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Abstract

For many years, scholars have entertained the idea that monotheism appeared in 
Second Isaiah as a result of Zoroastrian influence. Since the issue of monotheism is 
inappropriate for either the Persian or the Judaean contexts, this paper argues that 
a more fruitful angle to pursue the Persian context of Isaiah is through analysis of 
the concept of creation. This paper takes the Achaemenid creation prologues in the 
Old Persian inscriptions as a comparator for the use of creation in Second Isaiah, and 
places these two in a broader ancient Near Eastern context of creation mythology. It is 
argued that both share distinctive features in the way creation is presented and under-
stood. Given the novel and similar concepts visible in both corpora, it is argued that 
the vision of creation and form of YHWH as creator are the earliest attested instance of 
“Iranian influence” on the Judaean tradition.

Keywords

Creation – cosmology – Achaemenid kingship – Isaiah – religious influence

 Introduction

For many years, scholars have entertained the idea that “monotheism” ap-
peared in Second Isaiah (Isaiah 40–55; hereafter 2Isa.) as a result of Iranian 
influence. Since the issue of monotheism is inappropriate for either the 
Persian or the Judaean contexts, this paper argues that a more fruitful angle to 
pursue the Persian context of Isaiah is through analysis of the concept of cre-
ation. This paper takes the Achaemenid creation prologues in the Old Persian 

* This article was written as part of the Centre of Excellence in Changes in Sacred Texts and 
Traditions, PI Martti Nissinen.



 27Achaemenid Creation and Second Isaiah

Journal of persianate studies 10 (2017) 26–48

inscriptions as a comparator for the use of creation in 2Isa., and places these 
two in a broader ancient Near Eastern context of creation mythology. It is ar-
gued that both share distinctive features in the way creation is presented and 
understood. Given the novel and similar concepts visible in both corpora, this 
offers a more solid basis for discussing potential Persian influence on Isaiah 
and “post-exilic” Judaeans. The later development of Judaean traditions can 
then be placed in a more profitable perspective—one that accounts for later 
developments of monotheism within that tradition.

This paper is drawn from a forthcoming book chapter, and thus it condenses 
and assumes some complex argumentation, which must be left out for issues 
of space.1 In brief, this article describes the appearance of creation in 2Isa. and 
the appearance of creation in the Old Persian inscriptions, notes the unique-
ness of these in the ancient Near East, and make some observations on what 
this means for Iranian influence. This argument is predicated on the positions 
that 2Isa. is an independent source from the canonical Isaiah, is an oral, dic-
tated poem, and derives from early-Persian-period urban Babylon.

 Creation and YHWH as Creator in Second Isaiah

Second Isaiah represents the one of the most sustained assertions of YHWH 
as creator in the Hebrew Bible.2 As a theme, creation periodically appears 
throughout 2Isa. from 40:12 to 54:16, thus the entire span of the work excluding 
the prologue and conclusion. The major passages, however, are clustered in the 
first main division (40–48). It appears as a subject on its own and in conjunc-
tion with the other themes addressed by 2Isa. It is not interested so much in 
the mechanics of creation as in the proofs concerning the nature and ways of 
YHWH which it can derive from it. Though the idea that YHWH is creator is re-
peatedly stated to be something the audience already knew (e.g., 40:21, “Do you 
not know, Have you not heard…”), the extent of the repetition (at least twenty- 
four times!)3 implies at least some level of novelty or resistance to the idea.

1   The reader’s indulgence is requested; much more thorough analysis will be available in the 
complete study. The chapter is expected in a volume tentatively titled The King’s Acolytes. 
This paper was originally presented at the biennial meeting of the Association for the Study 
of Persianate Societies in Istanbul, September 2015.

2   Though less famous and narrative than Gen. 1–2, 2Isa. dwells longer on this theme. The only 
other comparable stress on God as creator in the Hebrew Bible is in the Book of Job.

3   As positing, discussing, or appealing to YHWH as creator, this article’s author includes: Isaiah 
40:12–16, 21–22, 25–31; 41:4; 42:5–6; 43:1, 7, 10–13, 15, 21; 44:2, 21, 24; 45:7–12, 18; 46:4; 48:7, 8, 
12–13, 16; 49:8; 51:13, 16; 54:16.
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Creation plays a key role immediately after the introduction, in a sustained 
passage on the greatness of YHWH (40:12–31). 2Isa. uses creation to assert 
YHWH’s superiority over the cosmos (v.12), his superior wisdom (vv. 13–14), and 
his superiority over the nations (vv. 15–17). These assertions then form the basis 
for a twofold contrast between YHWH’s creating abilities and the creative work 
of idol-manufacturers and of idols themselves (vv. 18–20). YHWH’s creation 
is thus proof of his superiority over the inhabitants of the earth as a whole 
(vv. 21–22, “locusts [ḥagāvīm]”).4 The corollary to this is his superiority to the 
nations (vv. 23–24). YHWH’s creation and sustenance of the stars (vv. 25–26) 
then proves his ability to continue to sustain Israel through acts of continual 
recreation (vv. 27–31). This extended passage now sets the stage for YHWH’s 
ability to awaken victory (ṣedeq) from the east (41:2). The basis of this ability in 
creation is alluded to in 41:4 with the use of the phrase “primordial generations 
(ha-dōrōt mé-roʾsh)”5—interestingly combined with the “last ones (aḥarōnīm)”.

Second Isaiah returns to creation in 42:5–76:

כה אמר האל יהוה
בורא השמים ונוטיהם
רקע הארץ וצאצאיה
נתן נשמה לעם עליה

ורוח להלכים בה
אני יהוה קראתיך בצדק

ואחזק בידך
ואצרך ואתנך

לברית עם
לאור גוים

לפקח עינים עורות
להוציא ממסגר אסיר
מבית כלא ישבי חשך

Thus says the god YHWH,
who creates the heavens and stretches them out
who hammers out the earth and its produce
who gives breath to the people on it

and spirit to ones walking on it:
I, YHWH, call you in victory
and I grasp you by your hand
and I form you and I give you
as a covenant for people,
as a light for the nations
to open the eyes of the blind
to bring prisoners from the dungeon
from the house of confinement those who dwell 
in darkness

4   This insect is allowed as food in Lev. 11:22 and is sent as a punishment in 2 Chr. 7:13. The 
potential connotation of this usage, then, might be YHWH’s complete control over nature, 
perhaps with a nuance of complete interchangeability.

