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The Persian Conquest of Egypt

In 525 BCE, the armies of the Achaemenid Persian Empire crossed into Egypt and brought to an end one of the last great periods of independent pharaonic rule. The conquest was not merely another episode in the long sequence of wars that had shaped the eastern Mediterranean. It represented a profound change in Egypt’s position within the ancient world. For more than two thousand years, Egypt had generally existed as an independent kingdom whose rulers, even during periods of internal fragmentation, claimed authority from the Nile Valley itself. Now the country became part of an empire whose political center lay hundreds of miles to the east, beyond Mesopotamia and the Iranian plateau. The victorious king, Cambyses II, son of Cyrus the Great, inherited an imperial system that had already absorbed the kingdoms of Media, Lydia, and Babylon. Egypt was one of the few remaining powers capable of standing outside Persian control, and its wealth, agricultural productivity, ports, military resources, and strategic position made it an obvious target for expansion. Yet the Persian conquest was neither inevitable nor simple. It emerged from decades of diplomatic rivalry, military preparation, shifting alliances, and growing Persian dominance across the Near East. When Persian troops finally advanced toward the Nile, they were confronting a civilization that remained politically sophisticated, economically valuable, and fiercely conscious of its own traditions.

The Egypt that faced the Persian invasion was ruled by the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty, often called the Saite Dynasty because its kings governed from the city of Saïs in the western Nile Delta. The Saite period had witnessed a remarkable revival of Egyptian power after centuries of political instability and foreign intervention. Kings such as Psamtik I, Necho II, and particularly Amasis II had restored royal authority, encouraged international trade, supported temples, and maintained extensive contacts with Greek cities and merchants. Under Amasis II, who ruled from 570 to 526 BCE, Egypt enjoyed considerable prosperity. Greek merchants established themselves at Naukratis, Egyptian grain and manufactured goods circulated through Mediterranean markets, and the pharaoh cultivated relationships with foreign rulers who might help contain the growing Persian threat. Yet prosperity could not conceal Egypt’s strategic vulnerability. The destruction of the Neo-Babylonian Empire by Cyrus the Great in 539 BCE had fundamentally altered the balance of power in western Asia. Persia now controlled Mesopotamia, Syria, Phoenicia, and much of Anatolia. Egypt’s traditional sphere of influence in the Levant had effectively disappeared, leaving the Nile kingdom isolated at the southwestern edge of a vast imperial system. The Persian frontier had moved steadily closer until only the deserts of Sinai separated the two powers.

Persian interest in Egypt probably began before Cambyses II ascended the throne, although the precise plans of Cyrus the Great remain uncertain. Cyrus had created an empire of unprecedented geographical scale through a combination of military conquest, political negotiation, and calculated respect for local institutions. Egypt, however, presented both an opportunity and a challenge. Control of the Nile Valley would secure enormous agricultural revenues and remove a possible base for resistance among peoples already incorporated into the Persian Empire. It would also place Persia in a commanding position along the eastern Mediterranean and provide access to routes leading toward Libya, Cyrenaica, and deeper into Africa. After Cyrus died in 530 BCE, Cambyses inherited not only his father’s territories but also the logic of continued expansion. Ancient writers sometimes portrayed Cambyses as personally obsessed with conquering Egypt, yet imperial strategy offers a more convincing explanation. As long as Egypt remained independent, Persian control of the Levant could never be entirely secure. Phoenician naval forces, Greek mercenaries, and Egyptian wealth could potentially support rebellions or alliances hostile to Persia. For an empire increasingly organized around the control of major agricultural zones and commercial networks, the Nile Valley was simply too important to remain outside Achaemenid authority.

The Egyptian king Amasis II understood the danger and attempted to strengthen his diplomatic position. He maintained connections with Greek states and cultivated an alliance with Polycrates of Samos, whose naval power in the Aegean could potentially have complicated Persian operations. Yet the rapidly changing political landscape made such alliances unreliable. Polycrates eventually abandoned his alignment with Egypt and attempted to reach an accommodation with Cambyses. More damaging was the defection of Phanes of Halicarnassus, a Greek mercenary commander serving Egypt. According to Herodotus, Phanes fled from Amasis and joined the Persians, providing Cambyses with valuable information about Egyptian defenses and the difficult approach across Sinai. Although Herodotus wrote decades after the conquest and frequently blended historical information with dramatic storytelling, the broader importance of Greek mercenaries is undeniable. Saite Egypt had long depended upon foreign soldiers, particularly Greeks and Carians, to supplement native forces. These troops provided military expertise but also created vulnerabilities because their loyalty often rested upon payment and personal advantage rather than attachment to the Egyptian monarchy. In the final years before the invasion, Persia proved increasingly capable of turning Egypt’s international connections against it. What had once been a network of alliances and hired military strength began to fracture under the pressure of Achaemenid diplomacy.

