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Abstract – The historical fencing community, like any association of 
fencers, is prey to erroneous beliefs. One such article of faith is the 
insistence by some rapier and smallsword students that one should land on 
the balls of the feet in a lunge, what I am calling the “demi-pointe lunge.” 
While by no means universally accepted, this theory has some strong 
traction in the community, especially as the names of some of the early 
names in “HEMA” lent it weight. A close examination of the sources and 
context for the demi-pointe lunge, however, suggests that the arguments 
to support this theory rely on misreadings of both text and image, and 
ultimately reflect a conclusion never proven, but widely accepted. The 
importance of this issue is, moreover, one that goes beyond the concerns 
of those interested in smallsword. This specific example should be 
especially significant to them, but there is a cautionary tale for us all about 
the pitfalls in research, and, about the importance of reading the sources, 
textual and pictorial, closely. 
 

Keywords – smallsword, lunge mechanics, historical context, rapier, 

cultural context; image interpretation 

INTRODUCTION 

The study of historical fencing presents particular challenges for the 
researcher, from a lack of detail in description to misinterpretation of 
images. Even when the evidence says otherwise many fencers are wont to 
hold erroneous ideas about the Art with a tenacity they display few other 
places. One such questionable belief is the insistence by some rapier and 
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smallsword students that one should land on the balls of the feet in the 
lunge, what I am calling the “demi-pointe lunge.”1  
 
The theory has survived in part due to the nature of fencing culture; 
received knowledge is the norm. In traditional and Olympic fencing this is 
a safer pedagogical occurrence: theory and practice are built on historical 
precedent reaching back at least two centuries, generations of competitive 
experience have proven theory, and an organized and consistent coaching 
method continues to create solid fencers and coaches. Historical fencing, 
while it shares more with Olympic fencing than many might wish to admit, 
does not enjoy so firm a foundation. It is far easier for an interpretation to 
become popular despite never having been proven.  
 
Sometimes the notion is a cherished idea imparted by a well-meaning 
instructor; sometimes a “great truth” quoted from a favorite fencing book. 
Too frequently it is some nugget of wisdom from a Youtube video. 
However, regardless of acquisition some fencers, when introduced to the 
evidence, persist in an idea that is demonstrably incorrect or which fails to 
take into account all the evidence. Some of this persistence likely derives 
from “micro-lineages,” that is, from early HEMA researchers or their 
students, some of whom have been teaching just long enough to instill a 
sense of legacy. A close examination of the sources and context for the 
demi-pointe lunge, however, suggests that the arguments supporting this 
theory rest on faulty reasoning and misreadings of the texts and images.  
 
The importance of this issue is one that goes beyond the concerns of those 
interested in smallsword or rapier. This specific example should be 
especially significant to them, but there is a cautionary tale for us all about 
remaining open to reexamining even the most cherished theory. This paper 
is Part 1 of a larger study and focuses solely on a representative sample of 
smallsword treatises. Part 2 examines works on dance, deportment, and 
other genteel pursuits and their connection to fencing. Part 3 explores the 
role of period footwear and the science behind human gait as they relate 
to the demi-pointe lunge. 

                                                           
1 Demi-pointe, a term I have borrowed from ballet (sur la/les demi-pointe(s)), means to put the weight 

on the balls of  the foot. Since this theory of  the lunge has one land on the balls of  the foot, and 

thus put one's weight down, it seemed a sensible and certainly more concise expression than 

"balls of  the foot." I shall use "demi-point lunge" hereafter. 
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FEATURES & ORIGINS OF THE DEMI-POINTE LUNGE 

Proponents of the demi-pointe lunge make one major distinction in their 
version: how the front foot lands. Where the typical lunge requires the lead 
foot to land flat or heel first (that is where one lifts the toes, skims the floor 
with the heel, and lands heel-first), the demi-pointe lunge has one lift the 
foot and step onto the balls of the foot first, then set down the heel. Other 
differences between the masters—hand height, length between the feet 
when on guard, length of lunge—notwithstanding, this is the linchpin that 
unites these fencers in backing this manner of lunging. 
 
Uncovering the origin and development of this interpretation is not easy. 
Even attempting to trace the first mention of the theory is difficult—it 
appears to have emerged in the late 1990s or early 2000s, but most fencers 
with whom I discussed it were not confident to say more than that. Early 
work in interpreting rapier manuals, such as Capo Ferro’s Great 
Representation of the Art and Use of Fencing (1610 CE), much of it conducted 
in person and mentioned sporadically online, is a strong candidate for a 
place of origin. A few hints of this early work remain. One such example 
is William Wilson’s page at Northern Arizona University, where his piece 
on the “Renaissance lunge” resides. According to visiospark.com, an 
online method of checking when a web page was last modified, this page 
dates to at least 2005. This date is, of course, an extremely unreliable one 
even as a terminus ante quem, but it does accord generally with the testimony 
of the fencers with whom I have discussed this puzzle. In the introduction 
Wilson cites earlier work with Bob Charron and others  
 

where earlier footwork was discussed and it was determined that 
much of the footwork was done on the balls of the feet. This lead 
me to the conclusion that even at 1600 mand [sic] later the balls 
of the feet would be used and it was not until the classical fencing 
period that the heel would have been used.2   

 
In the wild-west days of WMA (Western Martial Arts) there was significant 
cross-over with the Society for Creative Anachronism (SCA) and the 
exodus of Olympic fencers disaffected with the state of competition in the 

                                                           
2 “The Lunge,” <http://mac9.ucc.nau.edu/manuscripts/pcapo/lunge.html> [last accessed 9-6-
2020; for Capo Ferro see Tom Leoni, Ridolfo Capoferro's The Art and Practice of Fencing: A Practical 
Translation for the Modern Swordsman, Wheaton, IL: Freelance Academy Press, 2011. 
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1990s. The desire to differentiate themselves from the perceived evils of 
the sport may help explain these odd, alternative interpretations of 
fundamental movement. 
 
