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  Sabre Workout & Explanations of Basic Movement 
JBT Emmons, SdTS 

 
 
What follows is one suggestion for a daily regimen, about twenty minutes long, for 
practice meant to cement and hone fundamental techniques. 
 
As a general approach, start slow, not just initially as you begin it all, but each time—
focusing on the technique, on positioning—all of that is easier to do slowly. If you can 
do it slow, you can build speed over time and/or as you drill each time. It also makes it 
easier to check your work.  
 
The following are a few items that will make the practice easier: 
 
 Door/hallway Mirror 
 Tennis ball & string 
 Pell/Suspended Mask 

 
An inexpensive door mirror, if you don't have a decent hallway mirror with ample 
room, is a good idea. While narrow, it will still give you a decent sense of what you're 
doing and make it easier to check everything. 
 
For point control, a tennis ball and string are fantastic. There are different ways to set 
this up, but two common ways are a) tying a large knot in the string and forcing it 
through a hole made in the ball and b) puncturing the ball on both "sides" and 
threading the string through both, knotting it on the bottom. I suspend mine in the 
garage, but if you have room within the house that will work too. Once you're a fair 
hand with the tennis ball, you can swap it out for a golf ball with eyelet screw. 
 
A pell or suspended mask is a must. There are several exercises one can do against a 
pell/mask that will develop everything from finger-strength and control to cut 
placement. An "Oscar," a sort of pell-like fencing dummy, is ideal. Here are some 
examples: 
 
http://www.thearmorersstore.com/Products/Dummy%20in%20Canada%202.JPG 
 
http://www.thearmorersstore.com/Images/DSC_0461.JPG 
 
http://i.imgur.com/zACDCcm.jpg 
 

http://www.thearmorersstore.com/Products/Dummy%20in%20Canada%202.JPG
http://www.thearmorersstore.com/Images/DSC_0461.JPG
http://i.imgur.com/zACDCcm.jpg
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What is nice about these as opposed to the standard pell is that with an Oscar you can 
practice a few things almost as if you had an opponent, everything from beats to 
"parries."  
 

Daily Solo Drills 
 
Woodchop Drill/Round the Horn Cuts: This is a solo drill against a mask, preferably 
with a mat behind or pell below it. Make the first cut* to the right side of the opposing 
mask, then to the top, then the left, then belly cut below the mask and another cut to the 
top of the head; this can also be performed between partners. 
 
A variant of this drill is to complete the round of cuts and after the belly cut go through 
each of the parries and end with a riposte 
 
*depending on the weight of the sabre, each of the initial cuts—to left side, top, and 
right-side of the mask—are double cuts/taps. This helps develop finger strength, the 
ability to put just a little more oomph in the cut as it finishes, and develops better 
control of the weapon generally. 
 
This is useful not only for direct cuts, but as the follow-through with full molinelli. 
 
Molinelli (circular cuts—make from elbow; some make them from wrist) 
 
Cut to Head from Left: from an extended line, your hand basically in 2nd,   
    (see chart below) drop the point and using the elbow as your 
    fulcrum rotate the blade past your left-side and up past your 
    ear landing with your blade either at the opponent's right  
    cheek or top of their head [you pass through prima with  
    this one] 
 
Cut to Head from Right: from an extended line, hand supinated, drop    
    the point and sort of pull it up behind you    
    from the right—you sort of have to scrunch    
    your back a bit; using the elbow as your     
    fulcrum bring it around and strike the left side    
    of your opponent's head [in a way you pass    
    through parry 7 with this one] 
 
Cut to the Flank:  from an extended line, your knuckles to the right,   
    bring your sabre up and past your left ear, again   
    using only the elbow, and bring it up past your side   
    to your opponent's flank, knuckles turned about 45   
    degrees 
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Hutton Sabre Cut Exercise:  While I prefer the molinelli, many people I work with 
focus on Insular sabre/broadsword. Their cut-charts, however, can be used by all. This 
is from page 19 of Alfred Hutton's Cold Steel: The Art of Fencing with the Sabre (New 
York: Dover, 2006). He borrowed it from Roworth's text. A similar chart for moulinets 
(our molinelli) can be found in Angelo's infantry manual (1847). 
 