Geography posed one of the greatest obstacles to a Persian invasion. Any army approaching Egypt from Asia had to cross the Sinai Peninsula, where water supplies were limited and large forces could easily become dangerously exposed. Cambyses therefore needed logistical arrangements that extended beyond ordinary military planning. Herodotus claimed that the Persians secured assistance from an Arab ruler who provided water for the army during its desert crossing, possibly using containers or a system of transport to maintain supplies. The exact details remain uncertain, but Persian success clearly required careful logistical preparation. The Achaemenid army was accustomed to campaigning across enormous distances, and imperial organization allowed Cambyses to draw resources from many subject peoples. Phoenician naval power was particularly important. The cities of Tyre, Sidon, and other Phoenician centers had submitted to Persia, providing experienced sailors and ships that could support operations along the Mediterranean coast. Egypt therefore faced not simply a Persian army but a multinational imperial force supported by the resources of western Asia. This ability to mobilize soldiers, ships, engineers, supplies, and regional allies was one of the fundamental strengths of the Achaemenid Empire, and it placed enormous pressure upon states whose military systems were primarily regional.

The timing of the invasion could hardly have been worse for Egypt. Amasis II, the experienced ruler who had governed for more than four decades, died shortly before the Persian attack. His son Psamtik III, sometimes known by the Greek form Psammenitus, inherited the throne in 526 BCE and had only a few months to prepare for one of the greatest military crises Egypt had faced in generations. Psamtik III possessed the prestige of pharaonic kingship, but he lacked his father’s decades of political experience and established relationships with foreign allies. The transition of power may also have created uncertainty within the Egyptian administration at precisely the moment when unity was essential. Cambyses, by contrast, commanded an empire already accustomed to large-scale warfare. The imbalance did not necessarily guarantee Persian victory, since Egypt possessed formidable defensive advantages and considerable manpower, yet it greatly increased the burden placed upon the new pharaoh. Psamtik gathered his forces near the eastern approaches to the Delta, where any invading army entering from Sinai would have to confront Egyptian resistance. The decisive encounter came near Pelusium, the strategically important fortress region that guarded Egypt’s northeastern frontier.

The Battle of Pelusium in 525 BCE became the central military event of the Persian conquest. Ancient accounts provide few reliable tactical details, and later legends have sometimes obscured what actually occurred. One famous story claims that the Persians exploited Egyptian reverence for cats and other sacred animals, carrying them into battle or painting them on their shields so that Egyptian soldiers would hesitate to attack. This colorful tale is almost certainly a later invention rather than a credible explanation for the Persian victory. The battle was probably decided by more conventional factors: numerical strength, discipline, leadership, the effectiveness of Persian combined forces, and perhaps weaknesses within the Egyptian command. Herodotus later visited the region and claimed to have seen piles of bones from the opposing armies, offering his own peculiar observations about differences between Persian and Egyptian skulls. Whatever the reliability of such details, his account suggests that the fighting was remembered as severe. The Egyptian army included native troops as well as Greek and Carian mercenaries, while the Persian host contained contingents drawn from across the empire. Psamtik’s forces were defeated and withdrew toward Memphis, leaving the northeastern Delta exposed to the advancing Persians.