Many fencers, Wilson among them, have a foot in multiple arenas of 
sword-study. One consistent note among those I spoke with about the 
origins of the idea is the place of the SCA. It is possible that the earlier 
work on rapier texts conducted within the ranks of the SCA may be where 
this notion ultimately started, but in some respects origin matters less than 
persistence of the idea and its influence over time. 
 
While the names associated with the demi-pointe lunge might give it 
weight, it is not always clear whether or not these individuals actually 
advocated the demi-pointe lunge, because hearsay plays such a large role. 
If they did, many did so early. Thus, even archived discussions online may 
not reflect where those people are on the issue now.3 One exception is 
Wilson. In his The Arte of Defence he advocates his “Renaissance lunge” for 
rapier: “this position is the most mechanically sound and will relieve stress 
on the knee, and allow the knee to pass forward of the toes. A number of 
other WMA instructors have independently found this to be true.”4 Unless 
established as firmly as with Wilson, any link with other early luminaries 
within HEMA should not be trusted. 
 
Finding more recent treatments of the demi-pointe lunge is slightly less 
challenging than tracing its origins. There is not much in print or online 
that is specific; it shows up, for example, in videos, but the practice may 
not be in the metadata or keyword listing. Most current examples are 
evidence that the theory is out there, not examples of specific people who 
necessarily advocate the demi-pointe lunge.5  
 

                                                           
3 Archived discussions from “Sword Forum International,” for example, in February 2002, indicate 

that this odd position on the lunge was already popular. Cf. 

http://www.swordforum.com/vb4/showthread.php?104815-Origin-of-the-

Lunge&highlight=body+mechanics+lunge  

4 Wilson, The Arte of Defense, p. 105. 
5 Tattershall DC, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Et03G0ce8AA 
 

http://www.swordforum.com/vb4/showthread.php?104815-Origin-of-the-Lunge&highlight=body+mechanics+lunge
http://www.swordforum.com/vb4/showthread.php?104815-Origin-of-the-Lunge&highlight=body+mechanics+lunge
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Lacking a researcher or specific source to challenge, this study is general, 

concerned with the nature of the theory rather than a critique of one 

specific person’s view or study. Instead, this examination focuses on the 

examples I have encountered myself or which other, trusted sources have 

shared with me. I am particularly indebted to several fellow fencers for 

their help. I am especially grateful for the aid of Ian Brackley for pointing 

me to many of the sources the demi-pointe lunge camp looks to for 

support; Patrick Bratton for sharing his experience with demi-pointe 

smallsworders as well as for help with texts; Mike Cherba, Maestro Sean 

Hayes, Chris Holzman, Matthew Howden, Sean Mueller, and Alex Spreier 

for their insights and advice. The conclusions I share here, while developed 

with the help of these colleagues, reflect my views on the evidence and not 

necessarily theirs. 

A RESILIENT THEORY 

Regardless of when or where it started, the demi-pointe position has taken 
root in the smallsword community. As a smaller population within 
historical fencing, which is generally dominated by interest in longsword, 
Bolognese fencing, and various rapier groups, smallsword comprises its 
own happy enclave. Research from within it does not tend to be the hottest 
news on social media’s HEMA pages, but this does not reflect its 
importance. If the demi-pointe lunge started in rapier circles and spread, 
then it could spread from smallsword to still other areas of historical 
fencing. This was already happening in 2013 when I first encountered it at 
a school that, like many, covered everything from Mair’s polearms to 
Henry Angelo’s infantry broadsword. 
 
I attended a class on Domenico Angelo’s The School of Fencing (1787), and 
the instructor insisted that Angelo advocated the demi-pointe lunge. He 
applied the same idea to Henry Angelo, and likely others. Since that time, 
I have encountered the theory on occasion myself, and, received reports 
from friends who study and compete in smallsword who have as well. 
 
Those who favor the idea of the demi-pointe lunge present it as a theory 
fait accompli. Few fencers I asked about it were able to offer justification 
beyond the fact that their instructors had taught it that way. This is, again, 
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normative in fencing: students acquire not only the skills they need to 
fence, but any theory accompanying those skills from the instructor. When 
this same idea is also bolstered in the larger community, it reinforces the 
idea and increases confidence in it. For a good example of this there is a 
fascinating video by Matt Easton, Schola Gladitoria, where he visits the 
Rifles Berkshire and Wiltshire Museum, Salisbury, UK. Easton interviewed 
one of the staff, “Jim,” who is a student of Chinese martial arts, and who 
researches the connections between 18th century pursuits like fencing, 
riding, and dancing. Midway through their conversation, Easton turns to 
the camera and says  
 

And so for any of you who think ‘ahh’ what’s that got to do with 
fencing, I have to throw in here, so you have to remember that 
this is Henry Angelo’s system. Henry Angelo’s grandfather was 
Domenico Angelo. What did Domenico Angelo also do as well 
as teaching fencing? He taught riding; he was a riding instructor, 
and also, I believe, I recall that he was involved with dancing as 
well. So you have to remember that in the 18th century, fencing, 
riding, and dancing, ballet, and other forms of dance were related 
activities, because they involve a lot of the same skills. So 
therefore if there is a school of thought within one of those 
things, a way of training the body to be better, a system for being 
better at one of those things it’s very likely it was carried over 
into the other things.  

