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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the clothing and representation of the galli priests of Cybele in late Republican and
early Imperial Rome. The galli were male-bodied, but practiced self-castration and wore traditionally
feminine clothing and makeup, which the article argues placed them outside any expected gender binary
and allowed them to inhabit a non-binary identity. The article applies contemporary drag theory and the
relationship between clothing and identity, particularly in respect of (assumed) incongruity, to explore the
ways in which the galli’s identity is visible in the Roman world. In the final section, a case study is made
of the way the galli are represented in Lucian of Samosata’s On the Syrian Goddess.

An important aspect of being a gallus, a religious functionary of the goddess Cybele
in late Republican and early Imperial Rome, was self-castration. This form of surgi-
cal Othering occurred at their initiation and, although the priesthood was only open
to assigned-male bodied candidates, it placed their bodies outside the expected fem-
inine/masculine binary. The surviving literary and historical tradition that discusses
them, authored by nigh-on exclusively masculine, elite, citizen writers, is vague, spo-
radic and hyperbolic, filled with derisive commentary on their unconventional prac-
tices, and so presents the galli as falling very sharply out of line with what we might
term ‘Romonormativity’.

For example, Dionysius of Halicarnassus, himself Greek, but a keen scholar of
Latin literature and Roman culture, living and writing in the city under Augustus,
places the galli as oppositional to what he understands as the more mainstream Roman
religious traditions. He takes as his case in point the prohibitions against citizens from
joining the galli:

By senatorial decree, no freeborn Roman citizen may walk through the city, begging in the service
of Cybele or accompanied by flute music, in a multicoloured stola, or partake in the celebrations
of the Phrygian goddess.1

The galli, here, present a range of behaviours that deviate from the aristocratic and
indeed Roman aspects of the religious traditions of the city. But what is interesting here
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is that Dionysius’s focus is on the processional activities and, in particular, wearing of
the stola, a straight-cut, ankle-length feminine robe; he does not mention the castration
within the prohibition.2 This presents an essentialism of sorts, where these perceived
male, albeit modified, bodies clothed in femininity create a visible incongruity that
amounts to an unacceptable gendered transgression. Other sources also comment on
galli wearing ornamentations with reliefs, earrings and finger rings, alongside long
hair in elaborate styles and heavy makeup.3 Iconographically, representations of the
galli offer a similar depiction to the literary sources: extravagant pectoral ornamenta-
tion, headdresses and handheld objects which tap into the Roman visual vocabulary
of foreignness, specifically easternness, while beardlessness on otherwise masculine
heads alongside hair and clothing from both the typically feminine and the typically
masculine styles point to the gender incongruity so keenly noted by the writers.4

That priests and ritual attendants in the Roman world used visual markers to iden-
tify themselves is not itself unusual. One might think of the Isiac priests keeping their
heads and faces shaved entirely, or even the Vestal virgins also being allowed the
stola, alongside the sex crines hairstyle, worn exclusively by themselves and brides.5

But these do not draw the same level of derision or even attention afforded to the galli.
What is different is that the galli present a visible, specific transgression, in this case of
gender(ed) boundaries, that appears irreconcilable to social norms. In this paper, I aim
to think through the relationship this clothing choice has to the galli’s castrations, as
well as their wider gender presentation, representation and identity in late Republican
and early Imperial Rome.

One angle I will use to further this discussion is through comparison to contem-
porary ideas of drag and cross-dressing. Contemporary Western drag queens are typ-
ically (but not exclusively) understood as male-bodied people dressing in high femi-
nine styles, often with exaggerated makeup, wigs and dresses. Though obviously not
a direct parallel, thinking through the comparative ideas of gender performance and
embodiment will shed new light on how we can understand the theoretical and so-
cial understandings of the galli in late Republican and early Imperial Rome. In the
first section of this paper, I will review current understandings of the galli and their
place within the Roman cultural landscape. This will be followed by a consideration
of modern drag and drag theory, and a look at the broader context of cross-dressing
and clothing in Rome. In the final section, I take as a case study the second century CE
text of Lucian of Samosata, On the Syrian Goddess, which discusses the galli in detail,
and consider the ways clothing and drag are used by the author to present certain ideas
about the galli and the cult more broadly.

Reaching the galli is a particularly difficult task. As noted already, the sources
which we have for them come from an exclusively external and frequently deroga-
tory perspective. Fragmented and dispersed, we must build our picture of the galli
from these geographically and temporally ranged glimpses. It is also important to note
that the goddess Cybele, also known as the Magna Mater deorum Idaea (the ‘Great
Idaean Mother of the Gods’) has a longer history beyond Rome. She was originally
from Anatolia, and specifically the kingdom of Phrygia, where she enjoyed a long
cultic prominence.6 Her influence spread across the Hellenistic world, and she was
eventually officially introduced into the Roman religious landscape in 204 BCE, as
ritual help during the gruelling Second Punic War against Carthage.7 Greek and Ro-
man writers always emphasised the easternness of the elements of her worship in their
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contemporary views, including the galli, but there is no evidence for castration or cas-
trated priests serving ritual or religious function prior to the Hellenistic iteration of the
goddess and her cult.8

For this study, then, I am focusing on the Roman iteration of the galli (and Cybele’s
cult more generally), reflected back across the Mediterranean as Roman imperial
expansion spread to cover earlier Anatolian and Hellenistic images, even in the eastern
homelands of the goddess. We must not assume that these practices, even just in the
Roman world, were static and unchanging across the centuries and across the empire.9

As Mary Beard has argued, however, the fragmentary nature of the evidence available
to us makes it difficult to ignore key testimony just because it comes from a different
era or area.10 As such, though generalisations should be avoided, my aim is to build at
least a general picture that would be recognised by those within the Roman milieu.