The fall of Pelusium opened the way into the Nile Valley, but the war did not immediately end. Memphis, one of Egypt’s oldest and most important cities, became the center of continued resistance. Situated near the junction between Upper and Lower Egypt, Memphis possessed enormous symbolic and strategic significance. Its temples, administrative institutions, workshops, and location made control of the city essential for anyone claiming rule over Egypt. According to Herodotus, Cambyses sent a Persian herald aboard a ship to demand surrender, but the Egyptians killed the envoy and his companions, escalating the confrontation. The Persians subsequently besieged the city until Egyptian resistance collapsed. Psamtik III was captured, and with him the effective independence of the Saite monarchy disappeared. The speed with which events unfolded is striking. A kingdom that had spent generations restoring its prestige was overwhelmed within a relatively short campaign. Yet the defeat should not be interpreted as evidence of cultural or institutional weakness. Egypt had encountered an imperial power whose resources exceeded those available to almost any individual kingdom of the sixth century BCE. The conquest demonstrated the changing scale of warfare in the Near East, where regional monarchies were increasingly being absorbed into vast territorial empires.

Ancient Greek traditions surrounding the captured Psamtik III emphasize humiliation and tragedy. Herodotus recounts dramatic scenes in which Cambyses forced the defeated king to watch members of his family and the Egyptian elite being reduced to servitude or executed. In one story, Psamtik remained outwardly composed when confronted with the suffering of his own children but wept when he saw an elderly friend reduced to begging, explaining that his private grief was too great for tears while the misfortune of a companion could still move him. Such episodes reveal more about Greek literary interests in kingship, fortune, and reversal than they necessarily reveal about the exact treatment of Psamtik. Herodotus further claimed that Cambyses initially spared the Egyptian ruler but later ordered his death after discovering that Psamtik was involved in a rebellion. Whether these details are historically precise remains debated. What is certain is that Psamtik III disappeared from power and that the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty came to an abrupt end. Egyptian king lists later preserved his memory, but politically the conquest marked the beginning of the Twenty-Seventh Dynasty, the conventional Egyptian designation for the first period of Persian rule.

The personality of Cambyses II has long been one of the most controversial elements in the history of the conquest. Greek authors, particularly Herodotus, depicted him as increasingly unstable, cruel, and disrespectful toward Egyptian religious traditions. He was accused of mocking priests, violating tombs, killing sacred animals, and even murdering the Apis bull, one of the most revered manifestations of divine power in Memphis. These stories profoundly influenced later portrayals of Persian rule, creating the image of Cambyses as an arrogant foreign conqueror who despised Egyptian civilization. Modern scholarship, though, treats these traditions with considerable caution. Contemporary Egyptian evidence presents a more complicated picture. The burial of an Apis bull during Cambyses’ reign appears to have been conducted with appropriate ceremony, undermining the claim that the king deliberately killed the sacred animal in an act of sacrilege. Persian rulers also understood that governing Egypt required cooperation with temples, priests, scribes, and local administrators. Although conquest undoubtedly involved violence, confiscation, disruption, and resentment, there is little reason to imagine that Cambyses entered Egypt with a systematic policy of destroying its religion. The contrast between Greek narratives and Egyptian evidence illustrates the difficulties historians face when reconstructing the early Persian period.

One of the most valuable Egyptian witnesses to the transition is Udjahorresnet, often rendered Uzahorresnet, an Egyptian official whose autobiographical inscription survives on a statue now in the Vatican Museums. He had served under the Saite rulers and subsequently found a place within the Persian administration, demonstrating the degree to which local elites could adapt to changing regimes. His inscription portrays Cambyses participating in Egyptian religious and royal traditions, particularly in connection with the city of Saïs and the goddess Neith. Udjahorresnet claimed that he instructed Cambyses in Egyptian customs and royal titles and persuaded him to restore proper conditions around sacred precincts. The inscription naturally presents its author in a favorable light, and it cannot be accepted without criticism. Nevertheless, it reveals an essential feature of Persian government: conquest did not require the complete replacement of Egyptian institutions. Instead, Persian kings often worked through existing administrative structures and relied upon experienced Egyptian officials. Cambyses could simultaneously be the Great King of the Persian Empire and present himself within Egypt as a legitimate pharaoh. Such political flexibility had already characterized the rule of Cyrus the Great in Babylon and other conquered territories.