 
Matt Easton’s response here, it should be noted, does not mean he favors 
the demi-pointe lunge. As a fencer whose opinion carries considerable 
weight in the community Easton rightly added some qualifications about 
this theory in the comments below the video.6 What is especially tricky 
here is that these disciplines did share a lot in common, so there is a 
connection between them, but not to the degree or in the manner assumed. 
 
Discussion of the demi-pointe lunge is not limited to historical fencing 
either. 
 

                                                           
6 Schola Gladitoria, “Body Mechanics in British Martial Arts, Part 1,” 12: 17ff; & comments. 
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“Gawin,” on a webpage sharing information and news for his local SCA, 
discussed the issue well in terms of how one handles evidence. Like many 
practitioners, Gawin brings in universal principles of mechanics as they 
pertain to weapons. An understanding of these universals can, but does 
not automatically, help us unpack an extinct combat system: we use the 
known to help us gain insight into the unknown. So armed we can perhaps 
better interpret the manuals and decide for ourselves how to modify and 
most faithfully employ what we learn in whatever system we study. Wisely, 
Gawin mentions the dangers in applying these universals: “The pitfalls in 
using this type of evidence are the possibility of over-generalizing details, 
mistaking details for principles, and failing to understand the context that 
determines how to apply the principles.” His caution prefigures the thrust 
of this paper, but so too does the example he cites. Gawin explains: 
 

For example, one area of contention in the interpretation of 
Italian rapier combat is the placement of weight on the foot. 
Should fencers place their weight on the ball of their foot or their 
heels? The manuals themselves do not explain this in the text, 
and the pictures aren’t clear on this detail either. One way of 
answering this question is to look at other martial arts, sports, etc 
to see what they are doing and, in this case, it is likely that if you 
did so, you would conclude that the weight should be placed on 
the balls of the feet. However, the conditions of Italian Fencing 
aren’t necessarily the same as in those other martial arts, so we 
might be over-generalizing a detail that is present in other martial 
arts. Seeing several examples of weight placed on the balls of the 
feet, we might also convince ourselves that this sort of weight 
placement reflects a broader martial principle, in which case, we 
would be confusing a detail with a principle. Finally, we might 
find some examples where weight is placed on the heels, but 
conclude that we cannot apply this to our current understanding 
of the Italian rapier guard. This may be due to a failure to 
recognize other features of the guard that are necessary in order 
to make placing the weight through the heels useful.7 
 

                                                           
7 Gawin, “The Nature of (Historical Fencing) Knowledge,” weeklywarfare.net 
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The cautions Easton demonstrates and Gawin advocates here are, alas, 
absent in too many investigations and interpretations of the lunge (among 
other things) in early sources. For many who embrace the demi-pointe 
lunge they mistake correlation for causation, that is, that “related” pursuits, 
in this case riding, dancing, and fencing, share far more than a concern for 
grace and poise, but also the same requirements and expressions in 
movement. Looked at critically, the theory of the demi-pointe lunge, 
following Gawin’s cautions, errs in all three ways: it over-generalizes 
details, mistakes those details for principles, and fails to understand the 
context that determines how to apply the principles. 

THE CASE FOR THE DEMI-POINTE LUNGE 

Proponents of this method of lunging look to three chief pieces of 
evidence for justification. The first is their interpretation of fencing 
manuals, our subject here. As they read the treatises the masters, in image 
if not also word, indicate that the demi-pointe lunge was the way to lunge 
until much later. Second, they situate these texts within a larger context of 
Early Modern concern for elite deportment, poise, and expression. 
Fencing, being largely an aristocratic pursuit, shared a concern for elegant 
expression just as dancing the minuet, having a good seat in the saddle, 
and comporting oneself on the orator’s rostrum did, even down to how one 
moved (Part II).8 Third, advocates look to period footwear and combine it 
with varying degrees of biomechanical understanding to argue that the 
heeled shoe of the time made it impossible or unwise to land on the heel 
(Part III). 
 
Taken together this is a seemingly impressive collection of evidence, but 
variety and quantity of sources are not enough on their own, so it is 
important to examine each argument in detail. After all, historical fencers 
seek the most accurate interpretations one can within the limits of the 
evidence. Though common to take an instructor or another authority’s 
word for an idea rather than read for oneself, there are times when it is 
important to verify those interpretations. In this case, a close examination 

                                                           
8 Here I mean fencing outside of  or in conjunction with a military context. Many outside the 

aristocracy learned how to use swords, but only those with the means and social need had much 

reason to pursue fencing beyond the requirements of  the military. 
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of these arguments challenges the demi-pointe lunge position, and that has 
serious consequences for those interpretations which favor it. 

EXAMINATION OF THE SOURCES AND ARGUMENTS 

A few caveats. First, I am not concerned about the origin of the demi-
pointe lunge, already discussed in brief, only whether it shows up 
meaningfully in the sources for smallsword. A mention or handful of 
instances do not amount to much if most other evidence suggests these 
few examples are outliers. They may be significant, but this must be 
proven, not assumed. Second, the following examination is far from 
complete; it is a close look at one feature, the lunge, in a representative 
collection of texts. I have included the advance where it illuminates an 
author’s idea of the lunge, but I do not cover additional types of movement 
(e.g. compass steps, traversing, the demi-volte, etc.). Third, most of the 
sources considered here are French or Insular—a look at German, Iberian, 
and other smallsword works will doubtless add much to our view on this 
topic.9  
 
The same cautions attend the other arguments. In reviewing the works on 
deportment, oratory, and dance, for example, I focus on representative 
works that supporters of the demi-pointe lunge pointed out to me (see Part 
2). With regard to footwear and biomechanics I look not only to my own 
experience in various heeled shoes and boots, but also to the science of 
kinesthetics and physiology as applied to fencing. The chief question there 
is whether the heeled shoe demanded a different method of stepping or if 
such shoes increased potential dangers to the fencer should they land on 
the heel (see Part 3).  
 
