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HOWTO KNOW GOOD OLIVE OIL: OLIVE, 
OLIVE OILAND MUSEUM IN SPARTA 

Silviu ANGHEL 

Olives and olive oii have been 
considered, for twenty five centuries, 
fundamental staples of Medite1nnean 
diets. For most people connected with 
Greek classical civilization, they are by 
no means limitcd to it. Though it may 
not havc bcen so central in the diet of 
other people in the Medite1nnean, it 
ncvertheless retained an important role. 
Throughout classical antiquity, olive oii 
was considered good oii. oii of superior 
quality, or just oii. By opposition, 
scsame, chestnut or castor oii were 
considered bad or low quality oii. These 
wcre uscd cither as a chcap substitutc of 
olive oii or in arcas wherc olive oii was 
not produced. 

lt is to thc Classical Greek 
civilization that wc owc most of the 
spread and introduction of olive oii. 
This is proved by olive oii amphoras 
which werc found in cxcavations from 
Spain to Afghanistan, and from thc 
Black Sea to Nubia. For Greeks olive oii 
was not only pa11 of their diet, but 
widcly uscd for lightning (in lamps) or 
m gymnasia. for daily physical 
cxcrc1ses. 

The Museum of the Olive and 
Greek Olive Oii is, to my knowledge, 
the only onc in Greecc specifically and 
cxclusively dedicatcd to the subject, and 
the only museum on this topic 
cmphasizing on olive oii cultural impact 
and its technical culture. The muscum is 
a private enterprise, financed with funds 
from thc Piracus Bank Group Cultural 
Foundation, and we can only hopc that 
this practice will be more and more 
cmulatcd in Grcccc or Roman ia or other 
countrics. Private funding has had 
intercsting consequcnces in the casc of 
the Olive and Grcck Olive Oii Museum. 

The latter have most to do with the 
availability of documenta1y matcrials. 
as most cxcavated archacological 
remains of olives cultivation and olive 
oii production would be givcn to public 
muscums. This turned out to be a 
blessing for the museum. Face with this 
difficulty in obtaining material, the 
organizers chose to focus on the 
organization of space and on the 
maximum exploitation of the material 
they do have. Unlike public museums, 
where objects are clustercd together 
with littlt: explanation, the Olive and 
Greek Olive Oii Museum is creativcly 
dividcd; and space is ingenuously 
organized. 

The Museum is planned on two 
lcvels. On the upper levei panels prcsent 
thematically the role of olive oii in 
society. On the lower levei. the bulk of 
the space is dedicated to the 
tcchnological proccss of producing 
olive oii. A description ofthe panels can 
be found on the ofticial website of the 
museum- www.piop.gr 

Wc will focus, in this a11icle, on a 
chronologic discussion. ln fact, thc 
museum does treat olives and olive oii 
chronologically, but within each 
thematic unit. For antiquity, separate 
panels discuss the contribution of olive 
oii in different contexts: diet, physical 
excrcises, or other domestic uses. Each 
panel has archaeological objects, 
illustrations from ancient sources and 
explanat01y texts. 

For the Byzantinc period, the 
organizers chose to illustrate the place 
of olive oii in lamps used during 
011hodox liturgy. This association is a 
bit forced, and perhaps to the detriment 
of other sources. ln the Byzantinc 
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period olive oii continued to be a 
fundamental staple of diet, though not 
in the same way as in ancient diets. 
Christianity's emphasis on fasting and 
ascetic diets had a fundamental impact, 
and this could be exploited more fully in 
the museum. 

For the early modem period, the 
museum displays a good broad of oii 
presses from the Peloponnesus, together 
with explanations on their usage. The 
last section of the muscum is dedicated 
to the modem era. A number of models 
of consecutivdy larger and more 
mechanized complexes of olive oii 
production from Greece, from the l 9th 
and early 20th centuries, are displayed. 
Some of these models have small 
engines and can be turned on by 
visitors. Besides its obvious attractive 
properties, the section shows the 
transition in olive oii production from 
animal power to water power and 
finally to electric power. 

The attractivcness and educational 
role of the museum arc going lo be 
increased by the a1nngement of the 
museum 's garden as part of the 
visitation tour. The outdoor exhibition 
will include a section on harvesting 
olives and two functioning olive mill 
replicas from Prchistoric and Hcllenistic 
times, plus an actual Early Christian 
period mill. 

lf the upper levei of the museum, 
with the ancient and medieval sections, 
was divided by fixcd panel, the lowcr 
one cmploys the usagc of hanging 
posters, which can bc easily movcd 
when thc display is modificd. The 
posters contain pictures and 
infom1ation. One of thcrn, for cxamplc, 
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conlains pictures and descriptions of 
types of olives found in Greece. 
Unfortunately, unlike the other labcls in 
!he museum, it is only in Greek. Finally 
the museum contains a small gift shop 
and care area. 

