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                                   ABSTRACT
   The remains of olea europaea l. in archaeological context have been found in 
Egypt from12th Dynasty (1985 – 1773 B.C.) and 13th Dynasty (1773 – after 1650 
B.C.). From New Kingdom (1550 - 1069 B.C.), we have some appearances as mu-
rals paintings, reliefs, garlands, literature references and other findings in archaeo-
logical sites which indicate its great economic, cultural and social importance. This 
specie did not formed part of the traditional vegetation of Ancient Egypt because 
of climate conditions, but the sources could propose different theories. It has been 
used in different ways, as food, ornamentals, wood, etc. It was an important resour-
ce and trade product with nearby lands which could supply the exchange of olives 
and olive oil.
                                INTRODUCTION
   The olive and its “fruit” has been part of Mediterranean culture, from the East, 
where it is supposed to have originated, to the West. The entire Mediterranean 
basin has something else in common: the olive tree.

   
The olive tree is one of the oldest and most important fruit trees in History. 

Olive trees were not a native tree in Egypt. Olives were probably first brought 
into cultivation in the Levant (Zohary & Hopf 2000:151) and was one of the first 
principal fruit crops domesticated in the Old World (Zohary & Hopf 2000:248). 
Wild olives grew in nearby Syria, Palestine from the Calcolithic Period (3700 – 
3500 B.C.E.) and in Greece, Turkey, Algeria, Crete, Tunisia and Aegean Islands. 

 
   

The cultivation of olive trees and producing olive oil in ancient Egypt is a sub-
ject little studied because we encountered many problems. As already mentio-
ned Meeks (1993), doubts weigh on the geographical distribution, production me-
thods, processing and storage. But thanks to the botanical archaeological records, 
the literature, the reliefs and inscriptions, we know a little about their culture, their 
commerce and the development of its derivatives in the Egyptian area. Olives 
were probably, in some moments of ancient Egyptian history, important cultura-
lly and economically, as in the Amarna period (1352 – 1336 B.C.). But the cul-
tivation of olive trees was influenced by the political circumstances and the re-
ligious practices that were crucial for the production and distribution of olive oil.

   

Here you can see a small part of the project. In this poster I write about the first steps 
and first results of the research, based on reviewing the bibliographic resources.
                                  OBJECTIVES

 1.-To highlight the role of the oli-
ve in ancient Egyptian culture
 2.-  Study the most significant 
aspects of the olive and the 
development of olive agricul-
ture in ancient Egypt. To know 
the olive through its history, li-
terature, art, technology, eco-
nomy, culture and tradition.
 3.-  Look for the origin, its de-
velopment and its modification 
by human activities.
 4.-  Study the different uses of 
its fruits and the different pur-
poses of consumption, with 
special attention to one of its derivatives: the oil.
  5.-  The main objective of this research is to complement and provide new ideas on exis-
ting information and answer some basic questions:

    –  Where was the appearance of the olive in Egypt?
    –  When was the appearance of the olive in Egypt?
    –  What kinds of crop types were selected for best quality of olives and olive oil?
   –  What were the Geo-climactic aspects of the land used for cultivation of the olive trees?. 
 6.- To stress to the reader the importance of the preservation of the Historical, artistic, an-
thropological and ethnological legacy around the olive of Ancient Egypt.

                                      PROBLEMS
    The stones of the wild forms can be of similar size to the cultivars; it can be 
impossible to distinguish between the two, particularly for early archaeological 
remains (Zohary & Hopf 1993:138, 141; Liphschitz et al. 1991:444). Hence, the-
re is not a reliable methodology for distinguishing between a cultivated olive tree 
(Olea Europaea L.) and wild olive tree (Olea Europaea var. Silvestris). In the last 
few years, many studies try to establish some scientific characteristics to differen-
tiate between wild olives and cultivated olives (We have the work of Liphschitz & 
Bonani, 2000. Terral 2000, Terral et  al. 2004. ect.). It is necessary for a biogreo-
graphic and morphometric study based on taxonomical classification, as well as 
helping with the carpology and antracology. Ancient excavations look for art and 
are not interested in other vestiges.

