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1.1 Introduction

It is said that a basket of  figs was enough for Cato 
the Censor to convince the reticent Senators of  
Rome of  the need to destroy Carthage. Libyan 
figs were sold fresh in the city market. ‘The land 
that produced them is only three days away from 
Rome’, Cato said, coming back from a diplomatic 
mission to the African metropolis in 150 BCE 
(Pliny the Elder, Naturalis Historia 20:1–3). With 
this demonstration, Cato did not just want to 
show the proximity of  Carthage to Rome. He also 
wanted to represent the vast wealth due to the 
flourishing agricultural activity in the fertile 
North African hinterland of  the Punic city sym-
bolized by the sumptuousness of  these fruits. 
The fig (Ficus carica L.) is a fruit that evokes, in 
the collective imagination, the generosity and 
fruitfulness of  nature that nourishes man with 
its spontaneous fruits even before man domesti-
cated and cultivated plants and fruit trees.

1.2 Etymology

The names given through the centuries to the fig 
have a direct relationship to their origin and dis-
tribution. The Latin Ficus comes from an earlier 

Indian stem word such as fag or the Hebrew feg, 
the Italian fico, the Portuguese figo, the Spanish 
higo, the French figue, the German Feigen, the 
Dutch vijg and the early English figge or fegge, 
later simplified to ‘fig’. In Greece, the wild fig was 
called erineos, and the edible fig was known as 
sykon from which is derived ‘syconium’, the 
botanical name of  the fruit. The edible fig was 
called Teena in Hebrew and in Aramaic, tena, 
Arabic tin, Phoenician paggim, North Syrian 
pagga, and Persian anjir (Condit, 1947).

1.3 Domestication, Dispersal  
and Archaeological Evidence  

of the Fig

The fig, Ficus carica L. (Moraceae), is the third 
classical fruit crop associated with the beginning 
of  horticulture in the Mediterranean basin and 
south-west Asia (Zohary and Spiegel-Roy, 1975). 
This common fig (based on the evidence avail-
able) has been a part of  food production in this 
region since the Early Bronze Age period, provid-
ing fresh summer fruit and storable, sugar-rich, 
dry figs throughout the year. The domesticated 
fig tree exhibits a close morphological resem-
blance, striking similarities in climate require-
ments and close genetic interconnections with an 
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aggregate of  wild and weedy fig types distributed 
throughout the Mediterranean basin (Fig. 
1.1) (Zohary et al., 2012).

Under domestication, the plants grew vege-
tatively through the rooting of  winter dormant 
twigs of  female individuals selected for their de-
sirable characteristics, and occasionally through 
grafting. The main changes in this fruit crop 
under domestication were the shift to the vegeta-
tive propagation of  female clones for: (i) an 
increase in syconia size, flesh and sugar content; 
(ii) the introduction of  artificial pollination and 
caprification; and (iii) the successful selection for 
parthenocarpy, which eliminates the pollination 
required for fruit set (Zohary et al., 2012).

By the fourth millennium BCE F. carica was 
cultivated in the Nile Delta, although it remains un-
clear where in the Nile Valley native sycamore fig 
(Ficus sycomorus) was originally distributed, or how 
early it was cultivated (most likely through vegetative 
propagation) (Fig. 1.2) (Fuller and  Stevens, 2019).

1.4 Fig in Ancient Egypt

Cultivation of  the sycamore fig, Ficus sycomorus 
L. (Moraceae), was almost exclusively an Egyp-
tian specialty. Compared with the common fig, 
F. carica, it is a larger and taller tree, but pro-
duces smaller, inferior syconia. Since the Early 
Dynastic period, at end of  the 4th millennium 

BCE, the sycamore fig was (and still is) a com-
mon fruit crop and a valued timber source in the 
lower Nile Valley (Zohary et al., 2012). In Egypt, 
the earliest archaeobotanical record of  figs is 
from Tell el-Fara’in (ancient Buto) in the Nile 
Delta in the Predynastic period (ca. 3650–3450 
BCE: Thanheiser, 1991).

One of  the most ancient paleobotanic attest-
ations of  fig fruits comes from the oasis of  Khar-
ga in Egypt, where early cultivation of  figs was 
documented at the end of  the Palaeolithic Era 
(Caton Thompson, 1952, p. 117).

After its complete domestication, at the end 
of  the 4th millennium BCE, the fig acquired a 
strong symbolic value alluding to fertility during 
the First Egyptian Dynasty (3100–2900 BCE). 
With the palm tree, it was considered the tree of  
life and it was linked to Osiris, one of  the most 
important deities of  the Egyptian pantheon 
(De Rachewiltz, 1982, p. 147). For this reason, fig 
trees (F. sycomorus) adorned the courtyards of  
royal palaces and temples of  the Pharaoh and 
temple and tomb decorations.

