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The Achaemenid empire was the largest empire in the world in the 5th-4th centuries
BCE, encompassing numerous polities and cultural groups within its 20 satrapies. To
rule this enormous empire, the Persian elites had to gain the active support of the
people they governed to get them to participate in the administrative and military
apparatus of the Achaemenid state. How did this actually work in practice? This lecture
examines two enigmatic Persian-period burials at the site of Hacınebi, on the Euphrates
River crossing at Zeugma/Apamea, to investigate the relationship between material
culture and social identity in the multi-ethnic empire. Achaemenid material culture
was an imperial synthesis that combined stylistic elements from Scythia, Mesopotamia,
Egypt, and other regions; as a result, it is very difficult to identify the ethnicity of any
person in a burial based only on the style of specific objects. Taken together, textual,
artistic, and archaeological data on burial practices, military organization, and material
culture styles at Hacınebi highlight and help us to understand the complex hybrid
identities and shared cultural koine that linked Persian and non-Persian elites across
the cosmopolitan Achaemenid empire.
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