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FOREWORD
Foil fencing techniques have evolved during some 400 years of life-preserving sword carrying which stopped evolving when swords were no longer sharp or used for personal defence or duelling and when it became a sport or game with conventions and rules formalised by our governing body the FIE (Federation Internationale Escrime).

As far as possible it was intended to provide a sport as near as possible to real sword fighting without the danger of death or injury. The Epée is the direct descendant of duelling swords whilst the Foil began life as a blunted weapon to teach fighting / duelling safely without so much risk of injury or death as when using real fighting weapons. Even scratches then could cause death later – as we know today – by gangrene due to pathogens.

Older, very experienced expert swordsmen became the first Fencing Masters (Professors of today) teaching the use of the weapon and eventually Instruction Manuals were produced to provide printed help in this process.

An Instruction Manual, including this one, has to start at a beginning and build layer on layer in a sequential, logical and rational manner. This one is based on a pragmatic, need-to-know basis for order of techniques.

A good Instruction Manual should help an aspiring Coach to teach and enable a keen pupil to self-education, albeit with advice and drilling from an experienced fencer, Fencing Coach or Professor on a regular basis.

Pupils and pupil-teachers learn by a variety of methods, instruction and drilling (repetitions with corrections as necessary) but these are always more effective and successful with logical reasons , explanations, demonstrations and even humour, to produce a relaxed atmosphere in which learning can occur more readily. Remember, some learn quicker by physical demonstration and repetition alone, whilst others also need more immediate explanation, logical reasoning and the application of brain power, though most benefit from a good mix.

So those who learn, teach or just wish to improve to perfection their fencing with more understanding and logic, start at the beginning and work steadily through to the end – which will only be the start of an enjoyable sport for the whole of a fit, healthy lifetime if you wish.

These lessons are based on ‘Fencing with the Foil’(now out of print) by Professor Roger Crosnier, whose tuition and that of his successor as National Coach, Prof. Bob Anderson, taught me all I know about Foil tuition since my initial training with Fencing Master Frank Edmonds in Swansea Fencing  Club.

The lessons are presented in a direct, practical and personal way to be as clear and without confusion as if they were being delivered in person, and with enough explanation. They are intended to pass on the excitement and pleasure which I have derived from 52 years of Fencing and 32 years of teaching and coaching foil as an amateur Coach. It is hoped they will help all enthusiastic readers and students of this challenging weapon to learn and improve their foil play with knowledge and understanding.

I have been fortunate in having the kind assistance of several friends in Bath Sword Club, in their encouragement printing and compilation of these lessons:  Lorraine Haan, Rod Hansen and especially John Mason our Club chairman without whom the present completed format would not have been possible.  To all my grateful thanks.

R.W.B.

PART ONE

Introduction
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The objective of the game is to land a good hit on the valid target of your opponent whilst preventing him/her from hitting you, as far as possible. (Note that there are no double hits at Foil).

All the lessons following are based on the Classical French School of manipulating the Foil with hand and fingers and only minimally with the wrist, using a simply shaped sword hilt made to fit the hand and a balanced ‘in hand’ blade. It very closely follows the Rules of the Federation Internationale d’Escrime, the body which controls World Fencing, and the well trained, skilled, logical and keenly observant Foilist can succeed to the top internationally with this.

Modern (AD 2000) foilists in the EU and elsewhere have mainly opted for a more vigorous, physically strong style which uses blade heavy, unbalanced foils which need a shaped hilt – the pistol grip, accurately so described – to hold and operate this blade and with very strong, fast though more obvious and less subtle wrist and arm actions.

Both styles can be trained to be equally fast, though the French so called ‘finger style’ is more subtle and economical in movement and therefore effort and energy need and it can be used by even older veterans to a ripe old age, to continue very stylish foil play which continues to be effective and successful.

The largely physical modern style can only restrict continued success as one slows down physically with age, since it is far more tiring and requiring faster reactions.

The following techniques have to be taught and learnt Classically. How each foilist then decides to continue and compete with foil in competition and in what style, will be entirely a personal choice and a matter of adapting the teaching to the choice of foil.

N.B.

a) All advice/instruction is for right handed pupils and foils. Left handed pupils need to read instructions and oppose a right handed foilist oppositely, ie if the opponent is in a high outside guard, the left hander opposes in high inside guard etc – unless otherwise stated, or separately described.


b) As far as possible, a logical reason(s) and/or explanation(s) have been given for the execution and use of each technique, position or move, since all pupils learn quicker and more thoroughly, (leading to more intelligent/successful perfection,) if the purpose and timing are added – ie the ‘why’ and ‘when’ are added to the ‘how’, – when being instructed or coached.


c) Each technique must be practised until near perfection is reached and then used against opposition until its usage is familiar.

If a technique, its purpose or its timing is not clear or still eludes your understanding, persist with enquiry of instructor or coach until satisfied.

