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Abstract

This article delves into the intricate evolution of swords and sabers in China and Iran,
shedding light on the craftsmanship that shaped these formidable weapons. The article
begins by exploring the genesis and progression of sword shapes in China, focusing on
the distinct forms that emerged over time. It particularly highlights the stark differences
between the straight-edged jian and the various types of dao, which are characterized by
their single-edged design. The discourse then shifts to the Persian context, unraveling
the true essence of the term ‘shamshir’. Contrary to the common misconception held
by numerous scholars and collectors in the West, ‘shamshir’ is not confined to highly
curved sabers. Instead, it is a broad term used in Persian to denote any kind of sword,
irrespective of its shape. The article further delves into the historical period when
curved swords began to gain prominence in both China and Iran. This exploration not
only provides a deeper understanding of the evolution of these weapons but also offers
insights into the cultural and historical contexts that influenced their development.
Keywords: Shamshir, Dao, Jian, Sword, China, Iran, Saber, Sasanians, Ming Dynasty,
Central Asia, Yuan Dynasty, Peidao, Zhibeidao.
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Introduction

This article delves into the fascinating evolution of sword shapes, tracing the journey
from straight to curved blades. It particularly focuses on the transformation of sword
designs in China and Iran, two civilizations renowned for their martial prowess and
metallurgical advancements. In ancient China, the primary weapons of choice were the
straight double-edged swords, known as ‘jian’, and the straight single-edged swords,
referred to as ‘zhibeidao’. However, the Mongol conquests brought about a significant
shift in Chinese swordsmanship. The Central Asian horsemen in the Mongol army
predominantly wielded single-edged curved swords, a design that was soon adopted
by the Chinese, leading to the emergence of the ‘peidao’ in China. Simultaneously,
in ancient Iran, the dominant sword design was the straight, double-edged blade. It
was only during military confrontations with Central Asian tribes, who wielded slightly
curved single-edged swords, that this design was introduced into Iran via Khorasani
warriors. Over time, the curvature of the blade increased, culminating in the highly-
curved ‘shamshir’ of the Safavid period. This study aims to provide an in-depth analysis
of the introduction and development of curved swords in China and Iran. It explores the

factors that influenced these changes and the impact on martial techniques.

The evolution of shapes of swords in China
The rich tradition of Chinese swords can be categorized into two broad classes: the
jian (sword) and the dao (knife). The jian, a symbol of elegance and precision, is a
straight, double-edged sword, designed for swift, direct attacks. Its dual edges allow for
versatile combat techniques, making it a formidable weapon in the hands of a skilled
warrior. On the other hand, the dao, a single-edged blade, is a testament to the diversity
and adaptability of Chinese swords. Single-edged swords designed for use with one or
two hands during the last six centuries of China’s imperial era were called dao (knife).
Therefore, the entire class of single-edged blades is called dao (knife) regardless of
length, shape or guard configuration. It differs from the family of other bladed weapons
known as jian (sword), which are straight and double-edged. The dao is not confined
to a single form as it takes a variety of shapes and sizes. Some dao are straight. Others
are long and curved, their sweeping arcs designed for wide, powerful cuts. There are
also dao that are short and compact, designed for close-quarters combat where agility
and speed are paramount. Lastly, there are broad dao with angular points, their unique
design making them ideal for both slashing and thrusting attacks (see Tom, 2001: 207).
The different types of dao are classified according to their individual characteristics, and
each has its own name. These weapons are never considered to be swords in Chinese,
which is why they are called “knives” regardless of their length. Each type of dao has
its strengths and weaknesses (Tom & Rodell, 2005: 76).

The dao, a prominent symbol of military prowess, has been deeply ingrained in

China’s history, tracing its roots back to several centuries prior to the country’s
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unification in 221 BCE under the reign of the first Qin emperor. Initially crafted from
bronze, the evolution of the dao saw a shift towards the use of iron and steel by the third
century BCE, reflecting the advancements in metallurgy of the time. In the early stages,
the dao was primarily issued to the rank and file soldiers. However, the officers and the
nobility seemed to favor the double-edged jian, a weapon that has been associated with
the aristocracy since the feudal era. The jian was considered a symbol of a gentleman
throughout the imperial period, reflecting the social stratification of the time. The dao
used during this period was predominantly straight, with only a few exceptions. This
blade configuration is referred to as zhibeidao in Chinese, which translates to ‘straight-
backed knife’. The zhibeidao, despite its humble beginnings, gained popularity among
officers and aristocrats over time, and its use persisted throughout the successive
dynasties. By the time of the Sui dynasty (581-618 CE), the production of the dao had
reached new heights of sophistication. Fine steel blades adorned with lavish fittings
were crafted, reflecting the prosperity and technological advancements of the era. The
Tang dynasty (618-907 CE) marked a significant milestone in the history of the dao.
During this period, the style of the dao and the metallurgical techniques used to create
them were introduced to Japan. This introduction, either directly from China or via
Korea, had a profound influence on the development of Japanese weaponry, marking the

beginning of a new era in the history of warfare (Tom, 2001: 207).