                                          HOW?
    I write here about the first results of my research. I am reviewing all the biblio-
graphic information on the topic. I am creating an index of olive remains in Ancient 
Egypt, including all artistic and linguistic data. It is based on the book: Codex of 
Ancient Egyptian Plant Remains/Codex des restes vegetaux de l’Egypte Ancien-
ne, by Christian de Vartavan & Victoria Asensi Amoros. I am compiling information 
and pictures from the Museums that keep olive records in their vitrines and stores. 
I am also reviewing all archaeobotanical works in the excavations made in Egypt 
with references on olive records.

  WHEN WAS THE APPEARANCE OF THE OLIVE IN EGYPT

 WHERE WAS THE APPEARANCE OF THE OLIVE IN EGYPT ?
    As we can see in the Maps , olives were present in Egypt.

   Trade, from the earliest time, was realized with Asia: Syria-Palestine, Mesopota-
mia, Arabia and Anatolia, and with the northern and eastern Mediterranean: Cyprus, 
Crete, the Sea Peoples and the Greeks (Shaw, 2000: 308). It was a commercial 
and diplomatic link with the emergening state of Egypt. Egypt was self-sufficient, but 
they needed to import certain products (Shaw, 2000: 313). The principal motivation 
appears to have been to obtain rare or exotic materials and products that could serve 
to bolster the power base of individuals or groups concerned (Shaw, 2000: 323), and 
olive trees and olive oil were probably these certain products. It was a commodity 
product; the olive oil was destined for an élite whose social position was becoming 
increasingly distinct from the rest of population. It was a luxury product, probably a 
cultural influence, creating a distinctly cosmopolitan and multicultural society (Shaw, 
2000: 323).
   

   Environmental conditions in Egypt are not conducive to olive production. As a result, 
the date for the inception of oleiculture in Egypt is unclear. The olive did not play a ma-
jor role in Egypt. On the contrary, the export of olive oil from Palestine to Egypt is well 
documented in the Bronze Age (Zohary & Hopf 2000:151) because olives grow only 
on a typical Mediterranean climate (Zohary & Hopf 2000:145). In the middle and late 
Bronze Age, olive cultivation and olive oil production seem already to have been well 
established throughout the countries bordering the east shore of the Mediterranean 
sea (Zohary & Hopf 2000:150).  

   
There is not an exact date for olive cultivation in Ancient Egypt. The date of the be-

ginning of oleiculture in Egypt is a subject to debate (Meeks (1993: 5,6 – 8) and Serpi-
co & White (2000: 398 - 400). Most Egyptologists suggested it was intensive farming 
between Middle Kingdom (Brun, J.P, 2004: 69). (2055 – 1650 B.C.) and New Kingdom 
(1550 - 1069 B.C.) (Kees, H. (1978), XIX Dynasty (1295 – 1069 B.C.), Manniche, L. 
(1989), Bietak, M. (1991), between XVII – XX Dynasties. Meeks (1993) and Grandet, P. 
(1999), during the Ramesside Period (XIII – XII B.C), Baum, N. (1988) Tallet, P. (2002), 
Peters, M. (2005: 50 - 51), Keimer (1924: 29 – 30), but archaeological records about 
olive remains are older (XII Dynasty at Kon el Rabi’a (Murray 2000) and IInd Interme-
diate Period at Tell el Dab’a (Thanheiser 2004).  The suggested New kingdom date for 
the cultivation of olives continues to be based on linguistic evidence which is still open 
to debate as we can see (Meeks 1993: 5-6, 8). Most Egyptologists suggested the trade 
influence with the Levant, Syria-Palestine, where olive use and cultivation is attested 
during the Early Bronze Age, and olive oil was produced from prehistoric times (Ahituv, 
S.1996: 41- 44). The first definitive evidence that Egyptians were growing olive trees 
dates from Graeco-Roman period (30 – A.D. 395) . The latest research discovered 
new evidences suggesting that olives were present in Egypt as early 2551 – 2523 B.C. 
(Murray, Gerish, Wetterstrom, 2008: 3).

