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Traditionally, Egyptologists have regarded the period of Achaemenid Persian rule
(the 27th Dynasty, c. 526-404 BCE) as an unmitigated disaster for the Egyptians.
This view, however, is based primarily on the perception that there is a scarcity of
material from this period; in turn this scarcity is read through an orientalist lens
as the result of oppression and political and economic turmoil. This is not to say
that turmoil and oppression did not take place, but that our understanding of this
period should arise from a critical engagement with the evidence rather than an
argument from silence.
In this lecture I argue that this scarcity is as much a consequence of modern
factors as ancient ones. I provide several examples, drawn from my recent book,
of material culture, including statues, stelae, coins, drinking vessels and tomb
reliefs, that can or must date to the 27th Dynasty. Each of these types of objects
sheds different light on how the Egyptians – and other people living in Egypt –
experienced Persian rule. These experiences could vary considerably, ranging
from exploitation to acculturation, precisely the diversity of experience that
comparative studies of colonialism lead us to expect. Thus Achaemenid Egypt was
not an unmitigated disaster per se, but a colonial encounter like any other.
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