Figs. 1 and 2: A Chinese jian

The main question is when the single-edged straight dao started to gain curvature.
To begin with the use of various types of dao as military weapons dates back several
centuries before the unification of China by the first Qin emperor in 221 BC. The first
model was called zhibeidao (straight back knife) and featured a long blade without
any curvature. Early examples were made of bronze, but from the 3rd century BCE
onwards, weapons used in combat were almost all made of iron or steel. Used for
centuries by the military, this weapon only lost its popularity after the end of the Yuan
(Mongol) dynasty in 1368 CE. Handle and scabbard styles changed over time, but the
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blade retained its straight configuration. The first swords carried and made in Japan and
Korea were zhibeidao. This blade shape remained in use in Tibet and Bhutan until the
20th century (Tom & Rodell, 2005: 76-77). Later, this type of single-edged sword led to
the peidao (belt knife). The peidao sword is perhaps the most important member of the
dao family. It completely replaced the double-edged jian in the army during the Ming
dynasty (1368-1644 CE) in the military circles. On the other hand, the jian continued to
be used in martial arts circles and by the nobility (see Tom, 2001: 209).

Zhibeidao (7 JJ) or “straight back knife”

As mentioned before, the zhibeidao, also known as the “straight back knife” or “straight
back saber”, is a distinctive weapon characterized by its straight back and parallel edge.
Unlike its curved counterparts, the edge of the zhibeidao only curves upwards to meet
the spine at the very tip, creating a unique silhouette that sets it apart from other sabers.
The zhibeidao served as the standard sidearm for soldiers until the Mongol invasion.
The Mongols, armed with their curved sabers, swept across the land, replacing the
native styles in all but the most remote corners of the empire. Despite this widespread
replacement, the zhibeidao managed to survive, primarily among ethnic minorities
such as the Tibetans, Bhutanese and Yi, who resided in the western and southwestern
regions of the country. These communities, isolated from the main thrust of the Mongol
invasion, managed to preserve the use and manufacture of the zhibeidao, ensuring its
continued existence (Dekker, 2024).

Figs. 3 and 4: A Bhutanese sword with a single-edged straight blade

Peidao (fil /J) or “belt knife”

The peidao (fiil /7)) literally translated as “belt knife”, but commonly translated as “saber”
or “waist-worn saber” comprises a large and varied group of weapons. It is generally
over sixty centimeters long, and has a handle designed primarily for one-handed use. It

1s also fitted with a scabbard so that it can be worn on a belt hence the name “waist-worn
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saber” (Tom & Rodell, 2005: 76). The peidao is not necessarily defined by a curved
blade. In fact, some of these swords feature a straight edge. The defining characteristic
of a peidao is its single-edged blade, which extends for the majority of its length. This
weapon is designed to be worn on the hip, further distinguishing it as a peidao. Given the
vast array of variations within this category, it becomes essential to delve deeper into the
classification, identifying and categorizing the numerous sub-types of peidao (Tom &
Rodell, 2005: 77; Tom & Rodell, 2005: 77; Tom, 2020). The origins of this long-bladed
weapon can be traced back to the warrior horsemen who lived on the steppes of the
Eurasian frontier during the Middle Ages. Its curved blade was better suited to slicing,
as its arc matched the circular movement of a horseman’s arm. Descendants of these
warriors served in the ranks of the Mongol hordes. The advantage of a curved blade
was evident on battlefields from Poland to Korea. Their blades were the origin of the
various types of Chinese peidao subsequently developed over the following centuries.
The thirteenth and fourteenth centuries were marked by the sweeping conquests of the
Mongol hordes. The descendants of Eurasian tribes, in significant numbers, served in the
ranks of these formidable forces. Their influence extended across vast territories, from
the heartlands of Eastern Europe and the Middle East to the entirety of China. Among
the Western observers of this epoch, a certain Carpini (1996: 72) made a noteworthy
observation. He recorded that by the thirteenth century, the Mongol aristocracy had
widely adopted the use of sabers. This was a significant departure from the traditional
weaponry of the time, which predominantly featured straight-bladed swords. The
Mongol invaders, however, did not merely bring the saber to China. Their conquests
also introduced this curved blade to other cultures that had, until then, relied almost
exclusively on straight-bladed swords.