   

There is also a problem with the terminology to denominate olive trees as we mentio-
ned before. It is difficult to find Egyptian documents referring mention about olive trees, 
olive fruits and olive oil (Ahituv, S. 1996: 42). It was a controversy between the Egyp-
tologists. Some Egyptologist translated the product b3k as moringa oil . It was found in 
texts from Middle Kingdom time. Other authors have accepted a double identification 
. But almost all Egyptologists are not in agreement  and use the Semitic loanword for 
olive zayit, in Egyptian, djoeit, to refer to olive trees and olives. The Akkadian word for 
olive is serdu , whereas olive oil is šaman serdi . The ideographic spelling is first at-
tested in Old Babylonian lexical lists, so Sumerian SÉ.ER.DUM is at best a borrowing 
from Akkadian, if not an invention of the Akkadian scribes .
The word b3k or b3kt is sometimes accompanied with an adjective
b3k w3d: green oil, virgin oil. This is the “natural” color of olive oil (Ahituv, S. 1996: 41- 
44).
b3k ndm: sweet oil
b3k dšr: golden oil

   
The tern djoeit is known from the XIXth  Dynasty, from the reign of Merenptah (1213 

– 1203 B.C) (Ahituv, S. 1996: 41- 44). In the ramesside period we have the terms d.t 
and dt which refer to olive tree. And the term t3 n ddt (P. Harris I 27:10-11, P. Harris I 
8:5. k3mw ‘3 n ddt The big olive land) or k3mw n ddt which refers to an olive cultivated 
land. To refer to olive oil in the ramesside period we have the term nhh, an Aegean 
loanword (Krauss, 1999: 293 - 298). From the XVII, it is easy to refer to olive oil, but its 
translation could change to also refer to food, unguent, fuel for lamps.

   

But it is difficult to understand how olive oil, a basic product traded during millennium, 
it is not much mentioned in ancient Egyptians documents. Hence, it is best to think 
about the word b3k, since it was a general word to refer to oil and moringa oil.

 IT WAS DEVELOPED AN OLIVE INTENSIVE FARMING AND
OLIVE OIL TRADE?

  In the Early Bronze Age I, increasing Egyptian demand for horti-cultural pro-
ducts, especially grapes/wine and perhaps olive oils, spurred trade in these goods 
(Hartung,1994: 107- 113).

   In the Naqada Period, the commercial links with Early Bronze Age Palestine with 
the northern cultures is attested for in the account of the presence of distinctive foo-
ted ceramics which contained imported products as oils, wines and resins (Midant-
Reynes, 2000: 54). It was an intercultural and commercial contact. It established a 
commercial network between Egypt and Palestine as early EBA Ia. The Egyptians 
established camps and way stations in northern Sinai and organized settlements in 
Southern Palestine. There is also evidence of contact between Delta and South-West 
Asia in the 4 millennium B.C. (A. Bard, 2000: 62).
 .

