
CLINGING TO THE FIG TREE
A note on Od. 12.432–6

There are five occasions in the Odyssey in which Odysseus’
escape from doom is associated with olive wood or an olive tree.1
In 5.234–6, the handle of the ax that Calypso gives Odysseus to
build his raft is made of olive wood.2 At the end of book 5 (474–
93), Odysseus, who at this point of the story has barely escaped
from the storm unleashed by Poseidon, finds refuge underneath
two bushes, one a cultivated olive tree.3 In 13.96–123, the Phaea-
cians place the sleeping Odysseus on the shores of Ithaca by the
trunk of an olive tree.4 It is also in this place Athena and Odysseus
sit down together and plot the destruction of Penelope’s suitors
(372–3). In the Cyclops story, Odysseus blinds Polyphemus with
an olive-wood stake, which he finds in the cave of the Cyclops
(9.315–20).5 Finally, in 23.173–204, the foundation of Penelope
and Odysseus’ marriage bed is an olive tree. The goal of the pre-
sent study is to bring to attention relatively new facts concerning
the symbolism of the olive tree in the Odyssey.

The symbolic presence of the olive tree in the passages men-
tioned above has stirred attention since antiquity. However, there
are relatively few scholarly treatments of this issue.6 According to
Porphyry, the olive tree in book 13 symbolizes the cosmic order
and wisdom of Athena.7 In modern times, Wilamowitz (1884: 106

1) Cf. Schein (1970: 75–6).
2) Cf. 5.236: στειλει�ν περικαλλς �λ�ϊνον.
3) Cf. 5.477: � μν φυλ�ης � δ’ �λα�ης; Dindorf (1855: 291–92) (scholia B, P,

Q, T) takes φυλ�ης as a wild olive but this identification has been disputed since an-
tiquity; cf. Stanford (1959: 306); Heubeck/West/Hainsworth (1988: 287); Schein
(1970: 76 n. 7).

4) Cf. 13.102: ταν�φυλλος �λα�η.
5) Cf. 9.319–20: μέγα �όπαλον . . . χλωρ�ν �λα!νεον.
6) The extant scholia do not say much about this issue; to give an example,

for the scholiast T on 9.320 the stake that blinds Polyphemus is made of olive wood
because the olive wood ταχέως �κπυρο"νται ‘gets heated easily’; cf. Dindorf (1855:
431).

7) Cf. De antr. nymph. 32: σ�μβολον φρον$σεως θεο" & �λα�α. 'θην(ς μν
γ)ρ τ� φυτ*ν, φρ*νησις δ & 'θην(.
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n. 17) notes that the poet of the Odyssey calls this tree in book 13
‘einen heiligen Ölbaum’, a sacred tree.8 Germain (1954: 308–9)
 argues that the presence of the olive tree(s) under which Odysseus
finds refuge at the end of book 5 symbolizes Athena’s first victory
against Poseidon. From this moment on Athena would openly
guide Odysseus to Ithaca. For Schein (1970: 76), the olive-wood
devices with which Odysseus blinds Polyphemus or builds a raft
are the expression of Odysseus’ skills and wisdom. Needless to say,
wisdom is one of Athena’s main attributes. Van Leeuwen (1917:
680) suggests that the olive tree of the marriage bed is sacred 
(oliva sacra). Stanford (1958: 399–400), however, rightly notes that
a sacred tree could hardly have been treated by Odysseus as de-
scribed in 23.195–6.9 Ameis / Hentze (1900: 92) think that the olive
wood of the marriage bed symbolizes the solidity of the marriage
between Odysseus and his wife.10

An earlier opinion, which is relevant for the present study, 
is Eustathius (Od. 1944.3–4). This medieval scholar argues that 
the frequent presence of the olive tree by Odysseus’ side is due to
Athena.11 In modern times, Segal (1962: 62 n. 31, 63 n. 41) also ar-
gues that Athena and the olive tree are interchangeable and thus
complementary symbols of safety and security for Odysseus.12

Similar ideas are expressed by Cook (1995: 6–8, 106–10) for whom
the well-known episode of Athena guiding Odysseus and Tele -
machus with her lamp (book 19) is also related to the presence of
the olive. Indeed, Athena’s lamp (λ�χνος), which was an object of
cult in the Athenian Erechtheum and symbolized the continued

8) Cf. 13.372, in which Athena and Odysseus sit by the trunk of the olive
tree: Τ- δ καθεζομένω 0ερ1ς παρ) πυθμέν’ �λαίης; cf. also Eustathius, Od.
1744.30.

