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But Alirothios, Poseidon’s son, was furious 
that the Athenians had chosen Athena 
instead of his father. One day, angry as 
he was, he decided to chop the olive with 
an axe. But the axe, miraculously, slipped 
from his hands and hit him on the head.
The Athenians never forgot Poseidon. On 
the contrary, they worshipped him with 
special honours and built two temples 
dedicated to him: the Erectheion on the 
Acropolis and a wonderful temple in Cape 
Sounio.

Αthena against Poseidon

The goddess Athena instead granted people the olive tree as symbol of 
wealth and peace. She wanted thus to show people that the tree’s fruits 
could on the one hand feed them and also help them profit through 
trade.

The Athenian women chose 
goddess Athena's gift, whereas 
Athenian men chose Poseidon's. 

Because the women outnumbered
the men, goddess Athena won and the city was 
called Athens. To honour her, Athenians built 
the most beautiful temple, the Parthenon, 

where they could worship her. Athena’s father, 
Zeus, was impressed and moved by the result 
of the two Gods’ contest and decided that he 

too, along with his daughter would protect  
her unique tree. But he needed to punish 
someone to protect his brother Poseidon's 

honour, and so he banned women 
from voting ever again.
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Once upon a time...
...the goddess Athena and the god Poseidon believed that ancient Athens, 
known then as Kekropia, was the most beautiful among the ancient cities. 
One day they had a disagreement: each of them wanted to be the protector 
of this great city and be worshiped by its citizens as such. To resolve their 
argument, they agreed to compete peacefully and allow the citizens and the 
other Olympian Gods to decide who would be honoured as the protector of 
Athens.

 The Olympian Gods and  

Kekrops, the ruler of the 

city, asked the two gods  

to present the best gift  

they could think of for  

the city. Poseidon struck  

the Holy Rock of Acropolis  

with his trident -  

and instantly  

fresh, clean  

 water sprung  

   forth so that  

    the city would  

        not suffer from  

           lack of water.

Athena and Poseidon compete  
for the city of Athens 
red-figured crater, 380 B.C., Louvre, Paris
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what 
do you 

think?

If you had to choose for a patron deity, you’d prefer:

a. the goddess Athena
b. the god Poseidon

Kekrops, the ruler of the city of Kekropia,  
who is half-man half-snake, is leaning next  

to the sacred olive tree.  
The goddess Athena is standing beside him.
red-figured crater, 410-400 B.C., Schloss Fasanerie

Look at the image above
According to myth, the woman 
next to Kekrops and the olive 
is: 
α.  the goddess Hera
b.  the goddess Athena
c.  the goddess Demeter

Use your 
coloured 

pencils to 
draw your 
preferred 

patron deity 
as he/she 

offers the gift 
to the citizens 

of Kekropia.

Apart from the holy olive tree of Athena, 
many other olive trees were associated 
with a number of deities, more or less 
well-known. For example, at the island 
of Delos there was such a very old tree, 
on which the titan Leto leaned against 
while giving birth to Apollo. And when 
Apollo was finally born, the olive tree’s 
leaves turned gold…

The Athenians were proud of their holy tree.  
In fact, they believed that all olive trees descended 

from it. When the Persians invaded Attica and 
Athens (480 years before Christ was born) they 

burned the holy olive tree of Athens to show 
that the past had been wiped out. The Athenians 
mourned and considered it a bad omen. But the 

very next day a new sapling sprouted forth  
from the dead tree!

8

Did you now?
In those ancient times, it was said that Dactyl Hercules, of the same 
name as the famous hero, travelled from Crete to the land of the 
Hyperboreans, a mythical place at the north of Europe where the sun 
was always shining and no one was aging. From there Hercules brought 
the first sapling of wild olive tree. It was planted in Olympia and its leaves 
and branches were used for the wreaths that adorned the winners of the 
Olympic Games. This shows that the olive tree, and especially the wild-
olive, was as important in Crete as the cultivated olive was for Athens.

9

©
 K

ul
tu

rs
tif

tu
ng

 d
es

 H
au

se
s 

He
ss

en
, M

us
eu

m
 S

ch
lo

ss
 F

as
an

er
ie

, 
 E

ic
he

nz
el

l G
er

m
an

y