In Memphis there is a sycamore fig tree near 
the temple of  Ptah in Karnak (Luxor), where, 
according to tradition, the goddess Hathor feeds 
figs to the dead as she rises from the trunk (Gillam, 
1995, pp. 221–222). In Egypt, the sycamore was 
called nehet, a term whose root, neh, indicates 
protection while the female nehetet designated 
the goddess Hathor. In the Book of  the Dead (ch. 
CLXXXIV), we read: ‘Let me feed on the Sycamore 
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Fig. 1.1. Geographical distribution of the wild fig, Ficus carica L. (figure used with permission from 
Zohary et al., 2012).
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of  the goddess Hathor’. This scene is often repro-
duced with the holy buckets of  milk and water 
used in fertility cult ceremonies.

A beautifully preserved drawing of  a fig 
harvest has been found in the Tomb of  Khnum-
hotep (Early 12th Dynasty, ca. 1950 BCE) at Beni 
Hasan depicting farmers training monkeys to 
climb trees and harvest them (Darby et al., 1977).

The F. sycomorus tree is depicted in a 
decorative fragment from the tomb of  
 Nebamon, an official who lived at Thebes under 
the reign of  Thutmose IV (1401–1391 BCE), 
and Amenhotep III (1391–1353 BCE). The frag-
ment, now in Londons’s British Museum (TT146), 
 depicts the garden to cheer the souls of  the 
 deceased. The garden, in which trees, flowers, 

Archaeological fig
evidence
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Fig. 1.2. Archaeobotanical finds of the fig in West Asia, North Africa and adjacent regions (mainly 
Ficus carica but potentially also Ficus sycomorus especially in North Africa) compared to the common 
fig’s (Ficus carica) wild distribution. Sites are shown in millennium blocks from 9700 to 4000 BCE above, 
and from 4000 to 1000 BCE below. (Figure used with permission from Fuller and Stevens, 2019.)
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birds and fish are meticulously represented, 
develops around a swimming pool. Among the 
trees, arranged in an orderly sequence, one 
can recognize the palm and the sycamore fig. 
This representation is perhaps inspired by the bas- 
reliefs of  the earlier ‘Syrian Garden’ of  Thutmose 
III (1479–1424 BCE) at Karnak. The fig is also 
one of  the preferred foods for the journey to the 
afterlife; often consumed at banquets honoring 
the deceased. Such a banquet is shown in the 
almost contemporaneous wall painting of  the 
Tomb of  Nakht, a scribe who lived during the reign 
of  Thutmose IV (TT152, Necropolis of  Sheikh 
Abdel- Qurna: Seidel and Ghaffar Shedid, 1991).

In the Tell el-Amarna period (second half  of  
14th century BCE), representations of  figs can 
be seen in numerous pharaonic reliefs describ-
ing scenes of  everyday life of  the Pharaoh and 
family. Here figs are served with pomegranates 
as both indicate the high status of  their con-
sumers and wealth and abundance of  the land 
that  produced them. Egypt was known for its figs.

A basket of  figs held the fate of  Cleopatra, 
the last Pharaoh of  Egypt. Plutarch wrote the 
Queen had hidden the snakes with which she in-
tended to kill herself  in a basket of  big and juicy 
figs: ‘It is said that the asp was brought to Cleo-
patra in the basket together with the figs and 
that she had given orders to hide it among the 
leaves so that the reptile would bite her without 
her noticing. But when she removed the figs, she 
saw it, and said: “There it is, you see”. She, there-
fore, bared her arm and offered it to the bite of  
the animal’ (Plutarch, Life of  Antonius, 86).

1.5 At the Beginnings of Civilization: 
The Fig in Neolithic Levant  

and East Mediterranean

In the Neolithic period, wild fig fruits were an 
essential part of  the human diet. Therefore, man 
rapidly successfully cultivated them. One of  
the earliest proofs of  domestication is attested to 
the Levant. In the Neolithic village of  Gilgal, in the 
Lower Jordan Valley, numerous remains of  stored 
carbonized figs dating to the 8th millennium 
BCE have been found. Gilgal figs belong to a 
mutant parthenocarpic variety, lack embryonic 
seeds and were probably vegetatively propagated 
through planting cuttings. Figs are, therefore, 

the first domesticated and cultivated plant, pre-
ceeding even cereals. Gilgal figs were grown with 
other plant foods; wild barley (Hordeum spon-
taneum), wild oats (Avena sterilis), and acorns 
(Quercus ithaburensis). The early Gilgal farmers, 
therefore, had a double subsistence strategy, the 
collection and conservation of  wild plants, and 
early domestication of  the fig tree. This type of  
economy was widely practiced during the Neo-
lithic period in Mesopotamia and in the Levant 
(Kislev et al., 2006).

