
Terms of Use

under a Creative Commons license. You are free to copy, distribute, 
and display this article under the following conditions:

You must provide attribution to the author and the Lord Collection, 
and make these license terms clear to others. You may not modify the 
article, and you may not use it for commerical purposes. 

You may view the complete terms of the license below:

creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/

To download other works in the Lord Collection, and for more 
information, please visit:

www.umass.edu/renaissance/lord



 Many manuals were pub-
lished in Sixteenth Century Europe 
on the use of  arms both in war and 
in individual combat. For the most 
part, these manuals give detailed in-
structions on the manner of  doing 
great harm to your opponents while 
contravening their attempts to harm 
you. Occasionally, however, these 
manuals will discuss activities that 
are part of  a training regimen rather 
than, in themselves, movements that 
one would carry out in combat. These 
discussions sometimes explicitly ad-
dress what might better be called 
sport fencing than actual combat. 
 While few Renaissance trea-
tises explicitly address the issue of  
“sport” fencing, Giacomo Di Grassi 
raises the issue at length in his Ra-
gione Di Adoprar Sicuramente L’Arme 
si da Offesa, Come da Difesa (Venetia: 
1570) and in the nearly contempo-
rary translation of  this treatise, Gia-
como Di Grassi his True Arte of  Defence 
. . . With a Treatise of  Disceit or Falsinge 
(London: 1594).1 In discussing the 
division of  his treatise into the true 
art and the false art, Di Grassi wants 
his readers to understand, “that false-
hood hath no advauntage against true 
Art, but rather is most hurtfull and 
deadlie to him that useth it.”2 The 
majority of  the treatise focuses on 
the True Art: first, describing posi-
tions and movements appropriate to 
the use of  arms, and second, provid-
ing detailed instructions in the use of  
the rapier alone; the rapier and dag-
ger; the rapier and cloak; the sword 
(or rapier) and buckler (small shield, 
either round or square); case (pair) 
of  rapiers; two hand sword; and vari-

ous staff  weapons. 
He then turns to 
“The Second Part 
intreatinge of  De-
ceites and Falsing-
es of  Blowes and 
Thrustes.” Di Gras-
si explains that he is 
including this sec-
tion because he had 
promised to do so 
earlier in the treatise, 
and also “to satisfie those who are greatly delighted 
to skirmish, not with pretence to hurt or overcome, 
but rather for their exercise & pastime.”3 He explains 
that in this activity, one is admired for being able to 
carry out a wide range of  elaborate motions; but that 
in combat, it can happen that an opponent with “good 
stomack and stout courage”4 can thrust past these 
fancy maneuvers. Di Grassi therefore advocates that 
the practices associated with the false art only be em-
ployed “in sport, and . . . for their practise & pastime.”5 
 Beginning his discussion of  “Deceits or Fals-
ings” with the single rapier, Di Grassi reminds the 
reader of  the various wards previously described 
within the true art, “And standing in all these waies, 
he may false a thrust above, and force it home be-
neath: and contrarie [false a thrust] from beneth [and 
thrust] above, he may false it without and deliver it 
within, or contrariwise.”6 Likewise, one can false a cut-
ting blow and then deliver a different blow instead. 
All of  these most common form of  falsings are what 
we today would call making a feint before delivering 
the real attack. While the use of  feints eventually be-
comes one of  the most standard of  fencing practices,  
Di Grassi regards it as a technique that carries with 
it great danger for the user: “And as for these Falses 
and Slips, they must use them for their exercise & pas-
times sake onelie, and not presume upon them, except 
it bee against such persons, who are either much more 
slow, or know not the true principels of  this Art.”7  

 While Di Grassi warns of  the danger of  mak-
ing false attacks, he is stronger still in his criticism of  
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Figure 1. Practice 
rapier in the Victoria 
& Albert Museum, 
London. (Hutton. The 
Sword and the Centu-
ries,1901, p. 74.)

Figure 2. Practice 
dagger in the Victoria 
& Albert Museum, 
London. (Hutton. The 
Sword and the Centuries, 
1901, p. 75.)

