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1. Abstract of Fowler, Old Testament Backgrounds, Session 3, Cultural 

Essentials:  Writing, Kingship, Biblicalelearning.org, BeL 

This lecture excerpt from Dr. Don Fowler's "Old Testament Backgrounds" course explores 

the development of cultural essentials in ancient Mesopotamia, focusing on writing and 

kingship. It examines the environmental degradation of the land of Canaan due to 

deforestation and the subsequent reclamation efforts by Israelis. The lecture traces the 

evolution of Mesopotamian writing from pictograms to cuneiform, highlighting its 

connection to temple administration and its eventual influence on the development of 

the alphabet. Furthermore, it discusses the Sumerian King List as the earliest known 

record of dynastic succession, emphasizing the significance of kingship in both 

Mesopotamian and biblical contexts. Finally, the lecture connects the invention of the 

alphabet to God's ability to communicate directly with humanity through written 

scripture. 

2.  11 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of  

Dr. Fowler, Old Testament Backgrounds, Session 3 –  Double 

click icon to play in Windows media player or go to the 

Biblicalelearning.org [BeL] Site and click the audio podcast link 

there (Old Testament → Old Testament Introduction → Old 

Testament Backgrounds).  
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3.  Briefing Document: Fowler, Old Testament Backgrounds, 

Session 3, Cultural Essentials: Writing, Kingship 

Okay, here is a detailed briefing document summarizing the main themes and important 

ideas from the provided lecture excerpts by Dr. Don Fowler: 

Briefing Document: Old Testament Backgrounds Lecture 3 - Development of Cultural 

Essentials: Writing and Kingship 

Overview: This lecture focuses on two major developments in the ancient Near East: the 

degradation of the land in the region that would become Israel and the evolution of 

writing and kingship in Mesopotamia, linking them to biblical themes. Dr. Fowler 

emphasizes the impact of these developments on the historical context of the Old 

Testament. 

I. Land Degradation and Ecological Implications: 

• Initial State: The land of Israel was described proverbially as "a land flowing with 

milk and honey," indicating a fertile and desirable place. This phrase is not unique 

to the Bible, having origins in Canaanite proverbs. 

• Transformation: Over millennia, the land has degraded significantly. The central 

hill country in Israel is now characterized by bare rock, a result of human actions. 

• Deforestation: The primary cause of degradation is deforestation. The removal of 

trees led to the loss of root activity which is essential for soil stability and 

preventing calcification. 

• Marl Formation: The loss of tree roots led to the formation of a hard, rock-like 

layer called marl, replacing the fertile topsoil ("terra rosa"). Dr. Fowler recounts 

his experience of seeing bulldozers scraping off this marl layer to reach the 

underlying soil. 

• Soil Erosion: Without root systems, topsoil was washed away, further diminishing 

the land's fertility. Terracing, once a key feature, was also destroyed because of a 

lack of maintenance and this further contributed to the tragedy. 

• Reclamation Efforts: Modern Israelis are actively trying to reclaim the land by 

drilling through the marl and replanting trees which is encouraging. This is not 

just farmland for them, but their homeland. 



3 
 

• Human Impact on Land: Dr. Fowler expands this point to include the salinization 

of soil in Mesopotamia, using the area around the ziggurat at Uruk as an example. 

He notes "human beings have been hard on the land" in general. 

"At some time after the flood, when things began to grow, maybe that dome was there 

before the flood, maybe not. We have no way of knowing for sure. But in the early years, 

that was an area covered with trees... The failure to take care, of course, the ancients did 

not understand this at all, but by cutting down the trees, they were doing substantial 

harm to the soil properties." 

II. Development of Technology and Writing: 

• Proto-Literate Period: Between 3400 and 2900 BC, new technologies arose in 

Mesopotamia due to urbanization: new types of pottery, the fast potter’s wheel, 

the cylinder seal, monumental architecture, stone sculpture, and writing. 

• The Sumerians: The Sumerians are identified as the main drivers of these 

technological advancements in the south of Mesopotamia. The land of Sumer is 

sometimes also called Shinar. Though they were largely in control of the south, 

there were multiple ethnicities in Mesopotamia, some Sumerian, some Semitic, 

and some whose origins are unknown. The Sumerians brought technical skills to 

new heights. 

• Ziggurats & Temples: The ziggurat, a monumental multi-storied structure, was 

connected to the temple. Temples were unique institutions, serving as both a 

religious center and providing military support for the king. There was a close 

relationship between the temple (cult) and the royal palace (court). 

• Mud Brick Technology:Early bricks were oval-shaped, like loaves of bread and 

caulking was essential to provide any stability to buildings made out of them. 

• Development was very slow; it took hundreds of years of technological 

development to make bricks that were flat on one side and rounded on the other. 