The adoption of Egyptian royal traditions was more than ceremonial theater. Pharaoh was not merely a political title; Egyptian kingship was embedded within a religious worldview in which the ruler maintained ma’at, the cosmic order that sustained society and the universe. A foreign king who wished to govern effectively therefore had strong incentives to participate in the language of pharaonic legitimacy. Cambyses received Egyptian royal titulary and was incorporated into the succession of kings recognized by Egyptian institutions. Later Persian monarchs followed similar practices, appearing in Egyptian inscriptions as pharaohs, making offerings to gods, and commissioning works at temples. Yet the coexistence of Persian imperial authority and Egyptian kingship produced tensions that could never be entirely resolved. Cambyses’ ultimate political identity remained that of an Achaemenid monarch ruling an empire from outside Egypt. The Nile Valley was no longer the center of its own geopolitical system but one of several major provinces within a much larger imperial structure. Egyptian officials could preserve familiar forms of administration, and priests could continue rituals that had existed for centuries, but important decisions concerning taxation, military policy, and imperial strategy now belonged to rulers whose priorities extended from the Indus Valley to the Mediterranean.

The Persian administration eventually organized Egypt as a major imperial province, commonly described by the Greek term satrapy. Egyptian territory formed one of the wealthiest regions of the Achaemenid Empire, and its agricultural production was especially valuable. The annual Nile flood supported enormous harvests, while Egypt’s craftsmen, mines, trading routes, and ports contributed additional resources. Persian authorities maintained garrisons and appointed officials to protect imperial interests, although many lower levels of government continued to involve Egyptians. Imperial taxation became one of the most visible expressions of foreign rule. Later evidence from the reign of Darius I indicates that Egypt was expected to provide substantial tribute, including silver and grain. Such obligations were not unique to Egypt; tribute and taxation were fundamental mechanisms through which the Achaemenid state transformed regional wealth into imperial power. Nevertheless, Egyptians could interpret these demands as the extraction of their resources by outsiders, especially when combined with the presence of foreign soldiers and administrators. The distinction between traditional royal taxation and imperial tribute may have been administrative from the Persian perspective, but politically it helped sharpen Egyptian awareness that sovereignty had shifted beyond the Nile.

Military occupation also altered Egypt’s social landscape. Persian forces were stationed at important points, and the empire employed soldiers from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds. The southern frontier around Elephantine, opposite modern Aswan, became particularly significant because it guarded routes toward Nubia and the African interior. Documents from the following century reveal the presence there of a Jewish military community serving within the Persian system, alongside Egyptians and other groups. The exact origins of this garrison remain debated, but its existence illustrates the multicultural character of Achaemenid administration. Imperial rule did not simply replace Egyptians with Persians. Rather, the empire moved people across vast distances, creating communities of soldiers, merchants, scribes, officials, and laborers whose identities reflected the extraordinary geographical reach of Persian power. Aramaic increasingly functioned as an important language of imperial administration, while Egyptian scripts continued to be used for local religious and bureaucratic purposes. This coexistence of administrative traditions made Persian Egypt culturally complex. Foreign domination did not erase Egyptian civilization; instead, it placed that civilization inside a wider network of imperial communication and movement.

After securing the Nile Valley, Cambyses II appears to have considered further expansion into Africa. Herodotus describes ambitious expeditions toward Carthage, the Siwa Oasis, and the kingdom of Kush to the south. The proposed attack on Carthage supposedly failed to materialize because Phoenician sailors refused to wage war against a city founded by their own ancestors. The campaign toward Siwa is associated with one of antiquity’s most enduring mysteries: the story of a Persian army of tens of thousands of men swallowed by a desert sandstorm before reaching the famous oracle of Amun. Archaeologists and historians have repeatedly searched for evidence of this lost force, but the story remains unconfirmed and may contain substantial legendary development. Cambyses’ southern expedition is also difficult to reconstruct. Herodotus portrayed it as a disastrous march in which inadequate preparation led the Persian army toward starvation, forcing the king to retreat. Yet Persian influence may have extended farther into Nubia than the Greek narrative suggests. The broader significance of these accounts lies less in their dramatic details than in what they reveal about Persian strategic ambitions. The conquest of Egypt was not viewed merely as the acquisition of the Nile Delta; it potentially opened new routes for imperial expansion toward the west and south.

