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ABSTRACT 

The unique physicality of the Reclining Attis had the potential to mark him as debased to 

a normative, elite Roman audience but for cult members or followers of Magna Mater it was 

necessary for the depiction of Attis as a god. The purpose of this paper is to interrogate and 

analyze the representation of the body of the Reclining Attis, dedicated by C. Cartilius Euplus to 

the Sanctuary of Magna Mater in Ostia, by comparison with other figure types in Roman statuary 

and in conjunction with the Roman literary tradition, in order to understand the defining of 

embodied identity for the divine Attis within this second century sculpture. Within the body of 

the Reclining Attis we can see a blending of masculine and feminine signs, associations with 

fertility, vegetation, and natural cycles, and an emphasis on the beautiful foreign body. These 

signs within the body can be read as an embodiment of Attis’s divinity as third gender, as a 

vegetal deity, and as a repository for cultural dualities. Missing from current scholarship on the 

cult of Attis and Magna Mater is a concentrated, art historical reading of the figure of Attis. The 

use of the cult objects left behind, not merely as illustrations for the presence of the cult, but as 

significant pieces of evidence for what the cult believed about itself and its gods, and what it 

wanted to communicate to others. Representations, particularly representations of the body, are 

embedded with meaning within their cultural contexts, even bodies as unusual as that of Attis. 

Close analysis of representations of Attis, then, may help to inform more fully the continually 

developing conversation surrounding the figure and his meanings. This thesis has added to the 

ongoing scholarly discussion regarding Attis in Rome and has also begun to fill in the gap of art 

historical analysis in his study and can serve as a model for further interpretations of the Attis 

body as a representation of embodied, divine identity.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Sometime during the second century CE, C. Cartilius Euplus dedicated a near life-size 

statue of the divine Attis to Ostia’s Sanctuary of Magna Mater. This large, and presumably 

expensive, marble image of the god in a reclining pose (Figure 1) is unique among other 

representations of Attis from Rome as one of the few surviving large-scale statues and one of the 

only which definitively depicts Attis as a god rather than merely a human consort to the goddess 

Magna Mater. The inscription on the statue reads “NVMINI ATTIS C CARTILIUS EVPLVS 

EX MONITV DEAE” and identifies the figure depicted as the divine Attis.1  

Over a millennium after its dedication, the Reclining Attis was rediscovered during an 

excavation of the Sanctuary of Magna Mater in Ostia. C.L. Visconti reported the find in a letter 

and remarked on its exceptional preservation as well as the apparent lack of evidence that it had 

been intentionally buried, hidden or reused in a later building project.2 Although today the 

original marble sculpture is held within the Gregoriano Profrano Museum of the Vatican and a 

plaster copy (Figure 2) sits within the apse of the Shrine of Attis in the Sanctuary of Magna 

Mater, the statue was originally discovered in the Sanctuary’s southern portico.3 It is unclear 

 

This thesis began as a paper exploring the reasons for and meaning behind the representation of the Reclining Attis 

as intersex rather than as a castrated man; it has been expanded to investigate the full representation of Attis’s body 

as my previous research led me to the conclusion that the body was more complex than has been fully acknowledged 

in scholarship, and that there was meaning to be extrapolated from its form. 

 
1 J.T. Bakker “Ostia: Harbour City of Ancient Rome.” Ostia, 2020. https://www.ostia-antica.org/. 
2 Douglas Boin. “A Late Antique Statuary Collection at Ostia’s Sanctuary of Magna Mater: A Case-Study in Late 

Roman Religion and Tradition.” Papers of the British School at Rome 81 (2013): 247–77. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/42706323. 
3 Maarten Jozef Vermaseren. Corpus Cultus Cybelae Attidisque (CCCA): III. Italia-Latium. Leiden, The 

Netherlands: E.J. Brill, 1977. 123. 
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whether the portico was the original site for the piece, or if it had been moved prior to the site 

being abandoned, and therefore it is difficult to deduce the original purpose of the statue – votive 

offering or cult image.4 The scale of the piece would seem to indicate use as a cult image in the 

Shrine of Attis, however there is no further evidence tying the piece to that purpose, and C. 

Cartilius Euplus dedicated a number of other votive offerings which were also found in the 

Sanctuary.5 

 

Figure 1. Reclining Attis, second century CE, marble, photo: arachne.dainst.org/entity/1080945 

 

4 Boin successfully argues that the statuary from the sanctuary of Magna Mater in Ostia was preserved for its 

antiquarian value following the decline of pagan religion in Rome and the ascendancy of Christianity. The Reclining 

Attis predates Late Antiquity and the ascendancy of Christianity, therefore it is possible, likely even, that the statue 

was moved to its findspot in the southern portico after the site was adapted from its religious purpose. In either case 

the statue certainly had religious purpose when it was originally dedicated to the site. 
5 Vermaseren. CCCA. 113, 116, 119, 123. 
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Figure 2. Reclining Attis, modern reproduction, plaster, photo: by author 

The Reclining Attis is a particularly compelling representation of the religious figure due 

to its departure from common representations of the figure in terms of scale, and because, as 

noted previously, it is one of the only depictions of Attis in which he is identified as a god rather 

than a human consort. Attis reclines on rocky ground, looking out at the viewer, and adopting a 

pose reminiscent of a river god. He is nude except for a cape that is draped over his shoulders 

and behind his body, ending pooled under his legs and sandalled feet. On his head, Attis wears a 

vegetal crown, which emanates solar rays, and a Phrygian cap topped with a crescent moon. 

Attis’s left arm is propped up on the carved head or mask of a bearded man and he cradles a 

shepherd’s crook in his arm.6 In his right hand he holds a vegetal bouquet.7 His right arm is 

 

6 Vermaseren. CCCA. 123.; M. J. Vermaseren. The Legend of Attis in Greek and Roman Art. Leiden, The 

Netherlands: Brill, 1966. 35-36. 
7 Vermaseren. CCCA. 123.; Vermaseren. The Legend of Attis. 35-36. The exact identification of the bouquet is 

unclear, although it is certainly vegetal in nature. Vermaseren has alternated in identifying it as corn, pinecones and 

a pomegranate, or as simply flowers. 
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draped elegantly against his side and frames his abdomen and pubic region, drawing attention to 

the intersex nature of his body.8 

As a type, Attis reclining is attested in other art objects, however these representations 

typically depict Attis dead or dying in the aftermath of castration, a symptom of his human 

frailty.9 In contrast the Reclining Attis, is clearly awake, alert, and well composed, he is also one 

of the largest examples of this reclining type. Vegetal motifs, a Phrygian cap, and a shepherd’s 

crook are standard elements of Attis’s iconography, indicating his origins as a Phrygian shepherd 

and his chthonic, vegetal associations. However solar rays and the crescent moon are inventive 

additions to Attis’s repertoire, indicative of his cyclical nature. It is also necessary to 

acknowledge the physicality of the Reclining Attis’s body. An integral element of the Attis 

mythos is his self-castration after being driven mad by the goddess Magna Mater, however the 

Reclining Attis does not have the body of a castrated man. He has no genitals and yet there is no 

evidence of damage, nor indication that he ever had any to begin with. His abdomen is sculpted 

to be soft and rounded, more akin to the depiction of a woman’s form, but he has no breasts, and 

his facial features are soft and effeminate. In fact, the Reclining Attis can best be described as 

intersex, his body naturally androgynous.10  

 

8 For the purposes of this paper, I have elected to use the term intersex to describe the physicality of a human body 

that has sexual or reproductive characteristics of both males and females. I will use the name of the deity 

Hermaphroditus but have elected not to use the term ‘hermaphrodite’ out of respect for the modern intersex 
community. Intersex is a modern term which the Romans certainly did not use, nor would it have necessarily 

encapsulated how they saw or understood people born outside the boundaries of a strict male/female classification. 

My use of the term is strictly to describe a type of body; discussion of how Romans may have interpreted that type 

of body, and why it may have been represented, will be returned to later in this paper. 
9 Vermaseren. The Legend of Attis. 34-36. 
10 Vermaseren as termed this depiction of Attis as “hermaphroditic” and “feminine”. 
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The unique physicality of the Reclining Attis had the potential to mark him as debased to 

a normative, elite Roman audience but for cult members or followers of Magna Mater it was 

necessary for the depiction of Attis as a god. The current scholarly work on the cult of Magna 

Mater and Attis focuses heavily on literary sources but lacks a concentrated art historical 

approach to cult objects as pieces of evidence for what the cult believed about itself and its gods. 

Close analysis of the body of the Reclining Attis can begin to fill in gaps in the developing 

scholarship surrounding the figure of Attis and his role in Roman Metroac cult.  

Debased or Divine 

Whether the Reclining Attis was interpreted as debased or divine was dependent on who 

was doing the looking, their position in Roman society and their knowledge of the larger myth 

and cult of Attis and Magna Mater. Based on the abundance of literary evidence we have from 

elite male sources it is easy to see how the body of the Reclining Attis failed to adhere to 

traditional modes of Roman masculinity. Elite Roman masculinity was a tense navigation 

between effeminacy and boorishness, with the qualities of rusticity, austerity, refinement and 

excess held in a precarious balance. As public figures, elite men were judged not only on their 

actions but also their appearances.11 The ideal Roman male body was athletic and well-muscled, 

but not so much as to become coarse or inelegant. Softness or fat were signs of moral laxity and 

an inability to properly regulate one’s desires in a way that was explicitly linked to women.12 

 

11 Jacob Latham. “‘Fabulous Clap-Trap’: Roman Masculinity, the Cult of Magna Mater, and Literary Constructions 

of the galli at Rome from the Late Republic to Late Antiquity.” The Journal of Religion 92, no. 1 (2012): 84–122. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/662205. 89. 
12 Craig Williams. “The Meanings of Softness: Some Remarks on the Semantics of mollitia.” Eugesta: Journal on 

Gender Studies in Antiquity 3 (2013): 240-263. 240.; Karl Olav Sandnes. “Part 2: The Graeco-Roman Belly.” Essay. 

In Belly and Body in the Pauline Epistles, 23–94. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2002.  
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This balancing act of presentation, with the effete and the boor at extreme ends, in which the 

elite Roman male was required to strike a middle ground is summed up by Martial: “I do not 

want you to curl you hair, but neither would I want you to rough it up. I don’t want your skin to 

glisten, nor yet to be dirty. Don’t wear the beard of the turbaned crew, nor yet of men on trial. I 

don’t want too much a man Pannychus, and I don’t want too little.”13 Too much attention to 

styling the body, such as “curled, anointed, or otherwise overly coiffed” hair was excessive and 

effeminate, too little was vulgar and unrefined.14 Thus the Reclining Attis, with his soft body, 

elaborately styled hair, and lack of defined musculature failed to meet the standards of the elite 

Roman male, being far too effeminate.  