The transition to the saber was not immediate but rather a gradual process. It began
in the aftermath of the Mongol conquests and continued well into the fifteenth century
(Tom, 2001: 207-209). The first type, based on Central Asian prototypes introduced
during the Yuan dynasty, had a cruciform guard. This type of guard later became
widespread in the Middle East. During the 15th and 16th centuries, thousands of two-
handed Japanese katanas were imported to China. The Chinese enthusiastically copied
these disk-shaped guards (tsuba). By the middle of the Ming dynasty, cruciform guards
went out of fashion. The peidao is classified according to the shape of its blade, which
is between 66 and 76 centimeters long. There are four types of peidao (Tom, 2001: 207-
209; Tom & Rodell, 2005: 77; Tom, 2020; for daos shown in Chinese paintings, see:
Butz 2003).

- Yanmaodao /i JJ or yanlingdao (4% 7J) (goose-quill saber)

The yanmaodao /i & JJ or “goose-quill knife” or “goose-quill saber” appears to be
the next step up from the zhibeidao (BT /) or “straight-back knife” used by China’s
military from the Warring States period (1046 — 256 BCE) until well into the Song
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Dynasty (960 to 1279 CE), and even by the Mongols on occasion (Tom, 2020). The
term yanmaodao is used by collectors and connoisseurs. On the other hand, the term
yanlingdao has its origins in the annals of classic literature (Dekker, 2024). The blade
of a yanmaodao is essentially straight until the last 17.8 to 22.9 centimeters before the
tip. From there, the blade takes on a gentle curve, it means that the tip of the sword is
very slightly curved. There is usually a back-edge opposite the curved part of the blade’s
cutting edge. This is the oldest form of peidao. Its shape is indeed strongly influenced
by the ancient zhibeidao with its straight blade (Tom & Rodell, 2005: 77). It means that
the zhibeidao was completely straight and sharpened on one side only. So, it was single-
edged. The yanmaodao shows a slight curve therefore, it is the beginning of the actual
curve in the blade. The earliest surviving specimens date from the Ming Dynasty (1368-
1644 CE), and it remained in fairly wide use until the end of the 18th century. Later
examples are rare. The technique of this sword utilizes the strong points of both jian (%)
and dao (/J). It means that the yanmaodao was designed to combine the best features
of the saber and the sword (Tom, 2020; Tom & Rodell, 2005: 77; for a yanmaodao, see:
Hagen, 1896, plate XI; 7; for more examples, see: Huangfu, 2007). A yanmaodao has
certain characteristics. As mentioned before, the blade profile is straight for most of its
length and the curve starts at the cutting edge along the last % towards the tip of the
blade. The back of the blade sweeps up slightly to shape the point. Most yanmaodao
blades have a backedge or a beveled area that serves as another edge on the blade spine.
Some of them are quite sharp and some are blunt, but they are not as sharp as the true
edge of the blade (Tom, 2020). As far as surface features of the blade are concerned,
some yanmaodao blades have no fullers and the others have fullers to lighten the blade.
Most yanomadao hilts were straight (Tom, 2020).

Figs. 5 and 6: A Chinese yanomadao
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- Liuyedao #1#£ 7] (willow leaf saber)

The liuyedao, “willow leaf knife”, has a gentle curve that starts near the handle and
then the curve is distributed along the blade length. A deeper curve of the blade means
that it could be used to deliver deeper cuts, but the traditional thrust with the saber
is still effective, although not in the same way as a thrust with a yanmaodao. The
general assumption is that the liuyedao is not native to China and was introduced
by the Mongols into China during their conquests. Additionally, the Mongol sabers
should have been influenced by Central Asian prototypes (Tom, 2020). The liuyedao
remained the most popular saber type in China as it substituted the jian and zhibeidao
in the military by the Ming dynasty (1368-1644 CE), and reduced the popularity of
the yanmaodao by mid-Qing period (1644 —1912 CE). Many blades of liuyedao have
fullers and a back-edge. It was a widely used sword in China in all divisions of the
Chinese army and it is shown in many artworks from the Ming and Qing dynasties.
The liuyedao could be used effectively to deliver strong cuts on foot or horseback
(Tom, 2020; Tom & Rodell, 2005: 77-78; for an example of liuye dao, see: Hagen,
1896, plate X ; 2; for other examples of liuye dao, see: Huangfu, 2007, and Richardson,
1994: 183). As far as the blade characteristics of liuyedao are concerned, the blade has
a curve extending for most of its length. There are also different curves on the blade
of liuyedao. Some blades have a slight curve and then the curve increases towards the
tip of the blade. Other types of liuyedao have a pronounced curve near the hilt, and
then the curve decreases towards the blade’s tip. There are also blade types with a
symmetrical circular curve. Most blades have a backedge. The hilts of liuyedao sabers
can be straight or curved (Tom, 2020).