It is axiomatic to this argument, but with this paper I also hope to demonstrate that
the galli can be seen as rejecting modes of masculinity and refusing to conform to
the (normative) conditions of manhood in the Roman world, while at the same time
equally rejecting modes of femininity and the conditions of womanhood. There is a
tendency in scholarship to view distinct and distinctive gender nonconformity, par-
ticularly in non-modern and/or non-Western societies, as fulfilling a ‘third gender’
category.11 While this can be a useful comparative approach for considering the galli,
we must be careful not to try to place them into too much of a specific and singular
category, especially in the Roman context, where ‘third gender’ would not necessarily
be a universally recognised position fitting into the socio-legal framework of gender.
Further, it is important to recognise that the galli, either as individuals or a collec-
tive, may or may not have conceived of their status as a distinct gender, at least in
the modern sense. My starting point is, instead, to see the galli as ritually undergoing
a change in social role and position following surgery that reassigned their sex and
placed them outside either of the binary genders as well as any clear heteronormative
matrix. This is therefore indicative of a queer (or at least queered) gender position
that we can logically consider as non-binary. Positioning them in this way, too, al-
lows us to open up consideration of their gendered presentation and experiences to
wider theoretical underpinnings of (contemporary and otherwise) transgender identi-
ties and lives both within and beyond the binary. Although we cannot simply ascribe
the contemporary term ‘transgender’ to past lives without also problematically tran-
scribing the baggage of contemporary cultural specificity, acknowledging the compar-
ative ‘touches’ of experiences that do not follow the assigned gender roles of a society,
or fit within the gender binary at all, can provide nuances to our understandings of
both the past and ourselves.12 With respect to the argument of this paper in particu-
lar, the positioning of the galli as non-binary gives us the opportunity to think beyond
ideas of ‘cross-dressing’ and ‘dressing as the opposite gender’, since differing genders
are not (necessarily) oppositional. This serves to further remind us that the clothes
we wear play a part in constructing those genders. As Marilyn Morris has noted, in
pre-twentieth-century conceptualisations, clothing can almost be seen as more indica-
tive of sex than the body itself, and ‘the sharp gender demarcation between breeches
and skirts in the eighteenth century could render dress as potent as hormones for trans-
forming appearances’.13 When thinking from a perspective informed by drag, clothing
becomes a marker of discrete gender presentation while at the same time highlighting
the flexibility of and between those categories.
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Priest/esses?

Though often seen as marginal, the galli (and the cult of Cybele more broadly) did oc-
cupy a specific position within the Roman religious landscape. They were not the only
ritual attendants of the goddess, but due to the stark non-normativity they presented,
their place within the wider cult is both highlighted and obscured. The galli themselves
were led by an archigallus, who appears at least in the later Imperial period to have
been a Roman citizen (a fact which raises interesting but unanswerable questions in
respect of the possibility of career – and social – progression for the galli).14 Beyond
the galli themselves, Dionysius also mentions the processions being led by a priest and
priestess, both of whom were also Phrygian.15 In the pre-Roman iterations of the cult
of Cybele, ritual dancers known as Corybantes are similarly mentioned, who would
certainly not stand out in the ecstatic procession described by Dionysius, but again
their precise placement within the cultic hierarchies in Rome remains unknown.16

Alongside their unclear cult status, the galli’s gender(ed) status is also unresolved
in scholarship. As mentioned above, they are frequently described as occupying an
ambiguous gender category, and their clothing choice is often used to justify mod-
ern conclusions, but little is done to further understand what this means or place it
in the Roman social context. They are marked as ‘figures of gender transgression’,
who ‘fail to qualify for adult male or female gender identity’.17 Rather than seeing
the galli as a discrete gender category, this position often ultimately sees the ambigu-
ity as a lack, a neither/nor status that is more about what they are not.18 Concerning
the iconographic markers, Shelley Hales has concluded that the galli are intentional
in their creation of ambiguity, ‘deliberately mask[ing] these aspects of identity in the
pursuit of otherness’.19 Similarly, Eric M. Orlin has commented that ‘as eunuchs, they
occupy a category that has no place in the Roman construction of gender’.20 Yet, while
it is certainly fair to say that ambiguity and lack play a role in the galli’s identity and
(re)presentation, we must also understand that they were part of Roman society and
therefore did occupy a position (or positions) in the construction of gender. To under-
stand them simply as being without placement is limiting when we try to think about
the lived experiences of failing to qualify for an identity. In her manifesto and mem-
oir on being a Gender Outlaw, Kate Bornstein artfully commented: ‘I love the idea of
being without an identity, it gives me a lot of room to play around; but it makes me
dizzy, having nowhere to hang my hat’.21 While we cannot reconstruct the hatstand
the galli may have had for themselves, we can at least use this perspective to con-
sider their social position from a lived perspective, rather than merely as ‘polyvalent
symbols’.22

