A Glossary of Terms for the Student of Defence
compiled by C. Allen Reed

During the Renaissance many of the terms used in fencing were Italian. It was only as the French schools became popular in the 18th and 19th centuries that French terminology came to be the language of fencing. In this glossary you will find both Italian (It) and French (Fr.) terms.

Absence of blade

when the blades are not touching; opposite of engagement.

Advance

to move forward.

Agent

the fighter who initiates an attack, see Patient Agent

Agrippa, Camillo

a Milanese fencing master of the sixteenth century who simplified the previous complex system of "guards" down to four, see hand positions. 

Aids

the last three fingers of the sword hand.

Attack

the initial offensive action made by extending the sword arm and continuously threatening the valid target of the opponent.

Attack au Fer (Fr.)

an attack that is prepared by deflecting the opponent's blade, eg. beat, froissement, pressure.

Assault

a practice bout in the salle

Backsword

a single-edged sword, often with a basket hilt, mostly used in a military context

Balestra (Fr.)

a forward hop or jump, typically followed by an attack such as a lunge or fleche

Beat

to knock the opponent's blade aside or out of line by using one's foible or middle against the opponent's foible.

Bell

the cup-shaped guard of an epee.

Bib

the cloth protection attached to the bottom of the fencing mask.

Bind

forcing the opponent's blade into the diagonally opposite line.

Bonnetti, Rocco

a 16-century Italian master who opened one of the first fencing schools that emphasized the use of the rapier in London.

Bout

an encounter between two fencers in the list.

Broad Ward

see Wards

Broken Time

a sudden change in the tempo of one fencer's actions, used to fool the opponent into responding at the wrong time.

Buckler

a small shield held with one hand, often round, used in defense with the sword.

Button

the safety tip on the end of practice swords.

Capo Ferro

the 16th-century Italian fencing master who is credited with inventing the lunge.

Carranza, Jeronimo de

a famous 16th-century Spanish fencing master

Case of Rapiers/Swords

twin rapiers/swords carried in the same sheath.

Castiglion, Baldassare

author of "The Courtier," a 16th-century book expressing the Renaissance ideal of a cultured gentleman.

Cavatione (It)

A disengage, done with a Av@ shape move rather than the circular move used in modern fencing.

Change of Engagement

engagement of the opponent's blade in the opposite line.

Compass Pace

from the English version of  "Digrassi, His True Arte of Defence" a pivoting movement on the front foot to avoid an attack to the inside; see also volte, incartata and void.

Compound

an attack or riposte incorporating one or more feints to the opposite line that the action finishes in.

Conversation

the back‑and‑forth play of the blades in a fencing match, composed of phrases (phrases d'armes) punctuated by gaps of no blade action.

Counter‑attack

an attack made in response to the opponent's attack.

Counter‑disengage

disengaging in the opposite direction, to deceive the counter‑parry.

Counter‑parry

to parry in the opposite line to the attack; ie. the defender first comes around to the opposite side of the opponent's blade.

Counter‑riposte

to attack that following a parry of the opponent's riposte.

Counter‑time

an attack that responds to the opponent's counter‑attack, typically a riposte following the parry of the counter‑attack.

Corps‑a‑corps (Fr.)

lit. "body‑to‑body"; physical contact between the two fencers.

Coule (Fr.)

also graze, glise, or glissade; an attack or feint that slides along the opponent's blade.

Coupe (Fr.)

also cut‑over; an attack or deception that passes around the opponent's tip.

Croise (Fr.)

also semi‑bind; an action in which the opponent's blade is forced into the high or low line on the same side.

Cross

an advance or retreat by crossing one leg over the other; also passe avant (forward cross), passe arriere (backwards cross).

Cup Hilt

a cup-shaped guard on a rapier, see also bell

Cut

an attack made with a chopping/slicing motion of the blade, landing with the edge or point.

Deception

avoidance of an attempt to engage the blades; see disengage, coupe

Derobement (Fr.)

deception of the attack au fer or prise de fer.

Destreza, La

Spanish rapier

DiGrassi, Giacomo

author of "DiGrassi, His True Arte of Defence" first published in Italian in 1570, then translated into English and published in London in 1594.  The translation uses the term rapier but DiGrassi was actually teaching the use of the sidesword.  

Direct

an attack or riposte that finishes in the same line in which it was formed, with no feints out of that line.