However, along the coasts of  the eastern 
Mediterranean, domestication of  the fig occurred 
centuries later. These regions had the closest 
wild ancestor of  the cultivated fig, Ficus palmata 
L., which is the wild F. carica variety of  the 
 Levant, South Turkey and Aegean area. It is 
thought to be the most likely ancestral species of  
the early domesticated fig. The temperate cli-
mate with abundant autumn and spring rains 
was a favorable element for fig, vine and olive 
cultivation. The association with grapes is mean-
ingful, as figs were needed to trigger wine fermen-
tation. For this reason, the fig played a cultural 
role in this area, being considered an essential 
element of  the daily diet, nutritious, and easily 
preserved. In the later Minoan, Mycenaean and 
Phoenician maritime societies, dried figs were 
food on long Mediterranean voyages.

1.6 The Role of the Phoenicians:  
Figs in Greece and West  

Mediterranean in the Iron Age

From the Near East and the Levant, Phoenicians 
carried F. carica to the western world via two 
 distinct routes. Following the Phoenician route 
via the larger islands of  the Mediterranean; 
 Cyprus, Rhodes, Crete, Malta, Sicily, Sardinia, 
and Corsica; fig culture reached the central and 
western regions of  the Mediterranean and 
beyond through the Pillar of  Hercules on the 
Portugal coast. From the coasts, the material and 
immaterial knowledge, customs and traditions of  
the Phoenician culture seeped inland. Multiple 
fig tree species had been carried since the begin-
nings of  the Iron Age. In the early stages of  diffu-
sion, the tree and its fruit were initially a luxury 
for the élites. Later, as figs are rich in sugar and 
carbohydrates, and able to be consumed fresh, dried, 



 History, Archaeology and Culture 5

in jams or with honey, they were an important 
component of  the daily diet (Mata Parreño et al., 
2010a). In Phoenician and Punic sites, whole 
figs and partial figs have been found in funeral 
offerings as symbolic nourishment in the after-
life, and in domestic contexts. Fig seeds have 
also found in the same domestic contexts and in 
pits. The presence of  seeds may have been acci-
dental. The fleshy, juicy fig fruit decomposes 
easily. Perhaps the seeds remained in archaeo-
logical  deposits or in silos after ritual funeral or 
domestic fires.

Generally, in archaeological layers, it is 
more frequent to find the fruits rather than the 
wood, suggesting the great importance of  fig 
production and less use of  the wood itself  as fire-
wood. Fig is low quality, brittle, coarse-grained, 
pithy wood, and smokes with burning. Its bark 
secretes a white latex that irritates the skin but 
which, if  mixed with milk, produces vegetable 
rennet. In Phoenician and Punic art, iconographic 
representations of  the fig tree or its fruits are 
quite rare. Nevertheless, they played an import-
ant role in the Phoenician imagination, as they 
were appreciated in everyday life and also as 
nourishment and gifts for the afterlife, as evidenced 
by the offering of  whole figs in graves. Figs were 
widely spread throughout the Mediterranean by 
the Phoenicians. For them figs were not only a 
luxury when fresh and ripe but also as an import-
ant dried diet staple during the winter months 
(Bartoloni and Guirguis, 2017).

The first mention of  figs in Greece is in 
the Odyssey; in Book 7 figs are described in the 
land of  Phaeacians. However, these verses 
 citing the figs were probably interpolated much 
later. The earliest genuine mention of  figs is by 
the 7th century BCE poet Archilochus. He tells 
of  figs cultivated, and greatly enjoyed, in Paros. 
The fig was introduced to Greece from the 
 Levant in the 8th century BCE. It arrived via 
the same island route of  the eastern and cen-
tral Cyclades, as other fruits and plants of  
oriental origin, including the pomegranate 
and the palm tree (Mata Parreño et al., 2010b, 
p. 43). Fresh figs are found in tombs as food for 
the deceased, often with fresh grapes, pom-
egranates, olives and hazelnut.

The fig was an essential component in the 
ancient Greek diet, consumed fresh, dry or as a 
condiment in cooked dishes. Athens had laws 
regulating the export of  the best quality figs. 