A less ambiguous placement has occasionally been proposed for the galli, but usu-
ally through a traditional binary lens of gender. A. D. Nock, writing in 1925, proposed
that, through clothing, the gallus ‘wished to show he had abandoned the active func-
tions of his sex’.23 The language of abandonment is perhaps awkward, and the lan-
guage of sex perhaps lacks a modern nuance, but this essentialist line of thinking has
developed and is continued in more recent scholarship: Christiane Kunst, for exam-
ple, argues that although the galli dressed and treated their bodies like women, ‘they
did not renounce their masculinity, but rather their procreative power’.24 Regardless
of premodern surgeries that realign the reality of the body, in this argument, the galli
were still men and should be understood and treated as such.
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Alternatively, Evelyn Adkins, for example, has read the parallel representations of
galli (or, at least, castrated priests of the Syrian Goddess) in Apuleius’s Golden Ass and
pseudo-Lucian’s Lucius, or The Ass as fashioning themselves as trans women, though
also encompassing ‘other assigned-male-at-birth individuals with diverse gender
identities and sexual orientations’.25 In a similar vein, Lynne E. Roller takes a votive
relief depiction of a gallus from Kyzikos, dated to 46 BCE, and interprets it as follows:

The relief depicts him in women’s clothing, a long gown and veil, implying that within Asia Minor
the eunuch priest identified himself as a woman in his physical appearance.26

Both of these authors rightly remind us that we should not draw grand generalisa-
tions. To use Bornstein’s metaphor, we should not expect every gallus to have hung
hir hat in the same place at all times.27 Basing identification as a woman solely on
clothing, however, still remains reductive. In Rome at least, the stola is a feminine
garment, but (in its traditional setting) as mentioned above it is equally indicative of
class and citizenship status. When we read of the gallus wearing the clothing of the
matrona, for example, we do not assume ze is attempting to exist in the day-to-day
life of an upstanding married citizen woman. Hir marital status and citizenship are not
snapped to the opposing side of any binary upon donning this outfit, as though it flicks
a switch, and so why must we presume that this is the case, one way or another, with
respect to gender?

Rather than taking the clothing as an attempt to present as one or the other of the
binary genders, I want to consider how it can be seen as highlighting a more complex
negotiation between body, identity and society in which the galli – alongside everyone
else – constantly participated. There is an incongruity created by a masculine body,
albeit modified, in a typically feminine dress. But this incongruity is not merely am-
biguity, nor is it an attempt to remain as a man or identify as a woman per se. It is
instead, in some ways, a recognition of the limits of the gender binary and the galli’s
social position outside of it. In the next section, I want to take a detour through con-
temporary drag in theory and performance to consider how clothing interplays with
ambiguity, incongruity and lived experience.

Dressed resembling a girl (D.R.A.G.)

Contemporary Western ideas of drag, and of drag queens, conjure up quite a specific
image: one thinks of a cis man in an overly elaborate and flamboyant dress, often
with padding to create the look of feminine hips and breasts, wearing heavy makeup
and an over-the-top wig, performing in a gay bar or perhaps strutting the runway on
RuPaul’s Drag Race.28 This stereotype can either be interpreted as a radical departure
from traditional gender roles or ultimately a sexist parody of what it means to be a
woman.29 Verta Taylor and Leila J. Rupp, for example, raised this question of radical
or conformist acts, but only with respect to a narrow definition of drag queens as
‘gay men who dress and perform as but do not want to be women or have women’s
bodies’.30 While this may be true for some drag artists, it is certainly a stereotype that
cannot – and should not – be applied to all; even if we narrow the focus to drag queens
and the donning of femininity, the stereotype quickly becomes reductive, shutting out
a range of genders, bodies, styles and reasons, refusing to think about what drag can
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actually do.31 In an interview with trans drag artist Imp Queen, Alok Vaid Menon
pushes the idea of drag as more than just ‘female impersonation’, but rather as ‘a
political, comedic, and aesthetic sensibility which has been practiced by people of all
genders for ages’.32

During the 1960s and 1970s, Esther Newton conducted an anthropological study
of drag queens and ‘female impersonators’ within gay male subculture in the United
States. In the introduction to her culminating monograph, she comments that, though
cross-dressing is a specific and clearly definable practice, ‘“drag” has come to have a
broader referent: any clothing that signifies a social role, for instance a fireman’s suit
or farmer’s overalls’.33 She goes on to discuss how part of the appeal – and indeed
the point – of drag as performance is the very juxtaposition created by the audience’s
knowledge of the incongruity of the performer’s identity(/ies).34 In this way, the goal
of drag is not to ‘pass’, to look convincing as a woman (or a firefighter, or a farmer),
but rather to highlight the visual markers of the social role as applied to a body or a
person not (necessarily) identifying with said role. The performance then, to an aware
audience, throws into question how stable those markers are, and how much our own
performances of identities, with which we may or may not identify, are constructed.
Building on this, Marjorie Garber has demonstrated how drag, and specifically gen-
dered cross-dressing, offers a challenge to the gender binary as a whole, extending
beyond the performance to our own presentations of gender enacted through our cloth-
ing. She writes:

For me, therefore, one of the most important aspects of cross-dressing is the way in which it offers
a challenge to easy notions of binarity, putting into question the categories of ‘female’ and ‘male’,
whether they are considered essential or constructed, biological or cultural.35

Drag creates a tension around the supposed reality of both the body and the identity
of the person in question, one that cannot easily be resolved. Garber goes on to state
how a ‘third term’, rather than being a distinct ‘third gender’, is a state that ‘questions
binary thinking and introduces a crisis – a crisis which is symptomatized by both
the overestimation and the underestimation of cross-dressing’.36 The resolution can
only be found through understanding there is no necessary congruence between the
realities, an irresolution into which drag consciously plays.

