'The foundation myth of Athens and how it links to the cultural importance of the Olive Tree in Athens'

Myths are common to all cultures and they are used for many reasons. Some appear as cautionary tales, some create a sense of identity, and some describe the origin of important cultural events, places, and customs. An example of an origin or foundational myth is that of the Greek city of Athens. Berman argues that 'Foundation myths are a crucial component of many Greek cities identities.’[footnoteRef:1] This myth has had many interpretations and versions created throughout the years. This includes the ancient works of Herodotus, Apollodorus and Plutarch, as well as in pictorial forms including marble work on the Parthenon. The consistent feature throughout is that the goddess Athena and god Poseidon engaged in an argument to compete for the honour of being named patron of the land. During this argument, each god gifted the people who lived there a gift, a sacred olive tree from Athena and a source of water from Poseidon with the striking of their individual weapons (can be seen in the marble relief). The people chose Athena’s olive tree and chose her as their patron and named their city Athens after her. The olive is integrally bound up with the lives of the ancient Athenians, it is involved in many aspects of life including ritual, celebration, food, agriculture and trade and this importance of the olive tree is recognised through its central place in the foundation myth of Athens. The olive tree has a deep cultural value and mythic significance for Athenians and that is connected to their identity and can be traced to the Athenian foundation myth. During this piece both ancient and modern works will be looked at and used as evidence for this point. This includes as previously mentioned the ancient works of Herodotus, Apollodorus and Plutarch. Modern scholarship is also used including Berman who in the ‘Contest of Athens section’ of his work he writes about in detail about the 'pre-foundational' myth also known as the origin myth of Athens name.[footnoteRef:2] Therefore, this can be used as evidence of the foundation myth, which was that Athena and Poseidon took part in a race to the Acropolis where, Athena won so Athens was named Athens, the city of Athena. Other modern scholarship used to explore the idea that the foundation myth of Athens can be used as cultural identity, which can also be linked to an object in this case the olive tree which in itself has importance, are as follows; Blackwell, Foxhall, Ganter, Håland, Roy and Shear.  [1:  Berman,D.W. 2017. In the Abstract. ]  [2:  Berman, Daniel.W. 2017.] 


The foundation myth of Athens can be found in a number of different sources and forms in the writings of different authors in different times throughout Athens’ history. The first example of the foundation myth appearing in ancient texts is in the works of Greek author Herodotus. 
‘The story among the Athenians is that they were set there by Poseidon and Athena as tokens when they contended for the land. It happened that the olive tree was burnt by the barbarians with the rest of the sacred precinct, but on the day after its burning, when the Athenians ordered by the king to sacrifice went up to the sacred precinct, they saw a shoot of about a cubit's length sprung from the stump, and they reported this.’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Herodotus. 8.55] 

As part of the histories that Herodotus wrote during his life, he wrote about the Persian wars that impacted many Greek cities, include Athens. During the Persian wars the Persian besieged the city of Athens including the burning of the sacred olive tree. After the fires died, he reports that the Athenians saw sapling sprouted from the stump. Herodotus also includes a brief intro to the foundation myth to explain the importance of the olive tree to the Athenians. If the olive tree sapling did start to regrow after the fires this would explain the sacred olive tree was in the Acropolis during Pausanias time, in the AD.

[bookmark: _Hlk39000065][bookmark: _30j0zll]Another example is in the works of Apollodorus who again writes about the foundation myth of Athens and the gift Athena gave them. ‘…having called on Cecrops to witness her act of taking possession, she planted an olive tree,…’[footnoteRef:4] In this version of the myth the ancient king of Attica Cecrops is included whereas in Herodotus there is only the mention of the shrine of the king Erechtheus on the Acropolis which is in the same area as the gifted tree. In the Roman times in Greece the historian Plutarch continues to write about the mythical narrative of the foundation myth and gift of the sacred olive tree. ‘…she displayed the sacred olive-tree of the Acropolis to the judges, and so won the day.’[footnoteRef:5] This very brief description of the mythical events shows a consistency of including the foundation myth in the Greeks mythical narrative, into the Roman period. The foundation of Athens myth is also depicted in imagery ways including marble work on the west pediment of the Parthenon. Below in figure one is a reconstruction of what the original pediment looked like. As can be seen the olive tree is present in the image near Athena as this was her gift to the people.  [4:  Apollodorus 3.14]  [5:  Plutarch. Them. 19.3] 
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Figure 1: Reconstruction of the west pediment of the Parthenon depicting the foundation of Athens. Image found on Ancient History Encyclopaedia, by Tilemahos Efthimiadis. 9th December 2014
 