The discussion begins with a look at one places several masters were 
specific, the placement of the rear foot, and then examines what they 
suggest for the front. Organization is thus more topical than chronological. 
In the selections from texts within this paper that are translations, I have 
provided the original language text in footnotes. Where there is an easily 

                                                           
9 In the larger study I conducted for this paper I did examine a few, but not enough in Iberia or 

German-speaking areas to be representative. These, and the other excerpts relevant to this study, I 

will make available on my school site. 
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obtainable digital version, English or French, I have added the URL to the 
relevant entry in the bibliography. 

Smallsword Texts 

What began as a quick examination of a representative sample of 
smallsword works blossomed into a much larger study. I expanded my 
examination to rapier works as well as works post-smallsword, all told 
from some seventy texts from the time of di Grassi (1570/1594) to 
Handelman (2014). 
 
The smallsword texts examined here do not go into minute detail as to 
how the lead foot should move or land. Any argument from silence 
requires caution, but the fact that so many masters did not provide detail 
about the exact way the front foot should land is suggestive. This is to say 
that where they wished a student to move unnaturally, they say so. For 
example, Andrew Mahon, in his preface to Jean L’Abbat’s The Art of Fencing 
(1734) mentions turning the rear foot in the lunge. He writes: 
 

Monsieur L’Abbat recommends the turning on the Edge of the 
Left-foot in a Lunge, as may be seen by the Attitudes. This 
Method indeed was formerly practised by all Masters, and would 
be very good, if their Scholars had not naturally run into an 
Error, by turning the Foot so much as to bring the Ancle to the 
Ground, whereby the Foot became so weak as to make the 
Recovery difficult... Therefore I would not advise the turning on 
the Edge of the Foot to any but such as, by long Practice on the 
Flat, are able to judge of the Strength of their Situation, and 
consequently, will not turn the Foot more than is consistent 
therewith. 

 
It may sometimes be necessary to turn on the Edge, on such 
Ground whereon the Flat would slip, and the Edge would not, if 
it were properly turned; but even in this Case, by turning it too 
much it would have no Hold of the Terrace, and therefore would 
be as dangerous as keeping it on the Flat. 

 
The chief Reason for turning on the Edge, is that the Length of 
the Lunge is greater by about three Inches, which a Man who is a 
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Judge of Measure need never have recourse to, because he will 
not push but when he knows he is within Reach.10 

 
In Mahon’s translation, Plate 2, we see an example of the thrust in “quart:” 
 

 
 

Figure 1: “Mahon/L’Abbat’s, 2d Plate, A Thrust in Quart.” Jean 
L’Abbat/Andrew Mahon. The Art of Fencing, Dublin, IRE: James Hort, 
1734. Gutenberg.org. This item is in the public domain. 

 
The fencer on the right may or may not have his rear foot on edge. It may 
be flat, but poorly rendered, or, actually on edge. I will return to L’Abbat, 
but Mahon’s discussion of an oddity with the rear foot stands out because 
it is exceptional. He is specific where he felt he needed to be; otherwise, 
he clearly assumed the reader would understand him. 
 
In the wonderful plates that Philibert, Sieur de la Touche, included in his 
The True Principles of the Single Sword (1670) there are likewise potential 
examples of the rear foot turned on-edge. In some images, the lunging 
fencer has his rear foot flat on the lunge (possibly plates 16, 19, 21): 
 

                                                           
10 L'Abbat/Mahon, The Art of Fencing, Preface. Gutenberg.org 
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Figure 2: “de le Touche, Plate 16, Estocade de pied ferme.” Philibert, 
Sieur de la Touche. Les Vrays principes de l’espée suele dédiés. Bibliothèque 
nationale de France. This item is in the public domain. 

 
in others it is turned on the edge (7, 11, 12, 13, 14 [right fencer]: possibly 
16, 17, 18, possibly 19 and 21): 
 

 
 

Figure 3: “de le Touche, Plate 7, Prevue de l’Estendüe.” Philibert, Sieur 
de la Touche.  Les Vrays principes de l’espée suele dédiés. Bibliothèque 
nationale de France. This item is in the public domain. 
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in still others (“thrusts of the pass”) it is turned forward and rests upon the 
balls of the foot (cf. plates 14 [left fencer], 15, 22-28): 
 

 
 

Figure 4: “de le Touche, Plate 14, Esquiuement de Corps en se 
baissant….” Philibert, Sieur de la Touche.  Les Vrays principes de l’espée 
suele dédiés. Bibliothèque nationale de France. This item is in the public 
domain. 

 
and in plate 20 the lunging fencer’s left foot almost looks as if it is turned 
slightly to the rear: 
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Figure 5: “de le Touche, Plate 20, Estocade de pied ferme...” Philibert, 
Sieur de la Touche. Les Vrays principes de l’espée suele dédiés. Bibliothèque 
nationale de France. This item is in the public domain. 