As Meredith Heller writes, ‘“realness” is not and has never been a very stable cat-
egory of self’, though this is only realised when a dissonance between realness and
performance is put before us, for example with drag.37 Drag differs from everyday
identities by holding a parodic mirror to the assumptions made around the presenta-
tion of the everyday. All identities are based on our presentation of them, but drag is
conscious of its skin-deep nature, of its lack of any further truth to its display, which
allows for the deployment in Menon’s practice of the political, the comedic and the
aesthetic.

In this way, then, we can see how the galli use ‘drag’ to create a dialogue, albeit
consciously unresolved, between their body, identity and presentation. As noted above,
to become a gallus, a person must undergo voluntary castration; a surgery that in many
senses places them irrevocably outside of binary understandings of sex and the body.
Read together with Garber, we can see how the galli actually produce a signification of
the third term that similarly creates instability for both sides of the binary, calling into
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question the supposed masculinity of their bodies and, at the same time, the supposed
femininity of their clothing. Furthermore, seeing the galli as creating a third term for
themselves, highlighting the non-binary nature of their bodies and perhaps identity,
differs from trying to see them as a specific and sanctified ‘third gender’ because it
allows for a flexibility and indeed the instability to play out without falling into a
restrictive ‘ambiguity’.

Turning the focus to the body underneath the clothing: as mentioned, discussion
of drag queens often rests on the incongruity being created by an assumption of con-
tinued bodily masculinity. In the case of the galli, however, this is to some extent
complicated by the initiatory castration. Castration is a single act, but it has vital long-
term ramifications, at least for the castrated. It is not, however, necessarily visible on
a traditionally covered body.38 In ancient or modern dress, masculine or feminine, it is
not necessarily possible to understand the state of the genitals underneath.39 Through
drag, then, the presumed maleness of the gallus’ body is offset by the apparent incon-
gruity of the feminine stola. Much like in a modern drag performance, the audience’s
presumed knowledge of the context of the body underneath (and much more uncertain
presumption of the identity underneath) adds a layer of awareness to their reading of
the performance and the performer. The galli are neither men nor women, nor attempt-
ing to pass as either, but rather building a third term and, through drag, performing the
non-binary position of their bodies in a continued and visible way.

Rome is burning

The literature, and indeed the historiography of the Roman Republic and early Empire
is rife with stories of binary cross-dressing. As with contemporary discussions, exam-
ples of male bodies donning feminine clothing are more visible than vice versa and
will be of direct interest in comparison to the galli as the cultural markers of clothing
and gender in their Roman context.40 A closer reading of two stories in particular, how-
ever, will also demonstrate how the galli departed from simply cross-dressing and that
their clothing presentation made a different statement for their contemporary viewers.

One of the most common stories from myth is the story of how the Greek hero
Achilles, before going off to win fame and (mis)fortune in the Trojan Wars, was hid-
den by his mother, the goddess Thetis, on the island of Scyros. This story is vari-
ously retold in Latin literature, though the most complete version we have is from
Statius’s unfinished Achilleid, from the end of the first century CE. Here, Thetis dis-
guised Achilles as a girl, in feminine clothing, among the seven daughters of king
Lycomedes. Achilles was eventually found when Odysseus tricked him into reveal-
ing himself through choosing a shield and helmet (traditionally masculine objects)
as opposed to jewellery (traditionally feminine objects) from a basket of gifts to Ly-
comedes’s daughters, thus revealing/reverting to his masculine, and specifically war-
rior, nature.

Interpretation of this episode, by both ancient and modern scholars alike, varies
greatly. Fabio Guidetti has usefully demonstrated two main polarisations around which
the story of Achilles on Scyros can be organised: (1) ‘cross-dressing as transition ver-
sus cross-dressing as deception’ and (2) ‘cross-dressing as temporary versus cross-
dressing as permanent’.41 The first of these considers the possible motive(s) behind
Achilles’s cross-dressing alongside examples of cross-dressing in broader Greek and
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Roman societies and literature. In respect of this, there is a tendency to draw a correla-
tion with the transitional rituals and rites of passage seen in some early Greek societies,
for example on Crete, where adolescent boys would temporarily wear women’s cloth-
ing before ritually casting it off and entering the world of adult men.42 Indeed, as M.
McAuley has noted, in Statius’s Achilleid in particular, ‘“woman” is an obstacle to
the trajectory of the epic hero not only in the forms of Thetis and Deidamia, but in the
body of Achilles himself’.43 Alternatively, the motive for Achilles’s cross-dressing can
be read as deception, either by himself or his mother Thetis. The clothing is used as
a disguise, hiding the warrior’s body from those who want to take him to war, as well
as from Deidamia and the daughters of Lycomedes themselves as he infiltrates their
world.44 It is interesting to note that, in this respect, the disguise is always somehow a
failure, either during the deception – as the body of Achilles is set on revealing itself
beneath the clothing – or by the revelation – such as Odysseus giving him the shield.

In the second of Guidetti’s polarised terms it is much harder to separate out the
oppositions as distinct. The temporary condition of Achilles’s cross-dressing is ended
by Odysseus’s trick, as he returns to masculine clothing and action. However, he is
left permanently changed by the experience, having overcome the feminine within
himself. Similarly, too, in the early rites of passage, the temporary women’s clothes
give way to a permanent transition for the adult men who undergo them. This is, in
many ways, less of a binary than the first polarisation, as, although opposites, the two
‘poles’ can certainly – and perhaps necessarily – co-exist alongside and within one
another.