5   Although this phrase is usually translated as “generations from the beginning,” dōr means 
the time period in which a generation lives, so “primordial generations” better renders the 
phrase’s implication, while highlighting the text’s reference to the theme of creation.

6   Translations are the author’s own.
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Note how this passage uses creation. First, it is given as a series of participles 
describing YHWH. Second, it features in four stages, divided implicitly by time. 
YHWH creates heaven, earth, and humanity. These are implicitly primordial, 
despite the use of present participles. Then the text continues with the selec-
tion and fashioning of “you” in the present time. This “you” would appear to 
be YHWH’s servant, as the servant is described in 42:1–4, 18–25, but there is an 
ambiguity to the specific referent (i.e., it could be Cyrus, or Israel, or even the 
narrator). The function of creation here is threefold: it repeats the greatness 
of YHWH established previously within 2Isa.; it makes service to YHWH part 
of a greater, cosmological plan; it justifies the servant’s position and activities 
within the cosmos.

Creation occurs repeatedly in ch. 43. Four times YHWH claims to have cre-
ated Israel (43:1, 7, 15, 21). Two of these (v. 7, 21) state explicitly that this was for 
YHWH’s glory/praise. The other two (v. 1, 15) carry the force of ownership of 
Israel. The latter occurs with one of only three instances of the title “king” used 
for YHWH in 2Isa. (e.g., Byrne 2006, 44–5, cf. 256–261). Since this is linked with 
the declared punishment of Babylon in v. 14, it is tempting to see it as an explic-
it refutation of Marduk, who was both creator and king in contemporaneous 
Babylonian mythology.7 This impression might be reinforced by the oblique 
creation reference in v. 10, which denies any prior theogonies (lefānay loʾ nōṣar 
él). The use of creation as a claim on Israel recurs in 44:2, 21. In both verses it 
is combined with the main argument of 2Isa. (Israel devoting itself to YHWH).

Chapter 44 ends in a tour de force, in which creation begins a litany of 
aspects of YHWH guaranteeing the success of the project that 2Isa. now an-
nounces: using Cyrus to rebuild Judah, Jerusalem, and the temple (creation, v. 
24; restoration vv. 26–8). It functions to combine the assertion of YHWH’s abil-
ity with his attachment to Israel.

Perhaps the most discussed use of creation in 2Isa. is 45:7:

יוצר אור ובורא חשך
עשה שלום ובורא רע

אני יהוה עשה כל אלה

who forms light and creates darkness
who does peace and creates evil
I am YHWH who does all these

Interpreters often find this verse remarkable for predicating evil deeds of 
YHWH, and typically they either try to explain away the meaning of “evil” 
(ḥōshekh [‘darkness’] and raʿ [‘evil’]; e.g., Delitzsch [1877], II, 174–5; Elliger 1978, 
499–500; Koole 1997, 442; Paul 2012, 257–8) or argue that it is an explicitly  

7   A fuller discussion of the Babylonian context is reserved for the complete study.
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anti-dualistic statement, with the usual implication that the rhetorical oppo-
nents are of course the Persians.8 At first glance, this seems to be a reasonable 
idea. However, this interpretation ignores both the rhetorical context in which 
this verse appears within 2Isa., as well as the history of prophetic announce-
ments of YHWH’s work. When these two contexts are taken into account, the 
surprising aspect of this statement is not that YHWH works evil, but rather that 
he works good (ōr [‘light’] and shālōm [‘peace’])!9 That the rhetoric of 2Isa. works 
hard to “comfort” its audience and to predicate the good of YHWH is widely 
acknowledged;10 indeed it is the first word of 2Isa. This insistence suggests that 
this is not a foregone conclusion to the audience; the text even puts negative 
ideas of YHWH in the audiences’ mouth (e.g., 40:27; 49:14). Moreover, the text 
accepts the older prophetic insistence that YHWH brought evil (punishment) 
upon Israel, something that again is stated right at the beginning of the text 
(40:2) and very explicitly charged to YHWH’s doing (e.g., 42:24–25). Within the 
prophetic tradition, the depiction of dark deeds by YHWH is widespread: it 
gets Jeremiah in political trouble; it makes Ezekiel use misogynistic language; 
it is the raison d’etre of Habakkuk. Indeed, Amos 5:18–20 characterized the 
Day of YHWH as darkness and not light. Even more broadly, within the Neo-
Babylonian discourse over Marduk, the chief deity’s capacity for evil is taken 
for granted.11 Within this greater context, the effort of the text is to engage the 
audience’s attachment to YHWH by emphasizing his positive as well as negative 

8    See, for example, Delitzsch 1881, 220 = Delitzsch [1877], II, 174; Mills 1905–6, 276–7; Simcox 
1937, 169; Carter 1970, 50–1; Bergman et al. 1975, 248; Otzen 1990, 264; Albertz 1994, 418; 
Ringgren 2001, 391; Smith 1990, 201; Boyce 2000, 283. Earlier, however, Boyce thought it was 
instead similar to Y. 44 (Boyce 1982, 44). Blenkinsopp (2002, 250) claims this interpreta-
tion cannot be ruled out, but he later rejects it (Blenkinsopp 2011, 499 n. 21, 506). It has 
become more common to reject a direct polemic; e.g., Elliger 1978, 501–2; Koole 1997, 441; 
Nilsen 2008, 22–25 and Nilsen 2013, 6 reject any relevance of Zoroastrianism. Paul (2012, 
257) notes that Saʿadyah Ga ʾon already saw an anti-Dualist polemic here (though Paul 
rejects it). A couple of critics still see it as anti-dualist, however, without specifying whose 
or which dualism they mean. Westermann (1969, 162) says against all dualisms as does 
Baltzer (2001, 227). Goldingay (2005, 269) only sees “latent” dualism here.

