), we should avoid imposing our modern Western cultural values/norms upon them at this time.

	2. Regarding the Galli and other, historic groups; we do not know exactly how they self-identified (whether as a female, male, intersex or other).

	3. It avoids any unnecessary confusion for the reader.







Part One

The Galli

The following chapters introduces the reader to the Galli, outlining their primary attributes and their reception by Graeco-Roman contemporaries. The context for ancient attitudes towards the group are also explored, through the lens of ancient sexuality and Graeco-Roman gender values.

The second part of this section focuses on the archaeological record of the Galli in Anatolia and Latium. An analysis of the record compares and contrasts both sets against one another, as well as against the literary depictions of the group, to assess whether the physical evidence of the Galli adheres to or deviates from literary stereotypes.

When discussing artefacts in this, and later, Parts, artefacts are designated according to their appearance in an archaeological Catalogue, gathered by the author. These fall under two letters.


	1. A for Anatolia (Appendix A).

	2. B for Latium (Appendix B).



Similarly, throughout the following chapters, each artefact will contain a number (and sometimes an appending letter, e.g. #B1g) that corresponds with their Catalogue entry. For example.


	1. Artefact #A5 relates to the Sarcophagus of Aurelius Longus in Termessus, Anatolia.

	2. Artefact #B9 relates to the second Altar of Quintus Caecilius Fuscus in Ostia, Latium.



For further information on individual artefacts, please consult the Appendices located at the back of this book.





1

An Introduction to the Galli and Ancient Sexuality

This chapter delves into the complex and often contested world of the Galli – priests of the goddess Cybele – whose gender expression and ritual practices challenge modern assumptions about ancient sexuality. Through an examination of the literary sources, this chapter provides an overview of the literary evidence, from the Galli’s earliest appearance to later accounts, as well as an evaluation of their reception by modern writers. The chapter then attempts to explain historical hostility towards the group by providing an in-depth outline and analysis of ancient attitudes and approaches towards ancient sex and gender. By addressing these factors, the reasons for many of the literary attitudes towards the Galli will be made clearer, as well as the ancient writers’ difficulties in understanding them.

Who were the Galli?
While the cult of Cybele/Magna Mater was endowed with a variety of priests, priestesses and attendants of varying titles and roles,1 the priests of the goddess Cybele rank as one of the most interesting religious groups among them, if not in antiquity itself. Known by various names, notably Metragyrtai and predominantly as Galli,2 they are notorious – both in antiquity and modern academia – for displaying particular attributes and behaviours considered transgressive, that is, behaviours that deviate from the host culture’s socially acceptable norms and values.

One such attribute was their reported mendicancy or begging, whereby Galli would solicit alms from the public, either during official processions or as a wandering band, for their performances. In addition, they were known for their ecstatic behaviour; the Galli were regularly associated with frenzied displays, such as exuberant or energetic dancing, playing musical instruments loudly (notably the tympanum or tambourine), performing shrill, raucous chanting/ululating, and even being described as being in a trance-like state of mania during such performances. A further attribute relates to their gender transgression, as many Galli were described by ancient authors as having a distinctly feminine appearance, from the use of makeup, to having ‘effeminate’ clothing styles and wearing their hair long, even adopting an effeminate tone of voice in conversations. A final – and perhaps the most shocking – trait documented by ancient sources is their reported practice of voluntary, self-castration, normally performed as an initiation rite or offering to Cybele and her attendant deity, Attis.3

In sum, the Galli exhibited behaviours that were at odds with typical Greek and Roman social values, and it is precisely these traits that have attracted so much attention both from ancient and modern authors.