The same theories can also be applied to historical examples of cross-dressing in
the late Republic. Perhaps one of the most famous incidents occurred during the an-
nual Bona Dea festival, a woman-only festival led by a senior magistrate’s wife at her
house. The festival’s performance in 62 BCE is a night that the orator Cicero was keen
to make sure no one will ever forget. In this particular year, it was to be led by Pompeia,
the second wife of the praetor and future dictator Julius Caesar. Publius Clodius Pul-
cher, at this point a relatively junior magistrate, disguised himself as a woman cithara
player in order to attempt an infiltration of the house, though he was ultimately discov-
ered by Pompeia’s mother-in-law, Aurelia.45 The resulting trial, in which Cicero gave
witness testimony that destroyed Clodius’s alibi, ended in the defendant’s acquittal, the
jury having been heavily bribed. But this ‘showcase of political muscle over what was,
in reality, probably little more than a prank’, as Kathryn Tempest describes it, drove
a wedge between these two men, who would never be reconciled.46 While his earlier
reference to the trial, in a letter to his friend Atticus, presents the case and Clodius’s
cross-dressing in relatively neutral terms, Cicero gave a speech a few months later
(possibly in May, 63 BCE) attacking Clodius.47 Only fragments of the speech survive,
but in what we do have the In Clodium et Curionem places the apparent dress trans-
gression at the heart in the invective. Cicero recasts the incident as Clodius not cross-
dressing but rather dressing to reveal his true self, marking a transition.48 Plutarch,
writing much later, claims that Clodius’s motivation for cross-dressing was disguise,
as he was hoping to infiltrate the festival and seduce Pompeia.49 Thus, we again see
the polarisation of transition or deception play out as possible motives for Clodius.
Cicero’s comedic rewrite, however, creates the site of inversion not just in Clodius’s
clothing but in his very gender and identity. In fragment 23, Cicero protracts the de-
piction of Clodius dressing for the Bona Dea, noting each item of clothing and leading
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the audience down the path of Clodius’s slippage from masculine to feminine. The
temporariness of Clodius’s transgression is placed in opposition to the permanence of
his new (womanly) identity. The two opposing periodisations of Clodius’s actions are
inverted from Achilles’s experience, as the feminine identity comes after the short-
term presentation, rather than for the duration of it; yet, both are still necessary for the
construction and maintenance of each other. Clodius’s permanent womanhood is made
by the activities of a single night. Pushing this further: outside the strictly regulated
frame of ritual, the women’s clothes cannot be a transitional period for Clodius that
lead him to a new masculine identity but rather, as Cicero would have it, fix her as
woman in her true self, revealed by the clothing. Beyond In Clodium et Curionem, this
is a jab Cicero will continue to make at Clodius’s ‘true’ self as a woman, right up until
his death, killed in a politically motivated scuffle on the Appian Way a decade later,
with the orator describing him as ‘a woman fallen among men’.50

The galli’s drag, then, though perhaps unusual in the world of the late Republic and
early Empire, is not an impossible sight for which Roman audiences would have had
no comparanda. There are, however, marked differences in respect of motive and pre-
sentation which must be worked through in order to (re)place the galli within Roman
society. To start with the points brought out in Guidetti’s first polarisation, transition
against deception: it is perhaps obvious to say that transition must play a role in the
galli’s presentation, both in the sense of their identity being one for which a ritual ini-
tiation is required as well as when we view them through a modern transgender lens.
The fact that the clothing – and the galli identity at large – was so tied to the initia-
tory castration creates for us a link to the early Cretan rites of passage. In the galli’s
case, however, the clothing change does not occur for a short period of time, and the
rites do not lead the actor from masculinity through to femininity and back again to
a reformed masculine identity; there is no liminal identification, but simply the galli
becoming who they are.

The idea of deception is similarly inverted by the galli. With drag, the audience is
in on the performance, in full knowledge of the (potential) incongruity between their
assumptions of the body based on the clothing and those based on their awareness of
the performance setting. In the same way, the viewer of a gallus is aware of hir bodily
context precisely because of the clothing choices. There is no motive of deception, but
rather exposure of the body through covering it. The incongruity they present through
their clothing in fact works to rationalise and replace them in the matrix of social
markers.

The question of temporariness has some important considerations with respect to
the galli and their bodies. As mentioned above, the initiatory castration is a one-off
event, but the social (not to mention corporeal) change is permanent. We might be
tempted to draw parallels to Achilles’s and Clodius’s relatively short periods of cross-
dressing and permanent social changes, but there is a key difference here: for them, the
cross-dressing was the activity that instigated the short-term and long-term differences.
For the galli, the clothing is a representation of their actions, a replaying demonstration
of the act.

Cross-dressing, then, is not an unknown or unseen idea in the Roman world; how-
ever, it is also clear that the galli are doing something more. The notion of merely
‘cross-dressing’ (as opposed to ‘drag’) implies two things: (1) that the galli belong
to one side of the gender binary and (2) that they are dressing across that binary, as
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the opposite gender. But if, as I argue, we consider the galli not as men but as oc-
cupying a non-binary gender position, this position troubles both parts of the notion.
Achilles and Clodius present what we might think of as stereotypical examples of
cross-dressing in the ancient world, but they also create a base from which to see the
galli as doing something radically different with their clothing choice. From a drag
perspective, they were not attempting to use the stola to transition into femininity, nor
to deceive viewers of their identity; they used it to display their identity and position
in Roman religion and society.