9    The inverse of this formulation appears in Job 2:10, though the underlying sentiment of 
evil deriving from YHWH remains the same.

10   See, for example, Delitzsch [1877], I, 10, II, 58; Carroll 1979, 151; Barstad 1997, 67. 
Brueggemann 1998, 8, titles 2Isa. “God of All Comfort;” it also provides the title for 
Tiemeyer 2011. For the interplay of comfort theme with more negative aspects, see 
Heffelfinger 2011, ch. 5.

11   Lenzi (2012, 38) notes that this is a significant element of the theology of Ludlul Bēl 
Nēmeqi.
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works. What this means is that while such statements as this would indeed 
likely prove useful for later apologists attempting to refute Zoroastrianism and 
Manichaeism, such a rhetorical aim is a wholly unlikely understanding for its 
appearance here in the text, or its function in these verses. Rather, creation 
is here part of the text’s attempt to demonstrate both YHWH’s power and his 
continuing efforts to benefit Israel.

The chapter continues with five more verses on creation (vv. 9–12). Here, 
creation is combined with its implications for YHWH’s wisdom in order to 
argue that his methods for dealing with Israel and the world should not be 
questioned. Again, he is attributed the role of a conqueror who will rebuild 
and end the exile. This use of creation also leads into two new ideas: that Israel 
will receive glory from the nations because they recognize YHWH’s greatness 
(vv. 14–17) and the beneficent intent of his creation (v. 18). He did not create an 
abyss, but a place suitable for habitation. The latter amplifies the force of the 
good creation posited in 45:7. Thus, YHWH is clearly a beneficent creator god 
and not just an insignificant personal or local deity.

Several more uses of creation remain. Creation is again martialed to high-
light the contrast between YHWH and the idols (46:4): he is able to save. As the 
first half of 2Isa. culminates, creation returns to characterize YHWH’s current 
activity. It is a new creation (48:7); it is a defining aspect of YHWH (48:12–13); 
it guarantees his ability to give Israel knowledge (48:16). It is linked to the res-
toration and servanthood of Israel (49:8). In ch. 51, creation carries a double, 
evaluative aspect: it serves as a rebuke to Israel (51:13) and as comfort to his 
servant (51:16). The last use of creation (54:16) serves to guarantee that YHWH 
can protect his servants against attacks.

Creation, therefore, plays a major role in the rhetorical strategy of 2Isa., al-
though it is never described merely for its own sake: it serves to paint YHWH 
as a God who is able to act and to save, and deserving of Israel’s devotion and 
loyalty. It also serves the function of legitimizing those who serve him. In a 
Neo-Babylonian context, several aspects of this rhetoric would appear as direct 
confrontations of Marduk, beyond the explicit mention of him and his son 
Nabu by name.

 Creation in the Old Persian Inscriptions

A major component of Achaemenid ideology as attested in the royal in-
scriptions is creation, but the import of this for Persian period Judaeans has 
largely gone unnoticed within biblical scholarship—and, indeed, even little 



32 Silverman

Journal of persianate studies 10 (2017) 26–48

noticed within comparative religion.12 This section will demonstrate the im-
portance and uniqueness of creation within Persian royal ideology, especially 
within the broader ancient Near Eastern context. The analysis in this section 
will follow three steps. First, several Old Persian (OP) inscriptions are pre-
sented and analyzed.13 Second, the phenomenon of a chief creator god is very 
briefly contrasted with the wider ancient Near Eastern pattern. Lastly, these 
data are placed within a broader discussion of Iranian traditions relating  
to creation.

 The Old Persian Inscriptions
Twenty-one Old Persian inscriptions begin with a creation prologue,14 in-
cluding the first half of the inscription on Darius I’s tomb at Naqsh-i 
Rostam (DNa), roughly 6km north of the Persepolis platform. According 
to the excavators and due to artistic considerations, the relief is generally 
dated to the early portion of Darius’s reign, by roughly 515 BCE.15 The royal 
Persian concept of creation, then, has a clear terminus ante quem. Its cur-
rency for Achaemenid ideology must be considered to last at least through 
the reign of Artaxerxes III (359–338) due to A3Pa, thus practically to the 
end of the Achaemenid Empire. The importance of the prologue is under-
scored by its frequent repetition within the otherwise terse Old Persian cor-
pus (Lincoln 2007, 51; Lincoln 2012, 10, 173; de Jong 2010, 87). Moreover, its 

12   The exception is Mitchell 2014, 305–308. Smith (1963, 420), citing oral communications 
with Bickermann, briefly noted the appearance of creation in an inscription of Xerxes, 
but failed either to take it into account or to note that it in fact appears in Darius’s inscrip-
tions. Blenkinsopp (2011, 503) briefly notes its appearance but makes no use of it in the 
article. A perusal of the handbooks on ancient Near Eastern creation or mythology shows 
that they routinely leave Iran out.

13   The transcriptions are based on those given by Schmitt 2000 and Schmitt 2009. The trans-
lations are my own, with reference to the editions in Kent 1961, Lecoq 1997, and Schmitt 
2009, and OP grammar of Skjærvø 2002. Any errors of transcription or translation are my 
own. Following standard usage, OP inscriptions are referenced by abbreviations that refer 
to the king, location, and order of discovery. Thus DNa refers to Darius I, Naqsh-i Rostom, 
inscription a.

14   Lincoln 2012, 10 cites 23, though only 21 in OP. These are DEa, DNa, DNb, DPd, DSe, DSf, 
DSt, DSab, DZc, XEa, XPa, XPb, XPc, XPd, XPf, XPh, XPl, XVa, D2Ha, A2Hc, A3Pa, cf. DSi.