Figure 3. Photograph of  tip of  prac-
tice rapier in the Victoria & Albert 
Museum, London. 
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a second form of  falsing which can be performed when 
one has supplemented the rapier with a dagger in the 
other hand: “As for example, to widen it [the dagger] and 
discover [expose] some part of  the bodie to the enemie, 
thereby provoking him to move, and then warding, to 
strike him, being so disapointed: but in my opinion, these 
sortes of  falses of  discovering of  the bodie, ought not 
to be used.”8 That is, while “feints” are dangerous to the 
user, “invitations” are far more so. A third form of  fals-
ing receives even more criticism than these first two: “But 
this manner of  falsing next following, is to be practiced 
last of  all other, and as it were in desperate cases. And it 
is, either to faine, as though he would forcibly fling his 
dagger at the enemie’s face, . . . or els . . . to fling the dag-
ger in deede at the enemie’s face”9 One is reminded of  
the scene in the 1974 
movie version of  The 
Four Musketeers in which 
Porthos demonstrates 
his new attack which 
entails flinging his ra-
pier at his opponent. 
After easily parrying 
the thrown weapon, 
Aramis remarks, “Only 
Porthos could invent a 
new way of  disarming 
himself.”10 Di Grassi 
is especially critical of  
this idea of  giving up 
a weapon to achieve 
some imagined imme-
diate advantage. He likewise recommends against seizing 
the enemies sword with the left hand if  doing so calls for 
the casting away of  one’s dagger.11 The objection here is 
not to the seizing of  the opponent’s weapon, but to the sac-
rifice of  one’s own dagger. Several pages earlier, Di Grassi 
describes in some detail how one can close with an oppo-
nent, grasp his rapier near the hilt, and twist it out of  the 
opponent’s hand.12 In that earlier case, however, one is en-
gaged in single rapier play and the left hand is already emp-
ty so no weapon is being abandoned during the grappling. 
 In keeping with the theatrical nature of  the moves 
which characterize the false art, Di Grassi ends this sec-
tion with a disarm in which you continue to hold on to 
your own dagger while seizing your opponent’s rapier. If, 
according to Di Grassi’s instructions, your opponent de-
livers an edge blow (or thrust) from above, you first block 
this blow with your own rapier at the third or fourth part 
(that is, near the point) of  the opponent’s rapier which you 

allow to slide down along your own rapier towards your 
hilt a bit off  to your right side. You then bring the blade 
of  your own dagger up inside (that is, to your right) of  his 
rapier near to his hilt, and pull with your dagger hand to 
your left while holding or pushing with your right (rapier) 
hand toward your  right. The execution of  this maneuver 
is greatly enhanced by nimbly stepping in with your left 
(rear) foot immediately upon establishing contact between 
your rapier and his. As you pull with the left hand and 
push with the right, swing your left foot (and your entire 
body) back, rotating on the right foot. The separation of  
your hands, combined with the force provided by having 
your entire body involved, creates a large turning force or 
torque which easily twists the grip of  your opponent’s ra-
pier out of  his hand.13 In practice (and we have practiced 

this on many occa-
sions), this disarm 
is both effective and 
very “flashy.” It is a 
maneuver guaranteed 
to garner the admira-
tion of  any onlook-
ers. Note, however, 
that should an actual 
enemy attack you in 
earnest with such a 
blow, the standard, far 
less flashy, response 
would be to thrust in 
quickly at his chest 
while his weapon is 
coming around from 

above, thereby ending the matter with greater dispatch and 
avoiding the danger of  allowing his weapon to approach 
closely before blocking, as the disarm requires. This is 
the difference between the True Art and the False Art.
After treating rapier and dagger, Di Grassi turns to rapier 
and cloak.  In his treatment of  the true art, Di Grassi 
comments on the cloak that “the use thereof  being in a 
manner altogether deceitfull, I was resolved to put over all 
this to the treatise of  Deceit, as unto his proper place.”14 

Nevertheless, he acknowledges that since one will usually 
have a cloak near to hand should the need arise to defend 
oneself  from attack, one should know how to use it to 
advantage. The flexibility of  the cloak means that it can-
not offer the same kind of  protection that a rigid imple-
ment can provide. Therefore, one cannot wrap the cloak 
around an arm and then use that to block a strong blow 
from the opponent’s sword. Likewise, while the body of  a 
cloak hanging from an arm can interfere with a thrust or 

Figure 4. Fencing practice showing padded tips on rapiers af-
ter Michael Hundt. Ein new künstliches Fechtbuch im Rappier zum 
Fechten und Balgen (1611) (Arnold, 1979, p. 120.)
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blow, one must not 
allow it to drape di-
rectly over the leg. 
That is, one must 
be sure to hold the 
cloak forward with 
the left hand or 
arm, while keeping 
that leg back. As 
Di Grassi puts it, 
“the Cloak wardeth 
not when there 
is any harde sub-
stance behind it.”15 