   In Dynasty 0 (3200 – 3000 B.C.) and early Ist Dynasty ( 3000 – 2890 B.C.), there 
is evidence of Egyptian presence in northern Sinai and southern Palestine. We found 
fortified cities in north and south Palestine dated to the EBA II period(A. Bard (2000: 
73). Imported potteries from these areas suggest state-organized trade directed by 
Egyptian officials residing at this settlement for most of the Ist Dynasty. At 2nd Dy-
nasty (2890 – 2686 B.C.), the sea trade with Lebanon was intensified, trading with oil 
(A. Bard, 2000: 74). 
   During the Old Kingdom (2286 B.C – 2160 B.C.) commerce or Diplomacy is attested 
by the presence of Egyptian objects at Byblos, north of Beirut, Ebla (Syria). Military 
campaigns in foreign countries, ex. Libya, were in search of resources to exploit 
(Malek, 2000: 96).
   In the Middle Kingdom (2055 – 1650 B.C), we have the first paleobotanic records 
of olive stones (from 12th Dynasty) discovered at Memphis, Kon el Rabi’a. This early 
date shows the possibility of olive trade, because it was a port for importing products 
(Meeks, 1993: 4). In Palestine, there is very little evidence for any permanent Egyp-
tian presence during the Middle Kingdom. There was contact between the Levant and 
the Aegean during the 12th and 13th Dynasties, but we do not know if it was a political 
or economic control (Shaw, 2000: 318).
    In the New Kingdom (1550 – 1069 B.C.), contact increased with foreign lands and 
customs, making Egypt a cosmopolitan society (Taylor, 2000: 334). Olive stones, 
leaves and olive wood become more common on archaeological sites in Egypt from 
that time (Margaret Serpico & Raymond White, 2000: 398 - 400). It is a very important 
contact between Egypt and the Aegean. Direct contact, diplomatic (exchange gifts) 
or trade, with the Mycenae during the reign of Thutmose III (1390 – 1352 B.C.) is at-
tested and also intensified with the reign of Akhenaten (1352 - 1336 B.C.) and proved 
with the archaeological Mycenaean pottery found in Amarna (Kelder, J., 2009: 339 
-352). 
   In the Graeco-Roman period, olive records are intensified. There is a lot of evi-
dence for large-scale olive oil production, such as Hibeh and Zenon papyrus. And 
we have more information from reading classical texts from Theophrast, Pliny and 
Strabo. The Fayum and Memphis were evidently the favoured areas for cultivation, 
and other areas as Thebes(Margaret Serpico & Raymond White, 2000: 398 - 400).  
During the Ptolemaic period (332 – 30 B.C.) olive production was encouraged by the 
Greeks, and they made an intensive olive farming and agricultural center in the Arsi-
noe (ancient Faiyum), as well as in the lake of Mareotis, were we found olive grove 
plantations (Bunson, M., 2002: 135). In Roman times the use of olive oil was very 
common, but apparently less so 
in the Ptolemaic period (Marga-
ret Serpico & Raymond White, 
2000: 398 - 400).
   It is possible that olives, and 
olive oil production and trade, 
were under the rule of the Tem-
ples and Pharaohs, because oli-
ve oil was a luxury product.  It 
was limited almost exclusively to 
the high social positions, whose 
value was more expensive than 
local oils. The oil was delivered 
almost exclusively to the temples and the royal house (Haldane, 1993: 348 - 360). 
But the olives stones found at el-Amarna (Renfrew, 1985:188) and Deir el-Medina 
(Bell, 1982: 153), at workers houses, is significant to their use as consumption for 
food for the other sector of the population.
   As we saw before, not all the olive oil came from abroad.  There are some archaeo-
logical records that confirm that olives were grown in Ancient Egypt. But they also 
obtained olives and olive oil from others ways:
   . – The exchange of gifts: It was not just an economic activity but also of social 

    significance,as in the case of luxury goods.
–  Military plunder.
–  Taxes from nearby areas.

                             USES AND UTILITIES
   The dietary products of the Egyptians were diverse, plentiful and included olives 
and olive oil. Olive was used a food stuff, and the extraction of oil would also have 
been of importance. If it was so late a date of introduction of olives into Egypt, it 
has assumed that olive oil was one of Egypt’s earliest imports (Margaret Serpico & 
Raymond White, 2000: 398- 400).  Oil production may have been originated with 
wild olives. It is also possible that the olives used for oil were different varieties from 
those which were eaten (Zohary & Hopf 1994:137). The use of oils and its derived 
products was common in Ancient Egypt for all society sectors and status. Nobles 
consumed high quality oils, and farmers and others of societal status consumed 
affordable oils. Oils were in a lot of aspects of the daily life, industrial activities, fu-
nerary cults, etc (Galan, J.  and Diaz- Iglesias, 2007: 577 - 587).
   OLIVE TREE AND OLIVES
 
  
        Food: olives 
        
       
           Wood: mummy labels, coffins.
           Offerings: For food in the after life

 

Funerary and Religious: mummification, funerary trousseau, its branches and leaves to do bunches and 
funeral wreathes, garlands, collar and bouquets. As offering to Gods in different rituals and ceremonies.