Additionally, castration as an element of Attis’s identity posed a problem for elite 

masculine identity that was deeply rooted in the Roman construction of gender and sexuality. 

Roman sexuality can best be understood as mapping onto a grid of male, female, active and 

passive sexuality, with the Roman man always taking the active, penetrative role, regardless of 

whether his partner was male or female. Roman men are, in part, defined by the ability to 

penetrate others with their penis and to have inviolable control over their own bodies such that 

they cannot be penetrated. Women, then, are constructed as the passive receivers of penetration. 

To be penetrated was to be womanly, even if the person being penetrated was male.15 Within this 

 

13 Martial. Epigrams. 2.36. Trans. D.R. Shackleton Bailey (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007).; Latham. 

“Fabulous Clap-Trap.” 90. 
14 Elizabeth Bartman. “Eros’s Flame: Images of Sexy Boys in Roman Ideal Sculpture.” Memoirs of the American 
Academy in Rome. Supplementary Volumes 1 (2002): 249–71. https://doi.org/10.2307/4238454. 254.; Latham. 

“Fabulous Clap-Trap.” 90. 
15 Holt N Parker. “The Teratogenic Grid.” Essay. In Roman Sexualities, edited by Judith P. Hallet and Marilyn B. 

Skinner, 47-65. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998.; Jonathan Walters. “Invading the Roman Body: 

Manliness and Impenetrability in Roman Thought.” Essay. In Roman Sexualities, edited by Judith P. Hallet and 

Marilyn B. Skinner, 129–50. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998. 
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construction, castration functioned to unman an individual in two ways. First, removal of the 

genitals, especially the penis, removed the ability to penetrate. Second, the sort of bodily rupture 

that castration indicated marked the individual’s body as violable. Castration was a stain on 

one’s character, denying manhood and placing one in the category of woman or slave, as one 

who did not have control of their own body.16 

In addition to the social consequences of castration there were also legal strictures against 

the practice. By the second century CE, castration of a Roman citizen, whether self-inflicted or 

not, was ruled to be illegal.17 Castrated individuals could be denied their inheritance, even if they 

had been Roman citizens prior to castration, based on the fact that they were no longer a man nor 

were they a woman.18 Self-castration could also result in exile from Italy, as in the case of a slave 

of Q. Servilius Caepio.19 Thus not only did castration function to unman an individual it could 

also sever one from Rome itself and the benefits of citizenry. 

However, the intended audience of the Reclining Attis was almost certainly not elite 

Roman men. Instead, the image would have been constructed for an audience of Metroac 

devotees, as well as galli and archigalli who were priests for the cult of Magna Mater and Attis 

in Rome. As a priestly institution the galli arrived in Rome at the same time as Magna Mater 

 

16 Castration did not however allow a male any of the benefits of the Roman, citizen woman. The procreative ability 

is a necessary component to both the adult male and female gender identity, an ability which the castrated male 

lacked totally. Will Roscoe. “Priests of the Goddess: Gender Transgression in Ancient Religion.” History of 

Religions 35, no. 3 (1996): 195–230. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1062813. 222. 
17 Mary Beard. "The Cult of the ‘Great Mother’ in Imperial Rome: The Roman and the ‘Foreign’." In Greek and 
Roman Festivals: Content, Meaning, and Practice, by Brandt, J. Rasmus, and Jon W. Iddeng, eds. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2012. 134. 
18 Jan N Bremmer. “Attis: A Greek God in Anatolian Pessinous and Catullan Rome.” Mnemosyne 57, no. 5 (2004): 

534–73. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4433594. 567. 
19 A. T. Fear. “Cybele and Christ.” Essay. In Cybele, Attis and Related Cults: Essays in Memory of M. J. 

Vermaseren, edited by Eugene N. Lane, 37–50. Leiden, The Netherlands: E. J. Brill, 1996. 46. 
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when she was imported to Rome in 204 BCE and were identified as a distinctly foreign type of 

priesthood modelled after the figure of Attis.20 The galli in particular are known for foreign and 

effeminate dress, as well as ecstatic worship of the goddess which could include wild music, 

dancing, self-flagellation, and, if Roman authors are to be believed, mania-induced castration. A 

relief image from Lanuvium depicts a Metroac devotee in priestly attire (Figure 3). His hair is 

beautifully styled, partly veiled and adorned with a crown, while long strands trail down his 

chest. He wears an assortment of jewelry, in his ears and around his neck. Although he does have 

masculine facial features, the styling of his hair and the swathed dress he wears would have 

marked him as distinctively un-Roman, and effeminate. The cymbals on the left of the image, 

and the tympanum and flute on the right are musical instruments characteristic of the cult and 

allude to the importance of music to Metroac cult practice.21 

 

Figure 3. Relief of Galli, second century CE, photo: arachne.dainst.org/entity/1217129 

 

20 Mary Beard, John North, and Simon Price. Religions of Rome: A Sourcebook. Vol. 2. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2013. 43-45.; Livy. The History of Rome. XXIX 14.5-14. Trans. Frank Gardener Moore 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1949). 
21 Beard, North, Price. “Religions of Rome: A Sourcebook.” 211. 
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Jacob Latham has detailed the changing attitudes of Roman writers toward the galli from 

the late republic to late antiquity.22 Looking at the works of Varro and Lucretius, during the late 

republic, the galli were viewed, primarily, as foreign and exotic. They could be beautiful and 

alluring in their feminine dress, but their alterity could also be frightening.23 By the time of the 

early empire, the galli were viewed with much more hostility, and greater attention was paid to 

their alleged fanaticism in serving Magna Mater and their effeminacy.24 Hostility and 

deprecation reached its peak in the literature of the high empire when the galli came to be known 

as “sexually aberrant fanatics” and “high suggestible eunuchs.”25 An epigram from Martial 

illuminates the type of invective levelled at the galli: “What concern have you, eunuch Baeticus, 

with the feminine abyss? This tongue of yours should be licking male middles. Why was your 

cock cut off with a Samian chard if you were so fond of a cunt, Baeticus? Your head should be 

castrated. You may be a eunuch loinwise but, you cheat Cybele’s rites. With your mouth you’re 

a man.”26 Thus, we can see that their dress and behaviors did not ingratiate the galli to a 

particular contingent of elite Roman men, however in their own self-representation Metroac 

devotees and the galli consistently present themselves outside the bounds of normative, elite 

Roman standards. 

Other images of galli and Metroac devotees follow a similar pattern of self-representation 

that does not conform to ideal Roman masculinity, but which showed great pride in their 

association with the Metroac cult. A full-length statue of a standing gallus (Figure 4) is similarly 

 

22 Latham. “‘Fabulous Clap-Trap.’” 
23 Latham. “’Fabulous Clap-Trap.’” 96-98, 101. 
24 Latham. “’Fabulous Clap-Trap.’” 102, 105. 
25 Latham. “’Fabulous Clap-Trap.’” 109. 
26 Martial. Epigrams. 3.81. Trans. D.R. Shackleton Bailey (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007). 
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dressed in feminine garb, and adorned by necklaces, pectorals and other ornaments. His hair is 

shorter than in the Lanuvium relief, but it is curled, and he wears a Phrygian cap which signified 

foreignness. He stands in contrapposto, which, in combination with the drapery of his dress, 

gives an almost sensual sway to his pose.27 He is soft and effeminate, as opposed to the Roman 

masculine ideal of hardness and strength.  

      

Figure 4. Standing Gallus, second century CE, marble, photo: Wikimedia Commons. Figure 5. 

Archigallus, second century CE, arachne.dainst.org/entity/1246700 

Even more moderate images of Metroac devotees, such as the relief of an archigallus 

from Ostia, give a sense of the alterity of the followers of Magna Mater (Figure 5). The figure 

has distinctive portrait features which emphasize the lines of his face and underscore an aged, 

 

27 The galli were also noted, and criticized, for their practice of using cosmetics. Whether this was indeed one of 

their practices is difficult to determine – no traces of paint, which may have given insight to the cosmetic habits of 

the galli, remain on the images of galli or Metroac devotees that exist today. 
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male identity. His short cut hair and toga are appropriate for construction of the traditional 

Roman man however his head is adorned with a crown, an un-Roman adornment. Also depicted 

in the relief are Magna Mater and Attis, and the archigallus holds an offering dish in his hand 

indicating his allegiance to the Metroac cult.  

Thus, Metroac devotees, the galli and even the archigalli engaged in a process of self-

representation that was disinterested in elite Roman standards of masculinity in favor of 

representation that had specific associations with the cult of Magna Mater. Therefore, the 

representation of the body of the Reclining Attis within the context of the Metroac cult as 

effeminate, foreign or in any way un-Roman would not have communicated debasement but 

would instead have carried meaning specific to the cult in relation to the divine Attis. 

Cult and Divinity 

The first century CE was marked by an expansion of Attis’s presence within state cult. 