 
De la Touche distinguishes between thrusts of the “firm foot” (L’estocade 
de pied ferme) and “thrusts of the pass” (L’estocade de passe). The former is 
much like the modern lunge—the left foot, so he explains, must “remain 
firmly in place” (le pied gauche demeurant ferme). His lunge he describes as a 
“thrust” (l’estocade). The thrust of the pass, on the other hand, has the 
fencer extend the point with the right arm, then step past the right foot 
with the left. In the images we see that the rear foot is then up on the balls 
of the foot.11 
 
There is arguably a discrepancy between what de la Touche recommends 
and what some of his plates depict; the rear foot in many appears to be 
more on edge than flat, but perhaps for the author this was representative 
enough or the artist struggled to depict the rear foot (Plate 20 suggests the 
latter). As Mahon reminds us, on certain terrain leaning on the arch-side 
of the rear foot might provide better traction. Several plates seem to 
suggest that the rear foot may be flat. The safest course is to take de la 
Touche at his word and use his plates with caution. One can keep the rear 

                                                           
11 De la Touche, Les Vrays principes, 1670, BnF Gallica, Figures 2-5 will be found after the 
following pages 68, 28, 64, fifth plate following 68.  
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foot flat in a heeled shoe, but in order not to put too great a strain on the 
ankle the lunge must be shorter. All of this discussion concerns the rear, 
support foot, not the foot that goes forward into the lunge. 
 
With regard to the lead foot we enjoy far less detail. Many authors referred 
to the same action in different ways, but the terms they used, such as 
“stepping,” “lunging,” “advancing,” “thrusting,” or “sliding” do not 
specifically explain which part of the foot lands first. English translations 
of French are not necessarily one to one. Often the translator renders the 
verb avancer, “to advance,” “move forward,” as “step” where one might 
expect pas. French mesure in the sense of “measure” or “step” one sees as 
well. Whatever the term, here too we have to weigh what we know of 
standard human gait with what the sources say and illustrate. Even for 
those authors who use one term, such as “step,” the descriptions vary. 
Some masters use several terms in describing movement. De Liancour, for 
example, uses pas, “step” (de laquelle vous commencerez un grand pas pour aller à 
vostre enenemy), mettre “to put” (as in put/place a foot, e.g. Il faut mettre le pied 
gauche), and all within one passage: 
 

The Third image on this Plate is the ordinary guard. One has to 
bring the left foot in the space of around 2 ft, behind the right, as 
seen, from where you will initiate a great step towards your 
enemy, as we can see from the fourth image. It shows bringing 
the left foot before the right, elevating and bearing the Sword 
advancing first the hand, before oneself, whilst turning the hand 
in Quarte withdrawing the left side very much, straightening both 
legs above all without bending them for fear of losing your force, 
because the body resting on the fore leg, even if you were to be 
surprised whilst striding, you would be able to defend yourself, as 
if you were in guard.12 

 

                                                           
12 De Liancour, Le Maitre d'Armes, 1692 (transl. Darchis) Ch. 3; de Liancour, Le Maitre d'Armes, 
1692, BNF Gallica, 8. La troisiéme Figure en cette Planche, est la garde ordinaire. Il faut mettre le pied gauche 
dans l'espace de deux semelles ou environ, derriere le droit, comme on voit la situation, de laquelle vous commencerez 
un grand pas pour aller à vostre enenemy, comme l'on peut remarquer dans cette quatriéme Figure. Elle avance le 
pied gauche devant le droit, élevant & portant son Epée, en avançant la main la premiere, au devant de soy, en 
tournant la main de Quarte, éfaçant fort le côté gauche, roidissant les deux jambes, sur tout sans les ployer, crainte 
de perdre ses forces, parceque le corps estant à plomb sur la jambe de devant, quand mesme vous seriez surpris en 

marchant à grand pas, vous seriez en état de vous deffendre, de mȇme que si vous estiez en garde. 
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De Liancour refers to walking back and forth while in guard, something 
his first plate, just before Chapter 3, suggests as well.  
 

 
 

Figure 6: “Le Sieur de Liancour. Plate 7.” Le Sieur de Liancour. Le 
Maistre d’Armes ou l’Exercice de l’Epée Seule. Paris, FR: Chez l’Auteur, 1686. 
Bibliothèque nationale de France. This item is in the public domain. 

 
Here, figure 3, in guard, matches his admonition to have the weight on the 
left/rear leg, the front foot pointing forward, and the lead knee behind the 
heel. Significantly, de Liancour adds  
 

In this Plate I assume that one man will have parried as some do, 
by raising the thrust as can be seen. And having noticed this after 
having pushed this estocade you will be able to retreat by passing 
the right foot before the left, the Sword absolutely in front of 
you, after which you can safely retreat out of measure, in order to 
avoid the riposte…This retreat seemed most excellent to me, 
even though it is served in different manners by some, as in 
approaching the left foot, after having given a thrust and then 
letting go of the right foot backwards, and finally the left foot, to 
come back to guard. Others make students jump whilst retiring 
the right foot slightly and in another time jump with both feet at 
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the same time, and do a great movement that causes them to lose 
their guard and forces. 

 
The first is safest as I said, being stretched forwards it is only a 
matter of letting go from one foot to the other; and by these 
means you never lose the guard and have the Sword before you, 
without leaving the ground, and subsequently always firm on 
your feet.13 

 
The fencer, then, should walk or step (avance) in such a way that their feet 
are stable and do not significantly leave the ground. Back-weighted in this 
fashion, the right foot can pass back past the left on the retreat easily, and 
can take weight when the left crosses in front of the right to advance. Both 
his explanation and the plates suggest that one is more or less walking as 
one would normally, save that the left or rear leg, being perpendicular to 
the line of direction, passes with the arch of the foot forward (cf. figures 2 
and 5 in the first plate). 
 