Overall, the museum has a unique 
offer among similar institutions in 
Greece or elsewhere. and attracts a large 
number of visitors. The alternative way 
of presentation is a much needed break 
for most visitors. accustomed with 
overcrowded and under-explained 
exhibits. 

A fundamental question is which is 
the intended visitor-target of the 
museum? The rnuseurn is designated as 
'The museum of olives and Creek olive 
oii'. Almost all labels are in both Greek 
and English. However, the choice of 
comments and areas of focus seem to 
teii a different story. The organizers 
have designed the museum as a 
complex picture of olive oii in Greek 
history. They aimed to treat thematically 
lhe imponancc ofolivc oii in society. its 
technological development, all within a 
chronologica I frarncwork. Howevcr, 
there seem to be large gaps in their 
coverage. What they mean by Greek 
history is the history of thc territory of 
modern Grcece, with pcrhaps a fcw 
additions. Next to the entrance. a large 
30 map shows the arca of cullivation of 
the olive trec, but this thcmc is not 
picked up again in the museum. 

ln vicw of thc importancc of olive 
oii in thc cntirc Mcditcrrancan or 
bcyond, and especially considering the 
impm1ancc of olive oii in Ancient Greek 
or Byzantine cultures, wherevcr thcse 
would be found, it 1s perhaps 
unfo11unatc !hat the organizers chose 
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not to devt:lop the theme. The museum 
would bc an appropriate place to show 
how olive oii transformcd thc diets of 
many regions and people, and how it 
continues to do so. often through a 
Grcck catalyst. This would dircctly 
appcal both to a Greek and forcign 
audience, indeed to most people who 
consume olive oii. 

Anothcr important aspect of olive 
cultures is the types of olive trees and 
olivcs in cxistcncc. As I mcntioncd 
bcfore, a panel does prcsent scveral 
types of olives found in Greece. This 
amount of information is wocfully 
incomplete. Not only arc thcrc more 
types of olives. but there are also 
important climatic and gcographic 
diffcrcnccs throughout the 
Mcditcrranean. ln places such as Turkcy 
or Greece. the microclimate of very 
small vallcys has imponant cffect in thc 
typc of olive oii produccd. ln placcs 
such as Italy or Northem Africa, olive 
oii is produccd vcry differcntly, oftcn on 
largc plantations. In Antiquity, a typical 
olive tree in Tripolitania produced a 
much biggcr yicld of olive oii than onc 
in Grcccc. Last but not !cast, the Grcck 
and Roman classical civilizations 
importcd olive trecs in pa11s whcrc it 
had ncvcr bccn cultivatcd bcfore. Egypt 
undcr thc Ptolcmics or during thc 
Roman Empire produced important 
quantitics of olive oii, for domestic usc, 
in spitc of thc climate unfavorablc to 
this plant. 

Onc last important aspect is thc 
economic importance of olive oii. That 
this aspect is almost ncglcctcd in thc 
muscum is evcn more surprising thcn 
previous aspects. The museum puts a lot 
of accent on thc tcchnological cvolution 

of olive oii production. The visitor 1s 
lcft to wonder why. and in what 
circumstances, for examplc, did farmcrs 
in the Peloponnesus change from 
hurnan or animal power to watcr power, 
in particular sincc the technology for 
both had coexisted for quite a while? 
This change implies bigger investment 
in thc initial construction, but it also 
implies a much largcr amount of olives 
processed. and therefore a denser 
production rate. No doubt the change is 
connected with a changc in thc market 
demand for olive oii. and the desire of 
local produccrs to sell on rapidly 
expanding urban markets in the l 9th or 
early 20th century. In fact in many cases 
this change is connectcd with the 
development of Greece after it won its 
indcpendcncc in 1821. 