15   The text exists in OP, Elamite, and Akkadian versions. Schmidt (1970, 80) says “soon after 
520;” Root (1979, 45, 75–6) and Lincoln (2012, 137), are less specific, claiming either after 
512 or 500; Garrison (2013, 577) implies the last decade of the 6th century; Herrenschmidt 
(1977, 34–47) tries to date DNa–b last in her relative dating, but gives no absolute dating.
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wider use in distribution to Achaemenid subjects is perhaps suggested by 
the appearance of a portion of DNb and the Behistun inscription appearing  
at Elephantine.16

The terseness of this account might incline one to see little import in it. 
However, the precise vocabulary, its structure, and its placement at the begin-
ning of so many (relatively short) royal texts reveal a very distinct concept of 
the world, and one which must have played a central role in the worldview 
presented by the dynasty, at least from Darius the Great onwards. The main 
analysis is of the standard version as it appears on DNa, with a few variants  
noted.17

DNa §§1–2 (lines 1–15)18
baga vazạrka Auramazdā A great god (is) Ahuramazda
haya imām būmim adā who created this earth
haya avam asmānam adā19 who created that sky
haya martiyam adā who created humankind

16   For the Aramaic of DB, see Greenfield, Porten, and Yardeni 1982; on the portion from DNb, 
see Sims-Williams 1981. Though neither of these contain the creation prologue in their 
preserved portions, they demonstrate that the content of the inscriptions were dissemi-
nated more widely than just within Fārs itself, and therefore part of a broader ideological 
program. For a discussion of this, albeit without mention of the section from DNb, see 
Granerød 2013; cf. Mitchell 2015.

17   The translations are the author’s own. The primary textual analysis presented here is the 
author’s own, though points of agreement and disagreement with previous scholarship 
are noted where appropriate.

18   This prologue has several other identical or near-identical incarnations: DSt lines 1–6 = 
DNa lines 1–6; DE = DNa lines 1–13 with the change of “all kinds” to “containing many men 
(paruzanānām)”; DZc lines 1–7 = DNa 1–13 with minor changes; DSe lines 1–14 = DNa lines 
1–15; The prologue also begins the inscriptions of Xerxes, with the appropriate change 
of royal name (e.g., XPa, XPb, XPd, XPf, XPh, XEa, XVa) and all three Artaxerxeses that 
left inscriptions (Artaxerxes I [A1Pa], Artaxerxes II [A2Hc], and Artaxerxes III [A3Pa]). 
Some iterations of the prologue add the epithet “greatest of gods (maθišta bagānām)” 
to Ahuramazda. Herrenschmidt treated §§1–2 separately (Herrenschmidt 1976; 
Herrenschmidt 1977), though it is useful to consider them together, as done here.

19    Lecoq (1997, 219) notes that the Babylonian version inverts this order and reads “qui a créé 
la ciel et la terre.” Further, he notes the Akkadian leaves out the creation of humankind.
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haya šiyātim adā martiyahạyā  who created the happiness of  
 humankind21

haya Dārayavaum xšāyaθiyam akunauš who made Darius king
aivam parūvnām xšāyaθiyam One king of many
aivam parūvām framātāram20   one commander/coordinator 

of  many

adam Dārayavauš xšāyaθiya vazạrka I (am) Darius, great king
xšāyaθiya xšāyaθiyānām king of kings
xšayaθiya dahyūnām vispazanānām king of peoples of all kinds
xšayaθiya ahạyāyā būmiyā vazạrkāyā king in this earth, great and 
 dūraiy apiy   far-reaching
Vištāspahayā puça Haxāmanišiya Son of Hystaspes, an Achaemenid, 
 Pārsa   a Persian,
Pārsahayā puça Ariya Ariya čiça  Son of a Persian, Aryan,22 of  

 Aryan seed

The “creation” section proper is §1, though as is evident, there are important 
links between it and §2. Creation is described as an attribute of Ahuramazda, 
told through a series of relative clauses defining just what sort of god 
Ahuramazda is.23 It is orderly and regular, almost rhythmic, culminating in the 
appearance of Darius as king.24 There is no mention or interest in the mechan-
ics or process of creation, just the bare elements of it. The seemingly banal 
first two terms (earth, heaven) disguise some significant elements. A subtle 
distinction is made between four proper creative acts and the act which makes 
kingship, a semantic distinction often noted: the verb dā-, “create,” is used for 
the primordial creations, while the more prosaic kar-, “do, make,” is used for 
Darius.25 The OP verb dā- is unattested for any subject other than Ahuramazda, 

20    Lecoq (ibid.) notes that the Elamite here transcribes a different OP word *dainām dātar, 
which he gives as “donneur de dainā”—“giver of religion?” (cf. Av. daēna-).

21    martiyahạyā is in the genitive-dative; also translated as “for humankind.”
22    “Aryan” is etymologically the same as “Iranian,” although it is unclear whether here it is 

meant to be an ethnonym or a class, meaning something like “noble.” For some discus-
sions, see Gnoli 1989, 1–102; Sharma 1993; Briant 2002, 180–1.

23   Herrenschmidt (1977, 29, 41) also notes the phenomenon of being listed as an aspect of 
Ahuramazda.

24   Herrenschmidt (1977, 29, 52) even thinks this makes it a fragment from a hymn or prayer, 
but this is not necessary.

25   Lincoln 2012, 10, 447. Kellens (1989) argues that in OAv. dā- does not signify “create” but 
“put in place,” but refrains from certainty in terms of Old Persian (228, n. 20). Even if this 
is true for Old Persian as well, the semantic distinction remains.
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and this strengthens the impression of Ahuramazda being solely responsible 
for creation (Bartholomae 1904, 716 [dā- V]; Lincoln 2012, 447; Pompeo 2012, 
170–3). In this, it parallels the semantic distinction that Hebrew has between 
bārāʾ (‘create’) and ʿāśāh (‘made’)/yāṣar (‘created’) (Bergman et al. 1975; Otzen 
1990; Ringgren 2001; Koch 2007, 224.). The change in verb subtly informs the 
audience of two things: first, Ahuramazda’s creation was beneficent: a primor-
dial creation was “happiness of humankind,” a term discussed more below. 
Ahuramazda did not create an ambiguous material world from a human per-
spective, but one in which happiness plays an integral part. Moreover, this hap-
piness is not for divine beings, but for humanity. This is strongly emphasized by 
the placement of “of humankind” after the verb.26 Second, despite being listed 
in the same syntactical manner as the previous four items of Ahuramazda’s 
activity—as an attribute of Ahuramazda—King Darius is an activity of a dif-
ferent order.27 Although clearly possessing a unique relationship with the cre-
ator god, Darius is not depicted as primordial; his rise to power is evidence of 
Ahuramazda’s continuing creative activity.