Reminiscent of de Liancour’s figure number 2, who is mid-step, Juan 
Nicolas Perinat’s Arte de Esgrimir Florete y Sable (1757) depicts a fencer 
seemingly tip-toeing his way across the ground. The text accompanying 
this image, however, states that “the second figure shows another method 
of going toward the enemy, passing the left foot ahead of the right.” Just 
prior to this Perinat describes the advance, his preferred method of 
movement, and says of it that “it is necessary to lift the right foot and 
advance one foot forward.”  
 
 

                                                           
13 De Liancour, Le Maitre d'Armes, 1692 (transl. Darchis) Ch. 4; de Liancour, Le Maitre d'Armes, 
1692, BNF Gallica, 14-15. Dans cette Planche je suppose qu'un homme aura paré, comme sont plusieurs, en 
élevant le coup, comme on le voit; & l'ayant remarqué, aprés luy avoir poussé cette estocade de Quarte, vous pourrez 
faire vostre retraite en lâchant le pied droit derriere le gauche, l'Epée tout-à-fait devant vous, le bras étendu, puis 
vous vous retirerez hors de mesure, crainte de la riposte. Cette retraite m'a paru tres-excellente, quoyqu'il y en aire 
qui se servant de plusieurs autres manieres, comme d'approcher le pied gauche, apres avoir pousse, & puis lacher le 
pied droit derriere, & ensin le pied gauche, pour se retrouver en garde. D'autres font sauter en retirant un peu le 
pied droit, & par un autre temps sautent les deux pieds ensemble, & font un grand movement qui leur fait perdre 
leur garde & leurs forces. La premiere est la plus seure, d'aurant qu'estant allongé, il n'y a, comme j'ay dit, qu'à 
lâcher un pied & puis l'autre; & par ce moyen vous ne vous ostez jamais de garde, & avez l'Epée toujours devant 
vous, sans quitter jamais le terre, & par consequent toujour ferme & sur vos pieds. 
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Demi-pointe lunge fans citing this image as proof for tiptoeing have clearly 
not read the text.14 What we see then is not a man walking on his toes but 
a representation of someone making a cross-step. Representation is one 
issue, but so too is an artist’s skill and style—this is a charming image, but 
the proportions are off, and the attempt to capture movement is rather 
more wooden than graceful. 
 
Henry Blackwell, in the English Fencing Master (1702), provides far less 
explanation, but enough to give us a general impression of how he would 
have a fencer move and specifically mentions the lunge. He writes 
 

when Carte is given, you must stand fast with your Left Foot, and 
step forward with your Right almost as far as you can, without 
straining your self, which is called in Fencing a Longe; your Left 
Ancle to the Ground, your Knee very straight without bending, 

                                                           
14 Juan Nicolas Perinat, Art of Fencing Foil and Sabre, translated by Tim Rivera, 2 (9 in the pdf); for 
the Spanish, see Rivera’s transcription, same page. La seguna Figura expressa otro modo de ír al 
Enemigo, pasando el pié izquierdo delante del derecho (2); Para ír al Enemigo es menestér levantar el pié derecho, 
y adelantarle cosa de un pié (2). 

JN Perinat, Arte de Esgrimir Florete y Sable (1757); image from Google books  
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your Right toe straight, with your Left Hand falling from your 
Left Ear the same height your Right Hand is, in a Line which 
Ballances your Body…(5). 

 
Like de Liancour, Blackwell’s fencer is back-weighted and steps forward 
with the right foot as far as one can without straining in the lunge.  
 

 
 

Figure 7: “Blackwell, Flankanade, p. 14.” Henry Blackwell. The 
Gentleman’s Tutor for the Small Sword, or, The Compleat English Fencing Master. 
London, GB: J. Jackson, 1702/1730. Archive.org. This item is in the 
public domain. 

 
In his second lesson, Blackwell states that an advance with the right foot 
is about seven inches (4). Though he does not specify how the front foot 
should land on the “longe,” he does remind his student not to step so far 
as to strain; this advice, coupled with the fact that the basic advancing step 
is seven inches, suggests a relatively short lunge. The image of the lunge 
on page 14 illustrates the “Flankanade,” and while we must be cautious in 
taking period illustrations the way one might a photograph, the figure on 
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the right is not in a deep lunge. One could land either heel-toe or demi-
pointe easily at such a distance, so Blackwell, like other masters who are 
less specific, must be examined against fuller descriptions. 
 
In the case of L’Abbat the master provides a more detailed explanation. 
Much of the lunge (which he refers to as de l’alongment du pied or de 
l’alongment) is the same, but he touches on the front foot as well: 

 
and the Body finding itself drawn forward by the swift Motion of 
the Wrist and other Parts, obliges the Right Foot to go forward in 
order to support it, and to give the Thrust a greater Length; the 
Left Foot should, at the same Instant, turn on the Edge, without 
stirring from its Place; whilst the Right Foot coming smartly to 
the Ground, finishes the Figure, Extension and Action of the 
Lunge. 

 
Having the front foot land “smartly to the Ground” suggests either a flat 
step or landing heel-toe. The illustration of the lunge supports this too—
the front knee is only slightly over the heel, but L’Abbat is clear that it is 
meant to be perpendicular. Moreover, he provides additional information 
about how the feet should work in discussing the appel: 
 

In order to know the Distance of the Lunge, the Right Knee 
being bent, must form a perpendicular Line with the Point of the 
Foot; if the Foot were not so forward, the Heel would be off the 
Ground, and the Body would have less Strength, and if it were 
carried farther the Body could not easily bend it self, and 
consequently could not extend so far; moreover, it would want 
Strength, being at too great a Distance from the perpendicular 
Line of the Foot and Leg, which are its Support, and its Recovery 
would be more difficult. 