There is also a variety of liuyedao that has prominent ridges #Z qi on both sides of
the blade. This is a feature that is similar to the shinogizukuri cross-section which is
typical of Japanese katana. However, this is an old Chinese influence as this is in fact
a survival of the typical cross-section of most zhibeidao from the Zhou (1046 BC until
256 BC) through Tang Dynasties (618-907 CE) which have this typical cross-section.
The narrow blades, often referred to as miaodao or “sprout saber”, are named for their
resemblance to a sprout in Jin Yiming’s “Single Defense Saber” (1935). Today, the term
miaodao is commonly used to refer to the large two-handed version of the liuyedao. This
can cause confusion, as the term was originally used to refer to the narrow, curved blade
shape of the liuyedao. However, the two-handed miaodao is a distinct weapon in its own
right, with a longer blade and a different fighting style compared to the single-handed
liuyedao. The liuyedao also displays a large variety in blade design. Some blades have
fullers, which are grooves that run along the length of the blade. These fullers reduce
the weight of the blade without compromising its strength, making the weapon easier
to wield. Other blades have bevels, which are angled surfaces on the edge of the blade.
These bevels can increase the cutting power of the blade, making it more effective in

combat. The blade profiles, or the cross-sectional shape of the blade, can also vary.
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Despite the variety in design, all liuyedao share a common characteristic: they are all
single-edged (Dekker, 2024).

Figs. 7 and 8: A Chinese liuyedao

- Piandao (fl7J) or “slicing knife”

Piandao means “slicing knife”. Its blade is much more curved than that of the liuyedao.
The piandao is a rare type of Chinese sabers. Its deep curve, a distinctive feature that
sets it apart from other sabers, makes it particularly suited for close range cutting. This
weapon was primarily used by specialized shield bearing units of the Ming and Qing
dynasties (Dekker, 2024). Its name and the shape of its blade indicate that the piandao
was designed for close slicing. There is an obvious parallel between this sword and the
Persian shamshir. It is likely that the Chinese adopted this blade shape after contact with
Middle Eastern and South Asian peoples on the Silk Road and maritime trade routes.
However, the piandao was not particularly popular in China and apart from during the
Qing dynasty and in combination with the tengpai (rattan shield) (Tom & Rodell, 2005:
78), it was not often used (for examples of piandao, see: Huangfu, 2007; for an example

of another piandao, see: Hagen, 1896: 1, plate X).

- Niuweidao (“*27J) or “oxtail knife”

Niuweidao means “oxtail knife”. Its blade is much wider and its width increases from
the strong end, then narrows to the tip. The niuweidao, a traditional Chinese saber,
exhibits a unique curvature that transitions from a fairly straight base to a moderate
curve, culminating in a pronounced curve near the wider tip section. The tip shows an

upward sweeping structure. The cutting edge of the niuweidao has a variable curvature.
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Its hilt is slightly curved, unlike other peidao which can have either straight or curved
hilts. This design is meticulously optimized for cutting softer, unprotected targets, a
feature that elucidates its widespread popularity among rebels and civilians during a
period when firearms rendered armor obsolete. The earliest examples of the niuweidao
do not date from before the first decades of the 19th century. Unlike the other three
swords discussed above, the niuweidao does not appear in Ming or Qing portraits,
military manuals, or battle scenes (Dekker, 2024; Tom & Rodell, 2005: 80-81; for more
examples of niuweidao, see: Huangfu, 2007). The niuweidao stands out as the sole non-
military saber. Its origins can be traced back to the 19th century, a time when it was
extensively utilized by rebels and martial artists. Following the fall of the Qing dynasty,
the Chinese military underwent a significant transformation, transitioning entirely to
European style military sabers. Despite this shift, the niuweidao remained steadfast,

retaining its relevance and use by martial artists (Dekker, 2024).

Figs. 9 and 10: A Chinese niuweidao

The evolution of shape of swords in Iran

The Persian shamshir ,_ i, a sword of legendary renown, has captivated the
imaginations of individuals across the Middle East and Europe for centuries. Its allure
lies not only in the intricate artistic patterns of the crucible steel but also in the distinctive
curvature of its blade in later examples. However, before the Arab conquest of Iran and
the advent of Islam in 631 CE, the swords wielded in Iran were uniformly straight. This
implies that the preceding Persian dynasties, namely the Achaemenids (559-330 BCE),
the Parthians (250 BCE- 228 CE), and the Sasanians (241-651 CE), all favored straight,
double-edged swords. The term ‘shamshir’ has been adopted by various European
languages to denote the quintessential Persian shamshir, characterized by its markedly

curved blade. However, the term shamshir in its original context refers to all kinds of
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swords, encompassing both curved and straight-bladed varieties. The term shamshir
traces its origins back to the Middle Persian (Pahlavi) period, during which swords
were referred to as ‘shamsher’, ‘shafsher’, and ‘shufsher’ (Farahvashi, 2002b: 336).
According to MacKenzie (1971), the etymological roots of the word shamshir can be
traced back to the dawn of New Persian, prior to the introduction of the Arabic alphabet.
In early New Persian the sword was denoted by the words ‘sneh’ (snyh), or ‘shamsher’
[shamsher] in Middle Persian (Pahlavi). This stands in stark contrast to the Chinese
language, where jian was used to refer to double-edged straight swords and dao was
used to denote one-edged straight or curved swords. In Persian, however, shamshir was
used as a blanket term to refer to any type of sword, irrespective of its shape.