 
 
Start in 3rd (or 2nd; just remember it is a larger cut and without a preparatory action will 
put your arm at risk when bouting), and make the first cut, marked "1," a mandritto 
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fendente or diagonal cut to the opponent's left side, head. Flow through that and make a 
second molinello from the left (think reverso fendente, diagonal cut at the right-side of the 
opponent's head), and so on. Ideally, you do this against a target as it will allow you to 
make the snap at the end of the cut more easily, and flow through to the next more 
realistically. 
 
Tennis/Golf Ball Drill: [to make the tennis ball, I punctured one maybe ¼ inch across, 
then knotted some decent chord and forced the knot through; you can also pierce the 
ball twice, threat the chord all the way through, and knot it on the other side. For the 
golf ball, I drilled a small hole, and then twisted an eyelet screw into it] 
 
 Drill One: start at standing, extend and strike the ball with the point; alternate 
 starting positions between 2nd and 3rd; then perform the same drill with a lunge 
 [remember, always extend first] 
 
 Drill Two: set the ball in motion, side to side, and attempt to strike  it with the 
 point. First from standing, then with a lunge; alternate your starting guards, 2nd 
 and 3rd. You can also make small "U"s or "V"s under the ball, again always trying 
 to keep them as tight and close to the ball as you can. 
 
Door Knob Drill: in this drill, one makes tiny circles around a door knob with the tip of 
the blade, clockwise, counter-clockwise, and then the same Us or Vs mentioned with the 
tennis ball. If you need to start with larger disengages, then do, but focus on making 
them ever smaller. 
 
 
 

Sample Daily Solo Practice (20 min.)* 
 
Footwork (starting from first position, going into guard)—10 min. 
 Advance 
 Retreat 
 Advance with cross-step 
 Retreat with cross-step 
 Lunge (this is a good place to work extending first with point/cuts) 
 Advance lunge 
 Reverse lunge 
 Raddoppio/Redoublement [e.g. double lungelunge, and then from the lunge, 

lunge again] 
 
Bladework (10 min.) 
 Point control drills 
 Parries and basic ripostes (1-7, with molinelli) 
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 Woodchop/Round the Horn drill against a mask or pell 
 Hutton/Roworth Moulinets/Molinelli (against a mask ideally) 
 First three Radaellian Molinelli (or more) 

 
 
*If you want a bit more of a workout as well as an effective way to put all this together, 
combine your footwork drill, after the initial footwork and bladework portions, with 
the handwork. So, say you have a mask hanging up, you could advance, retreat, etc., 
doing all you would with the feet, but with blade in hand and when you're in measure 
you thrust, cut, etc. Start with the point, alternating your thrust from 2nd and 3rd, then 
go through your cuts—direct cuts, molinelli, and if you wish, from an extended lunge, 
go through the Hutton/Roworth circle or the molinelli. It's good for the legs ;-) 
 
**IF you have a partner, you can add a third portion to the footwork and bladework 
sections. For example, you could take turn working simple feints and beats, first 
stationary, then with movement.  
 
 
 
 
 

Review/Definitions of Basic Movement 
 

FIRST POSITION: similar to standing at attention; front foot directed at opponent, 
read foot at 90 degrees; sabre held as if in scabbard on your left, right hand on the grip 
ready "to draw" 
 
1st POS. to EN GARDE: draw the sabre as if from the scabbard, salute, then lower it to a 
point-in-line; step out into en garde 
 
EN GARDE: from 1st pos., blade in line, lift the front foot and step one and a half to two 
of your own foot-lengths out; "sit well down" so that your front knee is over your heel, 
your back knee more or less over your back toes; front foot should be directed toward 
the front, back foot can be 90 degrees or a little less; body turned toward profile but 
more a ¾ turn than fully profiled; head is up, shoulders relaxed, and weapon arm 
relaxed in third or second (elbow bent, guard just outside the body). You should be 
well-balanced, more or less equi-weighted on your feet, and able to advance, retreat, or 
lunge without having first to move into another position. 
 