 H a v i n g 
treated the cloak at 
some length in the 
true art, the rapier 
and cloak section in 
the false art becomes 
(as with the other 
weapon forms) a repository for tricks and flashy gam-
bits. If  your opponent is slow, you can quickly grab his 
cloak near the clasp at the neck with one hand, and then 
strike him in the face with the other hand, ending the 
altercation before weapons have even been drawn. At the 
very beginning of  a bout, you can grab your own cloak 
with both hands, one at each shoulder, and fling it over 
your own head at your opponent’s face to blind him while 
you draw your rapier and attack. Once you are engaged 
in combat, you can throw your cloak with one hand, or 
you can drape it over the blade of  your sword and fling 
it from there by a sweeping action of  your sword hand.16 

The true art of  the sword and buckler (or target, either 
round or square) focuses on the manner of  best protect-

ing the body with 
these various types 
of  small shields. The 
essence of  the false 
art is to deliberately 
put the buckler or 
target aside to create 
an apparent opening, 
being ever ready to 
bring it quickly back 
to defend against 
the attack when it 
comes.17 The case 
of  rapiers, where 
one has a full length 

rapier in each hand, 
is the most complex 
combat form, both 
in the true art and in 
the false. One can at-
tack with one rapier 
at the same time as 
one defends with the 
other, or one can at-
tack simultaneously 
or successively with 
both. The danger is 
that one can get so 
caught up in the po-
tential for attack that 
one fails to give ad-
equate attention to 
one’s own defense, 
which can also be 
accomplished with 
either weapon. Once 

again, the special feature of  the false art is the making of  
feints or false attacks. With two rapiers, such a feint can 
be followed by an actual attack with the same rapier which 
made the feint, or even more quickly, by an attack with the 
other rapier.18 To be proficient in the true art with case of  
rapier, “it is necessary that he can as well manage the left 
hand as the right, . . . he can do no good, without that kind 
of  nimblenes and dexteritie.”19 On the other hand, in the 
false art, where the stakes are much lower (win or lose vs. 
live or die), one can allow oneself  to use one sword for at-
tack and the other for defense, as with rapier and dagger. As 
Di Grassi puts it, “But if  he would exercise himselfe onlie 
in sporte & plaie, he shal then continually use to strike his 
enimie with one, and defend his person with the other.”20 

 As Di Grassi makes clear, there are any number 
of  things one may feel comfortable doing in practice or 
play that one should not do in combat. In part, it is a 
matter of  the difference between what is at stake in the 
two cases. It is also a matter of  what constitutes a good 
hit in each case. As Di Grassi says, “For in this false arte 
men consider not either of  advantage, time, or measure, 
but alwaies their manner is (as soone as they have found 
the enimies sword) to strike by the most short waie, be it 
either with the edge, or point, notwithstanding the blowe 
be not forcible, but only touch weakely & scarsly: for in 
plaie, so it touch any waie, it is accounted for victorie.”21 

 If  the goal is to practice or play with swords and to 
avoid being badly hurt, special equipment is called for. In 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, King Claudius tells Laertes that “he 

Figure 5. Swanenburgh late sixteenth century engraving of  the 
fencing school at the University of  Leyden. (Anglo, 2000, p. 15.) 

Figure 6. Detail of  above showing 
practice rapiers with padded tips.
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[Hamlet], being remiss, 
Most generous, and 
free from all contriv-
ing, Will not peruse the 
foils, so that with ease-
-Or with a little shuf-
fling--you may choose 
A sword unbated, and 
in a pass of  practice
Requite him for your 
father.”22 If  one is en-
gaged in practice with 
a sword or rapier, one 
should use a “foiled” 
or bated weapon rather 
than a “sharp”. Few original practice weapons from the 
sixteenth or seventeenth centuries have been preserved, 
but the nineteenth century fencing historian Alfred Hut-
ton owned a set which is depicted in his work, The Sword and 
the Centuries, Old Sword Days and Old Sword Ways (London: 
1901)23 (see Figures 1 & 2) The Hutton Collection of  ear-
ly sword treatises is now in the research library at the Vic-
toria and Albert Museum in London while Hutton’s bated 
rapier and dagger are on display in the same museum. 
The rapier has a small (about 1/2” diameter) disc welded 
to its tip (see Figure 3), the dagger has a ball at its tip.
 Period illustrations of  practice weapons are not 
particularly common, but they appear in Michael Hundt’s 
fencing treatise Ein new künstliches Fechtbuch im Rappier zum 
Fechten und Balgen  (Leipzig: 1611).24 (See Figure 4) Note 
that the padded ball at the tip of  the bated rapiers is a 
good deal larger than the 
metal tips on the Hut-
ton rapier and dagger in 
the V&A Museum. This 
is also the case in other 
depictions of  practice 
weapons, as in Swanen-
burgh’s late sixteenth 
century engraving of  
the fencing school at 
the University of  Ley-
den,25 (see Figures 5 & 
6), and in Philibert De 
La Touche’s illustration 
of  a fencing school and 
figure showing the Lunge in his Les vrays principles de l’espée 
seule (1670).26 (see Figures 7 and 8) This suggests that even 
bated tips were padded to a considerable degree. As fenc-
ing masks were not popular until the late eighteenth cen-