Emperor Claudius instituted a cycle of March festivals to honor Attis – the arbor intrat, sanguis 

and lavatio. These festivals included elements of ritualized mourning and reenactment of the 

self-castration and subsequent death of Attis in his mythos. By the second century CE, the time 

to which the Reclining Attis from Ostia is dated, his prominence in state cult had grown further 

with the implementation of three additional festival days which were added to the official 

calendar – the canna intrat, Hilaria, and requietio. Emperor Antoninus Pius, who it seems had 

more than a passing interest in the cult himself, instituted the canna intrat and potentially the 

Hilaria and requietio, although they may be attributed to a later emperor. It is clear that, across 

the first and second centuries CE, Attis in particular gained prominence within state cult, 

although the rituals were likely practiced to some degree by the followers of Magna Mater and 
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Attis even before being institutionalized. The Hilaria in particular should be noted because it 

was a joyful celebration of Attis’s resurrection; it is this resurrection which transforms Attis from 

human consort to godly companion of Magna Mater, and completes his cyclical passage through 

life, death, and rebirth, an integral element of his divinity.28  

There exist multiple versions of the Attis myth, many from earlier than or 

contemporaneous with the cult of Magna Mater and Attis in Rome, and some from later 

Christian authors. Leaving aside the Herodotian version, which more closely resembles the myth 

of Adonis, the various Attis myths tend to agree on the broad strokes of the story. Attis, a 

beautiful young shepherd boy, attracts the attention of the goddess Magna Mater and vows 

faithfulness to her – either as human consort or as cultic devotee. When Attis breaks this vow by 

becoming entangled with another woman, he is driven to madness by the jealous goddess, and in 

this madness he castrates himself, thus paying for his lapsed fidelity and dedicating his fertility to 

Magna Mater.29 Catullus and Ovid, in his Fasti, end their tellings of the myth at this point but do 

explicitly connect Attis’s myth and castration to the practices of the galli, Metroac priests, in 

Rome.30 In the Pausanian and Arnobian versions of the myth Attis perishes under a pine tree 

 

28 Maarten Jozef Vermaseren. Cybele and Attis: The Myth and the Cult. London: Thames and Hudson, 1977. 113-

124.; Whether this resurrection or rebirth constituted a full return to life or rather a type of life-in-death, a continuity 

in death, is debated but it is clear that death did not represent a final end for the figure of Attis.; See Giulia Sfameni 

Gasparro. Soteriology and Mystic Aspects in the Cult of Cybele and Attis. Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1985. 26-63.; 

Macrobius, Saturnalia, 1.21.7-11, Trans. Robert A. Kaster (London: Harvard University Press, 2011) explicitly links 

Magna Mater and Attis to the earth and sun, respectively, however a link between the story of Attis and Sol can be 

seen as early as the late Republic in Catullus, 63. Additionally, Magna Mater herself has solar or cosmic associations 

based on her presence on the spina of the Circus Maximus. 
29Catullus. 63. Trans. A.S. Kline (Poetry in Translation, 2001).; Herodotus, Histories, 1.34-45, Trans. A.D. Godly 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1920); Ovid. Metamorphoses. 10.86-105. A.S. Kline (Poetry in Translation, 

2000).; Ovid, Fasti, 4.215-246, Trans. James G. Frazer (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1931); Pausanius, 

Description of Greece, 7.17.9-12, Trans. W.H.S Jones and H.A. Omerod (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1918); Vermaseren. The Legend of Attis. 31-32. 
30 Catullus. 63.; Ovid. Fasti. 4.183-372. 
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following castration, and it is this that reconciles he and the goddess, who mourns his death and 

manufactures to make his body incorruptible.31 In Ovid’s Metamorphoses Attis is transformed 

into a pine tree after death, thus allowing him to live forever.32 Vegetal connections abound in 

these versions of the Attis myth; violets spring from Attis’s blood, he dies under or is 

transformed into a pine, he is raised by a goat-man and spends his youth in the Phrygian wilds, 

and Magna Mater has her own connections to wild nature. 

Pausanius, in his version, also addresses the ancestors of Attis. Attis’s lineage begins 

when Jupiter of Mt. Ida attempts and fails to impregnate the sleeping Magna Mater. His seed 

falls onto a rock from which the figure of Agdistis is born. Agdistis is intersex, containing both 

male and female sexual characteristics, and the gods, fearing their power, castrate them, thus 

forcing them to take on solely the role of a woman. From Agdistis’s castrated male parts grows 

an almond tree. Later, the daughter of the river Sangarius places one of the almonds from this 

tree on her breast and is impregnated. It is from this union of almond and nymph that Attis is 

born.33 

A central component of the cult of Magna Mater and Attis was the promise of 

immortality and resurrection for adherents, following the cycle of Attis’ own death and rebirth 

within his mythos.34 This cycle of death and rebirth is attested to in nearly all the ancient sources 

of the Attis myth, and allowed Attis to be integrated with the figure of the sun and for the cult of 

 

31 Pausanius, Description of Greece, 7.17.9-12.; Vermaseren. The Legend of Attis. 31-32. 
32 Ovid. Metamorphoses. 10.86-105. 
33 Pausanius, Description of Greece, 7.17.9-12. 
34 It is the salvic nature of the cult which may have put it in direct contention with early Christianity, for more 

information see: Fear. “Cybele and Christ.”  
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Magna Mater and Attis to be linked to that of Sol Invictus.35 The exact role that Attis played as a 

Roman deity is still debated within scholarly circles, however there is certainly a vegetal 

component, particularly for wild, non-domesticated plant life, as well as a funereal component 

based on the annual funeral reenactment during the Roman March festivals.36 This gives a 

general sense of Attis’s association with fertility, life, and death, even if the exact parameters of 

this association are not known. 

Overview of Chapters 

 Chapter One has introduced the Reclining Attis sculpture and discussed interpretation of 

the god would have been dependent on the viewer. The galli or other Metroac devotees would 

have been the intended audience for the image and would have understood references to the 

figure’s mythos and cult. The cult itself was predicated on the idea of salvation for cult members 

on the model of Attis’s own life, death and rebirth in his mythos. 

Chapter Two will discuss similarly embodied figures – Hermaphroditus, the Roman ‘sexy 

boy’, and Venus - within the Roman statuary canon, in order to give insight on how we might 

read the body of Attis. Hermaphroditus gives a potential model for the representation of an 

ambivalently-sexed body and serves as an informative contrast to Attis’ nature. The Reclining 

Attis bears a striking resemblance to the class of Roman statuary dubbed the ‘sexy boy’ and, 

thus, this body type was likely a carrier of meaning for the status of the figure represented. 

 

35 Fear. “Cybele and Christ.” 39, 45.; Macrobius, Saturnalia, 1.21.7-11 explicitly links Magna Mater and Attis to the 

earth and sun, respectively, however a link between the story of Attis and Sol can be seen as early as the late 

Republic in Catullus, 63. Additionally, Magna Mater herself has solar or cosmic associations based on her presence 

on the spina of the Circus Maximus. 
36 Maria Grazia Lancellotti. Attis Between Myth and History: King, Priest and God. Leiden: Brill, 2002. 62-118.; 

Gasparro. Soteriology and Mystic Aspects. 
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Venus represents the epitome of the embodied, desirable, fertility deity, a role Attis also partly 

filled through his connection to vegetation and relationship with Magna Mater.  

Chapter Three discusses the specific physiognomy of the Reclining Attis and the 

meanings each feature conveys. The body has been parsed out into three distinct groups – the 

hair, face and neck; the belly and body; and the pubic triangle. These three areas have been 

selected for their easy identification and because the choices in representation for each offer 

insight on how the Attis body could be read. A final section of this chapter discusses the pose 

that the Reclining Attis adopts and what meaning, or associations, can be drawn from it for 

interpreting the figure as a whole. 

Finally, Chapter Four proposes three potential interpretations of the Attis body. The first 

is a reading of the Attis body as intersex, using the Roman literary tradition in particular to 

situate such a reading within Roman cultural understanding. The second finds a connection 

between Attis’s bodily androgyny and the Roman mytho-religious and scientific understanding 

of plant reproduction and gender. The third argues for an understanding of the Attis body as 

embodied duality; using Attis’s bodily androgyny as the physical marker for further dualities 

present in the Attis figure such as, life and death, wildness and civilization, the natural and 

human world, procreation and sterility, and the foreign and Roman. These interpretations draw 

from the content embedded in the Attis body as discussed in Chapter Three and build on what we 

know of Roman culture in general, and the Attis myth in particular. They are meant to be legible 

separately and in conjunction with each other, understanding that many signs and symbols within 

Roman culture, especially in religion, could be polyvalent.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

MODELS OF EMBODIMENT 

Images of the body are not depictions of biological reality, instead they are constructions 

based on a series of choices mediated by craftsperson and patron which reflect cultural values 

and can be used to signify the internal character of the represented personage. The meaning of 

the body would have been legible to Romans of the time, well versed as they were in their own 

cultural language of the body, but which we must learn to understand and read. Roman audiences 

would have been comfortable with depictions of the body which may seem patchwork to us, such 

as portrait heads of emperors on idealized bodies. These images would not have been read as 

literal reality but as indications of internal character, and therefore pieces of the body could be 

read separately as well as in conjunction. Because we do not possess writings from Metroac cult 

members which explain the exact meaning of the Attis body we can look to models of 

constructed bodies for which more information is available: Hermaphroditus, the ‘sexy boy’ 

type, and Venus. 

Hermaphroditus 

As a type, Hermaphroditus is useful as a model for the treatment of an intersex, and 

therefore ambivalently-gendered, mythic figure, although a comparison between Hermaphroditus 

and Attis is most informative for their differences rather than their similarities. As an etiological 

myth, the creation of Hermaphroditus functioned to explain the presence of naturally born 

intersex people, and as the child of Venus and Mercury they are strongly associated with 
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fertility.37 Hermaphroditus imagery in the Roman context is most often found in the home, and 

particularly as garden sculpture or wall paintings associated with the garden.38 In this context, 

Hermaphroditus imagery was not religious but instead literary, dependent on the construction of 

Hermaphroditus present in Ovid’s Metamorphosis.  

The intended viewer experience of this type of Hermaphroditus image was revelatory – 

intended to surprise the viewer with the presence of penis and testicles in combination with the 

body of a beautiful ‘woman’. This revelation is present whether the figure of Hermaphroditus is 

represented standing, sleeping, or engaged with a satyr.39 The Pergamene type (Figure 6) depicts 

a figure of Hermaphroditus standing in exaggerated contrapposto and presented frontally to 

viewers. The figure has a traditionally feminine head and hairstyle and is represented with 

uncovered breasts. A large swag of drapery accentuates Hermaphroditus’s hips and reveals their 

male genitalia. Revelation is accomplished in the image as the viewer begins with recognition of 

the feminine head and torso, and then attention is drawn to the incongruous genitalia through the 

figure’s downward gaze and the framing of the drapery. The Pergamene type is the most frontal 

of the Hermaphroditus sculptures. The Borghese type Hermaphroditus (Figure 7), in contrast, 

reveals their untraditional body as the viewer circles the sculpture. From the back of the 

 

37 This etiological myth originates in Greece and was adopted by Romans during the Hellenistic period. The Roman 

version of the story comes from Ovid’s Metamorphosis, which was an imaginative and poetic interpretation of the 

myth not a religious text. The Ovidian version of events emphasizes the erotic tension created by an inversion of 

normative gendered behavior. For more information see: Karl Enenkel. “Salmacis, Hermaphrodite, and the Inversion 

of Gender: Allegorical Interpretations and Pictorial Representations of an Ovidian Myth, Ca. 1300-1770.” Essay. In 
The Figure of the Nymph in Early Modern Culture, edited by Anita Traninger and Karl A.E. Enenkel, 53–148. 