The second section of the prologue dwells on the last item of activity, the 
king. Though at first glance merely a listing of royal titular and basic geneal-
ogy, §2 in fact has important links with the first section. Besides continuing 
the rhythmic list-cadence, the first title of Darius in the opening line, “great 
king,” directly parallels the opening line of creation and Ahuramazda’s title, 
“great god” (cf. Herrenschmidt 1977, 44; Ahn 1992, 181–2, 187). He is king of 
all kinds of people, continuing the emphasis on plurality from the last lines 
of §1. As noticed by Herrenschmidt, most important is the claim to be king 
“in this earth,” using the same word (again with demonstrative pronoun) 
which was Ahuramazda’s very first creation.28 A parallel between the earth 
and the Achaemenid Empire is the inescapable implication. The last por-
tion then places Darius within concentric sets of relations: from lineage, to 
clan (Achaemenid), to nation (Persian), and finally to either ethnicity or class 
(Aryan). This corresponds to the way §1 culminates in the person of the king, 
being one among many. Lastly, it is worth noting the change in voice from third 
to first person between §§1 and 2.

26   See Hale 1988, 29; Skjærvø 2009, 96–8. Kent (1961, 96 §310) does not comment on this. 
Pompeo (2012, 166–9) thinks rather that this placement disambiguates between “give” 
and “create” for the root dā-.

27   Lincoln (2012, 15, table 1.1), distinguishes between cosmogonic, historic, and eschatologi-
cal time, but he sees Darius as placed in eschatological time.

28   Herrenschmidt 1976, reprinted in English in Herrenschmidt 2014, 24; Herrenschmidt 1977. 
Though the precise argumentation Herrenschmidt uses to reach this conclusion is uncon-
vincing, the parallelism and usages confirm the basic insight.
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A key term already noted is “joy, happiness (šiyati-)”, an atypical inclusion 
in a list of creation items, particularly one so brief as here (with only four 
items; Herrenschmidt 1991; Lincoln 2012, 11, 406, 477; cf. 258–264; for this au-
thor’s earlier discussion of this term, see Silverman 2016, 186–7). The import of 
this inclusion merits a brief overview of the term’s attestation in Old Persian. 
Kent lists the word as occurring 22 times in the corpus (including all creation 
prologues), in both nominative and adjectival forms, as well as an element in 
the name of royal queens (*Paru-šiyāti, Greek Parysatis).29 Including the sub-
sequently discovered DSab and the restored end of DNb (without counting 
the Akkadian DPg) brings the count to 24 (Lincoln 2012, 258, n. 2, 263, 264; 
Vallat 2013b, 281–2). The word is also attested in the name of a paradise near 
Persepolis, Vispa-šiyātiš.30 Excluding its use as one of the primordial creations 
leaves a few illuminating instances. DPe §3 links “enduring, unbroken happi-
ness (duvaištam šiyātiš axšatā)” for the royal house to the protection of the 
Persian people/army (kara-). In a reconstructed section at the end of DNb §3, 
šiyāti- is enjoined to the “young man” as an object of striving.31 In XPh, the 
so-called Daiva Inscription, šiyāti- appears in two contexts, in the creation pro-
logue at the beginning, and twice in §6.32

XPh §6 (OP)
Tuvam kā haya apara yadimaniyāiy 
šiyāta ahaniy jīva utā marta  
artāvā ahaniy avanā dātā parīdiy  
taya Auramazdā niyaštāya  
Auramazdām yadaišā artāčā33

You who come afterwards, if you 
would think “I will be joyous alive 
and will be blessed when dead,” per-
form this law which Ahuramazada 
established, worship Ahuramazda

29   Parysatis was the name of the daughter of Artaxerxes I/wife of Darius II and of a daugh-
ter of Artaxerxes III; see Kent 1961, 210–11; Balcer 1993, 167 et passim; Schmitt 2005, §12; 
Tavernier 2007, 266, 274. On her role in succession, influence, and wealth, see Brosius 
1998, 65–7, 112–16, 123, 127–8; on her political and economic power, see Stolper 2006.

30   First noticed in Skjærvø 1994 (the author is grateful to Skjærvø for sending a copy of 
this article); Henkelman (2008, 430, n. 990) gives the Elamite as Mišbašiyatiš; cf. Lincoln 
2012, 211.

31   Lincoln 2012, 262–265. Sims-Williams (1981, 6) retroverts the attested Aramaic ṭuvkhā to 
šiyātiyā; he is followed by Schmitt 2009, 111 (here §12).

32   Kent calls this §4d; Schmitt §6.
33    This word is variously understood as either Arta with an enclitic “and (ča)” or a contrac-

tion of Arta and relative pronoun (hačā).
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brazmaniya34 martiya haya avanā 
dātā pariyaita taya Auramazdā 
nīštāya utā Auramazdām yadataiy 
artāčā brazmaniya hauv utā jīva 
šiyāta bavatiy utā marta artāvā 
bavatiy.

and Arta in the right fashion. The 
man who performs this law which 
Ahuramazda bestowed and wor-
ships Ahuramazda and Arta in the 
right fashion, he will become joy-
ous (while) alive and will become 
blessed (when) dead.