THE ADVANCE: from en garde, lift the front toes and step out and down bringing the 
rear foot up simultaneously. Ideally both feet land together. 
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THE RETREAT: sort of a photo-negative or the reverse of the advance; push off the 
front toes and step back; the feet may land back foot, then front foot rather than 
simultaneously. 
 
THE LUNGE: from en garde, the blade extends first; then lift the front toes and scoot 
the heel—as if shooting a coin across the floor—coming to rest with the front knee over 
the front heel; the back leg is extended, but not locked; back foot is flat on the ground; 
the torso is either upright (more or less) or slightly inclined forward, but no more than 
the angle created by the rear leg; to recover, push off the front toes and return to guard 
 
THE ADVANCE LUNGE: the lunge of the advance-lunge follows immediately after 
the completion of the advance; while it gains one some distance it is really more of a 
tempo attack (this is to say that you can use this maneuver to change the timing of an 
attack) 
 
THE REVERSE LUNGE: this is the lunge, only launched backward; so, sword is 
extended and the rear foot kicks out into lunging position; nothing else changes, so 
knee over front heel, back foot flat, etc. 
 
THE CROSS-STEP: a.k.a. gathering step; for this step, the rear foot is brought up to 
(gathering) or past (cross) the front foot. It's a way of inching up on someone, of gaining 
ground in a slightly less obvious way. 
 
THE SIDE-STEP: these can vary, with either the foreleg or rear-leg leading the turn, but 
more often than not it is as much a "triangle" step first, i.e. pivoting on the front leg and 
moving the rear back around it. If one is making multiple steps then this process is 
tighter, with smaller steps. The use of the side-step is either to avoid an attack, cover 
oneself better on the riposte (say from 5th when cutting flank), or to maneuver around 
the opponent in order to strike them. If you've learned the inquartata and intagliata, 
practice these as well. 
 
 
PARRIES/INVITATIONS 
 
There are seven basic parries, but of these we use 6th/sesta less often and 7th/settima 
even more rarely. What follows here is less a full description of each parry than it is key 
things to remember about each one.  CF the parry/invitation comparison sheet. 
 
Prima—held just above the left temple and about 10-12" in front of the head; knuckle-
bow out, blade at 45 degrees to receive the incoming steel; blade is tilted out to shed the 
blow; it can be lowered to cover the legs, but as the leg is not a primary target we train it 
mostly to cover the head and chest 
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Seconda—held just outside the body, about shoulder height, knuckles up; slight bend 
in the elbow; point directed at opponent's front hip. 
 
Terza—a) Italo-Hungarian: held just outside the body, about hip/belt height, approx. 
elbow one fist away from the body; knuckle-bow turned out slightly; blade is often 
inclined slightly inward b) Italian: held a little further out, but not quite a point in line, 
knuckle-bow turned out slightly more, point directed at the opponent's nose 
 
Quarta—a) Italo-Hungarian: held just outside the body, about hip-height, knuckle-bow 
turned approx. 45 degrees out in order to receive the incoming steel; blade slightly 
inclined forward b) Italian: held a little further out, but still enough to cover the inside 
line, knuckle-bow turned about same degree, but oriented more half-way between floor 
and your side 
 
Quinta—held just above the right temple and about 10-12" from the right side of the 
head; blade is angled up and slightly out/forward; arm should be under/behind the 
weapon (don't let your elbow stick out). 
 
Sesta—fist held just above and slightly to the left of the head, about 10-12," knuckle-
bow up, blade at about 45 degrees and point up and to the right 
 
Settima—held along the right side, blade down the length of the body, hand and bell-
guard like 6th if you let it keep falling backward toward the right until the hand stopped 
just beside, up and sort of at the corner of the forehead; settima can be held in such a 
way that the blade is higher than the side of the body too 
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Hand Positions 
 

 
 
*1 = thumb toward ground, 2 = thumb to the left, 3 = thumb to ceiling, and 4 =thumb to 
right; there are intermediate positions between 2nd and 3rd and between 3rd and 4th 