Disengage

a circular movement of the blade that deceives the opponent's parry, removes the blades from engagement, or changes the line of engagement.

Displacement

moving the target to avoid an attack; dodging, see also void.

Doble (It) 

weak part of the blade

Double

two attacks that arrive at or close to the same time.

Double

an attack or riposte that describes a complete circle around the opponent's blade, and finishes in the opposite line.

Draw Cut

a cut with the blade drawn or pulled away form the opponent.

Dry

fencing without electric scoring aids.

Dui Tempi (It.)

making the parry and riposte two distinctive movements.

Engagement

when the blades are in contact with each other, eg. during a parry, attack au fer, prise de fer, or coule.

En Garde (Fr.)       also On Guard

the fencing position; the stance that fencers assume when preparing to fence.

Envelopment

an engagement that sweeps the opponent's blade through a full circle.

Epee (Fr.)

a fencing weapon with triangular cross‑section blade and a large bell guard; also a light duelling sword of similar design, popular in the mid‑19th century. Literally a sword.

False

an action that is intended to fail, but draw a predicted reaction from the opponent.

False Edge

the back edge of a blade that lines up with the thumb and back of the hand

Federfechter

16th-century society of German fencing masters that emphasized the use of the thrust.

Feint

attacking into one line with the intention of switching to another line before the attack is completed.

Fendente (It.)

a vertical cut in a downward direction

FIE

Federation Internationale d'Escrime, the world governing body of fencing.

Fleche (Fr.)

lit. "arrow"; an attack in which the aggressor leaps off his leading foot, attempts to make the hit, and then passes the opponent at a run.

Flick

a cut that lands with the point, often involving some whip of the  foible of the blade to "throw" the point around a block or other obstruction. 

Florentine

a fencing style using a secondary weapon in the off hand.

Flying Parry or Riposte

a parry with a backwards glide and riposte by cut‑over.

Foible (Fr)

the upper, weak part of the blade.

Foil

a modern fencing weapon with rectangular cross‑section blade and a small bell guard; also any sword that has been blunted to render it less dangerous for practice.

Foin/Foyne

an Elizabethan term for a thrust.

Forte (Fr.)

the lower, strong part of the blade.

French Grip

a hilt/grip with a slightly curved grip and a large pommel on a modern fencing foil or epee.

Froissement (Fr.)

an attack that displaces the opponent's blade by a strong grazing action.

Gorget

neck protection

Guard

the metal cup or bow that protects the hand from being hit. Also, the defensive position assumed when not attacking.

Guard Positions (from Agrippa)

prima (It)/prime (Fr): Sword hand and arm held above the head. The hand is held in prima the true edge of the sword is up.  The point of the sword dips below the hand.  This guard is the same as DiGrassi's High Ward

seconda(It)/second (Fr): Agrippa gives two seconda guards. In the first the hand is at shoulder height. The arm is straight out in front of the body. Sword is pointed straight at opponent (as in Spanish Rapier. The second of these seconda positions given by Agrippa is like DiGrassi's Broad Ward.   Arm is held out away from shoulder at side of body with sword pointed at opponent. In both of these positions the hand is held in seconda. 
    
terza(It)/tierce(Fr): The sword hand is next to or in front of the sword side leg. The sword hand is in terza. The sword now angles upwards with the point still pointing at the opponent.  True edge of the sword is towards the ground. This guard is similar to DiGrassi's Low Ward

quarta(It)/quarte(Fr): The sword hand/arm is brought across the body.  The point is still trained at the opponent.  True edge of the sword is to the left. the hand is held in quarta.

Hand Positions

The hand positions have the same numbering system as Agrippa's guards and are often, but not always, associated with the similarly numbered guard positions.  These are given as if using the right hand.

prima/prime: Hand held with the knuckles to the left and the palm turned to the right.

seconda/second: Hand held with knuckles upward and the palm turned downwards.

terza/tierce: Hand held with knuckles to the right and the palm turned to the left.

quarta/quarte: Hand held with the knuckles downward and the palm turned upwards. 

Hilt

the handle of a sword, consisting of guard, grip, and pommel.

High Ward

see Wards

Homologated

certified for use in FIE competitions, eg. 800N clothing and maraging blades.