For ordinary Egyptians, the political transformation of 525 BCE probably unfolded unevenly. Farmers still cultivated fields according to the rhythm of the Nile, temple priests continued ceremonies for ancient gods, artisans produced objects according to established traditions, and scribes administered estates and taxation through institutions whose origins reached deep into pharaonic history. Most inhabitants of rural communities may rarely have encountered Persian officials directly. Yet the presence of a new imperial regime could be felt through taxes, military recruitment, administrative appointments, and the redistribution of political influence. Temples were especially important because they controlled substantial land and economic resources. Relations between Persian kings and temple establishments therefore mattered greatly. Some priestly communities benefited from royal favor, while others may have experienced restrictions or reductions in resources. Later Egyptian hostility toward Persian rule has sometimes encouraged historians to imagine an uninterrupted national resistance beginning immediately after the conquest, but reality was more complicated. Local elites could collaborate with Persian authorities when doing so protected their status, while resistance might emerge when imperial demands became intolerable or when political conditions offered an opportunity for rebellion. Accommodation and opposition existed side by side.

The conquest also transformed Egypt’s relationship with the wider Mediterranean. During the Saite period, pharaohs had cultivated Greek merchants and mercenaries as partners in trade and war. Under Persian rule, Egypt became part of the same imperial system that controlled Phoenicia, Cyprus, much of Anatolia, and major routes connecting the eastern Mediterranean with Mesopotamia and Iran. Greek communities continued to interact with Egypt, but increasingly those relationships were shaped by the developing rivalry between Persia and the Greek world. In the decades after Cambyses, Egyptian grain, ships, soldiers, and wealth would become elements within Persian imperial strategy. Egypt could therefore be drawn into conflicts whose origins lay far beyond its borders. This was one of the deepest consequences of foreign rule. Earlier pharaohs had certainly fought wars abroad, yet they had done so as rulers of an independent Egyptian state. Persian pharaohs governed Egypt as one component of an empire whose strategic decisions were made according to continental priorities. The Nile Valley remained wealthy and culturally distinctive, but its resources could now be mobilized for campaigns stretching across the eastern Mediterranean.

Cambyses did not enjoy his Egyptian conquest for long. In 522 BCE, while returning from Egypt toward the eastern territories of the empire, he died under circumstances that remain uncertain. Ancient sources provide conflicting accounts, including stories of an accidental wound and divine punishment, but the political crisis surrounding his death was more consequential than its exact medical cause. A man claiming to be Cambyses’ brother Bardiya, known in Greek sources as Smerdis, seized power, only to be overthrown by Darius I and a group of Persian nobles. The resulting struggle shook the empire and triggered revolts in several regions. Egypt, recently conquered and geographically distant from the Persian heartland, could easily have slipped away during such instability. Instead, Achaemenid control survived. Under Darius, Persian government in Egypt would become more systematic, combining imperial administration with carefully cultivated pharaonic traditions. The conquest of Cambyses therefore proved durable even after the conqueror himself disappeared.

Egyptians, however, never entirely accepted foreign domination as irreversible. The memory of independent kingship remained deeply rooted, reinforced by temples, royal traditions, historical memory, and the physical landscape itself. Every monumental sanctuary proclaimed a political theology in which Egypt was ideally governed by a pharaoh who maintained order against chaos. Persian rulers could adopt that theology, but their foreign origins remained impossible to conceal. During the fifth century BCE, revolts would repeatedly challenge Achaemenid authority, sometimes with support from Greek powers eager to weaken Persia. Egyptian leaders would eventually restore independence for several decades before a second Persian conquest in the fourth century BCE. The seeds of those later struggles were present from the moment Psamtik III lost his throne. Collaboration could make Persian rule functional, but political submission did not erase the possibility of restoration.

The invasion of 525 BCE therefore opened a new phase in Egyptian history, one in which the ancient kingdom became increasingly entangled in imperial rivalries stretching across three continents. Cambyses had conquered the political state, yet Egypt retained its language, temples, priesthoods, artistic traditions, and powerful memory of pharaonic sovereignty. Those institutions gave Persian rulers mechanisms through which to govern, but they also preserved an alternative vision of legitimate authority. The Achaemenids discovered that possessing Egypt and fully integrating it were not identical achievements. The Nile Valley could supply tribute, soldiers, grain, and prestige to the Great King, while simultaneously nurturing traditions that remembered independence as the proper political order. Under Darius I, that tension would become even more visible as the Persian monarchy sought to demonstrate that imperial government and Egyptian kingship could coexist, setting the stage for a century in which accommodation, prosperity, cultural continuity, and rebellion would repeatedly collide along the Nile.
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Rebellion and Resistance Against Persia