The intriguing question that has piqued the curiosity of numerous scholars revolves
around the emergence of the single-edged curved sword, particularly in the Middle
Eastern region and more specifically in Iran. The exact historical juncture at which the
curved sword supplanted the double-edged straight sword remains shrouded in mystery.
Similar to the development of the curved peidao in China, the emergence of curved
swords in the Middle East and West Asia can be attributed to troops from Central Asia
who influenced the introduction of curved swords in these regions. Thus, curved swords
were not native to the Middle East. Lebedynsky (1992: 58) rightfully challenges the
conventional association of the curved sword with the Middle East. He contends that the
birthplace of this weapon is not this region. Kobylinski (2000: 59), for instance, asserts
that the curved swords made their debut in the 7th century. North (1994: 138), however,
offers a contrasting viewpoint, suggesting that the single-edged curved sword did not
emerge until the 8th or 9th century. This divergence in scholarly opinion underscores the
need for further research to unravel the intricate history of the curved sword.

Nicolle (1998: 17) highlights the ambiguity surrounding the exact timeline of the
appearance of curved swords in the Middle East. Despite this uncertainty, he suggests
that these weapons may have been in use in eastern Iran as early as the late 9th century.
Al-Sarraff (2002: 167-168) introduces the terms al-khisrawani and al-sughdi as classified
by Ibn Hizam Akhi, a servant of the caliph al-Mutawakkil (847-861 CE). These terms
refer to single-edged swords that were probably slightly curved. This assertion is
consistent with Nicolle’s (1998: 17) belief regarding the existence of these weapons
toward the end of the 9th century CE. While Ibn Akhi Hizan’s classification does not
provide a detailed description of the shape of the swords, al-Sarraff concludes that the
al-khisrawani and al-sughdi swords were probably slightly curved. The al-khisrawani
swords were made in Fars, a province in southern Iran, which lends credence to the theory
that slightly curved swords first appeared in Iran in the 9th century. Al-Sarraff (2002:
171) further suggests that the earliest reference to curved swords can be traced back to
Abbeasid scriptures, specifically to al-Jahiz’s letter, Mandqib al-Turk, written in the 9th
century. In this text, Khorasanian troops take pride in their “crooked” scabbards, which,

according to al-Sarraff, implies their use of curved swords. This historical evidence,
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while not definitive, provides a compelling argument for the early use of curved swords
in the Middle East, particularly in Iran. In his study, Zakey (1965: 290-291) elucidates
that post the Islamic conquest of Iran, the Iranians persisted in their use of the Sasanian
straight swords, a testament to their enduring cultural heritage. Similarly, the Arabs
maintained their reliance on the ancient straight swords, a weapon of choice that had

served them well in the pre-Islamic era.

Figs. 11 and 12: Sasanian swords

Delving deeper into the evolution of weaponry, Zakey (1965: 290-291) reveals that
from the 7th to the 13th centuries, the predominant sword design featured straight, wide,
double-edged blades with fullers. The guards of these swords were either cruciform or
curved, reflecting the diversity in design and craftsmanship of the time. Interestingly,
Zakey underscores the absence of any reference to curved swords in the treatises penned
by renowned scholars such as al-Kindi, Biruni, and al-Tarsusi. This omission suggests
that the curved sword may not have been as prevalent or as significant during this
period. However, a contrasting perspective is offered by al-Sarraft (2002: 167-168), who
proposes that the sword types referred to as al-khisrawani and al-sughdi, as classified by
ibn Akhi Hizam in the 9th century, were likely single-edged and curved.