tury, an obvious, but not 
explicitly stated, goal in 
the padding of  the tips of  
foiled weapons would be 
to make them larger than 
the human eye socket. 
The clearest description 
of  “How you should but-
ton your foiles for your 
practice” is given by Jo-
seph Swetnam in The 
Schoole of  the Noble and Wor-
thy Science of  Defence (Lon-
don: 1617). In his “Obser-
vations for a Scholler or 

any other,” Swetnam provides the following instructions:

To make your buttons take wooll or flocks, and wrappe it 
round in leather so bigge as a Tennis-ball, then make a notch 
within a halfe an inch of  your woodden foile or staffe, but 
if  it be an Iron foile, then there be an Iron button rivetted 
on the point, so broad as two pence, and take your button 
being made as beforesaid, and set in on the end of  your 
Staffe or foile likewise, and then take leather and draw hard 
upon it, and binde it with Shoomakers-ends of  parch-
thread in the notch, and another leather upon that againe, 
for one leather may be worne out with a little practice.27 

The exact size of  a two pence piece, as well as that of  a 
tennis ball, varied considerably over the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries. With regard to the latter, we 

can consult the Italian 
manual of  ball games 
by Antonio Scaino da 
Salo, Trattato del Givoco 
della Palla (Venice: 1555), 
though a more nearly 
contemporary source 
for tennis ball dimen-
sions would be prefer-
able. Scaino describes 
two types of  balls: wind 
balls which are inflated 
by a syringe, and solid 
balls. For solid balls, 
“the skin of  which it is 

made must be neither rough, nor hard, nor too spongy, but 
dry, smooth & well stretched. The wool hair with which it 
is filled must be smooth, well-cleaned & stuffed gently & 
loosely into the Ball, not in hard knots.”28 For the game 

Figure 7. Seventeenth Century “Salle D’Armes” after Phi-
libert De La Touche. Les vrays principles de l’espée seule (1670) 
(Hutton, Old Sword-Play, 2001, Plate 36, p. 62.)

Figure 8. De La Touche’s depiction of  “The Lunge” show-
ing a rapier with padded tip. (Hutton, 2001, Plate 39, p. 69.)
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of  hand-ball, the 
solid ball should be 
“two light ounces in 
weight, & two inches 
& one sixth in diam-
eter.”29 For the game 
played with a racket, 
the ball “must be one 
light ounce in weight, 
one inch & three-
fifths in diameter.”30 
A further complica-
tion introduces itself  
here as the Italian 
Renaissance linear 
“oncia”, or “inch”, 
could have a value 
anywhere from .8 to 
1.3 modern inches.31 
This broad variation, 
both in ball size mea-

sured in inches and in the value of  the inch itself, makes 
it impossible to draw precise conclusions about the com-
mon size of  the ball on the rapier tip. The best we can do 
is to look carefully at the few iconographic examples and, 
keeping in mind the presumed goal of  preventing the tip 
entering the eye socket, decide on an approximate size.
 With regard to the iron button that Swetnam ad-
vocates riveting to the tip of  the rapier, the available infor-
mation is more precise. While the two-pence (half-groat) 
coin also varied in size over the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, Swetnam’s publication date of  1617 fixes the 
details of  the relevant 
coin. An illustration in 
Brooke’s English Coins 
(London: 1950) of  
the half-groat at the 
time of  James I (1603-
1625) measures 1.7 
cm in diameter.32 This 
measurement accords 
with that published 
Coincraft’s 1998 Stan-
dard Catalogue of  English 
and UK Coins (Lon-
don: 1998)33 and also 
with that included in an email message of  Septem-
ber 19, 2006 from British Coin expert Tony Clayton. 
 There is good evidence that Renaissance swords-
men had dedicated padded jackets for fencing practice. 