Leiden: Brill, 2018. 
38 Katharine T Von Stackelberg. “Garden Hybrids: Hermaphrodite Images in the Roman House.” Classical Antiquity 

33, no. 2 (2014): 395–426. https://doi.org/10.1525/ca.2014.33.2.395; Von Stackelberg has argued for a Roman 

practice which explicitly linked intersexed bodies to gardens as sites of gender ambiguity within the home. 
39 Von Stackelberg. “Garden Hybrids.” 395–426. 
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sculpture the viewer is presented with the sensuous back of a sleeping ‘woman’. Round buttocks, 

narrow waist, and styled hair entice further looking. As the viewer moves to the front of the 

figure they are confronted with the presence of breasts in conjunction with penis and testicles, an 

unexpected revelation given the otherwise womanly body.  

       

Figure 6. Pergamene Type Hermaphroditus, third century BCE, marble, photo: Wikimedia 

Commons, Sandstein. Figure 7. Borghese Type Hermaphroditus, first century BCE, marble, 

photo: author. 

The final type of Hermaphroditus sculpture, known as the Dresden type (Figure 8), is 

even more aggressively revelatory. This type places Hermaphroditus in a confrontation with a 

satyr. At first glance such a confrontation is reminiscent of images of beautiful nymphs receiving 

unwanted sexual advances from a hypersexual satyr. However, the encounter is inverted in the 

Dresden type: Hermaphroditus takes on the role of the sexual aggressor, while the satyr resists 

and attempts escape. Hermaphroditus palms the satyr’s face and grasps his foot, while leaning 
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toward him. In contrast, the satyr pulls away from Hermaphroditus’s grasp and attempts to peel 

the hand from his face. The final revelation comes when the viewer sees Hermaphroditus’s male 

genitalia and realizes that they have the phallic power to sexually penetrate the fleeing satyr.40 

 

Figure 8. Dresden Type Hermaphroditus, second century CE, marble, photo: Wikimedia 

Commons, Aaron Wolpert. 

 

40 Von Stackelberg. “Garden Hybrids.” 395–426. 
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The Dresden type Hermaphroditus, in particular, operates to give further insight to the 

nature of the dual-sexed figure in Roman thought.41 John Clarke has described this type of image 

as a representation of anxiety over active, female sexuality – Hermaphroditus represents the 

woman with the potential for phallic, penetrative power – as well as rumination on the pleasure 

of the Other during sex.42 Hermaphroditus disrupts the four-part grid of Roman sexuality, by 

occupying both male and female, and active and passive quadrants, therefore creating an 

experience of “arrested erotic fascination.”43  

Knowing this, we can then read the Reclining Attis as a sort of inverse Hermaphroditus, 

physically and contextually. Physically, Attis has the body of a man but, after self-castrating, he 

lacks male genitalia, and therefore any phallic or penetrative power. If Hermaphroditus embodies 

active, female sexuality then Attis would embody a passive, male sexuality. In contrast to 

representations of Hermaphroditus, the Reclining Attis does not seem structured to give the 

viewer a moment of shock or surprise – he does not take on a twisted form that would create a 

revelation of incongruous genitalia to body and in this sense his representation is most similar to 

the Pergamene type. Instead, his reclining pose serves to frankly display the intersex nature of 

his body. There is, of course, a moment of incongruity when the viewer recognizes the contrast 

between male chest and female pubic triangle, but there is no sense of intentional misleading in 

terms of initial viewing experience. This may be, in part, due to the use and locations of 

Hermaphroditus and Attis imagery. Hermaphroditus is often seen in connection with Roman 

 

41 Von Stackelberg. “Garden Hybrids.” 395–426.; John R Clarke. Looking at Lovemaking Constructions of Sexuality 

in Roman Art, 100 B. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2014. 49-55. 
42 Clarke. Looking at Lovemaking. 49-55. 
43 Von Stackelberg. “Garden Hybrids.” 403. 
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gardens – spaces which are more appropriate to the humorous inversion such images present.44 

The Reclining Attis, in contrast, is in a religious space, the Sanctuary of Magna Mater, where a 

frank description of his body would have been appropriate for cultic practice because it related 

directly to his religious identity. Another reason may be the need for laughter to dispel danger 

when viewing an image of Hermaphroditus. With their potential for phallic power and active 

sexuality, Hermaphroditus could threaten Roman male inviolability. Laughter would not have 

been needed in the same way for Attis as he lacked this penetrative power.  

Finally, Attis’s role as a vegetal deity and association with cycles of life, death and 

rebirth indicates some connection to fertility in the natural world. However due to castration 

Attis holds an arrested fertility, one that cannot be fully realized in his current physical condition 

but may return with the beginning of a new cycle.45 This cycle would have been legible to cult 

members who would have been intimately aware of Attis’s life, death, and rebirth cycle and the 

way it mirrored the vegetal cycle of planting, harvesting and new growth. 

Sexy Boys 

The so called ‘sexy boy’ as defined by Elizabeth Bartman is a class of Roman ideal 

sculpture which presents a youthful male figure in a sensuous pose, and which was erotically 

charged while not conforming to traditional Roman ideals of masculinity (Figure 9). The subjects 

of ‘sexy boy’ imagery were limited to the figures of Dionysus, Harpokrates, Apollo, Eros, Paris, 

Ganymede, Adonis, Hypnos and Thanatos. These figures are represented in a leaning attitude, 

 

44 Von Stackelberg. “Garden Hybrids.” 395–426. 
45 Lancellotti. Attis Between Myth and History. 89. 



22 

 

with their heads and gazes downturned. Their bodies are slim and soft, with long thin legs and 

musculature that is only lightly defined. The boys are depicted with luxuriously curled and 

treated hair that frames their beautiful, almost feminine, faces. All of these features connoted 

effeminacy within Roman culture and thus men were warned against adopting them, and yet the 

features were also synonymous with the ideal youthful love object in Imperial Rome.46 These 

figures adopt feminine representational signs in addition to their male forms and could be seen as 

desirable by both male and female audiences.47 This class of image is most commonly found in 

villas and baths. Bartman has noted the connection between beautiful young boy as erotic object, 

and the bath and villa for leisure, as both Roman adoptions of essentially Greek forms, which 

helps to explain the appropriateness of ‘sexy boy’ images in such places. As a model for reading 

the body of the Reclining Attis, the ‘sexy boy’ is informative for their distinctive similarities in 

physiognomies. Attis is also a beautiful youth that adopts feminine signs such as luxurious hair 

and soft, slim arms and legs – connoting a desirability directly linked to a blending of masculine 

and feminine representation.  

 

46 Bartman. “Eros’s Flame.” 
47 Bartman. “Eros’s Flame.” 249–71.; Bartman relates an anecdote regarding the wedding feast of Augustus and 

Livia, which included entertainment by youthful, nude boys. The women at the feast found them especially 

enjoyable. 
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Figure 9. Paris, early Hellenistic, marble, photo: arachne.dainst.org/entity/1070488. 

‘Sexy boy’ images are not only useful for how they look but also for who they represent. 

‘Sexy boy’ imagery is limited to a relatively small number of subjects – Dionysus, Harpokrates, 

Apollo, Eros, Paris, Ganymede, Adonis, Hypnos and Thanatos. Except for Hypnos and Thanatos, 

all of these subjects are examples of the exotic foreigner to Roman culture.48 Attis shares this 

status – originating as he does from Phrygia. Much like Paris, Adonis and Ganymede, whose 

sexual attachment to a woman, a god, or both, served to reduce their masculinity to a more 

passive state, so Attis’s attachment to Magna Mater did the same – to the extreme of physical 

 

48 Bartman. “Eros’s Flame.” 258-260. 
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castration.49 Attis could be assimilated with figures such as Apollo and Dionysus, and, in fact, he 

appears in their guise in statues from Ostia’s Sanctuary of Magna Mater.50 Dionysus and Attis 

also share an implied lack of self-control in their mythos – Dionysus for his connection to wine 

and theater, and Attis for the madness that drove him to castration. Thus, the physicality of Attis 

could communicate erotic desirability, status as a foreigner, and lack of bodily control. The 

Reclining Attis does not fit the class of the ‘sexy boy’ because he is not in a villa or bath. 

However, his representation as a desirable love object would have been appropriate whether he 

was a cult image or votive offering in the Sanctuary of Magna Mater. As a cult image his 

desirability would have functioned as a reference to his mythos, in particular that his beauty 

attracted the attention of Magna Mater. As a votive offering, he was a beautiful and desirable gift 

to the goddess. 

Venus 

Venus is instructive reading the Reclining Attis as another archetype for embodied 

identity, or, put another way, body as iconography. Although she does appear in multiple guises, 

such as the regal Venus Pompeiana, she is most recognizable as a beautiful nude, with round 

breasts, soft abdomen and thighs, smooth pubic mound, and modest pose which also functions to 

draw attention to her pubic region – adopting nudity as her costume and identifier.  This is 

unsurprising given Venus’s role as goddess of beauty, love, sex, fertility, and motherhood.51 As 

 

49 Bartman. “Eros’s Flame.” 259. 
50 Boin. “A Late Antique Statuary Collection.” 256. 
51 This construction of Venus originated with the Greek Aphrodite, and it was later assimilated to the Roman Venus 

who had additional associations including as matron, as genetrix, and as defender of Rome. 
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genetrix of the Roman people, she had special prominence within state cult especially under the 

Julio-Claudian Dynasty. We can see that, because the Venus body functioned as a costume, it 

could be appropriated for the representation of other individuals as a carrier of meaning for 

feminine virtues – as is the case with a number of funerary portraits of matrons depicted with the 

body of Venus (Figure 10).52 Based on the evidence of Venus’s representation we know that 

body could function as the primary iconography of a mythic figure, and that the body – 

particularly that of Venus – could be pieced out and appropriated to convey specific meanings.53 

Attis has his own bodily iconography that includes references to the Venus type, in order to 

communicate his own associations with fertility. 

 

Figure 10. Roman Matron with Body of Venus, c. 98-117 CE, marble, photo: Wikimedia 

Commons, Carole Raddato.  

 

52 Natalie Boymel Kampen, and Eve D'Ambra. “The Calculus of Venus: Nude Portraits of Roman Matrons.” Essay. 

In Sexuality in Ancient Art: Near East, Egypt, Greece, and Italy, 219–32. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 

Press, 1996. 
53 Kampen and D’Ambra. “The Calculus of Venus.” 
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CHAPTER THREE 

IN THE FLESH 

Using the bodily associations of Hermaphroditus, the ‘sexy boy’, and Venus defined in 

the previous chapter, we can now turn to a close analysis of the physiognomy of the Reclining 

Attis. Attis reclines on rocky ground, looking out at the viewer, and adopting a pose reminiscent 

of a river god. He is nude except for a cape that is draped over his shoulders and behind his body. 