Jacob (1985: 155) aligns his perspective with that of Zakey, asserting that the swords
utilized during the early Muslim era in Iran bore no significant differences from those
wielded by the Sasanians. He further elaborates that the introduction of the curved
sword in Iran did not occur until the advent of Saljuks. The curvature of these swords
became more pronounced following the arrival of the Mongols and Timurids. Further,
Jacob posits that the curved sword’s origins can be traced back to Central Asia, where
it was a weapon of choice among nomadic tribes. It is important to note that the initial
versions of these swords exhibited only a slight curve. Rossabi (2002: 13) provides an
intriguing illustration of early Iranian swords. Although the hilt is absent, the short cross
guard remains intact. The blade’s curvature commences at the forte, subtly extending
towards the tip. This sword, with its slight curve and a raised counter-edge known as a
yelman, is a testament to the evolution of weaponry. It is noteworthy that straight swords
continued to be prevalent until the 14th and 15th centuries (Zakey, 1965: 290-291). It
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was only after this period that curved swords began to emerge in significant quantities.
This perspective is corroborated by Kobylinski (2000: 59), who posits that straight
swords were the weapon of choice in what is now Iran during the 8th century. The
Sasanian Empire (241-651 CE) provides further evidence of this trend. As previously
noted, all Sasanian swords were straight. This is a significant detail, as it underscores the
continuity of weapon design during this period. Equally significant is the fact that the
first Islamic Arab swords, wielded by the Arab conquerors of Iran, were also straight.
This is evidenced by archaeological discoveries of early Islamic Arab swords, which are
currently preserved in the Sarayi Topkapi Museum in Istanbul (Yiicel, 2001).

Historical manuscripts such as Khayyam Neyshaburi’s Nowruzameh (Book of
Nowruz) (Khayyam Neyshaburi, 2003: 55) and Mobarakshah Fakhr Modabar’s Adab
al-Harb va al-Shoja-e (Customs of War and Bravery) (Mobarakshah Fakhr Modabar,
1967: 258) provide compelling evidence that the qarachuri, a type of curved sword
wielded by Turkish warriors, had been integrated into Iranian warfare long before the
Mongol invasion. This assertion is further corroborated by al-Sarraff (2002: 171), who
alludes to the presence of curved swords among the Khorasan troops during the Abbasid
era in the 9th century. In their analysis of Iranian weaponry, Allan and Gilmour (2000:
195) propose that the Mongols and Turkic peoples of the steppe may have introduced
the slightly curved sword to Iran. This style of sword remained prevalent in Ilkhanid
Iran until the early Safavid period. Kobylinski (2000: 60) concurs with this perspective,
suggesting that the design of the shamshir blade was influenced by Mongolian swords
from the 14th and 15th centuries. However, Kobylinski’s use of the term “Mongol” lacks
precision. It is important to note that the Ilkhanids governed Iran from 1256 to 1394 CE,
followed by the Timurids from 1387 to 1596 CE. As previously established, certain
variations of the curved sword had already been incorporated into Iranian warfare well
before these periods. This historical context underscores the complexity and diversity of
influences that shaped the evolution of Iranian weaponry.

In the northeastern region of Iran, in the ancient city of Neyshabur, a remarkable
artifact was discovered - a sword dating back to the 9th century CE. This sword, one of the
few remaining intact examples of its kind, possesses a nearly straight blade, its curvature
so subtle it is barely noticeable. The sword is further characterized by a crossguard
and a scabbard suspension system, features that add to its historical significance. The
evolution of the Persian sword has been a topic of great interest among researchers.
Many propose that the curved sword did not appear suddenly, but rather developed
gradually over time. This theory suggests that the curvature of Persian swords became
more pronounced as centuries passed. Allan and Gilmour (2000: 198) have noted this
continuum in the development of Persian swords. They distinguish between the saber,
which has a slight curve, and the shamshir, which boasts a more pronounced curve.
According to their research, as well as the findings of other scholars, the highly curved
Iranian saber should have emerged during the reign of Shah Abbas (1587-1629 CE)
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and they use the term shamshir to refer to this type of highly-curved sword. Kobylinski
(2000: 60) concurs with this view, asserting that the classic Iranian shamshir came into
existence in the early 17th century. This perspective is also supported by Zakey (1965:
291), who posits that the degree of curvature was initially slight at the dawn of the
15th century. However, over time, the curvature appears to have increased, first with
the establishment of the Safavid dynasty in Iran, and then more significantly during the
reign of Shah Abbas the Great (1587-1629 CE).

Fig. 13: A highly curved Safavid shamshir

Lebednyky (1992: 69-70) provides an insightful analysis of a renowned Iranian
sword, attributed to Shah Tahmasp (1524-1576 CE), which is currently housed in the
Victoria and Albert Museum. This particular weapon serves as a tangible testament to
the evolution of Iranian swordsmanship, marking a clear transition from the ancient
Iranian swords to the classical Iranian shamshir. The blade of this sword is characterized
by a moderate curvature and a back-edge, also known as a yelman. This design is not
only aesthetically pleasing but also functional, enhancing the sword’s cutting power.
The blade’s curvature is not overly pronounced, suggesting a balance between the need
for slashing power and the desire for precision in thrusting attacks. What sets this sword
apart, however, is the intricate genealogy of Shah Tahmasp, which is inlaid in gold on
the blade. This detail not only adds to the sword’s aesthetic appeal but also provides a
historical context, linking the weapon to a specific period and ruler in Iranian history.
Despite the unique features of this sword, it is important to note that there is compelling
evidence suggesting the existence of swords with a more pronounced curvature long
before the reign of Shah Abbas. This indicates that the evolution of Iranian swords
was not a linear process but rather a complex interplay of various influences and
technological advancements over time.