Even much earlier. in the Roman 
Empirc. olive oii had an impo11ant pan 
in thc cconomy. Largc cities dcmanded 
huge quantities of olive oii. and as the 
demand incrcascd bcyond the 
possibility of the adjacent countrysidc, 
these had to be imported from long 
distances. rnostly ovcrseas. Emperors 
provided frce olive oii for Rome and 
Constatinople. together with wheat and 
wine. For Rome this mainly carne from 
Nonh Africa. Studies in thc Tripolitania 
have uncovered extensive cultivation of 
olive oii in that region. The density of 
olive trees dccrcascs continuously as wc 
move inland. They tcsti fy to a 
systematic and market orientated 
exploitation of the land. as far as thc 
levei of rainfall would allow. They push 
inward for up to I 00 km from the coast, 
to thc !imit of thc desert, far bcyond 
what land transponation costs would 
seem to justify. 
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A sernnd exampk is the northem 
pa1t of thc Largc Oasis in Egypt (today 
the Dakhla Oasis). This arca of thc 
Western Dese11 was briefly colonized 
by colonists from the Nite vallcy in 
Pharaonic limes, for rcasons which 
escape us, but thcn abandoned, pcrhaps 
when water became too expensive. The 
Oasis is dependent on dcposits of watcr 
undcr thc Sahara. The dcposits arc made 
of fossil water. and are non 
regenerative. White ancient wells could 
find water at deplhs of around I 00 
meters, loday one can rarely find it al 
depths of lcss than 500 meters. ln the 
Persian, Greek and Roman periods the 
area is reoccupied, in spite or the ever 
growing price of watcr. Thc rcason 
secms to bc cxactly olivt: oii, which was 
exportcd to thc vallcy. Thc oasis is 
propitious to the cultivation of olive 
trccs. Evidcncc is not only mentions of 
olive oii from thc oasis in papyri from 
the period, bui also many crushed pil 
tarns, rcsidual objccts from thc 
production of olive oii, which wcre 
pressed and used as fire combustible. 
Ovcrall. in thc Roman Empirc, olive oii 
was an important part of thc economic 
circuit or the Meditt:rranean. 

Though not as dramatic, thc 
muscum can find similar cascs closcr to 
Sparta. At thc othcr cnd of the Grcck 
presence, in the Black Sea, Greek 
colonists importcd and uscd cxtcnsivcly 
olive oii. Thc colony of Histria, faccd 
with an impossibility to produce olive 
oii locally, chosc to scll othcr products. 
such as whcat or fish from thc Danubc 
Delta, and in return, receive particular 
Grcck staplcs. such as olive oii. Thc 
economic valuc of olive oii has 
lrt:men<lous appt:al 10 a largt: audience. 
A Romanian visiting Sparta. scarching 
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for local bollles of olive oii would be 
vcry intcrcstcd in putting local 
production in context. 

Ovcrall the Muse11111 ol the Olii•e 
a11d Creek Olive Oii is a uniquc 
combination of successful private 
integration into Museum endowments 
and muscum organization. Thc muscum 
does not, howcvcr, fully exploit the 
historical imp01tance of the olive oii, 
and additions could be madc in thc 
illustrativc matcrials which accompany 
lhe objects presented in the exhibit, or 
through various public programs 
addrcssing a widc audicncc. 

On thc scicntilic sidc, thc Muscum 
is an excellcnt platform for confcrences 
and congrcsscs of direct intercst to thc 
history of olive oii. Severa! have been 
organizcd, and thcir conclusions havc 
bccn publishcd. Thc muscum 
management is extremely interested in 
such cvcnts. largc foci litating 
invcstmcnts bcing planncd. As far as wc 
know, a conference cenler with multi
purposc halls (also for tcmporary 
cxhibitions and various cvcnts) will bc 
buih with a roof terrace for visitors. The 
cxhibition itsclf will also bc cnrichcd 
with touch scrccns, CD-Rom, Video, thc 
Muscum 's guidc and monographs on 
relevant lopics that could not be 
prcscnlcd in dctail in thc cxhibition 
units. 

Thc educational function of the 
muscum is thus cmphasizcd by thc way 
thc public cxhibition is organizcd and 
the exhibits presented. ln1erac1ive 
tcaching mcthods. sw.:h as tcxts and 
drawings or working modcls, arc usc.::d 
Io enablc visitors to gui<le thcmsclves. 
DilTcrcnt educational programs arc also 
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developed, mainly aiming lo teach 
children about old technologies, their 
importance to the society, about 
technical culture. 

Teachers are encouraged to come 
to the museum. They are offered frec 
information packs to guide them during 
the school group 's visits, suggest 
activities for pupils before, during and 
after the museum visit. Oil-making 
demonstrations are also planned. 

The museum could be an example 
to other museums also taking into 
accounl its architectural environmenl 
integration and the coherence of its 
design with its topic. The museum 
reuses the stone fac,:ade of the former 
municipal electric company. The 
building was designed taking into 
account both the build and natural 
environment, as well as the putŢJose and 
topic of the museum. Natural light and 

huge windows mark the small museum. 
The interior design harmoniously 
blends wood, brick and iron. The 
architectural project won the first prize 
in the "Architectural Awards 2004" at 
the category "Works of the wider public 
sector", organized by the Hellenic 
Institute of Architecture. 

The Museum of the Olive and 
Greek Olive Oii has overall proved a 
very successful project. Above all, it has 
confirmed what museum studies and 
marketing can do to presen! material on 
a given theme. Proofs of its success are 
the great number of visitors and the 
prizes won over the years. Had this 
professional approach m museum 
display and imagc been coupled with 
the effons of professional historians and 
archaeologists, it would have had an 
even greater appeal to the public. 
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