His hair is elegantly styled and frames a delicate, almost feminine face. His arms and legs are 

thin and lightly muscled, while his abdomen is soft and rounded. Although his body is generally 

youthfully male, he does not have male genitalia.  

Hair, Face, and Neck 

Investigation of the head of the Reclining Attis (Figures 11-12) reveals a conscious 

blending of masculine and feminine representational signs, connoting the ambivalent sexuality of 

Attis as well as desirability and fertility. Attis faces the viewer directly, although his head tips 

slightly to the side, in line with the leaning attitude of his upper body. His hair is elegantly 

styled, with soft waves pulled up to reveal the face and tight curls in front of the ears and along 

the neck. He is adorned with a vegetal crown, constructed of fruits, flowers and bronze rays, and 

Phrygian cap topped with a crescent moon. 
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Figure 11. Reclining Attis (detail), second century CE, marble, photo: 

arachne.dainst.org/entity/1080945. Figure 12. Reclining Attis (detail), second century CE, 

marble, photo: arachne.dainst.org/entity/1080945. 

The treatment of Attis’s hair is consistent with the stylings of the so-called ‘sexy boys’ of 

Roman statuary. Both exhibit mounds of curled hair which frames the face and thins into longer 

strands as it approaches the ears and neck. The style certainly evokes feminine hairstyles, and in 

fact Roman rhetors warned men against the feminine connotations of “hair that was curled, 

anointed, or otherwise overly coiffed.”54 The hairstyle, however, was not necessarily a particular 

women’s style. Instead, it was primarily associated with the ‘sexy boy’, evoking femininity while 

at the same time denoting a particular type of masculinity – that of the desirable boy. The long 

curly hair of Attis’s head, as well as that of the ‘sexy boy’, is in stark contrast to the lack of hair 

 

54 Bartman. “Eros’s Flame.” 253, 257. 
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elsewhere on his body – most notably the face and pubic region – a lack that is both feminine 

and youthfully masculine.55 

Attis’s face also contains features reminiscent of the ‘sexy boy’, but with salient 

differences from the type. Attis, like the ‘sexy boy’, has a delicately constructed face that has 

historically been denoted as effeminate.56 The mouth is small with lips slightly parted. In profile, 

the transition between forehead and nose is marked by a nearly perfect, smooth line. The face is 

youthful – it lacks the specific detailing of portrait types and signs of age – and forms an inverted 

triangle.57 These features speak to the desirability of the Attis figure as well as the blending of 

masculine and feminine traits in a single form in much the same way as the ‘sexy boy’. In 

contrast to the ‘sexy boy,’ who coyly averts his gaze as part of his invitation to be seen, Attis 

does not avert his gaze from the viewer by lowering his head or looking away.58 Attis, instead, 

gazes forward and engages the viewer.59 Unlike the ‘sexy boy’, Attis is a participant in the world 

around him not merely a beautiful, desirable object. 

A final note concerns a pair of faint concentric lines on Attis’s neck, below the jawline. 

These lines have been termed “Venus rings” by Paul Zanker and are most commonly seen on 

 

55 Bartman. “Eros’s Flame.” 263, 267.; Long hair on men could also be read as shorthand for sexual degeneracy and 

deviant practices, because it stood in opposition to normative Roman masculinity. Invective from Roman writers 

aimed at the galli, who modeled themselves after Attis, would often remark on the long, wild hair of the priests. 

However, given that the statue of Attis was gifted to the Sanctuary of Magna Mater in Ostia, it seems most likely 

that its representation was intended to be read favorably. For more information on the Roman writing on the galli 

see Latham. “Fabulous Clap-Trap.” 
56 Vermaseren. Legend of Attis. 34-36. 
57 Bartman. “Eros’s Flame.”; The inverted triangle of Attis’s face is less exaggerated than the typical ‘sexy boy’. 
58 Bartman. “Eros’s Flame.” 
59 There is something in the gaze and pose of the Reclining Attis that reminds this author of Manet’s Olympia. There 

is no tangible connection between the two artworks, however there is a similar refutation or acknowledgement of the 

erotic gaze in both. 
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portraits of Roman women, where they connote female beauty and fertility.60 The Venus rings 

can be difficult to discern in photos of the Reclining Attis but are clearer in other images of the 

god (Figure 13). Their presence on images of Attis is further evidence of the intentional blending 

of gender signs with the single body of Attis, as well as reinforcing his connection to desirability 

and fertility. 

 

Figure 13. Dancing Attis (detail), photo: author. 

Belly and Body 

A distinguishing feature of the Attis body is a soft, rounded abdomen, which is often 

highlighted by Attis’s Phrygian dress, left open around the abdomen, although in the case of the 

Reclining Attis there is no such framing device.61 This emphasized belly is distinctive in 

 

60Paul Zanker. Roman Portraits: Sculptures in Stone and Bronze in the Collection of the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art. New York, NY: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2016. 207.; Eve D’Ambra. “Ideal Beauty and Adornment: A 
Roman Portrait of a Young Woman.” EuGeStA: Journal of Gender Studies in Antiquity, no. 10 (2020): 207–32. 

https://eugesta-revue.univ-lille.fr/en/this-journal/. 
61 A note on drapery. The use of drapery or clothing seems to function similarly in the Reclining Attis and in the 

‘sexy boy’ imagery: not to cover the body but to reveal it erotically, and to create a desirable contrast between flesh 

and cloth. In the case of Attis in particular, when he is dressed in Phrygian pants or other Phrygian costume, it is 

doubly a sign of foreignness and the beautiful, exotic object of fascination or desire.  
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combination with Attis’s elegantly muscled and lean limbs, reminiscent of the ‘sexy boy’ type. 

He is lightly muscled, like a youth on the verge of maturity.62 This rounded abdomen can be seen 

even in the earliest representations of Attis in Rome, and therefore must be closely tied to his 

character and bodily iconography.63  

Interpreting the belly is complicated by the Roman cultural attitude toward large 

stomachs. Within Roman society, particularly moral philosophy, a flat belly on a man was 

thought of as characteristic of bravery, virtue, and nobility – the ability to moderate the desires of 

the belly was indicative of greater virtues. In contrast, a large stomach was created by a life that 

was too luxurious and indulgent and therefore a lack of Roman, manly virtues.64 In this sense the 

belly could be read as indicative of Attis’s foreign or un-Roman nature. 

Another reading of the Attis belly is as a sign of fertility, reminiscent of the stomach of 

Venus. When we compare the Reclining Attis to the Capitoline Venus (Figure 14) or the Venus of 

Cyrene (Figure 15) we can see remarkably similar treatments of the abdomen: slight definition of 

the abdominals that is fleshy rather than muscular, a soft mound in the lower stomach and then a 

smooth transition to the pubic area. We can even see in all three sculptures a soft dimpling in the 

belly button as it responds to the roundness of the abdomen. In the case of Attis, the fleshiness of 

his belly is in contrast to the leanness of his arms and legs. Based on the examples of Roman 

matrons with Venus bodies, the soft, rounded abdomen was one of the visual markers that could 

 

62 Bartman. “Eros’s Flame.” 
63 Beard, North and Price. Religions of Rome: A Sourcebook. 48. 
64 Sandnes. “The Graeco-Roman Belly.” 31, 55. 
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be adopted from Venus’s nudity in order to refer to her virtues. In this case, as in the case of the 

Roman matrons, the round belly can be read as a sign of female fertility.65 

       

Figure 14. Capitoline Venus, first century CE, marble, photo: Wikimedia Commons. Figure 15. 

Venus of Cyrene, second century CE, marble, photo: arachne.dainst.org/entity/1076652 

Finally, there is also a potential connection between the belly of Attis and representations 

of the ‘sexy boy’. A detail from an early third century CE sarcophagus depicts Ganymede with a 

similarly soft, round belly (Figure 16), in this case likely referencing the figure’s foreign origin 

and his status as not-quite-man due to his youth.66 Given all this we can read Attis’s belly as 

polyvalent – indicative of foreignness, lack of status as a man, and connection to fertility. 

 

65 Kampen and D’Ambra. “The Calculus of Venus.” 
66 Bartman. “Eros’s Flame.” 258-260. 
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Figure 16. Sarcophagus with Ganymede Relief (reproduction detail), third century CE, 

marble, photo: arachne.dainst.org/entity/1079232. 

Pubic Triangle 

Perhaps the most notable feature of the Reclining Attis is the depiction of his pubic 

triangle: with a feminine pubic mound rather than male genitalia. The primary difference 

between the Reclining Attis and other representations of the god is in regard to the pubic region. 

There are three general treatments of the region within the Attis cannon: one with male genitalia 

(Figure 17), one with no or female genitalia depending on interpretation (Figure 18), and one 

with the genitalia covered by clothing (Figure 19).67 The Reclining Attis falls into the category of 

Attis image with a lack of genitalia, or with female genitalia.68 

 

67 It is this author’s theory that the difference in representation here can be explained by what state Attis is 

represented in: those figures depicted with male genitalia are images of Attis as human shepherd boy, while those 

featuring no genitalia are images of the divine Attis, after his transition into godhood. 
68 Vermaseren. Legend of Attis. 34-36. 
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Figure 17. Attis Figure, first to second century CE, bronze, photo: British Museum. Figure 18. 

Attis Furniture Fitting, first to second century CE, bone, photo: British Museum. Figure 19. 

Attis, second century BCE, marble, photo: www.jstor.org/stable/community.15737414. 

Although Attis is self-castrated within his mythos, the Reclining Attis does not have the 

body of a castrated man; he does not have male genitals but there is no hint of damage or 

removal that would indicate that he had them previously. Instead, he has a pubic triangle 

reminiscent of that of Venus. It is soft, smooth, and hairless, and it lacks any detail greater than 

the V-shape created by the figures’ thighs. Attis is portrayed with genitalia essentially 

indistinguishable from images of nude females. 