• The eventual creation of rectangular bricks with wooden forms came much later 

(around 2200 BC) but enabled mass production. 

• Tower of Babel: Genesis 11 reflects knowledge of mud brick technology, using tar 

as mortar. This indicates that the Genesis account remembered and was drawing 

from this period in time when the people made bricks and used tar. 

"These bricks were made by human hands, and it was much easier to make bricks in the 

shape of opaque surfaces than it was to make them squared with human hands...The 
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interesting thing about Genesis to me is that the book of Genesis remembers part of this 

technology." 

• Trade & Writing:The lack of resources in Mesopotamia spurred long-distance 

trade, which led to the diffusion of writing. 

• Writing is regarded as a crucial development for accelerating the ability to share 

technology. 

• Evolution of Writing:Pictograms: Earliest writing was pictographic (picture-

based). These were written in mud and weren't aesthetically pleasing. 

• Cuneiform: Pictograms evolved into cuneiform, a wedge-shaped writing system 

using a stylus to press into the mud. It was initially pictographic, then evolved into 

a quasi-abstract form. The writing system was very conservative and continued to 

be used for a long period of time. 

• Logograms: Some pictograms became logograms (word signs) that represented 

specific words. These word signs could be used as syllables that could be used to 

create other words through a process called syllabification. 

• Complexity: The cuneiform system was exceptionally complex, with hundreds of 

different signs each with multiple syllabic values, making it a system that only 

professionals could master. 

• The Invention of the Alphabet:The alphabet was a revolutionary development 

because it made reading and writing accessible to anyone with a basic 

understanding of the symbol set. 

• The alphabet evolved from pictographic origins, eventually leading to the squared 

Hebrew script we know today. 

• The alphabet was not a Mesopotamian invention. 

• This meant a monumental shift in technology transfer and accessibility to written 

language because a spoken language could now be reduced to written form by a 

system where memorizing just a few phonetic symbols was necessary. 

• Temples as Centers of Learning: The temple was the main economic power 

center in early cities. Temple personnel ran the first scribal schools. 

"The invention of writing was a fabulous step forward, but it was a step forward that 

was limited dramatically because only professionals could learn to do this. It was actually 

the invention of the alphabet that would lead to the dramatic invention of technological 
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transfer...It meant that every language not only can be reduced to a written form, but 

that every person can memorize the forms in a relatively short period of time." 

III. Divine Implications and the Timing of Revelation: 

• God's Conformity: Dr. Fowler argues that God, in his sovereignty, created the 

world in such a way that it led to the development of writing and eventually the 

alphabet, enabling him to communicate with human beings in a uniquely 

accessible way. 

• Moses and the Alphabet: Moses appeared roughly 2-3 centuries after the 

development of the alphabet, suggesting that God chose this specific time to 

reveal himself to the Israelites so the law could be written down in an alphabetic 

system that many people could understand. 

• Divine Timeline: The invention of the alphabet is tied directly to the divine plan 

for revelation to humanity. 

"The writing, the alphabetic system, led to God being able to speak to human beings in a 

written form theoretically that was able to be mastered by anybody with ordinary 

intelligence. It's not an accident that Moses appeared at just the time that the alphabet 

first appeared." 

IV. The Rise of Kingship: 

• Transition from Temple to Palace: Urbanization led to centralization and the 

gradual shift of power from the temple to the palace. The early dynastic period 

marks the beginning of hereditary kingship. 

• Sumerian King List:The earliest historiography is built around the issues of 

kingship. 

• The Sumerian King List is an ancient text that lists kings before and after a great 

flood. It's divided into two parts. 

• The first part of the Sumerian King List lists kings before the flood (antediluvian), 

with numbers that suggest mythological accounts, and the numbers are not to be 

trusted. 

• The second part list kings after the flood and claims that kingship was lowered 

from heaven. This list of kings began in the city of Kish, suggesting that there is a 

significant connection between Kish and the first experience of kingship. 
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• Kingship as a Divine Gift: Mesopotamians regarded kingship as a divine gift and 

they were trained to think of kingship in this manner. 

"The earliest interest of the Mesopotamians in their writing revolved around kingship. 

Kingship was central to their culture...Kingship in the Sumerian king list then was a gift 

from the gods to humanity." 

Conclusion: 

Dr. Fowler's lecture connects environmental degradation, technological development, 

the evolution of writing, and the rise of kingship to the Old Testament narrative. He 

emphasizes the importance of the alphabet in God's plan for revealing his word, and 

how these developments relate to the historical context of the biblical account. The 

lecture highlights the significance of the Mesopotamian cultures in contributing to a 

culture and technology to which the biblical writers drew from and how these 

developments helped shape God's plan. 
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4. Study Guide:  Fowler, Old Testament Backgrounds,  

Session 3, Cultural Essentials:  Writing, Kingship 

Old Testament Backgrounds: Cultural Essentials - Writing and Kingship 

Study Guide 

This study guide is designed to help you review the key concepts covered in Dr. Fowler's 

lecture on the development of cultural essentials, focusing on writing and kingship in the 

ancient Near East. It includes a quiz, essay questions, and a glossary. 