Imbrocatta  (It.)

a thrust over the opponent's blade, hand or dagger.  The thrust travels downwards with the hand usually in prima (see hand positions)

Incartata (It.)

a pivot which takes the body out of line of a thrust, see also compass pace and volta.

Indirect

an attack or riposte that finishes in the opposite line to which it was formed, by means of a disengage or coupe.

Insistence

forcing an attack through the parry.

Intagliata (It.)

a cross step with the forward foot .

Invitation

a line that is intentionally left open to encourage the opponent to attack.

Italian Grip

on a modern epee a hilt with finger rings and crossbar.

Line

the main direction of an attack (eg., high/low, inside/outside), often equated to the parry that must be made to deflect the attack; also point in line.

Low Ward

see Wards

Lunge

an attack made by extending the rear leg and landing on the bent front leg while thrusting with the sword.

Main Gauche

from the French for left hand. A type of parrying dagger that has a large "shell" guard that protects the hand. 

Mal‑parry

also mal‑pare; a parry that fails to prevent the attack from landing.

Mandritti (dritto)

from the Italian, an attack from the right to the left

Manipulators

the thumb and index finger of the sword hand.

Maraging

a special steel used for making blades; said to be stronger and break  more cleanly than conventional steels.

Marozzo, Achille

an Italian master of the 16th century who taught sidesword techniques using multiple sword positions.  

Martingale

a strap that binds the grip to the wrist/forearm.

Marxbruder

a society of German instructors in the use of the broadsword that due to competition with the Federfechter changed to the use of the rapier.

Masters of Defence

an English corporation/guild that was granted a license by Henry VIII. The guild primarily taught the use of sword and buckler, long sword, backsword and staff/polearm.    

Measure

the distance between the fencers.

Melee (Fr.)

two groups of fighters fencing against each other. 

Meyer, Joachim

a German master of the 16th century who taught traditional German weapons; a contemporary of DiGrass, he taught rapier/sidesword techniques as well.

Mezzo (It) 


The middle of the blade
Middle

the middle third of the blade, between foible and forte.

Molinello/Moulinet

from the Italian/French, a circular cut usually aimed at the head

Montante (It.)

a vertical cut made in the upwards direction

Opposition

holding the opponent's blade in a non‑threatening line; a time‑hit; any attack or counter‑attack with opposition.

Orthopaedic grip

a grip of the fencing sword molded to fit the hand of the fencer. 

Pallas Armata


An English text from the mid-17th century on use of the rapier      

Parry

a block of the attack, made with the forte of one's own blade.

Pass

an attack made with a cross; eg. fleche, "Russian lunge". Also, the act of moving past the opponent.

Passata (It)

to pass

Passata‑sotto (It.)

a lunge made while dropping one hand to the floor.

Passe (Fr.)

an attack that passes the target without hitting; also a cross‑step (see Cross).

Patient Agent

the fighter who responds to the attack of the Agent

Phrase

a set of related actions and reactions in a fencing conversation.

Pistol Grip

a modern, orthopaedic grip, shaped vaguely like a small pistol; varieties are known by names such as Belgian, German, Russian, and  Visconti.

Plaque (Fr.)

a point attack that lands flat.

Plastron

a partial jacket worn for extra protection; typically a half‑jacket worn under the main jacket on the weapon‑arm side of the body.

Playing the Prize

the term used by the English Masters of Defence for the promotion tests within their corporation. 

Point

a valid touch; the tip of the sword; an attack made with the point (i.e. a thrust)

Point in Line

also line; an extended arm and blade that threatens the opponent.

Pommel/Pummel

a fastener that attaches the grip to the blade.

Presentation

     offering one's blade for engagement by the opponent.

Press

an attempt to push the opponent's blade aside or out of line; depending on the opponent's response, the press is followed by a direct or indirect attack.

Prima (It.)/Prime(Fr)

see Guard positions and Hand positions

Principle of Defence

the use of forte against foible when parrying.

Prise de Fer (Fr.)

also taking the blade; an engagement of the blades that forces the opponent's weapon into a new line. See bind, croise, envelopment, opposition.

Pronation

to hold the hand palm down

Pummel

to strike your opponent with the pommel of your sword

Punta (It.)

point or thrust

Punta Riversa (It.)

a thrusting attack to any part of your opponent's left side

Quarta (It.)/Quarte(Fr)

see Guard positions and Hand positions

Rapier


A sword used by civilians in the 16th and 17th centuries with an emphasis on using the point.