As noted previously, castration could be read in Roman society as the mark of the slave 

and there were legal strictures against the practice for Roman citizens. The craftsman and patron 

of the Reclining Attis, then, were faced with the conundrum of representing Attis as a divine 

being, whose physicality would have marked him as something akin to a slave: violable and 
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debased.69 To represent him as a castrated male would have been to strip him of dignity and 

divinity, neither, however, could he be represented as fully male. This would have been to ignore 

the very central element of his mythos, his self-castration, subsequent death, and transformation 

into a god through resurrection. Without this element he would not be the divine Attis, merely 

the lovely, mortal shepherd boy who was the object of Magna Mater’s affection.  

The solution to this problem seems, at least in this instance, to have been to represent the 

divine Attis not as a castrated male, but instead as intersex. This construction both acknowledges 

that Attis is no longer a man and therefore has completed his resurrection, and side steps 

evidence of the act of castration, and associated ‘unmanning’, to cast Attis’ form as a natural, 

albeit rare, presentation of androgyny, more akin to the androgyny of Hermaphroditus than to 

that of a gallus. Additionally, if Attis is taken to be naturally intersex, rather than a castrated 

male, even though he cannot be the penetrator, his relationship with Magna Mater protects his 

image, because as a female she could not penetrate him.70  In this representation, Attis embodies 

the sexual qualities of both males and females. 

The representation of female genitalia within Roman art was largely limited to depictions 

of Venus; respectable Roman women were not depicted in the nude unless in the guise of Venus, 

 

69 Early Christians faced a similar conundrum in representing Christ, who had died on the cross, marking him as one 

of the lowest forms of criminals. Their solution was to excise images of the crucifixion in favor of more 
appropriately respectful, salvation-based imagery. 
70 Parker.“The Teratogenic Grid.”; Normative women were assumed not to have active sexual agency, and thus, 

lacking a penis, could not be the penetrator.; Marilyn B Skinner. Sexuality in Greek and Roman Culture. Malden, 

MA: Wiley Blackwell, 2014. 327-328; It is clear that Roman women did have their own active sexual agency, with 

each other and with men, however this is written about almost exclusively negatively or as a joke. It is unlikely, 

then, that this negative behavior would be assumed of the goddess Magna Mater. 
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who wore nudity as a costume.71 The presentation of this form on the Attis body is a clear 

reference to Venus, or figures adopting her costume, as a sign of female sexuality and fertility. 

Pose 

The Reclining Attis lays on his side, with one arm propped on a carved head in order to 

lift his torse such that he can look directly out at the viewer. His top leg is bent slightly and is 

positioned over his straightened lower leg. This pose has been identified in the past as that of a 

river god, likely in conjunction with Vermaseren’s assertion that the figure is resting on the 

banks of the Gallus or Agdus river, and this identification has been adopted in subsequent work 

on the subject.72 Although this identification is not incorrect per se, it fails to account for the 

numerous readings such a pose could contain as well as the other types of figures who could 

adopt it. 

The pose could also be used by other mythological representations associated with 

nature. For example, two marble statues, from the second century CE and currently housed in the 

Vatican museums, also adopt the pose. Both figures are women, one is a personification of 

Winter (Figure 20) and the other of Autumn (Figure 21), and each is accompanied by a host of 

cupids engaged in activities related to their season – hunting and fishing for winter and 

harvesting grapes for autumn. Thus, within the realm of mythic deities or personifications, the 

pose could be adopted by figures associate with nature, particularly natural cycles, as in the case 

 

71 Kampen and D’Ambra. “The Calculus of Venus.” 
72 J.T. Bakker “Ostia.”; Vermaseren. The Legend of Attis. 36. 
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of the female personifications. This aligns well with both Attis’s vegetal associations and his 

cyclical passage through life, death, and rebirth. 

      

Figure 20. Personification of Winter, second century CE, marble, photo: Mark Cartwright. 

Figure 21. Personification of Autumn, second century CE, marble, photo: Mark Cartwright. 

The pose was also not restricted to representations of deities or personifications but could 

be employed to represent the dead on the lids of their sarcophagi (Figure 22). The practice can be 

seen in ancient Italy as far back as the Etruscans but was also in use contemporaneously and after 

the time of the Reclining Attis. Both men and women could be represented in this manner, and it 

was common for married couples to be represented together on their shared sarcophagus in the 

pose. Death, being a necessary element of Attis’s mythos, and funereal associations connect Attis 

neatly to this pose, and it may be that the Reclining Attis was intended to be read as Attis’s own 

sarcophagus following his mythic death. In fact, Vermaseren has noted that in other examples of 

the figure, Attis reclining is typically a representation of his death, or his imminent death 

following self-castration.73 

 

73 Vermaseren. The Legend of Attis. 34-36. 
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Figure 22. Sarcophagus Lid with Reclining Couple, c. 220 CE, marble, photo: Met Museum. 

The pose is also similar to that adopted for Roman dining, itself modelled after the 

practice of Greek symposium and Etruscan dining, seen in tomb paintings. This model of dining 

was present in aristocratic Roman life as a social and intellectual practice, and dining in tombs 

was one-way Roman families could honor their ancestors. Thus, we cannot disregard the very 

human associations with food, drink, foreign practice, ancestral remembrance, and learned, 

aristocratic behavior which may have adhered to such a reclined pose. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

ATTIS EMBODIED 

 Having dissected the body of Attis in order to understand the individual elements 

comprising the Reclining Attis, we can now return to a discussion of the body as a whole. The 

body is naturally understood as a conceptual whole, and while individual features may carry 

cultural meaning, ultimately interpretations are based on the gestalt. What follows are three 

different possible embodiments of Attis’s divine identity: Attis as third gender, the vegetal body, 

and dualities. Key to these interpretations is the blending of masculine and feminine in Attis’s 

bodily construction, as well as Attis’s associations with vegetation and cycles of life, death, and 

rebirth. These interpretations can be understood separately, or in conjunction, as they are not 

intended to be mutually exclusive.  

Attis as Third Gender 

 As we have seen, the body of the Reclining Attis was intentionally constructed to be 

ambivalently gendered, blending masculine and feminine signs within his representation – not 

unlike Hermaphroditus, the ‘sexy boys’ and the galli. Ambiguity in regard to Attis’ sex would 

not have been a new invention nor was it restricted to the imaging of Attis in art, as can be seen 

in the Roman literary tradition. 

Analysis of Catullus 63 has demonstrated the ambiguity of Attis as he vacillates between 

male and female over the course of the poem. Attis begins as a man at the opening of the poem 

but castrates himself in line 5 at which point Catullus switches to the feminine when indicating 

both Attis and his orgiastic followers. Attis is then re-gendered as masculine in lines 50-73. 
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However, during the section where Attis is gendered as a woman, this identity is itself unstable; 

Catullus refers to him as notha mulier, half-woman, certainly not a man, but neither fully a 

woman. Similarly, during Attis’s lament that he has been castrated and separated from his 

homeland, he discusses his own ambiguously gendered status, “I a woman, I a young man, a 

youth, a boy…”, referring to himself both as a woman and as a man in the same line.74 In this 

same section, Attis recalls his beauty and masculinity within the male center of the gymnasium 

and predicts his future as the handmaid of Magna Mater.75  

Beyond the morphology of the Catullus 63 text, Attis also takes on a feminine role in the 

context of the poem. Poem 63 comes from a series of marriage poems by Catullus, and within 

the poem, unlike in others of the series, the roles of bride and groom are reversed. Magna Mater 

is the ruler of the wilds of her Phrygian homeland and takes on the role of groom within the 

marriage theme of the poem. In contrast, Attis plays the role of the bride; he leaves his home in 

order to join Magna Mater in hers, paralleling the transition of the Roman wife leaving her 

family home to be assimilated into the home of her husband, even though he begins the story as a 

man.76 Additionally, Catullus plays with the gender ambiguity of Attis “through echoes of 

famous female characters from earlier literature,” and in fact Attis plays the role within the poem 

 

74 Catullus. 63. 
75 Marilyn B Skinner. “Ego Mulier: The Construction of Male Sexuality in Catullus.” Essay. In Roman Sexualities, 

edited by Judith P. Hallet and Marilyn B. Skinner, 129–50. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998.; Sarolta 

A Takacs. “Magna Deum Mater Idaea, Cybele, and Catullus' Attis.” Essay. In Cybelle, Attis and Related Cults: 

Essays in Memory of M. J. Vermaseren, edited by Eugene N. Lane, 367–85. Leiden, The Netherlands: E. J. Brill, 

1996.; Skinner argues that Catullus sets up the gender ambiguity of Attis in order to comment on the perceived 
instability of masculinity during the massive social changes of the Late Republican period in Rome. Although under 

this interpretation Catullus sees Attis’ gender ambiguity as a negative consequence of social upheaval, this does not 

negate the evidence that Attis was already being written as a sexually ambiguous figure from at least the Late 

Republic. 
76 E.H. Bateson. “The Central Section of Catullus’ ‘Attis.’” Mnemosyne 68, no. 1 (2015): 91–101. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/24522798. 96. 
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of the lamenting and abandoned heroine.77 The ambiguity of Attis’s gender – existing as both 

and neither man or woman – is a central and recurring theme of Catullus 63. This sexually 

ambiguous notion of Attis, then, would have been present in the cultural milieu at least from the 

time of Catullus in the late Republic. 

The galli, who modelled themselves after the image of Attis, could also be gendered 

ambiguously. Varro referred to the galli as semiviri, half men, and Ovid similarly referred to 

them as semimares.78 Later, Tertullian and Prudentius would describe the galli as tertium genus 

or medium genus, to indicate that they embodied a third or alternate gender.79 These remarks 

were almost certainly meant to be disparaging, however they indicate the possibility of a gender 

or sex identity beyond a binary male and female. Additionally, as explored previously, the galli 

themselves chose to be represented outside the boundaries of elite masculinity, in a mode that 

incorporate feminine signs. 