Clothes make the eunuch

In this final section, I want to bring together some of these considerations of ancient
and modern drag, cross-dressing and the use of clothing more broadly to understand
further the galli and their (re)presentation through a case study of Lucian of Samosata’s
On the Syrian Goddess. Lucian was a sophist who lived during the second century CE
in the Roman Near East, famous for his satirical and pastiche essays and dialogues. On
the Syrian Goddess is framed as an ethnography of the city of Hierapolis (in modern
day Syria) and the workings of its temple to the Syrian goddess Atargatis. Although
Atargatis and Cybele were distinct goddesses in the (pre-Roman) Near East, in later
transmission through Greek and Latin writers they and their cults are treated as near
identical. Both, interestingly, have eunuch ritual attendants referred to as galli, again
treated without distinction in the texts.51 Lucian’s text is a pastiche imitative of the
style of the ‘father of history’, Herodotus, and his ethnographic enquiries of the earlier
Classical period.52 Thus, our discussion of this text must be prefaced with warnings of
satire (or at least the potential for hyperbole) and of the fact that it is set in Hierapolis
and not Rome, ostensibly about Atargatis and not Cybele. The text, however, still
provides us with a fruitful opportunity to think through the presentation of the galli, at
least in their later Roman and Hellenistic presentation.53

The galli pepper Lucian’s text, being the focus of over a quarter of it. They
are given three distinct aetiological and mythological explanations for their castra-
tion, with three paradigmatic figures: Attes, Dionysus and Combabos. In the style of
Herodotus, Lucian is happy to present each of the stories alongside one another with-
out conflict, though he does give preference for the Dionysian version. Dionysus is
a god well-attested throughout Hellenic and Roman Syria, though he is nowhere else
linked to Hierapolis or the worship of Atargatis at that temple.54 Comparatively, the
Lucianic narrator spends less time discussing the story linking this god to the temple’s
founding and the reason for castration than he does the other two. It is enough for
him to reference the phallic imagery that surrounds the temple, including two large
phalli that bear the inscription: ‘Dionysus dedicated these to Hera, his stepmother’.55

It is important to note here that the narrator does not explicitly make Dionysus a gal-
lus or even an originator for castration, merely the dedicator of two phalli within the
temple. Dionysus is, it must be remembered, the god most frequently associated with
cross-dressing and gender fluidity more broadly in the Hellenic eastern Mediterranean
and, as such, drag and gender transgression more broadly are implicit in Dionysus’s
role within the temple.56 The other two paradigmatic figures are both mortal, both cas-
trated and both explicitly noted as being prototypical galli. Interestingly, the donning
of women’s clothing expressly features in both stories.
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Another aetiology provided is of Attes, who is castrated (without a given reason) by
Rhea, a mother goddess whom Lucian suggests is associated with the temple.57 Attes
can be equated with Attis, the mythological consort of Cybele and common paradigm
for her galli, at least in the Western Mediterranean.58 Interestingly, upon castration he

ceased to live the life of a man (biou andrēiou), taking in exchange the feminine form (morphēn
thēleēn) and donning women’s clothes (esthēta gunaikēiēn) and as he roamed the whole world he
performed the ecstatic rites and related what had happened to him, singing of Rhea.59

Although the original Greek does not use pronouns, here and later in the text Attes is
referred to as grammatically masculine. It is important to note that he explicitly ex-
changes masculine ‘life’ for feminine ‘form’: the (gendered) difference between these
two words is significant, and Attes does not get a like-for-like trade. Through castra-
tion, he gives up the lifestyle and role in society that he would play as a normative man,
but he does not assume a normative woman’s lifestyle or role in society. Similarly, in
gaining a femininity of form, he moves him away from masculinity, but only as far
as presentation is concerned, not becoming a woman per se. In fact, the text is clear
that the only specifically feminine activity he adopted, as it were, was the donning of
women’s clothing. Lucian rounds this story off by commenting that the galli in this
temple are at least castrated in imitation of Attes, but again no further reason is given.