While the specific origins of the Galli remain unclear, they do appear to emerge from the Anatolian/Hellenistic-Anatolian cult of the goddess Cybele,4 and by the late Hellenistic/early Roman period form a prominent aspect of it, featuring in literary texts from then onwards. The group do not remain a local Anatolian phenomenon, instead accompanying Cybele to Rome and eventually spreading throughout the Roman world in a manner similar to their patron goddess, and we have references to them being found as far afield as Britannia, Judaea and Germania.5 In addition, from the Roman Imperial period onwards the Galli are seemingly joined by a newly created group – the Archigalli6 – who are attributed with many of the same behaviours, traits and accoutrements as the traditional Galli in some literary texts.7

Who was Cybele?
The goddess known as Cybele goes by many names, depending on the culture in question and time period; Cybele/Kybele, Matar Kubileya, Agdistis, Meter Theon, Magna Mater, Magna Mater Idaeaum, to name a few. Originating in distinguishable form in Iron Age Phrygia,8 the goddess is immediately remarkable for her prominence. As the Mother Goddess of the Phrygians, Matar/Matar Kubileya appears to be one of the most important deities in the region, with a substantial cult following as a result. Spreading to the western half of Anatolia, the cult reached poleis like Miletos and Ephesos in the Greek Archaic period, becoming equated with pre-existing Greek deities like Rhea (and Demeter to a lesser extent), taking the name of ‘Meter/Meter Theon’. From here, she spread throughout the Greek Mediterranean, notably to Athens (where a shrine to the goddess was erected in the centre of the Agora – the Metroon) and even as far as southern Italy/Magna Graecia. In the Hellenistic period the goddess gained the patronage of the powerful Attalids of Pergamon, with the development of major cult centres around Pessinous and Pergamon.



[image: A second-century AD marble statue of the goddess Cybele against a dark background. She sits on a high-backed throne flanked by two lions, wearing a polos headdress, veil, and draped chiton. Her left hand holds a tympanum, while her right arm is broken at the elbow.]
Figure 1 Second-century AD statue of Cybele, Bithynia, Anatolia.

We should also take time to note the aforementioned consort-attendant of Cybele – Attis. Whilst Phrygian in origin, the name ‘Attis’ appears to have originally been used to refer to Phrygian royalty and/or

What is a Gallus?
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[image: A stone statue of a reclining Attis on a large rectangular pedestal within a weathered brick alcove. The figure leans on the left elbow, supported by a small carved human face, and wears a draped garment and radiate crown, with the right hand on the hip and legs crossed at the ankles.]
Figure 2 Statue of a reclining Attis, Ostia Antica.
































Ancient attitudes towards the Galli






























Ancient interpretations of the Galli















Ancient parallels to the Galli











Prefacing classical sexuality and gender transgression









On Graeco-Roman transgression

Transgressive rituals and religious rites





Examples of Transgression in Everyday Life





















Classical interpretations and explanations for transgression









Concluding remarks on ancient gender and sexuality


	1. Women who appear to assert themselves, or act contrary to social expectations of sex, are demonized, mocked or ridiculed, in myth and in reality. They are usually portrayed as licentious and/or nefarious (for example, Sempronia, Clytemnestra, Megilla/Megillus, Philaenis and Messalina). The ideal woman (like Lucretia and/or Penelope) is one who does not ‘raise her head above the parapet’, conforming to social expectations, such as those mentioned in Thucydides’ speech attributed to Pericles. Transgressive figures such as the Amazons are foreign and in myth are always defeated by Heracles or other Greeks, thus reinforcing Greek notions of cultural superiority (including the perception of transgressive acts as inferior to their way of life).

	2. Men who act in a way contrary to social expectations of ‘masculinity’ are also treated in like manner, with mockery, insults and/or hyperbolic slander; for example, Clodius Pulcher, Cleisthenes, Agathon and Timarchus. This mockery also extends to the divine sphere in some instances, as seen with Heracles and Dionysus.

	3. Some transgressive rites are tolerated, provided they have a historic/mythical basis (i.e. Argos and Cos). Other rites – namely the ekstasis – in symbolizing transitions from youth to adult, are equally permissible. Nonetheless, they must occur beyond the confines of the city, of ‘civilization’ so to speak, where the normal rules apply.




Final remarks
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