We can also see from the representation of other mythic figures that to be ambiguously 

gendered was acceptable in a way that being castrated was not. The figure of Hermaphroditus is 

the most stark example – having both male sexual organs and female secondary sexual 

characteristics such as breasts – but both Dionysus and Apollo could be represented as men 

bordering on the edge of femininity, or as boys who had not yet achieved masculine identity, and 

 

77 Stephen Harrison. “Altering Attis: Ethnicity, Gender and Genre in Catullus 63.” Mnemosyne 57, no. 5 (2004): 
520–33. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4433593. 527, 532. 
78 Latham. “‘Fabulous Clap-Trap.’” 97, 106.; Bremmer. “Attis.” 560. ; Ovid. Fasti. 4.183. 
79 Latham. “Fabulous Clap-Trap.” 203. ; Prudentius. Peristephanon. 10.1071. Trans. H.J. Thomson (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1949).; Tertullian. Ad Nationes. 1.20.4. Trans. Q. Howe in conjunction with the Patristics 

Project at Faulkner University.; Tertullian. Historia Augusta, Alexander Severus. 23.7. Trans. David Magie 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1924). 
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in fact we see at Ostia, representations of Attis in the guise of both these gods.80 Within Rome, 

the birth of an intersexed individual was seen as a prodigy, a warning of potential danger, and 

requiring investigation by the haruspices.81 Diodorus of Sicily, however, notes that “the coming 

into being of creatures [such as Hermaphroditus] are monsters, and being born rarely they 

announce the future, sometimes for evil and sometimes for good.”82 Thus intersexed individuals 

were polyvalent symbols, containing both the masculine and the feminine, and both good and 

evil.83 

Additionally, Attis’s ambiguous sex may have elevated his divine status. We can see in 

the examples of the Vestal Virgins and the Flamen Dialis, that the withholding of the proper role 

of the elite Roman citizen - man or woman - including the suspension of procreative ability was 

integral to appropriately honoring the divine. In a naturally androgynous state, Attis contained 

both the masculine and the feminine and yet could not fulfill the role of a proper Roman man nor 

of a proper Roman woman. 84 In this way he may have served as a sort of receptacle for the 

potential of Roman adulthood and social expectation held in abeyance.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

 

 

80 Boin. “A Late Antique Statuary Collection.”; Hermaphroditus is perhaps the example closest to Attis in terms of 

physicality because he/she/they also possess an intersex body. Roman reception of Hermaphroditus may have been 

more positive because they feature in an etiological myth regarding marriage and the unification of male and female 

people. On the other hand, Hermaphroditus could threaten Roman masculinity in a way that, perhaps, intersex Attis 

could not. Hermaphroditus existed simultaneously in all four categories of the Roman sexuality grid, embodying the 

attractiveness of passive, female sexuality, and both the ability and desire to penetrate. An ability that Attis no 
longer had. For more information on Hermaphroditus and sexuality see:  Von Stackelberg. “Garden Hybrids.” 
81 Mary Beard, John North, and Simon Price. Religions of Rome: A History. Vol. 1. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2013. 19, 80. 
82 Diodorus Siculus. Library of History. 4.6.5. trans. C.H. Oldfather (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1933). 
83 Roscoe. “Priests of the Goddess.” 204. 
84 Roscoe. “Priests of the Goddess.” 222. 
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The Vegetal Body 

Understanding Attis as essentially a vegetal deity allows for an intriguing, although 

difficult to definitively prove, interpretation of the body’s meaning. Reading the Reclining Attis 

in terms of Attis’s vegetal nature is bolstered by the number of vegetal motifs present in the 

sculpture. He wears a vegetal crown and holds a bouquet of pinecones, corn, pomegranates, or 

flowers.85 

References in the body to fertility are perhaps easiest to make sense of; fertility is a 

necessary element for the continuation of all living things, and vegetation is no exception. That 

these signs of fertility are specifically those of female fertility, requires further explanation. On 

one level these feminine signs are consistent with Attis’s self-castration in his mythos – having 

removed his phallic, and therefore masculine, power – all that is left, in terms of representation, 

is the feminine.  

On another level these signs of female fertility may be indicative of the way Roman 

culture understood vegetation at large. Based on the other gods associated with agriculture and 

plants within the Roman pantheon, there is a clear gender bias; plants are overwhelmingly 

associated with women.86 This association went beyond religion to literature in philosophy and 

natural history. Rome was an agricultural society, Romans defined themselves, at least partly, as 

farmers and we can see in their surviving writings a strong interest in agriculture, particularly in 

 

85 Lancellotti has minimized the vegetal connection of Attis in favor of a funereal interpretation of the god – based 

primarily on the March festivals celebrating the god – however this fails to take into account the profusion of vegetal 

imagery in conjunction with Attis in the Roman cannon of his representation. 
86 Lincoln Taiz, and Lee Taiz. Flora Unveiled: The Discovery and Denial of Sex in Plants. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, Incorporated, 2017. Accessed April 2, 2022. ProQuest Ebook Central. 229-250. 
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the best practices for efficiency and high yields in crops.87 Their understanding of plant 

reproduction rested largely on the work of earlier Greek philosophers, Aristotle and 

Theophrastus, and they seem unconcerned with investigating further, preferring the practical 

matters of agricultural practice over the philosophy of plant sex. However, plants are consistently 

gendered as female within their writings, and we can see in Ovid’s Fasti the possibility that 

female plants, and goddesses associated especially with flowers, reproduced independently, that 

is solo.88 

There are some compelling resonances between aspects of the Attis myth and this 

conception of vegetal identity and reproduction. If vegetation is predominantly associated with 

the feminine, then the signs of female fertility inscribed on the Attis body may be there 

specifically as signs of vegetal fertility. Additionally, the Pausanius version of the myth 

describes Attis as coming from a lineage wherein reproduction takes places without sexual 

intercourse – each generation coming from a single parent – perhaps reminiscent of the Roman 

understanding of vegetal reproduction.89 

Finally, the work of Theophrastus illuminates the colloquial understanding of gender in 

plants when they are not all gendered female. In regard to trees, which could be male or female, 

only ‘female’ trees bore fruit. When ‘male’ trees had fruit, it was sparse and of lower quality.90 

The wood of ‘male’ trees was less valued because it gave shorter lengths when cut and was 

 

87 Taiz and Taiz. Flora Unveiled 229-250.; Cato the Elder, Varro, Virgil, and Columella are the Roman writers 
whose works on agriculture are analyzed for their understanding of plants gender and reproduction. 
88 Taiz and Taiz. Flora Unveiled. 229-250.; Ovid. Fasti. 5.229-260. Trans. James G. Frazer (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1931). 
89 Lancellotti. Attis Between Myth and History. 93. 
90 Moshe Negbi. “Male and Female in Theophrastus’s Botanical Works.” Journal of the History of Biology 28, no. 2 

(1995): 317–32. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4331352. 318. 
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harder to work than that of ‘female’ trees.91 Attis’s primary association with the pine tree allows 

for an interesting interpretation following the information provided by Theophrastus. As an 

intersex, or castrated, man, Attis fulfills the notion of a ‘male’ tree that does not bear fruit, or put 

another way, lacks procreative ability.92 

Thus, the Reclining Attis could be read as an entirely vegetal deity – bearing signs of 

vegetal fertility and represented as the human form of a plant which does not have personal 

procreative ability. 

Dualities 

 Overwhelmingly, what we can see in the body of Attis, his mythos, and his role in 

Roman culture, is the importance of duality to his character. Perhaps the easiest of these dualities 

to see in representation is that of male and female. As discussed previously, the Attis body is an 

amalgam of male and female representational signs, and in his mythos, particularly in the work 

of Catullus, Attis transitions between masculine and feminine roles or identities. The duality of 

male and female also implied more dualities within Roman culture; the masculine and feminine 

being associated, respectively with active and passive sexuality, hardness and softness, strength 

and weakness, and superiority and inferiority.93 Thus, Attis’s ambiguously sexed body may have 

been an outward visualization of the internal contradictions held within his character, in addition 

to aligning with his mythos. Modern scholars have noted the role of Attis, within his mythos, “as 

 

91 Negbi. “Male and Female.“ 319. 
92 Depending on which myth one analyzes, Attis either dies beneath a pine tree or is transformed into one after his 

death. Certain elements of the March festivals of Attis center on the pine tree, most notably the arbor intrat. 
93 Eve D'Ambra. Roman Women. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 12. 
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the mediator in a series of opposing terms (wild/civilized, male/female, life/non-life, vegetal 

world/animal and human world)” as well as “between procreation and sterility.”94 We can see 

these oppositions inscribed on the body of the Reclining Attis, particularly fertility and sterility, 

life and death, and, as previously noted, male and female. We can add to this list opposition of 

the foreign and the Roman. 

Fertility and Sterility 

 Fertility and sterility are a clear tension in the body of Attis, which echoes a similar 

tension in his mythos. Visual signs of fertility in the body of the Reclining Attis included 

references to the ‘sexy boy’ as the desirable male youth on the verge of manhood, Venus rings 

on the neck, and a soft, feminine belly. He is also accompanied by a profusion of vegetation - 

holding a bouquet and wearing a vegetal crown - signs of a natural, plant-based fertility.95  

In sharp contrast, Attis is, of course, devoid of the phallic power to enact this fertility, 

lacking penis and testicles as he does - following self-castration in his mythos and with his 

feminine pubic triangle in the Reclining Attis sculpture. These two spheres, fertility and sterility, 

exist simultaneously within the Attis body, and within the Attis mythos. Vegetal creation is 

linked explicitly to the act of castration within the Attis myth – flowers spring from drops of his 

blood, and his rebirth as a pine tree for example, as well as the grove of Magna Mater which 

houses Attis’s mania-induced castration.96 

 

94 Lancellotti. Attis Between Myth and History. 93. 
95 This vegetal fertility is supported by the Attis mythos continually connecting him to the natural world of 

vegetation, both on his own and through his connection to Magna Mater. 
96 Catullus. 63.; Ovid. Metamorphoses. 10.86-105; Ovid, Fasti, 4.215-246.; Pausanius, Description of Greece, 

7.17.9-12.; M. J. Vermaseren. The Legend of Attis in Greek and Roman Art. 31-32. 
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Life and Death 

Related, though distinct from, the duality of fertility and sterility in the Attis body is that 

of life and death, particularly in terms of natural cycles of life and death. Cyclical passage 

regarding life and death is seen in the events of the March festivals for Attis, reenacting his death 

and funeral rites to finish with a celebration of rebirth in the Hilaria.97 Macrobius also finds 

resonance between Attis and the sun, as well as mentions Attis’s journey through the 

underworld.98  

Within the Reclining Attis visual signs of life include that Attis is represented as alert and 

awake, looking out at the viewer, the numerous vegetal items he holds and wears, and the 

fertility signs previously discussed, as symbols of the continuity of life. Representational signs of 

death are perhaps more subtle, but no less present. Attis is represented without male genitalia, 

alluding to the act of castration which causes Attis’s death in his mythos. He is also represented 

in a pose that can be linked to sarcophagus sculpture, another nod to his mythic death. 