Following the relatively short stories of Attes and Dionysus, the Combabos aeti-
ology takes up around a fifth of the entire text and is, in the words of J. L. Lightfoot,
‘a showpiece faux-naïf Herodotean novella’, mimicking the meandering storytelling
style of Lucian’s inspiration.60 After a digression on the fatal attractions of the Hel-
lenistic queen Stratonice and her husbands, the story proper begins with her being
ordered in a dream by Hera to go to Hierapolis and build a temple.61 Her first husband
requests that his friend, Combabos, accompany the queen on her journey, a task Com-
babos is reluctant to take on as he foresees jealousy and suspicion arising from the
close quarters he will have to maintain with her. Unable to refuse, Combabos antici-
pates any future problems by secretly castrating himself, sealing his removed genitals
(§20: aidoia) in a box he gives to the king. Three years into the task, his concerns are
realised as Stratonice falls in love with him and attempts seduction. When Combabos
reveals his actions, the queen is not put off, but rather her passion grows stronger for
him. As a short digression, Lucian adds that even in his own day ‘women desire galli,
and galli go mad for women, though no one is jealous, but rather they consider the
affair extremely sacred’.62 Eventually, stories of their closeness reach the king, either
through rumour or through Stratonice’s own rejected and vengeful hand. As such, the
king recalls the secret eunuch and charges him with adultery. Combabos eventually
responds by asking for the box he gave the king, revealing the proof of his innocence.
With the adversity resolved, Combabos requests to return to complete the temple, in
which the king permits a bronze statue of him to be erected. Interestingly, the de-
scription of the statue states that while it is ‘like a woman in form (morphēn), it has
the clothes of a man (esthēta andrēiēn)’.63 This draws an interesting link to the Attes
aetiology, with the assigned male body, now castrated, becoming represented by fem-
inine ‘form’; nevertheless, there is a fascinating reversal in terms of clothing, based
on what we have come to expect from galli, as well as what we have seen in both
the Attes story (specifically noted as donning ‘women’s clothes’) and from Combabos
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already. Lightfoot considers the possibilities that Lucian is either describing a fictional
statue that lends ‘proof’ to his story (though considers it odd that he does not invent a
closer fitting truth) or else that he is misinterpreting a real statue.64 Another possibil-
ity, whether the statue is imagined by the author or is indeed real, is that it provides
another level of incongruous identity, as highlighted by drag. The statue, as statue, is
already an imagined representation of the body; in this case, the representation of the
literal removal of manhood is femininity of form, as noted with the textual presentation
of Attes above. Thus, his masculine clothing itself becomes (explicit) drag, represen-
tative of the masculinity he continues to perform, such as leading the completion of
the temple (Stratonice disappears from the story entirely once Combabos is accused
of adultery), regardless of his body. A further level of incongruity is added by the text
again grammatically gendering Combabos as masculine throughout the piece, regard-
less of clothing, body or form. This is itself a subversion of the subversive nature of the
galli’s dress, becoming a verbal drag for the audience who know of his castration and
thus non-binary body. Each level contradicts the one preceding it, leaving Combabos,
and the galli who imitate him, as impossible to fit neatly into either side of the gender
binary.

Lucian appends to his Combabos novella a final aetiology for the feminine cloth-
ing of the galli in his day. He comments that a foreign woman came to the temple
and fell in love with Combabos at first sight. Discovering his ‘incompleteness’ (§27:
atelea eonta), the woman commits suicide. Thus, ‘at that, Combabos, disheartened by
his misfortunes in love, donned women’s clothing, so that no other woman would be
deceived in this way. And this is the reason for the feminine stolae of the galli’.65 This
itself appears to sit incongruously with the early digression Lucian gave in which he
stated the mutual passion between women and galli in his own time, but nevertheless
makes a key point about the intention of the clothing. Combabos is not trying to use
women’s clothing in order to signal any femininity, rather his not-masculinity. The
clothing makes explicit Combabos’s, and like him the galli’s, self-removal from the
assigned gender binary and any heteronormative matrix into which they might other-
wise be assumed to fall. Taking this further, it is notable that the unnamed foreigner
does not take her own life upon being rejected by Combabos, but upon discovering the
reality of his body (hidden by the masculine clothing); thus, we might say that Comba-
bos’s misfortune in love is not his being desired, but rather his being desired, by both
Stratonice and the foreigner, for what he cannot perform. That, in Lucian’s day, galli
and women desire each other is not a problem, then, and as we saw in the previous
section the drag is not a disguise but rather a display of the galli’s body and identity.
The clothing is not there to dissuade sexual advances (from people of any gender) but
merely to highlight the social and gendered position of the wearer.

Across these aetiologies, then, we can see that clothing, both masculine and fem-
inine, is used to highlight the way in which the bodies of these prototypical galli do
not conform to the gender binary. Both Attes and Combabos are explicitly castrated,
and explicitly use clothing to suggest the change in ‘form’ (morphē), in the words of
the Lucianic narrator. While Dionysus does not follow this pattern, he still leaves the
temple with two phalli fewer than when he went in (in the form of dedicatory statues),
and, as noted above, he is well-known for his gender(ed) fluidity across myths. In each
case, there is a need to go beyond the gender binary in order to consider the shifting
identities at play and their representation, as seen in the use of drag.
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Turning away from archetypes, the Lucianic narrator also discusses the galli he wit-
nesses in the temple in his own day. His discussion of their castrations again features
clothing and presentation in a central position. During the most important festival, cel-
ebrating the beginning of spring, crowds of both galli and other sacred persons gather
outside the temple to perform the sacred rites. Lucian writes that

On these days new galli come to being … The youth for whom this lies in store goes into the middle
of the procession, throwing off his garments with a great cry, and taking up a sword – it has, I think,
stood there for many years. Seizing it, he at once castrates himself, running through the city with
his offcuts in his hands. From whatever house he throws them into, he receives women’s clothing
and feminine ornamentation. This is what they do at their castrations.66

There are four stages of ‘becoming’ a gallus that we can see here, which relate to dress,
gender and castration. First, the person removes hir own (masculine) clothes; second,
ze castrates hirself with a sword; third, ze casts the removed genitals into an apparently
random doorway; fourth, ze receives feminine clothing from that household. Clothing
literally frames the whole event. The central moment of importance for the initiation,
and for the gallus’ identity at large, is of course the castration: a bodily removal that
is followed by an unusual removal from possession, by casting it into someone else’s
property. But this bodily removal of masculinity is instigated through the removal of
masculine dress and culminates in the donning of the feminine. Tellingly, no mention
is made of what happens to the removed genitals after this point, whether the new
owners ought to keep or discard them – clearly, once removed, they become of lesser
importance than the clothing to the castration as a whole.