There has since been much debate on when the foundation of Athens myth story was first told and/or recorded. Some critics thought the foundation story dates to the 5th century when the west relief of the Parthenon was made and the cult in the Erechtheion began. However due to a Greek vase dating to a century earlier that depicts the scene of the conflict between Athena and Poseidon this has been challenged. Although these early images do not make the 'race' to the Acropolis clear, this may be due to the narrative at the time. These earlier images depict Poseidon hitting the ground with his trident to create the salt-lake and Athena hitting the ground with her spear to create the sacred olive tree.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Berman, Daniel.W. 2017.] 


Origin stories act to validate and give authority to established practices or institutions. The Athenian foundation myth, as a special form of shared cultural information, validates the Athenian identity as sanctioned by the goddess Athena in that place. The foundation myth persists and develops over generations and demonstrates the continued relevance over time. Perhaps if it were not important it would have vanished from the cultural texts and art of Athens. This leads to the question of how important myths are. In the work ‘A Companion to Ethnicity in the Ancient Mediterranean’, there are a few chapters by different authors that are of interest in this area.[footnoteRef:7] Myths can be used as a way of ‘self-recognition’ and/or ‘self-perception,’ for an individual person.[footnoteRef:8] Also for ‘…societies looking back at their roots in order to see who they are,’[footnoteRef:9] making them important to the idea of cultural identity. Cultural identity can be found in many places throughout the world and are unique to them. Identity has always been an important aspect of human culture. Roy argues that throughout history a regions cultural identity, ‘were commonly rooted in an unhistorical past and expressed through mythical genealogy...’.[footnoteRef:10] This means that although myths do not have a historical date to them but instead the combination of different myths for different purposes in a cultural can create a timeline of events. As Ganter states, ‘…the Greeks were especially fond of telling foundation stories.’[footnoteRef:11] Along with many other types of myths the Greeks have a very strong mythical heritage. By using myth culture a group of people can be brought together by a sense of identity, ‘…a Greek could have identified himself in a various ways in different context,…an Ionian among Ionians, or an Athenian different from the citizens of other Greek cities.’[footnoteRef:12]  In this case the Athenian identity can be used to separate the people of Athens from the rest of Greece.  [7:  Blackwell, W. 2014.]  [8:  Ganter, Angela. 2014. P228.]  [9:  Ganter, Angela. 2014. P228.]  [10:  James, Roy. 2014. P241.]  [11:  Ganter, Angela. 2014. P228.]  [12:  James, Roy. 2014. P241.] 


The foundation myth of Athens is not seen as one thing but is multi-layered and textured made up from the many versions and retellings over time. Myths can be suited to fit a particular purpose. This can be seen, for instance, in foundation myths when a nation founded by migration wants to contest use of land. Berman suggests that when a people travel to a new land and try to claim it, as in the case of Thebes, an origin myth can help validate the settlement.[footnoteRef:13] If the land had previous occupants, this may be disputed. However this is not the case for  Athens which claims not to be descended from the migration of people to the region but instead claims autochthony, meaning the people have always lived on the land that became Athens.[footnoteRef:14] Citizenship of Athens is connected to being rooted in that place and this means that migrants cannot easily become Athenians themselves. To be an Athenian is to be of Athens. In connection with the Athenian autochthony belief, the founding of Athens’ name is very important. However, much like any other myth, there are various differentiations of the foundation myth. In some versions of the myth there is the presence of Cecrops who was considered the first Athenian king.[footnoteRef:15] However, if he was present at the race that would conflict the entire myth as he could not be an Athenian king if Athens did not exist until the end of the quarrel between Athena and Poseidon, when Athena is crowned victorious. Despite this, the belief of the king's existence can perhaps argue that there was a kind of patriarchal system in the land before the quarrel and before Athens got its name. So, using the myth as evidence it can be argued that Athens has autochthony status, as the people of Athens were there even before it was given its name and had a patron god or goddess in this case. [13:  Berman, Daniel.W. 2017. ]  [14:  Berman, Daniel.W. 2017. The Contest of Athens section.]  [15:  Berman, Daniel.W. 2017. The Contest of Athens section.] 