 
The Foot should fall firm without lifting it too high, that the Soal 
of the Sandal, or Pump, may give a smart Sound, which not only 
looks better and animates more, but also makes the Foot firm, 
and in a Condition to answer the Swiftness of the Wrist. 
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Care must be taken not to carry the Point of the Foot inward or 
outward, because the Knee bending accordingly, as part of the 
Thigh, goes out of the Line of the Sword, and consequently, of 
the Line of Defence, besides ‘tis very disagreeable to the Sight. 
 
The Feet sometimes slip in the Lunge, the Right Foot sliding 
forward, or the Left backward; the first is occasioned by carrying 
out the Foot before the Knee is bent, whereas when the Knee 
brings it forward, it must fall flat and firm; the other proceeds 
from the Want of a sufficient Support on the Left Foot.15 

 
There are three ideas of special interest in this passage that make it clear 
L’Abbat did not desire a demi-pointe lunge. First, he mentions sandals—
known to have been worn in the salle—and this style of shoe has either no 
heel or next to no heel. In the image from Mahon/L’Abbat, (Figure 1), the 
sandals are easy to see. Performing the “normal” lunge is easy to do with 
such a shoe. Second, to create the sound he desires in the appel, the fencer 
cannot land on the balls of the foot—the fencer must land heel first or 
flat-footed in order to make the front part of the foot slap the ground. 
Lastly, and reminiscent of de le Touche, in the last section L’Abbat advises 
one not to let the foot out before the knee, that it must fall “flat and 
firm”(se porter qu’à plomb, & par consequent avec fermeté), else the fencer slip 

                                                           
15 L'Abbat/Mahon, The Art of Fencing, Gutenberg.org, Ch. 3; L'Abat, L'Art en Fait d'Armes, 1696, 
FFAMHE, 13-14. …& le haut de corps sur le devant, dans le temps que la main & le bras gauche se 
déployment avec force, & que les deux genoüils, dont lun ploye en avant dans le tems que l'autre se déploye vers le 

mȇme lieu, donnent un petit air au corps, qui lui communique plus de vigueur & de Vitesse, lequel se trouvant sur 
le devant attiré par l'impetuosité du movement du poignet & des autres parties, oblige le pied droit de partir asin de 
le soûtenir, & lui donner un peu plus d'etenduë, le gauche doit se coucher dans ce tems sans qu'il bouge de place, & 
le droit frapant a terre finit la figure, l'étendue & le action de l'alongement. L'Abat/Mahon, The Art of 
Fencing, Gutenberg.org, Ch. 3; L'Abat, L'Art en Fait d'Armes, 1696, FFAMHE, 18-19. Il faut pour la 
distance de l'alongment du pied que le genoüil étant plié, forme avec la pointe du pied une ligne perpendiculaire, si le 
pied n'avançoir pas tant, le talon seroit en l'air & le corps n'airoit point tant de force, & sion l'alongeoit advantage 
le corps n'auroit point assez de facilité de ployer, & ainsi n'iroit pas si loin; il manqueroit aussi de force étant trop 
éloigné de la ligne perpendiculaire du pied & de la jambe, qui en sont le soûtien, outre que sa retraite en seroit plus 
difficile. Il est bon que le pied frape ferme sans l'élever, que la sandale claque avec éclat, ce qui non seulement paroît 
& anime advantage, mais encore bonifie le peid & le met en état de suivre la Vitesse du poignet; il faut éviter de 
porter la pointe en dedans ou en dehors, parce que le genoüil ployant sure cette ligne se fort, & une partie de la 
cuisse de la ligne de l'epée, & par ce moyen de la défense, outre que cela choque extremement la veüe. Les pieds 
peuvent encore manquer dans l'alongement le droit glissant en avant & le gauche en arriere; le premier vient de ce 
qu'on porte le pied avant de ployer le genoüil, au lieu que quand le genoüil le deviance il ne peut se porter qu'à 
plomb, & par consequent avec fermeté, & l'autre se fait par le manque d'apuy sur la partie gauche. 
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too far forward. One advantage to the heel-first lunge, or landing flat for 
that matter, is that one is less likely to put the toes too far before the knee. 
 
One of the most well-known 18th century masters, Domenico Angelo, in 
The School of Fencing (1763/1787), refers to the advance and retreat as getting 
“within” or “without distance.” Here too we see a recommendation that 
the right foot be lifted “just above the ground:”  
 

To get within distance of your adversary without altering the 
regular position of your Guard, you must raise your right foot 
just above the ground, and carry it about a foot forward, in a 
straight line with your left heel, bending your knee a little, and at 
the setting down of the foot, you must follow with the left leg in 
the same manner and distance, keeping your left leg well bent, to 
support the body on that side.16 

 
On its own this description might be interpreted several ways. In this 
passage we are not told if the foot lands flat, heel-toe, or demi-pointe.  
 

                                                           
16 Angelo, The School of Fencing, 1787, 8; Angelo, L'École des Armes, BnF Gallica, 1763, 28. Pour bien 
ferrer la mesure & avancer sur son adversaire sans déranger nullement la position de la garde, il faut lever le pied 
droit a raiz-terre, l’avancer d’une semelle sur la ligne du talon gauche, plier un peu la genou droit & si tôt qu’on 
aura appuie le pied ferme a terre, faire suivre le pied gauche en le levant aussi a raiz-terre, bien plier le genou gauche 
& soutenir le corps sur la partie gauche. 
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Figure 8: “Angelo, Plate IV.” Domenico Angelo. The School of Fencing. 
London, UK: Published by H. Angelo, 1787. Google Books. This image 
is in the public domain. 