Redoppio (It.)

a rising diagonal cut (from knees to shoulder) 

Redoublement (Fr.)

a new action that follows an attack that missed or was parried; see also Reprise.

Remise (Fr.)

immediate replacement of an attack that missed or was parried, without  withdrawing the arm.

Reprise (Fr.)

renewal of an attack that missed or was parried, after a return to en‑garde; see also Redoublement.

Retreat

step back; opposite of advance.

Riposte (Fr.)

an attack made immediately after a parry of the opponent's attack.

Riversa(o): (It.) 

any backhand cut or thrust.  

Sabre

a fencing weapon with a flat blade and knuckle guard, used with cutting or thrusting actions; a military sword popular in the 18th to 20th centuries; any cutting sword used by cavalry.

Salle (Fr.)

a fencing hall or club.

Salute

with the weapon, a customary acknowledgement of one's opponent and referee at the start and end of the bout.

Sainct Didier, Henry de

A French master who published the first known work in French on the use of the rapier/sidesword.  

Saviolo, Vicente

an Italian rapier instructor who taught in Elizabethan England. Author of "Vincente Saviolo, His Practice In Two Books" the first rapier manual to be printed in English. 

Second Intention

a false action used to draw a response from the opponent, which will  open the opportunity for the intended action that follows.

seconda (It.)


see Guard positions and Hand Positions

Schlager

a German fencing sword of the 19th century. A practice schlager is often used in the SCA and other recreation groups to simulate a rapier blade. 
Sidesword

the civilian version of the military arming sword from the 15th to16th centuries.  Marozzo, Agrippa and DiGrassi were actually teaching sidesword. 

Simple

an attack or riposte that involves no feints.

Single Stick

a form of fencing with basket‑hilted wooden sticks.

Silver, George

English champion of the traditional "shortsword" and buckler. Author of "Paradoxes of Defence" and "Brief Instructions Upon My Paradoxes of Defence".

Slope Pace

from DiGrassi, a step on the diagonal, often with the back foot, to avoid a thrust. 

Smallsword

a light dueling sword popular in the 18th century, precursor to the modern epee.

Spada (It,)

sword

Spada di lotto (It.)

sidesword

Squalembrato
(It.)

a cut made on the diagonal from shoulder toward the hip

Stesso Tempo (It.)

parrying and counter attacking in one move, see also Dui Tempi

Stocatta (It.)

a thrust under the opponent's arm, often to the belly.
Stop Hit

a counter‑attack that hits.

Straight Pace

from Digrassi,  a step forward, or backward, in a straight line.

Stramazone (It.)

a cut made with a molinello/moulinet using only the wrist.  

Swashbuckler

a term derived from the sound of sword and buckler clashing together. Used in Elizabethan England as a derisive name for an over-exuberant fencer or thug.

Swept Hilt

the interlocking ring guards on a 16th  and 17th century sword.

Swetnam, Joseph

a teacher of sword play to Charles I and his older brother Henry. Swetnam published his book "The Schoole of the Noble and Worthy Science of Defence" in 1617.  This is the first book by an Englishman teaching the use of the rapier.

Supination

to turn the hand with the palm upwards

Tempo

time

Terza
(It.)

see Guard Positions and Hand positions

Thibault d'Anvers, Gerard

published "Academie de l'Espee" in 1630 on Spanish rapier.

Thrown Point

a "flick"

Thrust

an attack made by moving the sword parallel to its length and landing with the point.

Tondo (It.)

a horizontal cut

True Edge

the main edge of a sword used for cutting, lines up with the knuckles of the hand.

USFA

United States Fencing Association, body governing collegiate and other amateur fencing in the United States.

Volta (It.) 
a pivot on the forward foot to avoid a thrust.  Can end up with the back foot completely facing the opponent. See also incartata and compass pace.
Wards (from DiGrassi)

High Ward: weapon hand is held above the head with the blade pointing down at an angle, like Agrippa's prima.

Broad Ward: Weapon hand is help away from the body at shoulder level with the elbow bent bringing the sword point in line with the opponent.

Low Ward: Weapon hand is held at the waist, or lower, with the blade angling upwards, like Agrippa's terza

Waster

a wooden practice sword
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