Quiz 

Answer the following questions in 2-3 sentences each. 

1. What environmental change significantly impacted the fertility of the land in 

ancient Israel, and what caused it? 

2. Describe the two distinct types of soil found in the region of ancient Israel. 

3. What are the key technological advancements that emerged during the proto-

literate period, and which people group are associated with their development? 

4. How did mud brick technology evolve over time in Mesopotamia, and what were 

the initial shapes? 

5. How did the Tower of Babel narrative reflect the use of certain building 

technologies at the time? 

6. Why was the invention of writing so significant in the ancient world? 

7. What are the stages of the development of writing described in the lecture? 

8. What is cuneiform and how did it develop? 

9. What are the key characteristics of the invention of the alphabet, and why was it 

so important? 

10. How does the lecture connect the development of the alphabet with the timing 

of God's revelation to Israel through Moses? 

Quiz Answer Key 

1. Deforestation led to the calcification of topsoil, creating a hard, rock-like layer 

called marl that greatly reduced the land’s fertility. This occurred because the loss 
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of root activity prevented the soil from being held together, and the trees were 

cut down for wood. 

2. The region of ancient Israel had a layer of marl, a hard, calcified substance which 

had once been topsoil, that covered the terra rosa, the red soil beneath, which is 

the more fertile topsoil. 

3. Key advancements during the proto-literate period include new types of pottery, 

the fast potter's wheel, cylinder seals, monumental architecture, stone sculpture, 

and writing. These developments are associated with the Sumerians. 

4. Initially, mud bricks were oval-shaped like loaves of bread and required caulking 

for stability. Over centuries, bricks evolved to have one flat side, then eventually 

rectangular shapes, especially after the invention of wooden molds. 

5. The Tower of Babel narrative reflects the use of mud bricks and tar for mortar. 

The use of tar was not common in the area of the promised land, but is consistent 

with Mesopotamian building techniques. 

6. The invention of writing was significant because it sped up the ability to share 

technology, which led to widespread dissemination. It enabled a more efficient 

means of keeping records and communication across distance and time. 

7. The lecture describes the evolution of writing from pictograms, which were 

picture-based representations, to cuneiform, a wedge-shaped writing system, 

then finally to the alphabet, which used phonetic symbols. 

8. Cuneiform was a writing system that used wedge-shaped marks made in clay with 

a stylus. It developed from pictograms into a more abstract, symbolic writing 

system. 

9. The alphabet utilized a small set of phonetic symbols, allowing any language to be 

reduced to a written form easily. This invention enabled widespread literacy and 

the rapid transfer of technology. 

10. The lecture suggests that God's choice to reveal himself to the Israelites through 

Moses coincided with the emergence of the alphabet. This suggests that God 

chose to speak to humankind through a system that could be understood and 

spread more broadly. 
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Essay Questions 

Consider the following essay questions. Each question will require careful thought and 

synthesis of the lecture material. 

1. Analyze the long-term consequences of environmental mismanagement in the 

ancient Near East as described in the lecture. How did these practices impact the 

land, and what steps were taken to reverse or mitigate the damage? 

2. Compare and contrast the development of writing in Mesopotamia, focusing on 

the limitations of cuneiform and the revolutionary impact of the alphabet. How 

did these different writing systems shape the cultures that used them? 

3. Explore the relationship between urbanization, monumental architecture, and the 

temple in Mesopotamia. What was the role of the temple in early urban centers, 

and how did this relationship evolve? 

4. Discuss the significance of the Sumerian King List as a form of early 

historiography. What does this document reveal about the Mesopotamian 

understanding of kingship, and how does this differ from the biblical view? 

5. Examine the lecture's claim that the invention of the alphabet was the most 

significant human achievement. What are the arguments for this claim, and how 

did the development of the alphabet facilitate the spread of technology and 

knowledge? 
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Glossary of Key Terms 

• Marl: A hard, rock-like layer formed from calcified topsoil. 

• Terra Rosa: The red, fertile soil found beneath the marl in the region of ancient 

Israel. 

• Ziggurat: A monumental, multi-storied temple structure characteristic of ancient 

Mesopotamia. 

• Proto-literate Period: The period between approximately 3400-2900 BC 

characterized by the development of new technologies, including writing, in 

Mesopotamia. 

• Sumerians: A people group in southern Mesopotamia credited with numerous 

advancements, including early writing. 

• Semites: The peoples of the central and northern portions of ancient 

Mesopotamia. 

• Cuneiform: A wedge-shaped writing system developed in Mesopotamia. 