Janet Arnold has de-
scribed (with con-
struction details) two 
padded leather dou-
blets, one in the Ger-
manisches National-
museum in Nürnberg, 
(see Figures 9 & 10) 
the other in the Royal 
Scottish Museum in 
Edinburgh (see Fig-
ures 11 & 12) which 
she convincingly ar-
gues were likely in-
tended as protection 
for swordplay.34 These 
jackets closely re-
semble those worn 
by the swordsmen 
with bated rapiers de-

picted in Michael Hundt’s fencing manual of  1611.35 

 While fencing jackets came into use for practice 
swordplay relatively early, the fencing mask was not intro-
duced until well after the seventeenth century. As men-
tioned above, this makes the issue of  padding the tip of  
practice rapiers critically important.  The earliest illustra-
tion of  a protective mask that I have found is in Domeni-
co Angelo’s article on “Escrime”, published in Volume 21 
of  L’Encyclopedie of  Diderot and D’Alembert in 1765.36 
Were this mask not depicted with other fencing prac-
tice implements, one would not think of  it as a fencing 
mask at all, but merely as a theatrical mask. (see Figures 

13 & 14) Nevertheless, 
the small size of  the 
eye openings, especially 
when combined with a 
large padded ball on the 
rapier tip, should have 
afforded good eye pro-
tection. The “modern” 
style of  fencing mask, 
that is, a mask with a 
wire mesh covering the 
entire face, is generally 
treated as an invention 
of  about 1770 or 1780 

by the French fencing master la Boëssière. That said, 
none of  the many modern sources I have seen provide 
any period documentation to support this claim;37 nor 
does la Boëssière’s son, generally known simply as M. la 

Figure 9. Padded leather doublet in the 
Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nürn-
berg. (Arnold, 1979, p. 108.)
Figure 10. Back view of  same.

Figure 11. Padded leather doublet in 
the Royal Scottish Museum, Edinburgh. 
(Arnold, 1979, p. 109.)
Figure 12. Back view of  same.

Figure 13. Fencing equipment. (Angelo, “Escrime”, 1765, Plate 
XV, Fig. 48-53.)
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Boëssière, mention 
it in his own major 
fencing manual pub-
lished in 1818.38 The 
earliest reference 
to such a mask of  
which I am aware is 
by Alexandre Picard 
Brémond in his Trai-
té en Raccourci sur l’Art 
des Armes (1782): “A 
sturdy mask of  iron 

wire to  avoid being hurt in the eyes, struck in a tooth, and 
the many other accidents. . . .”38A The earliest illustration 
I have found of  wire-mesh fencing masks is in Thomas 
Rowlandson’s colored engraving of  “Mr. H. Angelo’s 
Fencing Academy at the Opera House, Haymarket 1789”, 
attributed to 1790 or 1791.39 (see Figures 15 & 16) In any 
case, it is clear that this critical protective device post dates 
the Renaissance and early modern eras by a over a century.
 The final practice device to be addressed in this 
paper is a particular device for teaching the various stan-
dard cuts with the sword. In Book 2 of  Joachim Meyer’s 
Gründtliche Beschreibung der frenen Ritterlichen und Adelichen 
kunst des fechtens in allerley gebreuchlichen Wehren (Strass-
burg: 1570), Meyer describes the cuts to be made with 
the dusack (a single-edged one-handed cutting weapon) 
with the aid of  a diagram showing four lines crossed to 
form an asterisk. This diagram is not merely a book il-
lustration, but is depicted as a large plaque mounted on 
the wall of  a fencing room.40 (see Figure 17) The master 
stands off  to the side, directing the student’s attention 
to the plaque, which the student faces as he makes his 
practice cut. Chapter 3 of  this section describes the “Four 

Cuts, with Four Good Drills 
Teaching How to Execute 
and Learn Them Correctly:”
• Firstly, the vertical line, 
through which the High 
Cut is sent and delivered, 
and therefore it is called the 
Scalp Line [Scheittellini], 
since it divides [unders-
cheiden] the combatant into left and right.  [through 
point A]
• The second diagonal or hanging line, through which 
the Wrath Cut is sent, is called the wrath Line [Zornlini] 
from the Wrath Cut, or also the Stroke Line [Strichlini]. 
[through point B]
• Through the third Thwart or Middle Line [Zwerch 
oder Mittellini], the Middle Cut is executed. [through 
point C]
• The fourth rising diagonal line shows the Low Cut its 
way, [through point D] just as it shows the route for the 
Wrath Cut from the other side down from above, so 
that the Low Cut is sent upward through the same line 
through which the Wrath Cut is delivered diagonally 
from above.[through point H]41