In this passage, šiyāti- while living appears twice in parallel with artāvan while 
dead. The key for present purposes though is that both terms are intimately as-
sociated here with Ahuramazda, his law (dātā-), and his worship (in conjunc-
tion with the worship of Arta). Moreover, šiyāti- is a condition of this present 
life, not of the one after death. In conjunction with its use in the same inscrip-
tion as part of Ahuramazda’s creation, this confirms the idea of happiness as a 
key component of Ahuramazda’s creation, though with the implication that it 
is only achievable for those who worship Ahuramazda properly. It is perhaps 
worth noting that the Elamite version of XPh appears to have borrowed šiyāti- 
rather than translated it.35

Turning back to the creation prologue, Darius’s tomb also contains a variant 
of the standard prologue.

DNb §1 (lines 1–5)36
baga vazạrka Auramazdā A great god (is) Ahuramazda
haya adadā37 ima frašam taya  who created this excellence which  
 vainataiy  is seen
haya adadā šiyātim martiyahạyā who created the happiness of humankind
haya xraθum utā aruvastam upariy who understanding and prowess upon
Dārayavaum xšāyaθiyam nīyasaya Darius the king bestowed

34    The meaning of this word in conjunction with Arta has been heavily debated. See, for 
example, Bailey 1971, xliii; Wüst 1966, 221; Boyce 1982, 175; Schmitt 2009, 168; Knäpper 2011, 
100–1; Lincoln 2012, 417, n. 31.

35   This is according to Cameron (1954–9, 471). Henkelman (2008, 368) agrees on the high 
incidence of loanwords. Vallat (2013a, 34) oddly thinks that XPhe predates the OP, but this 
would only highlight the importance of the significance of šiyāti-

36   Also XPl §1.
37    Lecoq (1997, 221) translates the OP as “créé,” but notes that the Babylonian version uses 

“donné” in both instances. The OP can be understood as the imperfective of one of the 
roots of dā- or of dada-; see Herrenschmidt 1977, 21; Lincoln 2012, 258, n. 2; Wüst 1966, 184, 
n. 24; Cheung 2007, 45.
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Beginning the second major inscription on Darius’s tomb (where the standard 
prologue was also found, in DNa), this version replaces earth and heaven with 
“this excellence which is seen.” The term “excellence ( fraša-)” is another key 
term in OP. It appears in several inscriptions at Susa to describe Darius’s work 
there38 and it is an eschatological term in the Avesta.39 In the context of DNb, 
“this excellence” would seem to refer directly to Darius’s building in the area, 
i.e., his tomb and the surrounding area.40 Moreover, since this replaces earth 
and heaven in the standard formula, the phrase would appear to directly equate 
Ahuramazda’s good creation with Darius’s good imperial project. Although 
considerably shorter than the standard prologue, this iteration maintains all 
of the key elements already seen, though perhaps heightening the connection 
between creation and the empire.

Lastly, one can note that the Akkadian version of DPg expands the stan-
dard creation account by elaborating the nature of the earth over which Darius 
rules.41 This version, in Akkadian, has a closer focus on the participation of the 
imperial subjects with the construction of Persepolis, but the key elements of 
the OP iteration remain: the particular creations and a linguistic distinction 
between primordial and kingly creative acts. The emphasis on the plurality 
of peoples and their comprehensive nature eliminates the parallelisms be-
tween §§1–2 of DPg, but the conceptualization of creation remains the same. 
Similarly, DPd condenses the formula to the creation of Darius as king.

To summarize the above discussion of the royal creation prologue, a few key 
elements are apparent. Creation is a feature of Ahuramazda, and Ahuramazda 
alone. Other gods are occasionally referenced as existing, but they have no 
creative import. Creation is regular and ordered—earth, heaven, humanity, 
and happiness for humanity—and there is no hint of a struggle. It is a joyful 
thing for humans. Lastly, despite the strong links to kingship, the king is an 
analogous and continuing aspect of Ahuramazda’s creative activity, but he is 
not a primordial creation. This is the only distinction made between creation 
and forming/shaping. There is no hint of separate acts or gods as creator/pro-
genitor and demiurge. Nevertheless, despite the significant linkages created 

38   DSa. DSf. DSi, DSo, DSz. Cf. Lincoln 2012, 50–1.
39   Y. 30:7–9; Yt. 19:11; cf. Bailey 1971, viii–xvi.
40   The area includes Darius’s tomb, the Kaʿba, a cistern, altars, and various (cultic?) buildings. 

See Schmidt 1970, 10–12; Razmjou and Roaf 2013, 421. The present author would prefer this 
reading to one in which it replaces heaven, earth, and humankind, as in Herrenschmidt 
1977, 30–1 and Lincoln 2012, 370.

41   See Lincoln 2012, 174–5. Text and translation in Weissbach 1911, 85–7; translation in Lecoq 
1997, 229–230; Kuhrt 2009, 483.
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between Ahuramazda/his creation and Darius/his empire in the inscriptions, 
Ahuramazda is never called a king. He is “great” (vazạrka), “greatest of the gods 
(maθišta bagānām),” and creator, but not king. Only Darius (or his heirs) is 
king. Moreover, the overall rhetorical function of the creation prologue before 
the titulature is to establish Ahuramazda’s ability to make Darius king as well 
as to create a parallel between the earth and the empire.42 It also strongly im-
plies that Darius intends to promote šiyāti just as Ahuramazda created it.

 Creation in the Ancient Near East
While no region has preserved a systematic cosmology (though there are sev-
eral “narratives,” especially Enūma Eliš and Hesiod’s Theogony) and the cre-
ator gods vary even by city, all offer interesting contrasts to the Achaemenid 
creation prologue.43 The common features one can note in the attested ex-
amples is that creation is typically a violent affair, and thus it is rarely if ever 
the work of a single deity. For example, Marduk or Aššur form the cosmos out 
of Tiamat in Enūma Eliš, Hesiod’s account includes a long series of deicides, 
and the Urartian chief diety was also martial (Haldi), though no creation nar-
rative survives. The nature of the plurality can vary between theogony and the 
carving up of primordial enemies, but this pattern holds true. Moreover, the 
creation of the cosmos would appear to be either something which just hap-
pened, or which the gods create for their own reasons. Humanity is either left 
unmentioned or is created for divine pleasure. For example, the poem “Enki 
and Ninmaḫ” has the gods create humankind as laborers for them.44

These common features offer a striking contrast with the Old Persian cre-
ation narrative. Ahuramazda is not part of a theogony or battle. He is not a 
young, martial deity. Particularly noticeable is the surprisingly anthropocentric 
nature of creation: only in the Achaemenid version is creation for humanity 
rather than humanity for the gods. From a comparative religious or mythologi-
cal perspective, this observation is very significant. Something new is going on 
in the Achaemenid creation prologues.