9) ‘Then I cut away the foliage of the long-leaved olive / and trimmed the
trunk from the roots up . . .’

10) Similarly, Zeitlin (1996: 23) argues that the bed represents a “double-
sided sign – of identity for him, fidelity for her” and notes that, since no blueprint
can be extracted from the Homeric details of the bed’s manufacture, the bed must
be considered as a “mental construct”, that is, a symbol (52).

11) 3στι δ �ννο$σασθαι κα4 5ς δι) τ6ν 'θην(ν χαίρει 7δυσσε8ς τ9 φυτ9
τ1ς �λαίας, : πολλαχο" φαίνεται ;νε<σθαι α=τ>; this is Eustathius’ comment on
23.190 (on the marriage bed).

12) Porter (1962: 5–6) argues that the olive tree in the Odyssey symbolizes
rebirth; cf. Schein (1970: 75 n. 6); also Pease (1937: 2015).
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well-being of the state, was fueled by olive oil.13 Cook even takes
a step further and makes the hypothesis that the Odyssey and
Athenian cult influenced each other over the years.14

The olive tree, however, is not only symbolically associated
with Athena. The goddess is either present or at least mentioned by
the poet in all the cases above. In book 5 Odysseus leaves Calyp-
so’s island on Athena’s initiative. At the end of book 5 Odysseus,
who is already under the olive tree, is put asleep by Athena (491–2).
In book 13 Athena and Odysseus sit down together by the trunk
of the olive tree. Athena manifests her power in book 23 during 
the recognition scene between Odysseus and Penelope (in 23.162
Athena bestows grace and beauty on Odysseus). Finally, in the
 Cyclops story, as if by mere coincidence, Odysseus discovers an
olive-wood stake in Polyphemus’ cave, just when he was desper-
ately looking for Athena’s help (9.315–20). This last passage raised
some key questions and, therefore, deserves special attention. I
quote it below:

And so the Cyclops, whistling loudly, guided his fat 
flocks

to the hills, leaving me there in the cave mumbling my 
black thoughts

of how I might punish him, how Athene might give me 
that glory.

And as I thought, this was the plan that seemed best to 
me.

The Cyclops had lying there beside the pen a great 
bludgeon

Of olive wood, still green . . .15

13) The fact that this is the only example of a lamp in the Homeric epics, in
which the torch is the usual source of illumination, led the Analysts to consider the
whole passage as interpolated; for a synopsis of the issue and further considerations,
cf. Cook (1995: 132, 164–8).

14) One of Cook’s main arguments concerns the well-known sacred olive
tree on the Acropolis (in Erechtheus’ temple precinct), the Morios. The olive tree,
which is a symbol of culture and civilization, was offered to the Athenians by
Athena, who created it; cf. Eur. Ion 1433–6; Hdt. 5.82 (the Attic origin of the olive);
Pease (1937: 2015); Cook (1995: 131–2).

15) All the English translations in this study belong to Lattimore (1965).
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Line 317 above was considered by some scholars to be an  interpol -
ation. The reason is the allegedly conspicuous absence of Athena
from Odysseus’ side during his fairy-tale wanderings in books
9–12.16 The proponents of this theory, therefore, claim that the
poet who composed 317 is not identical to the poet who composed
the whole passage. In other words, they claim the initial poet did
not make any connection between the olive tree and Athena.17 This
theory is hard to accept. First, the olive tree / wood is clearly asso-
ciated with Athena in the Odyssey. Second, there is nothing in the
syntax or semantics of this passage which could indicate an inter-
polation. On the contrary, line 317 seems to be a necessary  continu -
ation of 316, in which Odysseus is said to ponder ‘black thoughts’
(κακ) βυσσοδομε�ων); it precisely describes what these ‘black
thoughts’ are about.18 Last but not least, the presence of Athena’s
symbol in this passage is not at odds with her alleged absence from
the other episodes of the Wanderings. Indeed, in 13.341–2, Athena
herself explains to Odysseus that she did not help him during his
wanderings because she did not wish to fight Poseidon. Poseidon,
on the other hand, gets mad at Odysseus only a f t e r (as a result of)
the Cyclopeia.19 In such a case, the absence of Athena by Odysseus’
side concerns only the episodes after the Cyclopeia. Therefore, it is
not in contradiction with her being mentioned in the cave of the
Cyclops. The interpolation theory does not appear to be based on
a firm ground.