 As the full set of  eight letters indicates, the four 
cuts referred to in the chapter title are really eight (four 
pairs of) cuts. Meyer provides a number of  exercises in 
which one is to deliver a series of  cuts in succession. In 
“The Fourth Drill, teaching how one shall change the 
cuts into one another”, Meyer advocates a variety of  pat-
terns, including: downward along a diagonal (from B to 
F), horizontally back to the original side (from G to C), 
upward along the other diagonal (from D to H), upward 
again on the other diagonal (from F to B), then hori-
zontally (from C to G), and finally along the remaining 

Figure 14. Fencing mask. (Angelo, 
“Escrime”, 1765, Plate XV [detail], 
Fig. 52.)

Figure 15. Fencing salle showing wire-mesh fencing masks. 
(Thomas Rowlandson. “Mr. H[enry]. Angelo’s Fencing Acad-
emy at the Opera House, Haymarket 1789”, attributed to 1790 
or 1791.)

Figure 16. Detail of  above 
showing wire-mesh mask.

Figure 17. Meyer’s diagram of  cuts with the dussack. 
(Meyer, 1570, Book 2, Part 2, Plate A, f. 2:3r.)
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downward diagonal (from H to D).42 His “Example 
with Six Cuts” uses the same pattern, except that the fi-
nal cut, instead of  being on the downward diagonal, is 
directly downward (from A to E).43 His next example, 
“Changing the Cross by means of  the Middle Cut” makes 
a different pattern, going through from B, then H, then 
C, H, B, G, and a final C.44 A diagram similar to that 
presented in the Dusack section, but this time depicted 
within a circle rather than a square, is featured in Mey-
er’s treatment of  the rapier later in Book 2.45 (see Fig-
ure 18) As in the Dusack figure, the master is directing 
the attention of  the student to this diagram on the wall 
of  the practice room. In this case, however, the student 
has just completed a thrust to the center of  the diagram 
rather than the cut shown in the Dusack version. 
 A strikingly modern feature of  Meyer is the at-
tention he pays to the training process, something that 
may make him unique among the early martial arts mas-

ters writing in any 
language. Meyer of-
fers numerous rec-
ommendations for 
drillwork to prepare 
the reader in the 
fundamentals of  his 
weapons systems, in 
particular a reper-
toire of  attack com-
bination drills for 
the longsword (1.27v 
ff.), cutting drills for 
the dusack (2.4v ff.), 
cutting and thrusting 
drills for the rapier 
(2.58r-v, 64v), and 
‘driving’ drills for the 
halberd (3.32r, ff.).46       

It may also be worth noting that most of  the weapons 
depicted in Meyer’s woodcuts appear to be blunted and 
rounded practice versions of  those weapons. Dusacks, 
however, represent a special case as they may not have had 
any other role except as practice weapons, and they were 
likely constructed out of  (perhaps hardened) leather rather 
than metal.47 This attention to Fechtshule activities is well 
typified by the cutting plaques which Meyer has invented.
 Meyer’s dusack and rapier plaques are not ad-
opted as such in subsequent treatises on sword or ra-
pier combat. Some of  these manuals do, however, fea-
ture cutting diagrams fully consistent with Meyer’s. The 
first figure in Salvator Fabris’s De Lo Schermo Overo Sci-
enza d’Arme (1606) shows the same eight cuts arranged 
like an asterisk centered on a man’s torso.48 (See Figure 
19) Francesco Antonio Marcelli presents a correspond-
ing cutting diagram in his Regole Della Scherma (1686).49 

(See Figure 20) This figure includes the basic eight cuts 
(labeled A through H) directed through the man’s tor-
so, but also several additional cuts passing through the 
thighs and knee. From the point of  view of  the present 
study, the main difference between these cutting diagrams 
and those in Meyer is that these are intended to show 
the reader various available cuts, while Meyer is depict-
ing a physical training device, a wall-mounted plaque, that 
one might have found in a fencing salle of  the period.  
 By way of  a minor digression, Marcelli’s treatise 
does contain a teaching device depicted in his chapter on 
performing what modern fencers would call a lunge, “Capi-
tolo VI. Della Stoccata Dritta, e del Modo di tirarla bene.”50 

His figure of  the “Terminatione della Stoccata” shows his 

Figure 18. Meyer’s rapier diagram. (Meyer, 1570, Book 2, 
Part 3, Plate A, f. 2:61v.)