In the halls of the Tehran Military Museum, two magnificent shamshirs stand out,
their elegant curvature a testament to classic Iranian craftsmanship. Another such
masterpiece can be found in the National Museum of Tehran, each attributed to the Timur
period, 771 to 807 AH, or 1370 to 1404 CE. These shamshirs, with their distinctive
curvature, offer fascinating insights into the evolution of sword making. Their design
suggests that swords of this period were indeed heavily curved, a feature that predates

the Safavid era. However, this assumption depends on the accuracy of the attribution
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of these shamshirs to the Timurid period. Each of these three swords is decorated with
a gold-inlaid cartouche, proudly bearing the name of Timur. One of these sabers was
mentioned in the historical manuscript “Irdn dar zaman-e Shah Safi va Shah Abbas
Dovvom?”. This manuscript, written by the renowned Mirza Mohammad Yussof Qazvini
Isfahani in 1078 AH (1667 CE), provides a rich description of the era, which further
enhances the historical significance of these swords (see Moshtagh Khorasani, 2006:
424-427, cat 68- 69; Moshtagh Khorasani, 2010).

Fig. 14: Another highly curved Safavid shamshir

In the annals of history, Qazvini Isfahani (2003: 159-160) refers to a blade that is
attributed to Amir Timur Gurkani. Passing through the hands of kings, it surfaced during
the reign of Shah Safi, entrusted to him in the hope that he would emulate Timur’s world-
conquering exploits. The blade bore the name of Amir Timur Gurkani written on the
blade. This was not just a weapon, but a symbol of power and heritage, a tangible link
to the past and a beacon for the future. To add to the intrigue, two shamshirs attributed
to Timur are decorated with gold inlays and bear inscriptions. The name of Amir Timur
Gurkani is engraved in a cartouche alongside that of Shah Safi. The inscription reads
“Bandeh-ye Shah Velayat Safi”, which translates as “the representative/slave of Shah
Velayat [reference to Imam Ali] Safi” (Moshtagh Khorasani, 2006: 424-427, cat 68 -
69). However, it is crucial to acknowledge that the use of straight swords such as this
one continued into the Qajar period, albeit in limited numbers. This fact underlines the
continuing importance and influence of these weapons, not only as tools of war, but also

as symbols of power and prestige.

Fig. 15: A straight shamshir from the Qajar period

There are several expressions in Persian period manuals that describe the shape of a

shamshir. Here are some of them.

Shamshir-e kaj &S el (curved sword)
There are also different expressions to describe a very curved sword, such as shamshir-e
kaj jiiieis &S (curved sword) (see Romuz-e Hamzeh, 1940: 224; Asef, 2003: 97);



|47 | Parseh Journal of Archaeological Studies || Vol. 9 | No. 31 [/ 2025

shamshir-e kham 3 , iwd (curved sword) (Fathali Khan Saba, 267); shamshir-e
khamideh o403 yiineds (curved sword) (Digital Lexicon of Dehkhoda).

Shamshir-e yekrokheh sJues pinouts (Sword with one edge)

There are several expressions to describe a slightly curved sword, such as: shamshir-e
yekrokheh 45,5 i (sword with one edge) (Mirza Lotfallah, 1706-1707, 1696-
1697); and shamshir-e yekruy (sg, S& yinais (sword with one edge) (Zafarnameh,
Naderi, 1968: 191).

Shamshir-e dodam @5 g3 yudaess (Straight sword with two edges).

There are several expressions to describe a straight sword in Persian, such as shamshir-e
dodam 2 92 yinesds (double-edged sword) (Tartusi, 2001: 71, vol. 4 ; Dastan-e Hossein
Kord-e Shabestari, 2003: 167); shamshir-e doruyeh 4,4, 95 yuiiois (double-edged sword)
(Naderi, 1968: 191); shamshir-e mostaqim (adiume yivid (straight sword) (Digital
Lexicon of Dehkhoda), and shamshir-e rast c.owly yoiweis (Straight sword) (Modarresi
et al., 1991).

