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The Olive in 
Greco-Roman Religion 

John Franklin Hall

In an offering of papers overwhelmingly directed 
toward concerns of the ancient Near East and Israelite reli­
gion, whether of the Old World or New, this paper stands 
in contrast and was invited in order to provide, largely for 
the sake of comparison of the Greco-Roman world with the 
ancient Near East, information concerning the role of the 
olive in the religion and ceremonial of those gods whose 
cults flourished among Greeks, Romans, or both. Although 
the Hellenistic kingdoms of Alexander and his successors 
encompassed much of the Near East during the third cen­
tury b.C. and Rome's expansive dominion soon followed in 
holding sway over these same areas for more than seven 
centuries, this topic will remain limited to aspects of the 
olive in Greece and in Italy proper and not endeavor to 
encompass the vast and diverse regions subject either to 
Greco-Roman civilization or to Roman governance.

Extending beyond the aforementioned considerations of 
comparative religion, information about the olive in Roman 
culture seems especially pertinent in relation to any consid­
eration of Paul's well-known allegory in Romans 11. While 
it is, of course, common knowledge that the Epistle to the 
Romans was not so much directed to the general citizenry 
of Rome as it was towards the early Christian community 
residing at Rome, which probably would have included few 
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actual Romans, nevertheless it is not unimportant to con­
sider the experience of the Romans in regard to the olive, 
both in religion and otherwise.1

By the first century a.d. the olive was omnipresent in 
Italy as well as in the western Mediterranean provinces of 
the Empire. The introduction of olive cultivation in Spain, 
the greatest producer of olive products in the modern era, 
is, for example, attributed to the Romans and dates from 
this era.2 Writers of the Imperial period are consistent in 
their testimony of the extent of olive culture throughout 
Italy. Res rusticae, a genre of works devoted to discussion of 
the agrarian enterprise and lifestyle, were popular among 
the Romans. Detailed instruction about crop raising, vine­
yard culture, and herd or flock production comprised much 
of the sort of fairly accurate material found in these practi­
cal guidebooks.3 From the last century b.c. and the first cen­
tury A.D., the agricultural works first of Varrò and later of 
Columella, both entitled De Re Rustica, abound with refer­
ences to the olive and its cultivation. Varrò makes frequent 
mention of olive culture,4 while Columella, the most 
detailed of the ancient horticulturalists, reviewed all vari­
eties of olives, with diverse planting, pruning, and harvest­
ing information for each. Also provided are carefully 
crafted directions about the production of oil and the com­
parative value, uses, and shelf life of oil from different olive 
varieties.5 In a more scientific than practical vein is Pliny's 
Natural History from the same period. His narrative about 
olives ranges from the sort of practical agricultural material 
reviewed above, to minutia of a scientific sort or simply 
coincidental information about the significance of the olive 
in the life and culture of the time. Much of what religious 
information exists regarding the olive derives from Pliny.6 
This extensive familiarity with the olive was not new for 
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Romans of the Imperial era. Three centuries earlier the great 
Roman statesman and noted advocate of the simple rustic 
life as the best builder of character had compiled consider­
able instructional material on olive production for readers 
of his time. Cato's De Agricultura is not only one of the 
major agricultural treatises of antiquity but a guide for the 
pristine life afforded to those engaged in such enterprise.7

Not only was olive culture practiced very extensively in 
Italy from at least as early as the third century b.c., but, 
more significantly, the olive seems to have flourished far 
better in Italy with its milder climate and more fertile soils 
than it had in the Near East. The olive and its products were 
everywhere, commonly available at affordable prices. For 
this reason, the olive may have been considered in Italy per­
haps not as valuable as it would have been in the eastern 
provinces during Roman times or among ancient Near 
Eastern peoples of an earlier era. Moreover, the value 
attached to the olive or its highly prized oil may well have 
influenced its significance in the religious ritual of an area 
or people.8