   OLIVE OIL

      

 
  

Food: Oils were employed in cookery and as preservative for meat, and maybe to prepare some 
drinks.
Funerary and Religious: as offering to Gods in different rituals and ceremonies.
Politic and Diplomatic: Pharaohs and functionaries ‘investiture ceremonies. It was an offering.  
Illumination: combustible, fuel for lamps. Olive wood scraps were used as firewood and  charcoal.
Medicine: Therapeutic techniques and Medicinal preparations (Germer, 1979). 
Cosmetics and unguents and personal toilet: oil was used as emollients for moisturizing the skin.  
They could be used with make-up or applied to hair (Lucas 1962: 84-85). Oil could have been mixed with 
other components, such as a flower, resins, herbs, spices and aromatics woods.
Industrials aspects: oil could have been applied to the artisans’ works, to lubricate, to tan, to stick, 
waterproof, curing hides.

                                 CONCLUSIONS
   As we can see, there is a big problem when it comes to knowthe real role of olive 
trees in Ancient Egypt, and we need to work hard to look for more conclusive dates. 
Olive trees are highly successful in the Mediterranean culture. The olive tree serves 
as a large source of food because of its calories and protein proprieties. 
   Thanks to the archaeological remains, the art vestiges, papyrus information and 
the classic sources, we conclude that olive trees were grown in Egypt. Olives were 
first imported as fruit and oil into Egypt and later introduced as cultivars. It is pos-
sible a small amount of olives were grown to consume and to produce small quan-
tity of olive oil; But we can appreciate that it was not a local and major product in 
Ancient Egypt, such that we can see it the production, trade and distribution laws 
under the Ptolomy II Philadelphus (285 – 246 B.C.) reign. In that law, there is no 
mention of olives or olive oil production. The crops were probably insufficient or the 
quality of the olive fruit was not very good to eat or to press and produce high quality 
olive oil.
   I do still need to work more in my research to be more conclusive, but as we can 
see, olives were not an Egyptian fruit crop cultivated on a large scale until later. The 
likely easy trade of goods supposed some advantages, and for this reason they did 
not need to cultivate olives, even though it is easier and cheaper to produce locally 
than to trade. It was also possible they cultivated some of them in private gardens, 
garden temples, royal gardens and palace gardens to supply the bare necessities.
   Some authors propose the Ancient Egyptian climate conditions were not favorable 
to cultivate olives, but it seems that climate has not suffered any appreciable chan-
ge in rain-fall, river-flow, or sand-blow during historic times (Petrie, F., 1990: 151); 
but it is now possible to be cultivated, and probably doing so before we thought. It is 
very easy to cultivate olive trees; we only need knobs, cuttings and grafting. Sum-
mer is difficult for olives, but they only need little water, and in (the) winter olives 
recover (recuperate) again. To do bunches, garlands, collars and wreaths Egyptians 
needed fresh leaves. If not, they can be easily broken, so fresh olive leaves were 
necessary.
   About the use of word b3k, the refined moringa oil, it has a yellowish color and 
sweet taste (Lucas, A..1962: 331). But refined olive oil has different colors: straw 
yellow, golden yellow, yellow-green, green and deep green (natural color of oil). It 
has a sweet and fruity taste. So with the translation of b3k as olive oil with these 
features, we can conclude that it could also be translated as olive oil too.
   Studying the beginning of olives grown in Ancient Egypt and its trade was not 
an easy task, because there are many taphomonic problems. It is also difficult to 
recognize them botanically and differentiate between cultivated olive and wild oli-
ve trees. Leaves, bones, and olives roots are difficult to keep and to arrive to us. 
Another problem: we cannot differentiate them if the evidence was produced by 
intentional gathering, or if these records came from Egyptians cultivates or from 
another through trade. Because of this big controversy, we are thinking about a in-
troduction date, but we need more sources and to develop more this research; we 
agree, as almost all Egyptologists, to propose its definitive introduction (but not its 
first introduction) in Egypt between the Middle Kingdom and the New Kingdom so 
far. It is likely that we have lost some records from ancient excavations, since old 
archaeological techniques are not the same now and many archaeologists wanted 
to find treasures.
   It is necessary to continue with this investigation and research of the archaeologi-
cal and arqueobotanics records in Egypt. It is necessary to research with carpology 
and antracology to obtain new dates and conclusions that confirm and state its 
early introduction and its point of origin and the first place where olive trees were 
cultivated. 


