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Post Classic Mixtec Codex Zouche-Nuttall, which portrays a long handled

ax inset with sharp obsidian points along the head (top left corner). Image

via famsi.org.

ABSTRACT
The ax, which is mentioned in the Book of Mormon in

military contexts, was used as a battle weapon in pre-

Columbian times and is frequently portrayed in ancient

Mesoamerican art.
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The ax is mentioned as a weapon associated with

warfare twice in the Book of Mormon. Enos wrote

that the Lamanites in his days were skilled in the use

of the ax and other weapons (Enos 1:20), and

Mormon specifically mentioned the ax as a weapon

used to hew down his people at the battle of

Cumorah (Mormon 6:9).

Although some people have claimed that the ax was

never used as a weapon of pre-Columbian

warfare,  there is substantial evidence that they

were used for millennia in pre-Columbian times,

including the time period which coincides with the

Book of Mormon.

The Post-Classic Maya of Highland Guatemala fought

with axes in addition to other weapons. According to

the Popol Vuh, the Quiche fought with axes.  The

Tzutujils and their allies used a battle axe in their

wars.  Alvarado’s Indian allies in Guatemala also

included “battle axes” in their repertoire of

weapons.

Scene from the Popul Vuh featuring the ax. Image via

research.mayavase.com 
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Axes are portrayed in pre-Columbian art, including

stone monuments and vases from the Classic Maya

Period. One type of ax was made from a single piece

of stone, while another consisted of several pieces

of sharp obsidian blades.  The latter, according to

Francis Robicsek, were “composite weapons, some

of them highly decorated with separate wooden

handles and blades of flint or obsidian as

inserts.”  They were “a regular attribute of the

armor of the common warrior.”  The ax is depicted

in the murals of Teotihuacan  and is also portrayed

on Stela 11, a Pre-Classic monument  at Kaminaljuyu

highland Guatemala,  a site which some Latter-day

Saint scholars have compared with the land and city

of Nephi.

Many representations of axes, such as those shown

at Teotihuacan, suggest that they had short handles.

Ross Hassig believes that the Mesoamerican ax was

most frequently viewed as a secondary weapon,

used for the execution, sacrifice, or decapitation of

prisoners after battle.  In light of this, it is

interesting that Mormon mentioned the ax at the

battle of Cumorah, where the Lamanites are said to

have “gone through and hewn down all my people”

(Mormon 6:11), a reference that makes sense in

light of the secondary role of the ax as understood in

ancient Mesoamerican warfare.

Conclusion
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Warrior holding ax in stela 11

from Kaminaljuyu. Drawing by Ayax

Moreno. 

Axes, which are several

times mentioned in

Book of Mormon

military narratives, are

known to have been a

significant weapon in

ancient pre-Columbian

warfare. Evidence for

their use is found in late

Mesoamerican

documents and in

Mesoamerican art,

stretching back into Pre-

Classic times. The ax’s

frequent use as a

secondary weapon in

the aftermath of battle

is consistent with

Mormon’s description of the battle at Cumorah.

FURTHER READING

John L. Sorenson, Images of Ancient America:

Visualizing Book of Mormon Life (Provo, UT:

Research Press, 1998), 50–51, 130.
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Cimeters
On several occasions, the Book of Mormon refers

to a weapon called a “cimeter.” Once thought to

be an anachronism, it is now known that this…
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Headplates
The Book of Mormon contains several

descriptions of combatants using “headplates” in

battle. Headplates (or helmets) were also an…
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