Figure 19. Fabris’s cutting diagram (Fabris, 
1606, p. 27.)

Figure 20. Marcelli’s cutting diagram 
(Marcelli, 1686, p. 124.)
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fencer in a lunge, arm fully extended, with the tip of  his ra-
pier hitting the center of  a small target which appears to be 
either a ball or ring hanging from a string.51 (see Figure 21)  
 In modified form, the device of  a cutting diagram 
to be hung before students in a fencing salle or other 
space where the use of  the sword is being taught, aris-
es again in the late eighteenth century and becomes the 
basis for sabre training through most of  the nineteenth 
century. It appears in The Art of  Defence on Foot with the 
Broad Sword and Sabre, second edition (London: 1798) by C. 
Roworth as “The Six Cuts” (see Figure 21); that is, with 
neither a vertically downward cut nor a vertically upward 
cut. Roworth mentions the seventh, or vertically down-
ward, cut, but omits it from his figure as “in practice, that 
cut will be found to partake so much of  the diagonal di-
rection, and of  course be so easily parried either by the 
inside or outside guard, or if  aimed at the head by the 
hanging guard, or the St. George, that I shall not trouble 
the reader farther with it.”52 Roworth does not provide 
the same variety of  practice cutting patterns that we see 
in Meyer. The cuts are simply numbered 1 through 6, 
and his figure and text describe a pattern of  practice that 
proceeds through the six cuts in numerical order. This 
practice admirably develops strength and subtlety of  the 
wrist and arm, though one would never want engage an 
actual opponent with such a predictable strategy or pat-
tern of  cuts. Obvious as this point may be, it is curious 
that Roworth does not discuss this matter in detail; nor 
does he explicitly address the issue of  which specific cuts 
can most readily be made from a given guard or immedi-
ately following a successful parry of  an opponent’s attack.
 The 1804 version of  this same work, often attrib-
uted to Mr. John Taylor as his name is most prominent 
on the title page (Roworth’s name being absent) repeats 
“The Six Cuts” figure and associated text with no signifi-

cant changes.53 (see 
Figure 22) The title 
page reads The Art 
of  Defence on Foot with 
the Broad Sword and 
Sabre. . . Improved, and 
augmented with The 
Ten Lessons of  Mr. 
John Taylor (London: 
1804). The only other 
name on the title page 
is that of  R. K. Por-
ter, who was respon-
sible for the plates 
(which are different from those in the 1789 ed.). 
 The 1817 edition of  the Rules and Regulations for 
the Infantry Sword Ex-
ercise (London: 1817) 
features a version of  
the same figure, but 
including the vertical 
downward cut number 
7 (and an additional 
pair of  vertical lines). 
(see Figure 23) Just be-
low the figure, in small 
print, is the legend, 
“This Plate is added to 
assist those who can-
not conveniently pro-
cure the Regulation Target (in which the Circular Figure is 
14 inches diameter).”54 The 1845 edition of  Infantry Sword 
Exercise, Revised 
Edition (London: 
January, 1845) 
also features 
this figure, again 
with cut 7, but 
without the ad-
ditional lines that 
were added in the 
1817 version.55 
(see Figure 24) In 
his sabre manual 
which is bound 
with The Sword 
Exercise, Arranged 
for Military Instruc-
tion (Washington: 1850), the American Brevet Major Hen-
ry C. Wayne presents a similar diagram showing the seven 

Figure 21. Marcelli’s lunge at the small 
ball or ring (Marcelli, 1686, p. 77.)

Figure 22. “The Six Cuts” figure. 
(Roworth, 1798, opp. p. 30.)

Figure 23. “The Six Cuts” figure. 
([Roworth]/Taylor, 1804, opp. p. 30.)

Figure 24. The seven cuts figure. (Rules 
and Regulations for the Infantry Sword Exercise, 
1817, p. 6.) 
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numbered cuts (that 
is, without the vertical 
upward cut eight), but 
without the enclosing 
circle.56 (see Figure 
25) Wayne then pro-
vides a second dia-
gram, again without 
the enclosing circle, 
which shows by small 
segments of  dotted 
lines at the ends of  
the cutting lines the 
path to be taken by 
the sword in making 
cuts one through six 
in order.57 (see Figure 