LESSON 1

The Grip

This is the correct way in which the hilt/handle of the foil is held so that the hand remains relaxed and not cramped, ready to manipulate the blade with ease and full dexterity, without tiring unduly either hand or fingers.

The Hilt itself is shaped to fit snugly into the hand and has broad surfaces top and bottom and narrower sides (left handed hilts are similar exactly but mirror image).
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To hold your sword, put your hand in front of you as shown in diag. (c) with your elbow bent, identify the shape of the hilt of the sword as in diag’s (a) and (b) an lay it into your hand as in (c).

Next, lay your thumb flat along the broader, upper face to hold the sword with finger and thumb firmly so that the index hook and thumb can manipulate the sword into the small clockwise and anticlockwise movements required, along with deep, narrow V movements also. These movements will be aided by the other three fingers pressing and holding the hilt firmly into the palm of the hand.

CARRY THE SWORD IN YOUR HAND, DON’T GRIP IT – AND RELAX THE HAND.

The index hook and thumb tip are put comfortably against the finger pad inside the coquille and the hand is tilted, half supinated (half on its back). Keep the thumb FLAT and the palm of your hand FLAT against the hilt and the aids almost flat, firmly pressing the hilt into the hand. The thumb should be straight, flat against the index knuckle alongside it with no gap or hole between them and the pommel centre wrist.

Practise making the sword tip describe small circles clockwise/anticlockwise about 1ft in diameter and smaller, with a bent arm and with the arm and sword straight in front. Also make the point describe deep, narrow vees 4-6 inches across and 9-12 inches deep, at the end of the straight arm. These will strengthen your finger and thumb and hand in making strong, well co-ordinated, vital fencing movements with the hand half supinated. The Aids ‘stroke’ the hilt and give it firm strong controlled movements and clamp it firm into your hand at the end of a movement.

The Stance And Position ‘On Guard’

The stance is the correct position of the feet as the basis for the ‘on guard’ position. Stand sideways to the direction you intend to move eventually, with right side or left side leading, depending on your right or left handedness. Place the feet apart about as wide as shoulder width, turn your leading foot on its heel to 90( from your rear foot, so keeping your front foot in line with the rear heel (= line of fence) and bend both knees to a half sitting position.

This will give you balance and mobility equally forwards and backwards. Turn the rear foot about 5( forward at the toes as if about to begin a cross-country run, keep the bottom and abdomen tucked in and the back straight, and if there is a feeling of falling back, then drop the rear knee slightly more forward or bent. Maintain the foot separation after movement, as exactly as you can.

The chest and shoulders will, like the hips be at about 45( from where you started (or where you will be moving,) but a more comfortable position is 50( ie facing slightly more forward than at 45(.

The sword and arm are bent at the elbow with the sword pointing forward, elbow a hands width from the waist, sword and hand in front of the elbow and straight under the shoulder, and the back of the hand just out of the line of the shoulder (outside it). This makes sure your sword defends (covers) your shoulder, with the sword and arm in a straight line from the elbow and the point raised to about eye level of an opponent.

The rear arm is held with upper arm horizontal and in line comfortably with angle of the chest and shoulders; the forearm is vertical, the hand relaxed, drooped, as if waving good-bye, and relax, holding all this position of ‘on guard’. Your head will look over your forward arm at an opponent.

The function of the rear arm is fourfold – to give you balance, direction, penetration when hitting the opponents target area, and finally lift and balance when recovering from the lunge. 
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The Salute

Modern sport fencing came from the traditional need for self-defence with the sword over the last three hundred years and traditional courtesy has also survived in the ‘salute’, to one’s opponent, a jury if any, the referee and spectators. This at the beginning of matches in competition, or friendly encounters, (also to one’s coach/ instructor at the start of lessons) and in each case at the end in reverse after removing the mask.

Put on the mask and remain half turned to the opponent with sword and arm pointing groundwards in his direction. Raise the sword/arm diagonally upwards then bend the elbow and bring the guard close and level with the chin, sword pointing straight upwards. After the opponent repeat to any jury, any spectators and then the referee.

At the end of a contest, after the salute then shake the opponent’s hand with your unarmed hand.

NB from the FIE seminar, April 1999 on refereeing guidelines:- The salute at the beginning and end of a fight in competition is MANDATORY. Failure to salute and shake hands at the end will lose hits scored and you will be fined $500 (£300 approx) which if not paid will result in a ban from International competitions.

So all fencers need to practise the salute and hand shake when fencing to make it an automatic courtesy habit, since ‘forgetting’ is not just discourteous but expensive, dramatic and drastic.

Gaining And Breaking Ground

To step forward move the front foot first, followed by the rear foot the same distance exactly, so as to maintain the spacing between your feet. To step back move the back foot first as near as you can the same distance you had stepped forward, to standardise stepping forward and backwards as far as possible. If you need to move further forward, or back, it is better to take more steps than to lengthen the steps.