 Achaemenid Creation within Persian Discourse
The foregoing survey places the Achaemenid creation prologue within a partic-
ularly interesting discourse. Darius and his heirs chose to articulate a vision of 
creation that was rather unique, despite their overall debt to previous ancient 

42   This is similar to the “bottom line” of Herrenschmidt (1977, 52), but it emphasizes the abil-
ity rather than the domain.

43   For a longer discussion of the various regional traditions, see the fuller study.
44   Text translated in Hallo, COS I: 511–13, relevant lines 18–34.
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Near Eastern forms of kingship and in contrast to the common kingly use of 
creation ideas. This vision is one of creation as peaceful, ordered, beneficent to 
humanity, purposeful, and tied directly to the authority of the great king him-
self. Creation narratives typically justify temples, cults, cities, and kingships, 
but the way that the Achaemenid prologue does this is different. The choice 
of Darius as king by Ahuramazda becomes one aspect of the continuing and 
unfolding nature of Ahuramazda’s beneficial, creative acts. It is not the out-
come of violence and war, it is not accidental, capricious, nor threatened by 
rival gods or forces. Certainly theological language such as “creatio ex nihilo” 
or “monotheism” are anachronistic here; nevertheless, this shaping of the dis-
course is striking. It fits rather well with the image of the pax Persica which 
Darius also had inscribed visually in the iconography of Persepolis (e.g., Root 
1979; Root 2000). One might argue that this creation prologue also manages to 
redefine the categories of “god” and “king.” Creation has become the character-
istic quality of ultimate divinity, to the extent that Ahuramazda outshines all 
others. So too, the great king has become more than just a temporary agent of 
the divine administration of his human servants, now being an integral part  
of his beneficial creative plans. This is a subtle yet profound change in the way 
of conceptualizing kingship as much as of conceptualizing the divine.

From an Iranian perspective, this discourse is interesting in two respects. De 
Jong must be right that this emphasis on Ahuramazda as creator must partially 
be a royal decision and thus have been a fundamental shaper of the subsequent 
trajectory of Iranian traditions (de Jong, 2010, 89). Second, the issue of the rela-
tionship between the Teispid and Achaemenid lines and their understandings 
of kingship come into play here. In particular, the issue which comes to mind 
is the paradise system. The origins of this must have been at least partially  
(Neo-)Elamite, begun by Cyrus, but it clearly became infused with “teological” 
meanings similar to those inscribed in the Achaemenid creation prologue: a 
parallel between the great god and the great king, between the good cosmos 
and the good empire, the emphasis on variety and goodness. Avoidance of the 
title “king” for Ahuramazda in this context is also interesting.

 Implications for Iranian Influence

What does the above analysis imply for the relations between Achaemenid 
creation and the use of creation in 2Isa.? One can dispense at once with any 
simplistic notion of Judaean “conversion” to Iranian religion in 2Isa. The mes-
sage of 2Isa. was to attach oneself to YHWH.45 This attachment is depicted as 

45   As argued in the fuller study.
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something both rooted in the Judaean past as well as something new. It has 
expanded in importance and relevance to include the whole empire, but there 
can be no way to call it an adoption of Teispid, Achaemenid, or “Zoroastrian” 
religion, as older studies were wont to do. Nor can it be seen as in polemical 
relation to the Persian religion; in fact, Persian religion is entirely bracketed out 
of the discourse. At this point, the religious status of the Persian king is a non-
issue for 2Isa. (In this respect, Nilsen 2008 and Nilsen 2013 are correct).

Nevertheless, the new context of being Persian rather than Babylonian sub-
jects infuses the entire discourse of 2Isa., and thus it is improper to eschew the 
relevance of all things Persian. In fact, one of the big themes of the utterance, 
the nature of YHWH, cannot be satisfactorily considered without this context. 
Debates over so-called monotheism in 2Isa. entirely miss this point (Davies 
1995, 222). As should now be amply evident, this context ought to be seen rath-
er in the theology of creation.

In 2Isa., creation plays a key role. It serves as one of the prime aspects predi-
cated of YHWH: he is a creator god more than a warrior or dynastic deity. His 
quality as creator is not just one of remote theoretical or philosophical origins, 
either. It is creatorship which 2Isa. adduces as the proof of his control over 
the cosmos and his ability to achieve his purposes, and thus a key reason for 
attachment to YHWH as deity. For 2Isa., creation is planned and benevolent. 
This discourse enables 2Isa. to assert YHWH’s superior wisdom, his superior 
strength, his ability to support his servants. It also provides a convenient weap-
on with which to attack Marduk and Babylon. This use of creation thus has 
three relevant contexts that must be considered to be simultaneously signifi-
cant: older Judaean traditions of a conflictual creator, Babylonian traditions 
of Marduk as creator, and the Achaemenid creation prologues. With creation, 
2Isa. manages to select and adapt Judaean tradition in such a way that it not 
only provides a point of contrast with the surrounding Babylonian society—as 
often noted by scholars—but also in a way that is remarkably similar to impe-
rial Persian presentations of the same. Unlike the general conflictual pattern 
whereby a younger, martial deity shapes the cosmos from an opponent, cre-
ation is predicated as an inherent aspect of YHWH. By so doing 2Isa. has refor-
mulated received tradition—indeed, something new. This reformulation then 
offers a strong contrast to Marduk theology and the Neo-Babylonian Empire 
generally, but most specifically to the immediate, surrounding society of the 
initial implied audience. The Judaeans can be proud of their tradition and of 
their choice to attach to YHWH because their god creates, as part of his na-
ture, and not simply as the side-effect of a battle for dominance amongst the 
gods. This contrast is obviously one likely to be immediately appealing in its 
urban Babylonian context. However, it receives strong support—perhaps nec-
essary given its novelty—from the broader context: Marduk has, in fact, been 
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defeated by another god, or, rather, his political seat has lost its empire and 
independence. 2Isa. posits that this is YHWH’s doing via Cyrus. And the heirs 
of Cyrus position their right to rule over Babylon and the Judaean province of 
Yehud in terms of Ahuramazda’s creative attributes. In fact, the method of use 
of creation in 2Isa. is remarkably similar to that in the Achaemenid creation 
prologue. Isa 42:5–7 not only makes creation a divine attribute, it functions as 
a justification of YHWH’s servant.46 The Achaemenid creation prologue also 
primarily functions as a justification of Darius (and his heirs) as the agents of 
Ahuramazda. There is no question of borrowing of the text of the Old Persian 
inscriptions here.47 However, 2Isa. is formulated in such a way that it argues in 
line with Persian ideology and against the Babylonians. The great king would 
seem to be allied with 2Isa. against the Judaeans’ local opponents.