• Pictogram: A writing system that uses pictures to represent words or ideas. 

• Logogram: A character or symbol that represents a word or phrase. 

• Syllabification: A method of writing that uses symbols to represent syllables. 

• Old Babylonian: An ancient Mesopotamian language. 

• Alphabet: A writing system that uses a set of symbols to represent individual 

sounds. 

• Early Dynastic Period: A time period beginning around 2900 BC characterized by 

the rise of dynastic kingship. 

• Sumerian King List: An ancient Mesopotamian document listing the kings of 

Sumer, including both pre- and post-flood kings. 

• Historiography: The writing of history and the examination of historical 

narratives. 
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5. FAQs on Fowler, Old Testament Backgrounds, Session 3, 

Cultural Essentials: Writing, Kingship, Biblicalelearning.org 

(BeL) 
 

Frequently Asked Questions about the Development of Culture in the Ancient Near 

East 

1. How did the land of Israel, described as "flowing with milk and honey," become 

barren and rocky? The land's initial fertility was compromised by deforestation. 

The removal of tree roots led to soil calcification, creating a hard layer of "marl." 

This process, combined with the breakdown of terracing practices and lack of 

maintenance, resulted in widespread soil erosion and the loss of fertile topsoil. 

The land's current state is a consequence of human impact rather than a natural 

condition, and is actively being worked to be restored. 

2. What were the key technological advancements that emerged during the proto-

literate period in Mesopotamia, and what was their catalyst? The period saw 

significant technological advancements tied to urbanization. These included new 

types of pottery (enabled by the fast potter’s wheel), the development of the 

cylinder seal, monumental architecture (like ziggurats and temples), stone 

sculpture, and most importantly, writing. These developments were likely driven 

by the needs of growing urban populations. The Sumerians were the central 

group in facilitating this growth. 

3. Why is the development of mud brick technology significant in Mesopotamian 

history? Mud brick technology evolved over thousands of years. Initially, bricks 

were oval-shaped, requiring substantial caulking (mud, straw, and tar) to build 

stable structures. Over time, they evolved to flat-sided bricks and eventually to 

the mass-produced rectangular bricks after the creation of wooden forms in 2200 

BC. This slow progression of technology reflects the conservative nature of 

Mesopotamian culture. The biblical story of the Tower of Babel reflects an 

awareness of the mud brick and tar caulking technology prevalent at that time. 

4. How did the invention of writing evolve in Mesopotamia, and what were its 

major stages? Writing began with pictograms, simple pictures representing 

objects or ideas. Due to the nature of writing on mud, these pictograms were not 

particularly aesthetic. These evolved into more abstract, wedge-shaped signs 

using a cuneiform stylus, known as cuneiform. Initially cuneiform was still 
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pictographic, but moved towards logograms (word signs) that represented words. 

Ultimately the phonetic values of logograms were used to create a syllabified 

writing system to reduce the spoken word to writing. This was an incredibly 

complex system to learn. 

5. Why was the development of an alphabetic writing system so revolutionary? 

The development of an alphabetic writing system, in which a relatively small 

number of symbols represent sounds, was a major leap forward in technology. 

Unlike the complex cuneiform system with thousands of signs, an alphabet meant 

that theoretically, anyone could learn to read and write relatively quickly. This 

dramatically increased the speed and ability for the transmission of ideas and 

knowledge across geographical and social barriers, and was a massive accelerator 

of technological growth and transfer. 

6. How was the invention of writing related to the temple in Mesopotamian 

society? The need to inventory temple stock was a primary impetus for writing's 

development. Temples served as the center of economic activity, scribal schools 

and the propagation of writing. Temple personnel formed the first great scribal 

schools, highlighting the significant role of the temple in the early development 

and proliferation of writing. 

7. What is the significance of the Sumerian King List, and what does it reveal about 

the Mesopotamian worldview? The Sumerian King List is an early historiographic 

document listing kings before and after a great flood. The pre-flood part of the list 

is considered mythological and exaggerated, while the post-flood section details 

the lineage of kings with less exaggeration. The list prioritizes kingship as a gift 

from the gods to humankind, reflecting the central role of royal authority in 

Mesopotamian culture, and shows a prioritization of royal concerns over the 

natural world and post-flood survival. 

8. How does the timing of the alphabet's invention and the revelation to Moses 

intertwine according to the text? The text suggests that the invention of the 

alphabet around 1700 BC and the emergence of Moses around 1446 BC are not 

accidental. The author proposes that God chose to reveal his divine word to 

Moses and the Israelites at a time when the alphabet had been invented, 

enabling the creation of written texts that could be understood by anyone with a 

basic education. Moses' writing of the Law on Mount Sinai could use the new 

alphabetic form, greatly increasing its accessibility compared to prior methods. 

The text frames this as God's deliberate timing in accordance to his divine plan.