Elements of the Attis representation also reference natural cycles which are a sort of 

allegorical life, death and rebirth. Cosmic symbols such as the solar rays and crescent moon 

which adorn Attis’s head, speak to cyclical passages. Similarly, the pose that Attis adopts is akin 

to personifications of winter and autumn – seasons which are indicative of vegetal life, death and 

rebirth. Thus, the Attis body contains both life and death, and the cycles which connection them, 

within his representation; this is Attis as a god, no longer dying, but victorious over realms of life 

and death.99 

 

97 Vermaseren. Cybele and Attis: The Myth and the Cult. 113-124. 
98 Macrobius. Saturnalia. 1.21.7-11. 
99 Vermaseren. The Legend of Attis. 36. 
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The Foreign and the Roman 

Almost certainly part of the continued modern scholarly interest in the cult of Magna 

Mater and Attis is its foreign nature in contrast to the perceived conservatism of Roman culture. 

Far from diluting the foreign features of the cult, the galli and Metroac devotees seem to have 

flaunted their ‘un-Roman’ ways, and representations of Attis continually assert his foreignness 

even in Roman contexts. As discussed above, the Phrygian cap he wears, the references to the 

‘sexy boy’ body especially his long, beautifully coiffed hair, his prominent belly, and even his 

lack of genitalia are all visual signs of the foreign, or the un-Roman within the Reclining Attis.100 

And yet, these are all Roman signs of foreignness – Attis is constructed as the Roman idea of the 

exotic foreigner.  

Mary Beard was one of the first to posit that the ambivalence and conflict between 

foreign practice and state cult would have been part of the very function of the cult of Magna 

Mater and Attis: it helped to define Roman identity against an ‘other’.101 Jacob Latham has 

identified Roman rhetoric aimed at the galli as a way to demarcate the boundaries of normative 

masculinity.102 Thus, representations of Attis are only ‘foreign’ in so much as they refute Roman 

norms; he is foreign as a general type, not in specific to another culture.  

Additionally, Susan Satterfield has convincingly argued that the ‘exoticism’ of the cult of 

Magna Mater was intentional on the part of the Roman senate when she was imported. Antiquity 

and foreignness in relation to the cult were constructed by the Romans as a mark of the cult’s 

 

100 Clothed representations of Attis would also depict him in Phrygian dress or Phrygian pants, an additional marker 

of his foreign origins. 
101 Mary Beard. "The Cult of the ‘Great Mother’”. 
102 Jacob Abraham Latham. “ROMAN RHETORIC, METROAC REPRESENTATION: TEXTS, ARTIFACTS, 

AND THE CULT OF MAGNA MATER IN ROME AND OSTIA.” Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 

59/60 (2014): 51-80. http://www.jstor.org/stable/44981972. 
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authenticity, and the ability to import and assimilate a goddess and her cult wholesale was a 

signal of Roman power.103 Therefore the continuing representation of Attis as foreign, even after 

being fully integrated into state cult, must be read in relation to Roman identity. Attis embodies 

the tension between foreign and Roman identity. 

Within this interpretation, then, the Attis body is a repository for the various, and at times 

contradictory, spheres of influence which Attis claimed in his mythos. Castration allowed him to 

be both male and female. He was both intimately related to vegetal fertility and himself sterile. 

The Roman cult of Magna Mater and Attis dealt particularly with Attis’s cyclical death and 

rebirth, and therefore he could be represented with signs of both life, death, and reoccurring 

passage between the two. Finally, the cult and Attis himself functioned as intentionally and self-

consciously foreign within Rome and the assertion of the foreign in opposition to the Roman was 

a necessary element of his representation. 

   

  

 

103 Susan Satterfield. “Intention and Exoticism in Magna Mater’s Introduction into Rome.” Latomus 71, no. 2 

(2012): 373–91. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41547220. 



49 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

Analyzing the bodily representation of the Reclining Attis from Ostia’s Sanctuary of 

Magna Mater can give scholarly insight into the gender/sexuality and spheres of influence of 

Attis as a companion god to Magna Mater. The Reclining Attis is an excellent case study for such 

analysis because much of its iconography can be seen in other images of the figure and the body 

is particularly emphasized, while being consistent with other representations of the Attis body.  

Models from the Roman statuary cannon can be used to better understand how the body 

of Attis would have been read at the time of creation and dedication, by Metroac cult followers 

as well as non-participants. Hermaphroditus is the best example of the Roman treatment of the 

dual-sexed or intersex body. The opposing bodily compositions and poses of Hermaphroditus 

and Attis indicate a reading of the Attis body as an inverse Hermaphroditus – emphasizing 

passive male sexuality, while still being potentially erotic, and an arrested fertility. The bodily 

manifestation, and mythic origins, of Attis can be likened to those of the category of Roman 

ideal sculpture dubbed the ‘sexy boy.’ Attis, like the ‘sexy boy’ then, can be read as the beautiful 

and desirable almost-man, through a mix of masculine and feminine representation, with 

additional associations with the exotic and foreign, both in terms of representation and origin. 

Venus is the model for embodied divinity – an embodiment this paper has sought to also read in 

Attis – and loans elements of her bodily costume to representations of Attis. Self-representation 

particularly in funerary reliefs by Metroac devotees, and contemporaneous writings about the 

galli by Roman writers elucidate both what in Attis’s representation was important to replicate 
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within followers’ own fashioning and how that was read by contemporaneous (elite male) 

Romans.  

Analysis of the Reclining Attis’s head – particularly the hair, face and neck – reveals 

representation akin to the ‘sexy boy’ and denoting desirability through the mixing of youthfully 

masculine and feminine representation. Additionally, Venus rings, a convention of Roman 

women’s portraiture, support the reading of a feminine and desirable figure. The Attis body is 

ephebic, similar to the ‘sexy boy’ but with a prominent, soft belly. The belly was a polyvalent 

sign of masculine foreignness (or un-Roman-ness), and fertile femininity, as in representations of 

Venus. Attis’s pubic triangle lacks male genitalia and is represented in a manner 

indistinguishable from the pubic triangle of Venus in sculpture. This representation functions to 

make Attis naturally intersex and would have been the result of artistic compromise due to the 

heavy stigmatization of castration as a practice within Rome. The pose of the Reclining Attis 

carries associations with natural cycles, death, and dining based on other figures in art who adopt 

it, and its use in Roman life. 

Based on analysis of the body of the Reclining Attis, I have proposed three potential 

interpretations of the body as a whole, which are not exhaustive but may help to strengthen the 

scholarly conversation surrounding Attis in Rome. The first is that Attis may have been 

understood, and intentionally constructed, as third gender and that his intersex body was the 

visual marker for this identity. This interpretation would give Attis particular power not seen in 
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the gods of the conventionally ‘Roman’ pantheon.104 The second interpretation sees Attis as an 

essentially vegetal deity, whose iconography and bodily signs of fertility connect him to vegetal 

promulgation, and who takes on attributes of the ‘male’ tree within colloquial understandings of 

plant gender at the time in Rome. The third and final interpretation posits the Attis body as the 

visual manifestation of Attis’s role as mediator between opposing but related concepts: 

male/female, fertility/sterility, life/death, and foreign/Roman. 

Ultimately, the image of the Reclining Attis is a study in the process of becoming a god, 

both in terms of artistic problem solving, and in the communication of restoration and 

resurrection from myth in bodily form. Given that Attis in his mythos and his transfer to Rome 

was untraditional or un-Roman, the craftsperson and patron of the Reclining Attis had to develop 

strategies of representation, often drawing from other mytho-religious figures, in order to give 

him a divine form. The clearest example of this is the treatment of the pubic triangle of the 

Reclining Attis, which marks Attis as naturally intersex. This construction functioned not only to 

protect Attis’s identity from signs of castration, but it also functioned to communicate his bodily 

restoration following rebirth and transformation into a god. This transformation does not fully 

restore the castrated Attis – his phallic power is not returned to him - but it does make him 

whole. This transformation, and the mythic origins of it, would have been clearly legible to the 

dedicated Metroac devotees who would have been the primary audience for the Reclining Attis 

and who likely would have been seeking their own salvation through devotion to the cult. 

 

104 The search for essentially Roman gods, separate from contact with other, outside, groups is not only fruitless but 

fails to take into account the deeply social nature of Roman religion and the close ties Rome had with other cultures. 

However, there are similarities between the gods that we may consider traditionally Roman, or particularly 

important within state cult, which Attis as a god does not conform to – intentionally or not. 
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Since the publication of Vermaseren’s works on the cult of Magna Mater and Attis, 

which included its histories, myths and identification of its extant structures and objects, much 

further work has been done to analyze the cult and its practices using Vermaseren as a 

foundation.105 While there is general agreement on the history of Attis and the different versions 

of his myth, the exact role he played within cult practice and state religion, and the meaning of 

the cult have been fiercely debated. At the heart of these debates are questions concerning to 

what degree and in what manner Attis is a vegetal god, the salvic nature of Attis and of the larger 

cult and the meaning of castration in myth and in practice.106 The evidence brought to bear in 

these debates is primarily literary – close readings of ancient histories and poems – and much 

analysis comes from a historical or religious studies lens. This research is further complicated by 

the widespread nature of the cult and its numerous adaptations across time and space. 

However, missing from these discussions and debates is a concentrated, art historical 

reading of the figure of Attis. The use of the cult objects left behind, not merely as illustrations 

for the presence of the cult, but as significant pieces of evidence for what the cult believed about 

itself and its gods, and what it wanted to communicate to others. Representations, particularly 

representations of the body, are embedded with meaning within their cultural contexts, even 

bodies as unusual as that of Attis. Close analysis of representations of Attis, then, may help to 

 

105 Vermaseren. The Legend of Attis.; Vermaseren. CCCA: III.; Vermaseren. Cybele and Attis. 
106 Fear. “Cybele and Christ.”; Gasparro. Soteriology and Mystic Aspects.; Lancellotti. Attis Between Myth and 

History.; Jaime Alvarez. Romanising Oriental Gods: Myth, Salvation and Ethics in the Cults of Cybele, Isis and 

Mithras. Edited by Richard Gordon. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2008.; Eugene N Lane. Cybele, Attis and Related 

Cults: Essays in Memory of M.J. Vermaseren. Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 1996.; Turcan, Robert. The Cults of 

the Roman Empire. Translated by Antonia Nevill. Oxford: Blackwell, 2008.  
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inform more fully the continually developing conversation surrounding the figure and his 

meanings. 

This thesis has not only added to the ongoing scholarly discussion regarding Attis in 

Rome but has also begun to fill in the gap of art historical analysis in his study and can serve as a 

model for further interpretations of the Attis body as a representation of embodied, divine 

identity.  
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