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The story of Noah and the flood has sparked intense interest and
seemingly endlessdiscussion for hundredsof years. Thehistorical reality
of aglobal deluge was accepted without question by most Christians
until the beginning of the 19th century. Until the early 1800s, geological
information was, more often than not, used as evidence of the biblical
flood.

Belief inthetraditional biblical account of theflood changed radically
during the period from 1800 to 1850.* As geol ogists explored the sedi-
mentary record and debated its meaning, the flood gradually became
reduced from a catastrophic global deluge responsible for the strati-
graphic columnto amoretranquil flood responsiblefor only asurficial
layer of “diluvium.” By about mid-century, the flood had been reduced
to alocal event that affected only humans. By the end of the century;, it
was even doubted that the flood affected all of humanity, and was re-
stricted to the Mesopotamian Valley.?

Variousfactorswere suggested as possible causesfor alocal flood.
Rising sea level might have flooded the Mesopotamian Valley,® or
perhaps it was flooded by a tsunami generated by volcanic activity in
the Mediterranean. Melting glaciers might have supplied water for a
local flood.* In an interesting repeat of history, new forms of these
ideas have resurfaced recently, with some new twists.

The idea of inundation by rising sea level in the Persian Gulf has
recently been revived by an international team of geologists.® They
atributetherisein sealeve to glacial melting, whichisbelievedto have
raised sea level more than 100 meters. As the Persian Gulf is only
about 100 metersin depth, it would have been dry land during the height
of the Ice Age. According to the proposal, it would have taken some
1000 years to fill the Persian Gulf, but the rising waters would have
driven the inhabitants from their ancestral land and provided the basis
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for stories that were handed down through the generations. It is not
clear how serioudly thistheory will be considered. The gradual rise of
sealevel seemsdifficult to reconcilewith the catastrophic event described
inGenesis.

Another flood theory has been suggested by Glen Morton.® Morton
proposesthat the biblical flood occurred when the M editerranean basin
was catastrophically filled during the Pliocene, somefive million years
ago. According to the M editerranean flood theory,” the Miocenecollision
of Africa and Europe seded off the Mediterranean basin. The basin
eventually dried up, leaving adeposit of salt on the basin floor. Then, at
the beginning of the Pliocene, the dam broke, and Atlantic Ocean water
poured through the strait at Gibralter, cutting through the dam, and filling
the Mediterranean in a hundred years or so. Morton’s proposal is that
the Mediterranean basin was popul ated by primitive humansin theform
of erectines, or possibly australopithecines, and this accounts for the
story toldin Genesis. Itisdoubtful that thistheory will become accepted,
since austral opithecines are not generally regarded ashumans, and there
isno evidencefor the presence of either erectines or austral opithecines
in the area at the beginning of the Pliocene.

A morewidely known flood theory was published in 1998 by William
Ryan and Walter Pitman.? Their theory is similar to that of Morton,
except for the location and the timing. In their theory, the catastrophic
filling occursinthe Black Sea, and occurred over seven thousand years
ago. Because Ryan and Pitman have attracted considerable interest in
their theory, presented in avideo and abook written in a popular-style
narrative, amore detailed review of their arguments follows.

Intheir book, Ryan and Pitman survey the history of flood exploration,
beginning with the deciphering of cuneiform writing and ending with
attemptstolink the biblical flood to Woolley’sdiscovery of aclay layer
in the city of Ur.

The authors then lay out their own theory of arapid inundation of
the Black Seabasin when sealevel breached the natural barrier separating
the Black Sea basin from the Aegean Sea. They present evidence that
the Black Seawasonceafreshwater |ake, much smaller than the present
Sea. Theargument isbuilt from datacollected from underwater currents,
seafloor sediments, fossils, and paleomagnetism. Their conclusion is
that about 7600 radiocarbon years ago, the |ake was rapidly inundated
with seawater, cutting achannel through theformer barrier, and raising
the level of the lake to that of the global ocean.
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Archeological evidence, cultural legends, and considerable specu-
lationisinvoked to support astory of destruction of alake-shorefarming
community dueto sudden flooding of the Black Seabasin. The former
residents migrated away from the Black Sea, scattering throughout
Europe and southwestern Asia. Finally, the authors review the story
they have created and compare it with ancient Mesopotamian flood
legends.

| was struck by the story-telling ability of the authors — their book
reads more like anovel than ascientific report. The personal stories of
the authors add to the captivating writing style. The basic story line
seems plausible. The Black Sea basin once held a freshwater lake,
isolated from the seaby anarrow land barrier. The barrier was breached
by the sea, presumably by rising sea level. Inflowing sea water cut
through the barrier, creating the present connection between the Black
Seaand the Mediterranean, and converting the lake into abrackish sea.
This flood might well have made a lasting impression on any human
inhabitants of the region. However, it is along stretch to identify this
event with the biblical flood.

Several features of thisand other alternative flood scenariosarein
conflict with the biblical flood description. Most obviously, the biblical
flood ended, while the Persian Gulf, Mediterranean basin, and Black
Sea basin each remain flooded. The biblical flood left no refuge for
escape, and so killed all but eight of the human race. The other proposed
flood locations are virtually surrounded by potential refuges, and the
proposed floods would have killed at most a small proportion of the
human population. The biblical ark landed in the mountains of Ararat,
whichisgeographicaly distant from the Black Seaor the M editerranean
Sea. In the biblical story, the human population was given advance
warning of theimpending flood. An ark would be unnecessary to escape
alocal flood, since the population could simply migrate to anew area.

It seems clear that catastrophic floods have occurred on a scale
not seen in modern history,® and their stories are interesting and
informative. However, these local floods do not explain important
features of the biblical flood.
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