The Persian conquest of 525 BCE had removed Psamtik III from the throne and transformed Egypt into a province of the Achaemenid Empire, but conquest did not produce unquestioned submission. From the beginning, Persian authority rested upon an uneasy combination of military strength, cooperation with Egyptian elites, and the willingness of local communities to tolerate an imperial government centered far beyond the Nile Valley. Egypt remained one of the richest territories in the ancient world, and its agricultural wealth made it enormously valuable to the Persian kings. Yet the same qualities that made Egypt desirable also made it difficult to govern. The country possessed a deeply rooted tradition of centralized kingship, powerful temples, experienced administrators, regional elites, and a historical memory stretching back thousands of years. Egyptian political culture had repeatedly survived periods of fragmentation and foreign intervention. To many Egyptians, Persian domination therefore represented not a permanent transformation but another interruption in the proper order of the kingdom. Resistance did not always take the form of open warfare. It could emerge through local opposition, priestly hostility, refusal to cooperate, support for rival claimants, or carefully preserved memories of legitimate native kingship. When circumstances allowed, though, that underlying dissatisfaction erupted into rebellions capable of threatening Persian control over the entire country.

The death of Cambyses II in 522 BCE provided one of the first opportunities for resistance. His sudden disappearance occurred amid a major dynastic crisis within the Achaemenid Empire. A claimant known as Bardiya, or Smerdis in Greek tradition, seized the throne before being overthrown by Darius I, whose accession triggered rebellions from Mesopotamia to Central Asia. Egypt was almost certainly affected by this wider instability. Evidence suggests that an Egyptian ruler commonly identified as Petubastis III may have claimed kingship during the early years of Darius, although the circumstances remain uncertain and historians continue to debate the exact chronology of his rebellion. The surviving evidence is fragmentary, consisting primarily of inscriptions and later references rather than a continuous historical account. Nevertheless, the possibility of an Egyptian challenge during the Persian succession crisis fits the broader political environment. A distant imperial government weakened by internal conflict offered ambitious local leaders precisely the kind of opportunity that had repeatedly encouraged rebellion throughout Egyptian history. Darius eventually secured control, and Persian rule remained intact, but the episode demonstrated a reality that would become increasingly important: Achaemenid authority in Egypt was strongest when the empire itself was stable and could move troops rapidly into the Nile Valley. Whenever Persia faced serious problems elsewhere, Egyptian opponents looked for a chance to recover independence.

Darius I, who ruled from 522 to 486 BCE, responded to the challenge of governing Egypt with a more sophisticated policy than simple occupation. Unlike the hostile caricatures later attached to Cambyses, Darius appears to have invested considerable effort in presenting himself as a legitimate Egyptian pharaoh. His name appeared in hieroglyphic inscriptions, he supported temples, and he ordered significant administrative and infrastructure projects. Most famously, Darius completed or restored a canal connecting the Nile region with the Red Sea, strengthening commercial links between Egypt and the wider empire. At the Hibis Temple in the Kharga Oasis, he was represented according to Egyptian royal conventions, offering to traditional gods as earlier pharaohs had done. Such policies were politically intelligent. The Persians understood that Egyptian religion was inseparable from political legitimacy and that cooperation with temples could help stabilize imperial rule. Nevertheless, Persian respect for Egyptian institutions did not erase the central fact of foreign domination. Taxes and tribute flowed toward an imperial government whose strategic priorities extended far beyond Egypt. Persian officials and military garrisons remained visible symbols of occupation, while Egyptian aristocrats knew that the highest authority belonged to the Great King rather than to a native ruler. Darius could perform the role of pharaoh, but he could not entirely remove the distinction between imperial accommodation and Egyptian independence.

That distinction became especially important when Xerxes I inherited the Persian throne in 486 BCE. Almost immediately, the empire faced disturbances in several territories, including Egypt. An Egyptian revolt broke out either at the end of Darius’ reign or shortly after Xerxes’ accession, forcing the new king to suppress resistance before he could devote his full attention to the planned invasion of Greece. The precise leadership and scope of the rebellion remain poorly documented. Some traditions associate it with a ruler called Psamtik IV, though his identity and status are uncertain. What can be said with greater confidence is that
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