Mirza Lotfallah offers the most comprehensive account of swords, their creation,
and analysis in his seminal work Ta’id Besarat (Aid to Sight). Written under the
pseudonym Nithar and bearing the honorary title of Nosratallah Xan, Lotfallah’s treatise
is a cornerstone in the field of SamSirSenas _ wluis,uivois (sword analysis) (Moshtagh
Khorasani, 2022: 6; Elgood, 2017: 896). In Ta’id Besarat, Lotfallah introduces a unique
classification system for swords based on their length and curvature. He identifies two
primary lengths: the sirqad 43,..s (long swords) and the kamqad 48,5 (short swords).
The term ‘qad’ 43 means ‘length’ or ‘height’, ‘sir’ ,..s means ‘full’ or ‘long’, and ‘kam’
~5 means ‘less’ or ‘short’. Lotfallah’s classification goes beyond length and delves
into the curvature of the swords. He establishes a spectrum ranging from straight
(rast cewly) swords to highly curved (sirxam 5 ,..) swords. Following the straight
swords on this scale are the slightly curved swords, called straight-curved (rastxam
o>Cawly). The spectrum progresses to moderately curved swords (Sirinxam 3 -y i),
then to well curved swords (xo$xam 3 jbs3), culminating in highly curved swords
(sirxam 3 y.w). In addition, Lotfallah also identifies a unique category of swords with
a forward curve or angle, called peSxam 5 . This comprehensive classification
system underlines Lotfallah’s profound understanding of the art of sword making and

his contribution to SamsSirSenasi.

Conclusion

The entire class of single-edged Chinese blades is called dao (knife), regardless of
length, shape or guard configuration. It differs from the family of other double-edged
bladed weapons known as jian (sword). The use of various types of dao as military

weapons dates back several centuries before the unification of China by the first Qin
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emperor in 221 BCE. The first model was called zhibeidao B JJ (straight back knife)
and featured a long blade without any curvature. This weapon was used in the Chinese
army for centuries, losing popularity only after the end of the Yuan (Mongol) dynasty in
1368 CE. The introduction of this curved sword is rooted in the style of swordsmanship
of the horsemen who inhabited the vast steppes of the Eurasian frontier at the time. The
curvature of the blade was not merely an aesthetic choice, but a strategic design that
enhanced its slicing ability. This design was ingeniously crafted to mirror the circular
motion of a rider’s arm, maximizing the efficiency and lethality of each cut. Later, this
type of single-edged sword developed into the curved peidao fiil /J (belt knife). The
different types of dao are classified according to their individual characteristics, and
each has its own name, e.g. peidao (belt knife), itself divided between yanmaodao JfE
E 7] (goose-quill knife), liuyedao #iEE J) (willow leaf knife), piandao fil] JJ (slicing
knife), and niuweidao 42 JJ (ox tail knife).

The term ‘shamshir’ is not merely confined to the description of highly curved
swords in Iran. In fact, in the Persian language, it serves as a universal term for all
sword types. The etymology of ‘shamshir’ can be traced back to pre-Islamic Iran,
where it was known by various names such as shamsher, shafsher, and shufsher in the
Pahlavi language. The swords of pre-Islamic Iran were characterized by their straight,
double-edged design. However, the exact timeline of the introduction of curved swords
or sabers into Iran remains a subject of debate. The earliest evidence suggests their
appearance around the 8th or 9th century. While it is widely accepted that the advent of
strongly curved swords in Iran occurred during the reign of Shah Abbas (1587-1629),
there is compelling evidence to suggest their usage predates this period. In Persian,
there are distinct terminologies to describe a straight sword, such as shamshir-e dodam
and shamshir-e doruyeh (both meaning double-edged sword), shamshir-e mostaqim and
shamshir-e rast (both meaning straight sword). Similarly, the language offers a variety
of expressions for a highly curved sword, including shamshir-e kaj, shamshir-e kham,
and shamshir-e khamideh (all meaning curved sword), as well as shamshir-e yekrokheh
and shamshir-e yekruy (both signifying a single-edged sword).

The introduction and development of curved swords in different regions reveals a
fascinating chronology. In Iran, the advent of these elegantly curved weapons can be
traced back to the 8th and 9th centuries CE, a period significantly earlier than their
appearance in China. This period, spanning the 8th and 9th centuries CE, witnessed a
transformation in warfare tactics and weaponry, with the curved sword playing a pivotal
role. Iranian warriors embraced this new weapon, which offered superior maneuverability,
especially on horseback. In contrast, the introduction of curved swords in China came
much later, during the Yuan Dynasty in 1368 CE. This period, marked by Mongol rule,
marked a significant change in Chinese warfare and weaponry. The Mongols and the
Central Asian tribes who fought for them were famous for their archery on horseback.

They introduced the curved sword to China, revolutionizing Chinese martial arts and
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forever changing the landscape of Chinese warfare. The curved sword made its mark in
two different historical periods and regions, reflecting the dynamic evolution of warfare
and weaponry. The contrast in the timeline of its introduction in Iran and China offers
a fascinating glimpse into the different paths of cultural and military evolution of these

ancient civilizations.
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