Exporting figs meant stealing the main food of  
poor people, and therefore was prohibited by law. 
The ancient Greek language had a specific word 
for those who reported the fig exporters of  Attica 
and for those who stole sacred figs: sycophant, 
from σῦκον, fig, and φαίνειν [to show, to denounce]. 
This reference to fig thieves, highlights another 
important facet of  the fig tree in Ancient Greece. 
The fig tree and its fruit was consecrated to 
 Dionysus and Demeter, deities linked to the mys-
tery cults, the Bacchanalian and the Eleusinian 
 mysteries.

Athenaeus of  Naucratis, a Greek rhetor-
ician and grammarian, lived between the second 
and third century CE. His major work Deipnoso-
phistae (3:78a) refers to the association of  the fig 
and Dionysos: ‘Sosibos the Lakedaimonian, by 
way of  proving that the fig-tree is a discovery of  
Dionysos, says that for that reason the Lakedai-
monians even worship Dionysos Sykites (of  the 
fig). And the Naxians, according to Andriskos 
and again Aglaosthenes, write that Dionysos is 
called Meilikhios (gentle) because he bestowed 
the fruit of  the fig. For this reason, among the 
Naxians the face of  the god called Dionysos Bak-
kheos is made of  grapevine, whereas that of  
Dionysos Meilikhios is of  fig-wood. For, they say, 
figs are called meilikha, mild fruit’ (Gulick, 1941). 
The fig was one of  Greece’s sacred plants in add-
ition to the grapevine and wild ivy. In Greek 
mythology Dionysus was first to discover the fig, 
and for this reason he is often addressed with the 
epithets Sykites and Meilikhios.

The fig and the fig tree are also linked to 
Demeter, the goddess of  agriculture, nature and 
the seasons. According to Pausania (Description of  
Greece, 1:37, 2), the hero Phytalus of  Laciadae 
in Attica was said to have been taught the cul-
ture of  figs by Demeter: ‘A little way past the 
grave of  Themistocles is a precinct sacred to Lac-
ius, a hero, a parish called after him Laciadae, 
and the tomb of  Nicocles of  Tarentum, who won 
a unique reputation as a harpist. There is also an 
altar of  Zephyrus and a sanctuary of  Demeter 
and her daughter. Within them Athena and Po-
seidon are worshipped. There is a legend that in 
this place Phytalus welcomed Demeter in his 
home, for which act the goddess gave him the fig 
tree. This story is borne out by the inscription on 
the grave of  Phytalus: “Hero and king, Phytalus 
here welcome gave to Demeter, August goddess, 
when first she created fruit of  the harvest; Sacred 
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Fig is the name which mortal men have assigned 
it”.’ To thank Pythalus for his hospitality, Dem-
eter made the fig tree grow out of  the ground the 
same way Athena sprouted the olive tree from 
the ground. Thus the fig tree became a sacred 
tree for the Greeks, second only in importance to 
the olive.

1.7 The Fig in Roman Culture

The fig tree plays an important role in Roman 
mythology. The legend of  Romes’s founding tells 
of  the wolf  that suckled Romulus and Remus 
resting under a fig tree, that has since been called 
ficus ruminalis. Plutarch (Life of  Romulus) exam-
ines three hypotheses about the meaning of  this 
definition. The adjective ruminalis descends from 
Romulus; ruminalis designates the ‘ruminants’, 
cows that stopped there to rest in his shadow; or 
it refers to the breastfeeding of  the two babies, as 
the ancients called the breast ruma and Rumina 
was the goddess who Romans believe cares for 
children (Carandini, 2007).

The sycamore fig has been an element in the 
Roman religion since ancient times. As Pliny 
the Elder tells in his Naturalis Historia (20:4–11), 
the fig tree was undoubtedly the most import-
ant sacred tree of  Rome because it was a specta-
tor and guardian of  its origins. In the heart of  the 
Roman Forum, near the Comitium, the fig tree 
had a place of  honor with the olive tree and 
grapevine as the sacred plants in the Roman reli-
gion. Sumptuous baskets of  figs and luxuriant 
fig trees were represented on the frescoes of  the 
patrician villae of  Pompeii, as symbols of  health 
and prosperity.