16) Aside from this passage, Athena is mentioned in the Wanderings only
two other times, both of which in the Nekyia. She appears as either a judge in the
contest between Ajax and Odysseus (11.547) or Heracles’ escort (11.626). For the
issue of Athena’s absence during the Wanderings, cf. Ameis / Hentze (1889: 65);
Calhoun (1940: 274–5). Recently, Clay (1983: 44–6, 51) argues that Athena does not
start helping Odysseus until he reaches Calypso, therefore until after the Wander-
ings. Murnaghan (1995: 64–5) is somewhat more cautious arguing that Athena is
“obliged to cede control of events to Poseidon” during the Wanderings.

17) The mention of the olive tree in 9.320 clearly shows that the poet who
composed 317 did it precisely because he made the association between Athena and
the olive tree.

18) Cf. 9.316–17: . . . α=τ)ρ �γ- λιπ*μην κακ) βυσσοδομε�ων / ε? πως τισαί-
μην, δοίη δέ μοι εAχος 'θ$νη.

19) Cf. 13.341–3: ‘But, you see, I did not want to fight with my father’s /
brother, Poseidon, who was holding a grudge against you /, in his heart, and, be-
cause you blinded his dear son, hated you.’ The same idea is expressed by the poet’s
own remark that Athena did not want to appear to Odysseus in Scheria out of re-
spect for Poseidon (6.328–30); cf. Cook (1995: 52–3).
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In a paradoxical way, the symbolism of the olive tree seems to
become clearer in a passage in which the olive tree is not present.
In 12.432–6, Odysseus is in the middle of the storm generated by
Zeus. Zeus is angry at Odysseus because the hero’s companions 
ate Helios’ cattle. This storm brings Odysseus back to Charybdis,
which is very close to pulling him down into the depths of the sea.
Fortunately, as if by chance, Odysseus clings to the trunk of a big
and wild fig tree (μακρ�ν �ρινεόν) grown on the rock above the
whirlpool, and eventually avoids death:20

but I reached high in the air above me, to where the tall 
fig tree

grew, and caught hold of it and clung like a bat; there 
was no

place where I could firmly brace my feet, or climb up 
to it,

for the roots of it were far from me, and the branches 
hung out

far, big and long branches that overshadowed Charybdis.
(12.432–6)21

In this passage, Odysseus finds himself in circumstances that are
even more difficult than those in which the olive tree appears. The
tree that saves him here, however, is not the olive tree, but the wild
fig tree. The striking preference of the poet for the fig tree over the
olive tree in this passage certainly deserves to be explained. A pos-
sible solution for this issue takes into consideration the absence of
Athena by Odysseus’ side during his wanderings after the Cy-
clopeia. Thus, if Athena is deliberately absent from these episodes,
it is natural for the olive tree to be passed over in silence in
12.432–6. Athena’s absence in this passage, however, is not due to
her respect for Poseidon. Indeed, Poseidon does not play any role
in this episode. This observation invites a new hypothesis. The
storm that brings Odysseus to the brink of death is unleashed by

20) This is the tree Circe mentions to Odysseus in 12.103; cf. Heubeck / Hoek-
stra (1989: 142). This first mention of the fig tree clearly shows that its later presence
in the story, when it saves Odysseus, is premeditated; the poet of the Odyssey invent-
ed the fig tree in 12.103 having in mind 12.432–6; cf. Stanford (1959: 418).

21) Stanford (1958: 411) notes that bats (νυκτερίς in 12.433) were often asso-
ciated with death in antiquity; for the role of the bats, however, see below.
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no other than Zeus. Athena, who can help Odysseus in other situ-
ations, has no choice but to refrain herself from showing Zeus any
sign of her presence. This time, Odysseus’ fate is in Zeus’ hands.22

These considerations can easily explain why the olive tree is
absent from the passage in question here. This is not, however, the
only possible solution to this issue. The absence of the olive tree
and the poet’s choice for the wild fig tree can also be explained from
a different perspective.