Foundation and pre-foundation myths can be linked to defining features that impact the culture of Athens. Through the pre foundation myth, Berman argues, the site and features of Athens are connected to Athena and Poseidon and their actions. The divine origins of the city connect the gods, the land, and the people of Athens together. A geographical site that is very important to the Athenian identity is the Acropolis. Berman includes this in his work by stating that '... the Athenian acropolis was the object of a quarrel between Athena and Poseidon, the results of which gave the city its name and permanently marked its topography.'[footnoteRef:16] This would connect the foundation myth with the topographical feature of the Acropolis along with the sacred olive tree and salt water lake. Berman writes '...the quarrel serves to mark two important topographical and cultic features on the Acropolis: the salt pool, on a spot which Poseidon struck with his trident, and the sacred olive tree, caused to grow by Athena...'[footnoteRef:17] It is perhaps not surprising that the dramatic mound of the Acropolis and the strange inland saltwater pool found their way into the myth as they would both appear to require some sort of explanation.  [16:  Berman, Daniel.W. 2017. In the abstract. ]  [17:  Berman, Daniel.W. 2017. The Contest of Athens section.] 


The olive tree had ways in which it had symbolic value to the Athenians. The religious rituals honouring Athena Polias were linked to the fertility of the people and crops, including the olive crop. The cult statue of Athena housed at the Erechtheion was made of olive wood and honoured yearly at the Panathenaic festival. Evidence of this festival can be seen on a frieze on the great Greek monument the Parthenon. In the ancient Greek times when this religious festival was practiced, young girls and women had important roles in the rites which occurred at significant stages of the agricultural calendar. The connection between the fertility of the olive crop and the fertility of Athenians is made by Evy Johanne Haland in ‘The Ritual Year of Athena: The Agricultural Cycle of the Olive, Girls’ Rites of Passage, and Official Ideology’.[footnoteRef:18] In this the author is making the connection between the gift of the olive tree from Athenian and the growth of the Athenian people, which can be argued to be a symbolic value of the olive tree. The olive oil also had symbolic value to the Athenians as well as monetary value. The olive oil that was made from the olives from the olive tree, can be argued to have had received the same symbolic blessing of Athena as they came from the sacred olive tree gift. This may be a reason why olive oil was given as a prize in the Panathenaic games in expensive attic vases.  [18:  Haland, Evy Johanne. 2012.] 


The Olive tree as a commodity was important in many aspects of life in the Greek cities including Athens, where the myth places the first olive tree. Therefore the Olive tree was often referred to as, ‘the first of all trees’, by Columella (RR 5.8.1).[footnoteRef:19] One of the key features of the olive tree is that it can continue to grow in many different agricultural conditions, as well as different climates.[footnoteRef:20] Much like the modern day the fruit of the olive tree, olives, would have provided olive oil for, skin care, medicine and the olives themselves could be used as food for both humans and animals. Olive oil would also have been a trade item for the ancient Athenians. The tree itself was used as wood that could be used to make a variety of tools and implements. The cult statue of Athena that stood in the Erechtheion was crafted out of olive wood. Another was the olive tree could have been used for is as creating wreaths that are depicted on Greek vase as being used in the crowning of the winner of Olympics by winged victory. Therefore, it can be argued that the cultivation of the olive tree was important for the economic development of Athens. [19:  Foxhall, Lin. 2007. P1]  [20:  Foxhall, Lin. 2007. P1] 


Foundation myths can be connected to the idea of Greek identity and even link to cultural significance of objects. In the case of Athens, the pre-foundational myth that reveals the origin of the name, Athens, can be to show Athenian identity as well as the cultural significance of the Olive Tree gifted to them by Athena. The olive tree gains its significance to the Greek culture as in the foundation of Athens it was a gift from a goddess which put a high value on the object as well as gaining a mythical claim to the land. Overall to conclude there is much evidence in foundation myths of the sacred olive tree gifted to the Athenians by Athena which shows that the olive tree was and arguable still is a very important object for the Greeks.
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