In this respect, the dating of 2Isa. must be explored. The similarity between 
creation in 2Isa. and the Achaemenid creation prologue cannot be mere co-
incidence, especially in light of the contrast with other ancient Near Eastern 
myths. Nonetheless, it is uncertain whether 2Isa. was composed under the 
reigns of Cyrus, Cambyses, Bardiya, or Darius.48 The Achaemenid creation pro-
logue is a creation of Darius I and thus would be too late to be a direct compara-
tor for 2Isa., should it indeed date to an earlier reign. One might, however, take 
the present author’s posited genre of 2Isa. as an oral, dictated rhetorical poem  
seriously.49 The material here would thus represent a poetic tradition per-
formed over a period of time, though the textualized version only represents 
one instantiation of it. This could mean that the received text of 2Isa. repre-
sents a version of this poetic tradition that was recorded in the reign of Darius, 
but had its roots in the reign of Cyrus. In this scenario, the use of creation 
would have developed alongside its development in use in the Achaemenid 
royal presentation. If this were the case, the Achaemenid creation prologue 
was indeed contemporary with the version of the poetry recorded in 2Isa.—
and is thus very relevant.

In previous studies, the author posited six criteria for discussing influence 
as preserved in texts (Silverman 2010, 7–8; Silverman 2012, 35–7; cf. Silverman 
2013, 219). These were 1) prior dating; 2) plausible historical context; 3) bet-
ter structural sense; 4) a “hook” for the new material; 5) discrete particulars; 
and 6) interpretive change. How does creation in 2Isa. stand in relation to 
the Achaemenid use of creation? 1) The issue of dating is uncertain, though 

46   For discussions of the role of the servant theme and of Cyrus in 2Isa., see the fuller study.
47   Thus, it is not a question of direct, textual dependency, as posited by Smith 1963.
48   For detailed discussion of dating, see the fuller study.
49   Using the category as defined by Albert Lord (Lord 2000); see fuller study.
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accepting transcription in the reign of Darius solves it. 2) The social and his-
torical context of Babylon is a very plausible location for both interaction with 
Babylonians and Persians, and with royal concepts. There is no question of or 
need to posit visual inspection of Old Persian inscriptions. Indeed, the ubiq-
uity of the Achaemenid creation prologue and its potential links to earlier 
forms of creation discourse in the physical form of the paradise suggest that 
the idea was widely disseminated in various media. 3) The formulation of the 
Achaemenid creation prologue is tightly structured, focusing on the legitimacy 
of the king and his empire. The use of creation in 2Isa. is not so focused though 
it is also used to justify the servant of YHWH. The positive, humanistic valence 
of creation, however, is much more “at home” in the Iranian tradition than in 
the Judaean one. The fact that 2Isa. must belabor the point of goodness is suf-
ficient evidence of this. 4) The suitability of creation as a theme from within 
the Judaean tradition requires little justification. 5) The parallels in usage have 
been presented several times: ordered manner, feature of divinity, benevo-
lence, function of justification, lack of temple focus, and lack of violence in 
process. 6) The interpretative change in 2Isa.’s use of creation is huge. YHWH 
in 2Isa.’s vision has started on a path of teleological creation. His purposes are 
no longer restricted to the local kingdoms that worship him, nor a response 
for just the particular historical moment: he has created intentionally for his 
servants. These servants—Yahwists and great king—function in this context. 
Moreover, YHWH is now attached to a beneficent understanding of reality and 
not just one predicated on superior power. He also has become a creator in a 
manner which 2Isa. develops as a foil to Marduk but an implicitly comparable 
one to Ahuramazda. In light of this, it is reasonable to conclude that 2Isa. is 
one of the earliest evidences of Iranian influence on the Judaeans, in the form 
of creation theology. This is not a matter of textual dependence or of religious 
conversion, but it is an instance of significant change. It is, in fact, perhaps best 
understood as an instance of double influence: first, of deliberate, negative in-
fluence in relation to Babylonian creation, and second, of a deliberate (though 
perhaps subconscious), positive influence in relation to Achaemenid creation 
(Silverman 2010, 2–3, 6; Silverman 2012, 30–1, 33). Therefore, there is no need to 
ignore or discount the obvious import of Mesopotamian traditions for Judaean 
prophetic literature by acknowledging this Iranian context.

Creation in no way exhausts the relevance of the early Persian Empire 
for the Judaean discourse evinced in 2Isa. However, it does show a very  
compelling instance of Iranian influence that is not dependent on the prob-
lematic notion of monotheism. Moreover, creation is a flexible and nigh uni-
versal feature of religions and mythologies, making it a reasonable locus for the 
cultural and religious changes that one would expect to develop in an “exilic” 
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community. If this analysis is sound, therefore, significant Judaean interactions 
with the Persians and their ideas began within the early decades of the empire; 
one must reckon with a much longer period of interaction and influences than 
one solely focused on the era of the Hellenistic, Roman, and Parthian rulers.
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