Keep stepping smooth, slick, snappy yet slinky, cat like but crisp, so that moving does not take any longer than necessary and you cannot be caught off guard whilst moving or unbalanced. Maintain the knees bent (sitting down position) and learn to move from the knees down, if you can whilst keeping the upper legs in position. Aim for lightness of movement and of foot by keeping slightly on the balls of the feet whilst moving and lower the heels between moves.  Practise up the piste and back.

The Attack - Lunge And Recovery

 Otherwise known as ‘the development’ and ‘return to guard’. It is the means of reaching one’s opponent and making a legitimate hit on the valid target area, then returning out of reach. It is composed of the extension of the sword arm, from on guard, (or following a parry or other offensive or defensive action), followed by the action of the legs to carry the body and sword to reach the opponent, and back.

First, note the FIE definition and guidelines on ‘the attack’:-

“The attack is the initial offensive action with the straightening of the arm, (from on guard) and the point of the weapon continuously menacing the valid target of the opponent. [This is known as ‘point in line’ and is in the high line].

There must be no pause in the extending of the arm and no bending of the arm once the attack has started or the right of attack passes to the opponent. (ie loses priority). The point-in-line is valid whether the fencer is standing still, going backwards or forwards. It must be fully parried to lose validity.”


The straightening of the arm defines you as the attacker giving you priority as well as helping to cover your target and discourage your opponent from attacking you, and giving you chance to aim accurately your hit onto your opponent. Your opponent has to parry you fully away from hitting him to remove your priority.



The lunge is achieved by lifting the front foot just off the floor, then straightening the rear leg to push the body forward horizontally to reach the opponents target area with your foil point. As the point is placed/landed raise the hand slightly above the shoulder to compensate for any drop in the body, and to keep your own target area covered to offer no incentive to the opponent to counter attack you there.

Simultaneously, the rear arm is rapidly dropped to a position parallel with the rear leg, palm uppermost, - which keeps your shoulder back and keeps you and the sword arm balanced as it is straightened in the lunge; the rear arm also gives accurate direction to your attack and penetration as you hit and thus bend your blade slightly, the rear arm almost reaching backwards to equal your sword arm as you hit.  Then on recovering it gives a sense of lifting and balance as you return to guard.

DO NOT OVERLUNGE and allow your front knee to bend beyond your instep, or your foot beyond your knee.

To recover, use the bounce of the landing into the lunge and the penetration of making the hit to start your recovery recoil, and by bending the rear leg PULL-BACK with it to get your weight off the front leg.  Then with a flick of the heel return your front leg and body to the ‘on guard’ position with the hand and sword trailing in last.  This is easier and uses less energy than pushing everything back to on guard by the effort of the front leg quadriceps (thigh) muscles, and is less strain on the knee.

Remember, the move into the lunge and recovery back is a horizontal movement carrying the on guard position forward into the lunge and back to the starting position. Think of the lunge and recovery as all one action and practise it. The straightening of the arm first followed immediately by the lunge is counted as occurring in one period of fencing time.

The Hit

This is the fixing of the sword point clearly and distinctly and with the character of penetration anywhere on the opponent’s body, ie going forward and the blade bending a little on contact, on or off target.

Hits only score on the valid target area, those off the target area – arms, legs, mask including the bib – do not score but will halt any further action from either opponent – stopped by the Referee and then restarted again.

Correct hitting technique is vitally important involving the ability to vary one’s co-ordination at any distance of lunge or riposte, so that one hits accurately, does not risk breaking one’s foil too close (or missing a hit just out of range) and not hitting one’s opponent unnecessarily hard and painfully.

Start learning this technique with a partner (or against a suitable wood door), beginning by coming ‘on guard’ with the sword point a mere 2 inches (5cm) away from the surface to be hit, then begin to balance the sword over your index finger, down and up by pushing and pulling gently with the thumb over finger.  Then on a ‘down’ rapidly push the point onto the target and straighten your arm to bend the blade in an upwards bend by lifting the hand just above shoulder height as the point strikes.



Keep repeating this action and speed it up as quickly as you feel confident of always hitting the target aimed at and bending the blade upwards correctly.  The blade should never bend downwards and the point hit lightly and not thump or prod.  

This can be done using the wrist but is not so positive or accurate as fingers.  When this can be repeated 100% accurately retire 1 foot length and re-learn the co-ordination - as your arm has to be straightened BEFORE the point is flicked down and placed on the target, with a slight lean forward to bend the blade up to give penetration.

Then repeat with another foot length retreat – requiring a half lunge, then hit; again after 100% success retire to full lunge length from the target and retrain your co-ordination.  You should now be able to hit correctly from any distance in your fencing measure and have developed a ‘sense of point’ and point control.  Remember – the objective of the game is to land a good hit on the valid target of your opponent whilst avoiding being hit yourself or preventing your opponent from hitting you, as far as possible.  (N.B.  There are no double hits scored in Foil).
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