Greece, even more than Italy, has been popularly asso­
ciated with the olive in both ancient and modem times. The 
olive could grow profitably in its poor rocky soil. While its 
volume of production might not have approached that of 
Italy during Roman times, olive cultivation was extensive 
in classical Greece.9 Greek literature is far less discursive 
than Roman literature, at least in a direct or topical fashion, 
on the subject of olive cultivation. There are no ancient 
Greek treatises on agriculture or natural science that, if they 
existed, could supply information about the Greek olive 
industry. However, that olives were widely cultivated is 
attested not only by their frequent coincidental mention 
throughout the corpus of Greek literature but also by exam-
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ination of the trade practices of the Greeks as recorded in 
written historical sources and tangible archaeological 
remains. Indeed, the Greeks were the first people to pro­
duce the olive on a large commercial scale. The export of 
both olives and olive oil formed the basis of the primary 
commercial enterprise of Greece from the eighth through 
third centuries B.c. Olive oil was traded as far away as Sicily 
or the regions north of the Black Sea for the grain that 
Greece could not produce in sufficient abundance to sup­
port her population. Colonization followed trade and Greek 
colonies in the East and West carried with them olive culti­
vation. The commercial empires of Corinth and Athens 
were raised on the profit of the olive oil trade. The Greek 
vases, white figure, black figure, or red figure, so much 
admired and studied in art history and humanities courses, 
were produced as simple containers for the export of the 
olive's oil, golden in more than one way.10

The Greeks believed themselves to have been the dis­
coverers if not of the olive itself, then certainly of olive cul­
tivation. Tradition attributes this discovery either to one 
Aristaeus, a son of Apollo, described variously as the dis­
coverer of the olive or the inventor of olive oil, or else to 
Athena herself, goddess of the arts of civilization that 
would clearly encompass the cultivation of the olive.11 
Modern scientific opinion may sanction the claim of the 
ancient Greeks, since the earliest known locale of olive cul­
tivation is now said to have been the island of Crete as early 
as 3500 b.c.12 Accordingly, it is in Crete where our search for 
the use of the olive in Greco-Roman religion must begin.

It is essential to remember that Greek religion and 
Roman religion are not the same. While it may perhaps be 
appropriate to speak of Greco-Roman religion in late antiq­
uity after centuries of syncretistic borrowings and associa-
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The Athenian dominance of the olive-oil market was symbolized by the 
myth of the contest of gifts between Poseidon and Athena to become 
the patron of a new city. Its founder, the serpent-bodied Cecrops, 
judged her gift of the first olive tree, planted on the Acropolis, to be 
superior, and the city was named Athens. In this scene from a fifth­
century B.c. red-figure vase, Athena pours out a libation before the 
olive tree while a white-bearded Cecrops holds a sacrificial lamb and 
drink offering in honor of Erecthonios, hidden in the covered basket 
with saplings around it. A winged victory hovers above, holding an 
olive branch and jug.

tions had accomplished a homogenization of cult in the late 
antique world, to make such a categorization at any other 
period is to oversimplify vastly and erroneously.13 Greeks 
and Romans may in large part derive from kindred peoples 
of Indo-European origin who may be presumed to have 
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shared certain similarities of religion and society when they 
migrated to Mediterranean regions from the cultural 
morass, which must have existed in the plains of central 
and eastern Europe at the end of the third millennium B.c.14 
Italic religion remained seemingly little changed as the sky­
gods of Indo-European lore continued to exercise sover­
eignty over Italic peoples. Etruscan religious influences 
were of later date and preponderant only in matters of state 
rather than private cult and only in cities where Etruscan 
rule ordered and standardized religious practice. Of course, 
of all Italic settlements Rome was most heavily influenced 
by the Etruscans.15

By contrast, the religion of the nomadic tribes who 
became settled and civilized as they inhabited Greece was 
subjected to the immediate influence of the more highly 
advanced civilization of the Minoans. The impact not only 
of Minoan culture but most particularly of Minoan religion 
was decisive. In numerous books and articles on the subject, 
Martin Nilsson has demonstrated how extensively Greek 
religion was reworked. Minoan divinities were transferred 
into the Greek pantheon, and cultic practices were adapted 
to Greek religion.16 The strongly matriarchal bent of Minoan 
worship contributed major goddesses to the Greek system. 
From the old Minoan fertility mother goddess was derived 
no less important figures than Hera, Artemis, and 
Aphrodite. Even Athena, often held along with Apollo to be 
most representative of the spirit of classical Greece, was 
ironically a Minoan tutelary goddess dedicated to the pro­
tection of royal families and their palace citadels.17 
Incidentally, even so great and important a god as Apollo 
was not originally Hellenic either. His worship derives from 
the early peoples of Anatolia where his great cultic centers 
were located. At Greek sites such as Delphi he displaced 
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earlier divinities once worshipped by Minoans or 
Mycenaean Greeks.18