There is a further point to be made with respect to the new clothing acquired.
Whether the unusual, ritualised bartering event is hyperbolised or not, the text makes
explicit the point that this is not just a piece of traditionally women’s clothing but is
in fact a specific woman’s (second-hand) clothing. It is not tailored to the specifics of
the gallus’ body and, though it is possible to imagine a somewhat farcical situation
ensuing, there is a serious point to be made here: if, as noted above, the goal is not
to pass as a woman but to highlight the incongruity, what better way than to wear
clothing not (consciously) prepared for the body in question regardless of (assigned)
sex? This sits in close dialogue with Newton’s idea of a ‘double inversion’ implied by
drag ‘at its most complex’; she writes that

Drag says ‘my “outside” appearance is feminine, but my essence “inside” [the body] is masculine’.
At the same time it symbolizes the opposite inversion: ‘my appearance “outside” [my body, my
gender] is masculine but my essence “inside” [myself] is feminine’.67

We can add to this that, in the gallus’ case at least, hir body has undergone reassign-
ment surgery and thus cannot be understood as strictly ‘masculine’ in and of itself.
Therefore both halves of Newton’s double inversion are further complicated, as the
‘inside’/‘outside’ of the body is not in line with the (clothed) appearance assumed.
Thus, the clothing for a gallus highlights that the body, and so gender and/or iden-
tity underneath, are not masculine, but while also highlighting that the stola, and so
the gender and/or identity underneath, are not feminine either. As Judith Butler writes,
‘gender is neither a purely psychic truth, conceived as “internal” and “hidden”, nor is it
reducible to a surface appearance; on the contrary, its undecidability is to be traced as
the play between psyche and appearance’.68 For all of us, this play is acted out through
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our clothing choices, whether we conform to the norms assigned to us or not, but for
the galli this is made overt through the clothed presentation they exhibit. Though not
a clearly defined ‘third gender’ per se, like Garber’s third term we might say that they
are performing and reperforming their irreducibility to either side of the gender binary.

Lucian’s specific context is, of course, different from late Republican Rome, and
the traditions in a temple of Atargatis in Syria would have been different from those
in a temple of Cybele in Italy. But, as noted in the introduction, though we should try
to avoid generalisations, the sources we have for galli at all are so fragmentary that we
can only work with the evidence we have. Lucian’s text, whatever else it is doing, relies
on cultural signifiers that would be recognised across the Roman Empire. Hyperbole
and shocking details are typical for accounts of the galli, and so we must be careful in
reading, but this also allows for at least the start of a picture to be built. So, though the
aetiologies Lucian presents are specific to the temple of which he writes, the use of
women’s clothing in highlighting and (re)presenting the galli and their bodies speaks
to a wider relationship at play with respect to their identities.

Redressing the galli, or: a conclusion

By way of conclusion, it is important to reiterate two points made above: first, since
there is no surviving personal testimony written by a gallus, talking about gender or
otherwise, it is impossible to know how they might have identified; second, it must
be remembered that it is not necessarily (or even probably) the case that every gallus,
from Rome to Hierapolis, the second century BCE to the second century CE, felt the
same way about their gender and gendered role in the society. But this is also true for
women, for men and for any other groups inhabiting a gender and gendered role in
that period, or even in today’s world. What is the case, for the galli at least, is that
there was a set of rules and norms that governed the presentation and understanding
of a gallus, including voluntary self-castration alongside other gendered markers, that
explicitly signified them to be in a position outside of the binary of man or woman.
For any social group, clothing is often the most visible marker of belonging, and for
the galli in particular this is made explicitly so by the literary sources. In this way, the
drag aspect of the galli’s clothing – assumed female attire on an assumed male body –
highlights the fact that they do not, in body or social role, conform to either gendered
group. This visibility made them targets for the derisive comments of the sources, but
it also opened up the space for them to perform a non-binary gender role within the
society.

This role is, of course, relegated to existing within the bounds of the cult of Cybele,
whose temple on the Palatine becomes a marginal position at the very centre of the
Roman world. To some extent, this marginalisation of setting and status limits the
galli’s potential for disrupting more broadly the notions of gender and the binary, a
limitation that can be seen as being reinforced by the derogatory and critical nature of
the literary sources that preserve the galli for us. In a similar way, Sandeep Bakshi has
discussed how both drag queens in the modern West and the Hijra of modern India
comparatively have cultural and/or religious legitimacy in pushing gender and notions
of the ‘self’ more broadly to the boundaries of the binary, but are again limited by
marginal setting and status, respectively.69 All three of these groups highlight their
position through gender non-conforming clothing in particular and, though they are
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marginalised and criticised by the normative mainstream, they must still be understood
as a real and valid part of their respective societies.

As we have seen throughout this article, the galli heavily rely on incongruous cloth-
ing as representation of their identity. However, though it features heavily in Lucian’s
initiation, the clothing of the galli is neither transition nor deception (in Guidetti’s
terms); instead the incongruity – appearing to lead to an instability – between their
bodies and clothing in fact leads to a stability of presentation and social role. Similarly,
it presents a visual reminder of the temporary act (castration) that leads to a permanent
reassignment of body. We might say that all clothing creates as much as reveals the
body underneath, and that drag reminds us of this fact. But the galli, creating a body
that consciously does not conform to the gender binary, reveal this self-positioning
precisely by covering the body. The galli literally wear their castration, constantly
(re)performing the initiation that sets them apart in Roman society.
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