
 

 

Geographical context: 

Like the modern State of Israel, the ancient Land of Israel lies on eastern coast of the 

Mediterranean Sea. The wider historical region known as the ancient Near East roughly 

corresponds to what is now referred to as the Middle East. The geographical terms Israel 

and Palestine (the latter comes only from the Roman period) themselves roughly 

correspond to the area called Canaan during the Bronze Age, before the First Temple 

Period. The Land of Israel forms what is effectively a land bridge between Egypt on the 

continent of Africa and the Near East. On the one hand this meant that Israel was at the 

centre of a major ancient trade route, and the archaeological record certainly bears witness 

to this. On the other hand though, being on this route also made Israel a prime target for a 

succession of much more powerful kingdoms like Egypt and Assyria.  

Israel also lies on the Fertile Crescent, which runs up through Israel and the Mediterranean 

coast and then down the river systems of Mesopotamia, the Euphrates and the Tigris, down 

to the Persian Gulf. As its name indicates, this is an arc where soil and climactic conditions 

are good for agriculture, and so it’s no surprise that this is where ancient Near Eastern 

civilizations began to flourish, especially in Mesopotamia, thousands of years before the 

First Temple Period. Agriculture was certainly possible though more difficult in the arid 

inland regions, which were often inhabited by mobile pastoralists and nomads who 

travelled seasonally to where they could feed their flocks and herds. In Palestine the 

situation is a bit more complex; Most agriculture was watered by rain or from groundwater 

springs as there are few rivers. There was no completely constant source of fresh water so 

draught was always a real possibility. The best place for agriculture was on the coastal plain 

and in the lowland valleys, while the rugged highlands that where the Israelite’s core 

territory more difficult to exploit, and often needed to be manipulated to make a suitable 

for agriculture, through methods like terracing to provide usable space for crops and 

cisterns for rainwater. 
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