Three gods of classical Greece are variously associated 
with the olive—most often Athena but also Zeus and 
Apollo. Zeus's connection may derive from the abundant 
wild olive trees (oleaster) that surrounded his sacred 
precinct at Olympia. Frequent reference is made in the 
ancient sources to victors at the Olympic games, held at 
Olympia, being crowned with the wild olive, as was also 
the great statue of Zeus in his nearby Olympian sanctuary. 
A Zeus worshipped on Crete was called Zeus Elaious, the 
olive Zeus, perhaps from the fact that his original cult statue 
was carved from olive wood.19 Apollo, whose mother Leto 
gave birth to the god under a palm and an olive tree, was 
said to have imported a species of grey olive, and the role 
of his offspring Aristaeus in discovering olive oil has been 
noted above.20

It is, of course, Athena who was most connected with 
the olive and Athena alone with whom was linked the 
domesticated olive (the elaies in Greek, the olea in Latin). If 
indeed the olive had been first domesticated on Crete of the 
Minoans, it is fitting that it be associated with a goddess of 
Cretan origin. That the olive might figure in the cult of 
Athena is consistent with a characteristic feature of Minoan 
religion, namely the sacred character and worship of trees. 
The earliest artistic depictions of Athena that are found in 
paintings of the Mycenaean era, represent the goddess 
seated beneath or standing beside an olive tree. Upon these 
the goddess is identified by her appellation of Athena. 
Earlier Minoan depictions of the guardian goddess of the 
fortress palace use much the same iconography but fail to 
make a name identification. Athena is very precisely the 
tutelary goddess of the old Mycenaean palace on the 
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Acropolis. From Athens her worship spread throughout 
Greece, and other cities with differently named versions of 
Athena's Minoan predecessor quickly assimilated the local 
deities to Athena.21

At Athens Athena seems in her earliest stage to have 
been worshipped as the rocky mound of the Acropolis 
itself, a mountain mother goddess of the usual Cretan- 
Anatolian sort. With her were linked the objects associated 
with her rock: the snake, the owl, and the olive trees that 
covered it.22 Later, Athena seems to have been thought of as 
one particular olive tree, located in the inner courtyard of 
the fortress palace that Mycenaean princes constructed on 
the mound.23 After the palace was gone, a sanctuary named 
for the famous Athenian ruler of Mycenaean times, 
Erechtheus, housed that same olive, no longer viewed as 
the goddess herself, but as a tree sacred to her. Later, legend 
associated the Erechtheum with the tale of the competition 
between Athena and Poseidon for the position of patron 
god of the Athenians. In it were Athena's gift to the 
Athenians, the domesticated olive, and the salt pool, the 
remnant of the waters brought by the sea god to kill the 
olive.24 Athena was believed to have bestowed many of the 
arts of civilization upon her people, but no gift was consid­
ered greater than her domesticated olive. At the principal 
religious festival of Athena and the Athenians, the Great 
Panathenaea, victors were rewarded with oil pressed from 
olives from groves on the Acropolis and elsewhere, which 
were sacred and were held to belong to the goddess.25

In 480 B.c. Athens was abandoned to the onrushing 
Persian horde and the Athenians took refuge southward or 
in their strong wall of ships. After the Athenian fleet 
destroyed Xerxes' fleet, forcing a strategic retreat of Persian 
land forces, Athenians returned to the smoking ruin of their 
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city. Athena's sacred olive, by then believed to be the oldest 
tree in the world, was found destroyed. In his history of the 
Persian wars, Herodotus reports that the Athenians took 
heart when in a few days a new shoot sprang forth from the 
stump of the tree. It was said that the tree was a representa­
tion of the people of Athens, and that as it had reestablished 
life, so would the Athenians reestablish their lives and that 
of their city.26 Here is a striking real life parallel to the scrip­
tural allegories of the olive tree. For the Athenians the 
sacred tree of Athena was the sacred symbolic tree of their 
race.