The fig had a prominent place in the eating 
habits of  Romans. Literary sources, in particular 
Columella and Cato, devote ample space to the 
preservation of  figs and other precious fruits: 
walnuts, hazelnuts, almonds, pine nuts, grapes, 
apples, pears, quinces, prunus, rowanberries, but 
above all drying and storing figs. The fig, due to 
its high nutritional value, was also integrated 
the diet of  the plebeian classes and slaves (Cato, 
De Re Rustica, 56). Columella said that in His-
pania people kept figs in boxes and used them to 
make a fig bread (Schulten, 1959, p. 422). As 
figs are very sugary, they could be also used as a 
condiment in more elaborate foods. According to 

Pliny, eating figs ‘increases the strength of  young 
people, improves the health of  old people and 
reduces wrinkles’, and thanks to its caloric intake 
and easy digestibility, they were loved by athletes 
and convalescents. According to Pliny (Nat. Hist. 
15. 19), the Romans knew twenty-nine fig 
varieties, coming from all over the Mediterra-
nean. Many of  these varieties were lost with the 
end of  the Roman Age. In Medieval times mem-
ory of  the fig and knowledge of  it and its cultiva-
tion were lost.

1.8 The Fig Tree  
in the Holy Books

The figs are mentioned in the scriptural texts 
of  the three monotheistic religions (Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam), the Hebrew Bible, the 
Christian Bible and the Quran.

In the Bible the first mention is in the book 
of  Genesis (Gen. 3, 5), when Adam and Eve, after 
eating the fruits of  the tree of  the knowledge of  
good and evil, discover themselves naked, and 
cover themselves with fig leaves: ‘And the eyes of  
them both were opened, and they knew that 
they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves to-
gether, and made themselves aprons’ (Gen. 3:7). 
But generally, in the Old Testament the tree and 
its fruits represent the richness and fruitfulness 
of  the Holy Land (‘a land with wheat and barley, 
vines and fig trees, pomegranates, olive oil and 
honey’, Deut. 8:8), as they are symbols of  fertil-
ity, and the emblem of  the joyful life in the mes-
sianic kingdom. Many fig citations document 
the nutritional importance of  figs in the daily 
diet as healthful foods, consumed both fresh and 
dried1, as testified in many passages of  the Bible2.

Biblical references to the fig also indicate the 
extent of  its culture in ancient times: ‘And the 
trees said unto the fig-tree, come and reign over 
us. But the fig tree said to them, should I forsake 
my sweetness, and my good fruit, and go to be 
promoted over the trees?’ (Judges 9:10–11). ‘I was 
not a prophet or a prophet’s son but I was an 
herdsman, and a piercer [mistranslated as 
“gatherer” in the King James Bible] of  sycomore 
fruit’ (Amos 7:14). ‘And seeing a fig tree afar off  
having leaves, he came, if  haply he find any-
thing thereon: And when he came to it, he found 
nothing but leaves; for the time of  figs was not 
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yet, and in the morning as they passed by, they 
saw the fig tree dried up from the roots’ (Mark 
11:13, 20).

‘A certain man had a fig tree planted in his 
vineyard; and he came and sought fruit thereon, 
and found none. Then said he unto the dresser 
[cultivator] of  his vineyard, Behold, these three 
years I come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and 
find none; cut it down; why cumbereth it the 
ground? And he answering said unto him, Lord, 
let it alone this year also, till I shall dig about, 
and dung it: And if  it bear fruit, well: and if  not, 
then after that thou shalt cut it down’ (Luke 
13:69).

Quran (Koran)

A number of  plants are mentioned in various 
verses of  the Quran (Koran) as well as horticul-
tural and agricultural products. The fig is one of  
the fruits mentioned in the Quran, along with 
olives, grapes, pomegranate and dates. The me-
dicinal advantages of  the fig is discussed in the 
first Quranic verses in sura Al-Tin, the Allah 
says: ‘I swear by the Fig and the Olive’ (Quran 
sura Al-Tin 95:1). For both figs and olives, Allah 
swore that they were foods with high nutritional 
value for humans. He also noted the sanctity of  
their native lands as well.

Notes

1 Samuel 25:18: ‘Abigail acted quickly. She took two hundred loaves of bread, two skins of wine, five dressed 
sheep, five seahs of roasted grain, a hundred cakes of raisins and two hundred cakes of pressed figs, and 
loaded them on donkeys’.
2 Samuel 30:12: ‘And they gave him a piece of a cake of figs, and two clusters of raisins: and when he had 
eaten, his spirit came again to him: for he had eaten no bread, nor drunk any water, three days and three 
nights’. ‘Moreover those who were near to them, even as far as Issachar and Zebulun and Naphtali, brought 
food on donkeys, camels, mules and on oxen, great quantities of flour cakes, fig cakes and bunches of raisins, 
wine, oil, oxen and sheep. There was joy indeed in Israel’. 2 Kings 20:7: ‘Then Isaiah said, “Prepare a poultice 
of figs.” They did so and applied it to the boil, and he recovered’.
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