It is important to note that not any tree can grow on rocks.
Olive trees, for example, can grow on rocky soil that contains a
mixture of clay and gravel.23 Fig trees, however, especially ones in
the wild, can grow in very extreme conditions, even on rocks.24

From this perspective, the wild fig tree is a much better fit than the
olive tree for the rock of Charybdis. Other elements point as well
to the fact that the tree corresponding perfectly to the landscape of
the Charybdis rock is the wild fig tree and not the olive tree.25 First,
the fig tree in this passage is tall and grown at an angle, allowing
Odysseus to get a hold of its trunk. This perfectly fits the descrip-
tion of a wild fig tree growing on a rock.26 Second, the fact that the
branches of this tree are placed high on the trunk also corresponds
to the description of a fig tree. An olive tree has branches placed
low on the trunk. If an olive tree had been on the Charybdis rock,
Odysseus could have been able to reach its branches and climb up.
The subsequent scene in which he is forced to throw himself into
the sea would have not been possible.

That the wild fig tree is invented by the poet of the Odyssey
to correspond to the circumstances of the story is also shown by
the metaphor of the bats in 12.433. Odysseus clings to the fig tree
like a bat. It is known that bats like figs. They hang on fig trees,

22) In 12.445, right after Odysseus saves himself by clinging to the fig tree,
Zeus saves him from Skylla.

23) Cf. Pease (1937: 2005).
24) They can grow even on tombstones or abandoned walls; cf. Juv. 10.145;

Mart. 10.2.9; Olck (1909: 2112–13).
25) For the botanical details regarding these two trees, cf. Hora (1981: 155–8,

245–6).
26) The poet suggests that Odysseus embraced the trunk of the fig tree with

his hands and feet. This would not be possible if the tree did not spread from the
rock at a certain angle; cf. Heubeck / Hoekstra (1989: 142). The olive tree, which is
in general shorter than the fig tree, does not grow in such position.
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 eating the fruit. The fig seeds are eliminated during the digestion
process, which is essential for the propagation of the fig tree.27

Therefore, the metaphor of the bats in 12.433 is not randomly in-
vented but corresponds to a biological reality.28

All these clues indicate the wild fig tree as the tree that best
fits the situation described in 12.432–6. Therefore, the absence of
the olive tree in this most difficult moment for Odysseus can be
easily explained through the natural conditions of the landscape.
Under these circumstances, the first solution to the issue of the
 absence of the olive tree seems to be superfluous. It is, however,
 undeniable that Odysseus has a special relation with the olive tree.
This observation invites a third hypothesis, a combination of the
first two. Thus, the storm unleashed by Zeus brings Odysseus to 
a place in which not even the olive tree, the symbol of Athena, can
take root. If this observation is correct, then the totally unfavorable
conditions in which Odysseus finds himself in the Charybdis
episode symbolically indicate Athena’s helplessness in front of
Zeus’ wrath.29

To conclude: The olive tree can play various symbolic roles in
the Odyssey. All of them underscore the association of this tree
with Athena. In 12.432–6, on the other hand, when Odysseus is
closer to death than ever, the olive tree is absent from the side of
Odysseus. Paradoxically, this absence possibly shows as well that
the generic role of this tree in the Odyssey is to mark Athena’s pres-
ence by the side of her favorite hero on his path to Ithaca.30

27) Cf., e. g., Shanahan (2001: 549).
28) In 24.6–10, the souls of the suitors are compared to bats in a cave, which

is also a common place to find bats; cf. n. 21.
29) Athena, therefore, refrains from helping Odysseus not out of respect for

Poseidon but because in this case it is Zeus, not Poseidon, who acts. It is important
to note that it is only after this episode that Athena will start revealing again her
presence by Odysseus’ side. This will happen during Calypso’s episode. Obvious-
ly, Athena’s decision is based on Zeus’ consent in book 1.

30) In Od. 24.340–2, after having shown Laertes the scar, Odysseus appeals
to a second recognition sign, which is his knowledge of the tree orchard that Laertes
gave him when he was a child. Henderson (1997: 91–4) argues that these signs are
both complementary and meaningful. The scar would tell of an ‘ephebic ritual’ of
maturation whereas Odysseus’ knowledge of the orchard trees would point to his
childhood in Ithaca. Interestingly, the olive tree is not present among the trees
Odysseus received from Laertes, a fact which Henderson did not notice. This pos-
sibly shows, in my view, that Athena’s special relationship with Odysseus concerns
only his adult years, the years of wisdom and accomplishment for a man.
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