To return now to the starting point of this paper— 
Rome—we move ahead several centuries and find olive cul­
ture at its height in Italy. Roman literature of the late repub­
lic and early empire is replete with references to the olive 
and its sacred and symbolic associations with Minerva, an 
Etrusco-Italian goddess of crafts and craftsmen, long since 
molded under the influence of Greek syncretism and liter­
ature to a Roman copy of the Greek Athena. Of course, the 
Minerva who appears in the pages of the poets is really only 
Athena with a Roman name, and all allusions to the olive 
fit the Athenian connections already discussed.27

Historical and antiquarian writings of an earlier date 
that investigate the origin of Roman cult are uniform in 
their omission of any connection of the pre-syncretic 
Minerva with olives, and so forth. All later references to 
Minerva and the olive are in reality allusions to Athena, by 
that time Minerva's Greek counterpart. In fact, only two 
connections of any kind can be made with any aspect of 
Roman cult.

One of the most ancient cults at Rome was that of old 
Saturn, an Etruscanized fertility god of Italic origins who 
presided over pastures and fields. Several evidences indi­
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cate that his cult statue, made of ivory, was actually hollow 
and filled with olive oil, replenished several times a year. 
Alas, hidden here is no secret ritual of oil in Saturn's wor­
ship or that of any cult at Rome. Rather, the pragmatic 
Romans, with so great abundance of olive oil that it was 
used by rich and poor as a cosmetic panacea, had discov­
ered its preservative powers. Saturn's statue had begun to 
deteriorate, and the Romans sought to preserve it by filling 
it with oil.28 In Italy we find no sacred groves of olive and 
only one ritualistic use of the olive bough. Both Festus in his 
recounting of the religious practices at Rome, and Servius 
in his lengthy and detailed scholarly commentary on 
Vergil's Aeneid, reveal that the Flamen Dialis, priest of 
Jupiter and the oldest and most venerable of Rome's major 
priestly offices, wore a ceremonial cap, the pilleum, made 
from the leather of a white bull sacrificed to Juppiter and 
upon whose horns were tied olive boughs. No further com­
ment is made or information supplied. The purpose of the 
ritual, the symbolism of the olive, and its connection to 
Juppiter are unknown.29 Only that the practice is extremely 
archaic, predating any Greek syncretic tendencies, can be 
considered certain. Here, then, is the sole connection of the 
olive to Roman religion proper, as evidenced by any 
remaining sources—literary, historical, or archaeological.

What then can be made of this almost complete absence 
of any religious connection of the olive to the religion of 
Rome, in whose native Italy the olive was so omnipresent? 
What comparison can be made to Greek religion or other 
cultures where some associations of the olive in ancient cult, 
particularly that of Athena, are found? Several tentative 
hypotheses may be ventured.

The olive was less important in Rome than in Greece 
and the Near East probably because the olive had become 
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so common and was found virtually everywhere. Its value 
in Rome was, therefore, less than in lands further east, for 
scarce objects are usually of greater value. Moreover, the 
olive was not part of Indo-European religion. Its almost 
complete absence in ancient Italic cult corroborates its reli­
gious insignificance there. When they entered their respec­
tive areas of the Mediterranean, Greeks and the Italic ances­
tors of the Romans shared common cults of Indo-European 
religion. The olive would have played as little a role in 
Greek religion as it did in Roman, except for the extensive 
borrowings from the Minoan cult where female divinities, 
connected with trees and the arts of civilization, were 
adopted by various cities and peoples of the Greeks. 
Accordingly, to modern scientific views that the olive was 
first domesticated in Minoan Crete can now be added sub­
stantiating evidence from Minoan religion, including the 
extensive role of the olive in the cult of Athena, a goddess 
of Minoan origin. Clearly, the origin of the olive in Greco- 
Roman religion must be traced to Minoan Crete and quite 
possibly, so too the origin of that domesticated variety of 
the olive so important in the life and literature of the ancient 
Mediterranean world.
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