Scimitars, Cimeters! We Have Scimitars! Do We Need Another
Cimeter?
Paul Y. Hoskisson
Cimeter is an early variant spelling for the word that has become standardized in twentieth-century English as
scimitar,1 meaning a highly curved, single-edged saber, which was usually associated with the Middle East and was
used for slicing or hacking.2 The word cimeter appears in the Book of Mormon eleven times, always in a context of
weaponry (see Enos 1:20; Mosiah 9:16; 10:8; Alma 2:12; 27:29; 43:18, 20, 37; 60:2; Helaman 1:14). Because the
preferred modern spelling is scimitar, I will use it throughout this discussion.
Some critics have termed the presence of scimitars in the text of the Book of Mormon anachronistic. They base
their claim on the mistaken assumption that scimitars did not exist in the pre-Islamic Old World and therefore
could not have appeared among Book of Mormon peoples who claim an Old World nexus with Iron Age II
Palestine.3 This assumption is based no doubt on one or more of the following considerations: (1) the scimitar is
not mentioned earlier than the sixteenth century in English texts;4 (2) the Persian word samsir probably provided
the etymon for the English word;5 and (3) the mistaken assumption that the period from A.D. 1000 to 1200 saw
the “perfection of the Moslem scimitar.”6 None of these observations asserts the presence or absence of scimitars
in pre-Islamic times. Any arguments to the contrary based on these observations are simply arguments from
silence and in this case would result in false conclusions.
There can be no question that scimitars, or sickle swords, were known in the ancient Near East during the Late
Bronze Period, that is, about six hundred years prior to Lehi’s departure from Jerusalem. There have been several
early attempts to demonstrate this,7 but more recently Brent Merrill has convincingly shown that scimitars
existed in the Late Bronze Age.8 In addition to the sources Merrill cited, Othmar Keel, on the basis of artifactual
and glyptic evidence, dated the use of the scimitar as a weapon in the ancient Near East from 2400 to 1150 B.C.,
just a little after the traditional 1200 B.C. closing date for the Late Bronze Age.9 Robert Macalister found a late
Bronze Age sickle sword at Gezer in Palestine (together with a Mycenaean pot), which Maxwell Hyslop dated to
the “14th century B.c.”10 Yigael Yadin discussed such swords in the context of warfare in the Near East, including
the curved sword in use from Egypt to Assyria during the Late Bronze Age.11
These Late Bronze Age scimitars were, of course, different from the later Moslem swords familiar to the Western
world. Changes over time must be expected, especially after the end of the Late Bronze Age when technology
developed for making iron swords that could be longer, thinner, and stronger than bronze blades. To suppose that
the knowledge of scimitars was lost after the close of the Late Bronze Age and needed to be rediscovered in the
Islamic period is highly unlikely. That scimitars continued to be used into the Iron Age and later is more probable.
In fact, the glyptic and textual evidence for the curved sword in the Iron Age and the Hellenistic period in Palestine
is positive and conclusive (see g. 1), though to the best of my knowledge, an extant Iron Age scimitar has yet to be
found (no doubt due to the capricious nature of archaeological discovery). Kurt Galling pointed out in 1966,
building on the textual material cited hereafter and based on glyptic materials, that the scimitar is in evidence in
the lron Age from the tenth century B.C. to about 700 B.C.12

The textual material centers around the Hebrew word kîdôn, 13 known prior to the discovery of the Dead Sea
Scrolls from only eight verses in the Old Testament (see Joshua 8:18, 26; 1 Samuel 17:6, 45; Jeremiah 6:23; 50:42;
Job 39:23; 41:21). The context in all eight verses clearly called for a piece of personal martial equipment, but a
narrower de nition was not possible. The translators and lexicographers of the Hebrew Bible have, until now, only
been able to guess the nature of the kîdôn, which has been rendered as dart, javelin, shield, dagger, and so on. Thus a
consensus has been elusive.14
The denotation of kîdôn was again opened up for discussion when the Qumran text 1QM appeared.15 From the
content of V:11, 12, and 14, Yigael Yadin wrote that the kîdônim of iron in these passages “should apparently be
identi ed with a type of sword.”16 K. G. Kuhn and G. Molin proposed that the kîdôn was a speci c type of sword,
namely, the scimitar.17 Though some scholars have continued to opt for the more generic “sword,”18 others are
certainly more correct in reading “scimitar.” Roland de Vaux stated, “More probably, however, the kîdôn was a
scimitar, a harpe.19 Kyle McCarter called the kîdôn a ” ‘scimitar,’ a speci c term of which hereb, ‘sword,’ is the
generic”; and Othmar Keel, with much evidence and discussion, translated the term without quali cation as “sickle
sword.”20
The Israeli scholar M. Heltzer also recently argued from 1QM V:11, 12, and 14, and from 1 Samuel 17:45, that
kîdôn cannot be the normal straight sword and, therefore, must be a scimitar.21 To buttress this argument, Heltzer
proposed that kîdôn in Hebrew is a loan word from Hurrian, possibly through Akkadian katinnu.22 Heltzer
proposed that the textual evidence for katinnu suggests a weapon — the curved sword or sickle sword. He went on
to suggest that because the Hurrians at one time politically dominated the areas where the texts containing
katinnu were found and continued to exert cultural in uence over these same areas until the end of the Late
Bronze Age, they most likely introduced the katinnu to the Near East. (Note here that it is precisely in these areas
of Hurrian dominance, in addition to Amarna Egypt, that the artifactual evidence appears.) This hypothesis would
link the scimitars from Late Bronze Age Palestine, Ras Shamra, Mesopotamia, and Egypt with the Assyrian vocable
attested in the Late Bronze Age.
The passage 1 Samuel 17:45 is especially telling, not only because it demonstrates that the kîdôn is not a normal
straight sword, or hereb, but also because a Book of Mormon passage parallels it. In Alma 44:8, Zerahemnah, a
Lamanite military leader, surrendered his sword and scimitar to the Nephite leader. This parallels the armament of
Goliath and also con rms that people carried both weapons into war, not that some troops carried a sword and
others a scimitar, an interpretation that Helaman 1:14 could allow.
With extant Late Bronze Age scimitars (including two from Palestine), with Iron Age glyptic evidence from the
ancient Near East, and with an lron Age and Hellenistic period lexeme for scimitar, there is no room for doubt that
Lehi could have known the scimitar. lndeed, Jeremiah, a contemporary of Lehi, placed the kîdôn in the hands of the
people who would spoil Jerusalem. The scimitar is no more anachronistic in the Book of Mormon than it is in the
Bible.
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