26) The vertical cut seven is omitted from this diagram.
 The American manual by Capt. M. W. Berriman, 
The Militiaman’s Manual, and Sword-Play Without a Master 
(New York: 1861) virtually reproduces the British figure 
of  1845, including the depiction of  the parries that are 
to be used to block each of  the 7 cuts.58 (see Figure 27) 
Mathew J. O’Rourke publishes a rather bizarre version 
of  the diagram in his post-Civil War manual, A New Sys-
tem of  Sword Exercise, With a Manual of  the Sword for Of-
ficers (New York: 1873).59 (see Figure 28) This version 
emphasizes the idea that the numbered cuts represent 
approximate trajectories only, and that a myriad of  cuts 
(that is, a nearly continuous array) could actually be made.
 Not all nineteenth century sword manuals uti-
lize this six or seven cut target approach. A. J. Corbesier, 
Sword-Master of  the U. S. Naval Academy, Annapolis, MD, 
ignores it entirely in his Principles of  Squad Instruction for the 
Broadsword (Philadelphia: 1869). Instead, cuts are described 
as being directed at the head, at the left (or right) cheek, 

or at the left (or 
right) flank.60 In 
A New System of  
Broad and Small 
Sword Exercise 
(Ph i l ade lph ia : 
1843), Thomas 
Stephens identi-
fies seven cuts 
from the first 
cut at the oppo-
nent’s left cheek 
through Cut Sev-
en down upon 

his head. The inter-
vening five cuts corre-
spond approximately 
to the standard cuts 
depicted on the cir-
cular cutting diagram 
(except for their or-
der, the absence of  a 
cut at the left leg, and 
the presence of  two 
middle-height cuts di-
rected from right to 
left), but he neither in-
cludes nor refers to a 
cutting diagram of  the form under consideration.61  The 
second edition of  this manual (Milwaukee: 1861) repre-
sents a great deal of  rewriting and features a large num-
ber of  new illustrations. The seven cuts are described dif-
ferently than in the first edition, but appear to represent 

the same motions cut by cut.62 As in the first edition, 
there is no cutting diagram to aid the student or recruit.            
 While these manuals fail to make use of  the cir-
cular cutting diagram, Richard F. Burton, the well-known 
author, swordsman and adventurer, is far more forceful in 
his rejection. In A New System of  Sword Exercise for Infantry 
(London: 1876), he actively attacks the standard sword 
training practices of  his day. Referring to the British Infan-
try Sword Exercise manual of  1874, which he points out is 
identical (except for the redrawn illustrations and a single 
added sentence) to that of  1845 (referred to above), he 
is vituperative in his criticisms: “I am opposed to almost 
every page of  this unhappy brochure, especially to the 
‘Seven Cuts and Guards’ of  the target; to the shape of  the 
target – I never yet saw a man absolutely circular; to the 
grip of  the sword; to the position in guard; to the Guards 

Figure 25. “Model of  the Target [with 
seven cuts] to be used in the Places 
of  Exercise.” (Infantry Sword Exercise, 
Revised Edition, 1845, opp. p. 13.) 

Figure 26. The seven cuts shown without the 
enclosing circle. (Wayne, 1849, Vol. 2, Plate 2.)

Figure 27. The path of  the sword in 
making cuts one through six (Wayne, 
1849, Vol. 2, Plate 3.)

Figure 28. The seven cuts figure – same as 1845 
British figure. (Berriman, 1861, opp. p. 20.)
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or Parades, especial-
ly the inside engag-
ing guard (Carte); 
to the Lunge; to 
the angle of  the 
feet, and to the 
system of  “loose 
practice.”63 Burton 
notes that the dom-
inant French mili-
tary sword manual 
of  the day, the Man-
uel de Gymnastique et 
d’Escrime (1875), has 
seven cuts like the 
British manuals. He 

also depicts, but does not discuss, a version of  the eight cut 
figure which he refers to as the “German System.”64 (see 
Figure 29) Burton’s own “Twelve Cut” System emphases 
that cuts must not only be practiced from various angles 
from above and below, but that they must be practiced at 
different elevations to insure that in combat cuts can be 
sent accurately towards the head, body or legs.65 (see Fig-
ure 30) This explicit discussion of  the elevation (rather 
than merely direction) of  cuts brings us back to Joachim 
Meyer’s own cutting instructions in his manual of  1570. 
Having first introduced his square target in the section on 
the Dusack, Meyer is quick to add: “However you shall 
not suppose that you may not also send the cuts lower or 
higher than the lines indicate; rather it is only to be under-
stood in this regard that you should first learn to execute 

and deliver the cuts through 
them.”66 This variation in 
height is made even clearer 
in his treatment of  the ra-
pier later in Book 2, where 
he provides an illustration 
showing lines of  cuts at 
an opponent at various el-
evations.67 (see Figure 31)
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