 
However, a few chapters in, Angelo discusses the lunge. Angelo uses the 
terms “thrust” and “longe” in the 1787 edition. These are close to the 
French terms employed, such as avancer, “to step” or “advance,” tirer or 
tirer le botte for the “thrust.” The description of the lunge, per se, is made 
with reference to the inside thrust in carte, the most important thrust and 
one the master believes one can never practice enough: 
 

To execute this thrust well, three motions of the wrist are made 
at once; which are, to turn the wrist and nails upward, raise the 
wrist, and oppose; and in these motions the arm should be 
straightened, and the wrist raised above the head, and the point 
dropt in a line to the adversary’s breast; being thus situated, you 
must throw your wrist forward, stepping immediately, or longe 
about two feet beyond your guard; the left heel, and knee, should 
be in a perpendicular line, the point of the foot in a line to the 
knee, and the right heel in a line to the left; the left foot should be 
plumb to the ground, and not move, heel or toe. And observe, 
that when the arm stretches forth in order to thrust, the foot 
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must follow at the same time; the body should be very upright, 
the left leg stretched, and the left hand should hang down in a 
line with the left thigh, about one foot distance, with the hand 
open, nails downward, and fingers close.17 

 
Angelo only specifies the orientation of the lead foot, not how it lands. 
The distance he recommends for this step (avancer), however, is two of the 
fencer’s own feet out from guard, so the lead foot does not move all that 
far (avancer le pied droit de deux semelles). Of note, while he says that the front 
foot should proceed with the arm the fencer had already positioned the 
arm to oppose the enemy steel. In other words, the arm is extended and 
secure before the body moves. 
  
In ways similar to de Liancour, Angelo also advises the instructor to have 
the students advance and retreat by crossing the back foot past the lead 
and the lead foot past the rear respectively. Today this is referred to as a 
cross-step, forward or back, or a gaining step moving forward, and as 
described here there is no reason to assume Angelo wished one to tippy-
toe. The point of the right foot, he explains, is carried back if one is 
retreating, not if one is advancing on the cross-step.18 Lastly, Angelo’s appel, 
again similar to that of L’Abbat, suggests either heel-toe or a flat foot: “The 
appel, or attack, is made by raising the foot about two inches from the 
ground, setting it firmly down again, and thrusting directly to the body.”19  

 

                                                           
17 Angelo, The School of Fencing, 1787, 11-12; Angelo, L'École des Armes, BnF Gallica, 1763, 35. Pour 
bien tirer la quarte, il fois faire trois mouvements du poignet dans un seul tems, tourner les doigts en dessus, élever le 
poignet & l'opposer; dans ces mêmes trois tems tendre le bras, tenir le poignet plus haut que la tête & baisser las 
pointe au corps de son adversaire. Dans cette position, en allongeant le bras, avancer le pied droit de deux semelles 
de plus que la garde pour s'étendre, le talon & le genou doivent être sur un ligne perpendiculaire, la pointe du pied 
vis a vis la pointe de  genou, & le talon droit sur la ligne du talon gauche. Dans cette attitude tenir la pied gauche 
bien ferme, la semelle tout a fait posée a terre sans remüer ni la pointe ni la talon, & dans le tems que la main part 
pour tirer la botte, le pied droit doit suivre la main; il faut aussi soutenir le corps. tendre le genou gauche & laisser 
tomber les bras gauche sur la ligne de la cuisse gauche a un pied de distance présentant la paume de la main sans 
écarter les doigts. 
18 Angelo, The School of Fencing, 1787, 21-25; Angelo, L'École des Armes, BnF Gallica, 1763, 76. On 
doit tirer la quarte sans toucher le plastron & au lieu de se remettre en garde dans la position ordinaire, garder 
l’equilibre du corps, porter légèrement & vivement la pointe du pied droit, près du talon gauche, tenir le poignet 
droit & le bras gauche dans la position de la botte, le corps bien droit, la tête élevée, & les genoux bien tendus, 
comme on peut la voir a la quatorzieme planche dans la cinequieme position du salut. 
19 Angelo, The School of Fencing, 1787, 24; Angelo, L'École des Armes, BnF Gallica, 1763, 77. L’attaque 
due pied se fait en levant le pied droit a deux pouces de terre, en le posant ferme & on tire droit au corps. 
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Two other works that refer more to an “advance” (or avance) are de La 
Touche’s The True Principles of the Sword Alone (1670), and A. Lonnergan’s 
The Fencer’s Guide (1771). Both authors, in explaining where one should 
land on the lunge are explicit in where one should not too. De la Touche, 
referring to his plate 7, remarks 
 

It is not necessary that the point of the foot advances further 
forward than the knee, because in doing that you will not support 
yourself except on the heel, and thus you will place yourself out 
of force to recover. Furthermore you will have to make a much 
greater effort, and you will be in danger of sliding on bad terrain. 
This effort will give much more time and convenience to the 
enemy to hit you, and the thrust will even be much shorter. 
Neither must you retain the foot and advance the knee beyond its 
point, because you will be in danger of falling on your nose, and 
you will have neither firmness nor force to recover, especially as 
you will only be supported on the point of the foot. The two 
dotted legs marked in the 7th plate make all this well 
understood.20 

 
Some proponents of the demi-pointe lunge are quick to point to Plate 7 as 
proof for the theory. Without the accompanying text the two dotted 
images of the lower leg (the first before the lead foot of the lunge 
perpendicular to the ground, the second just behind it and on the balls of 
the feet) can be interpreted several ways. One could see it as a progression 
from landing to the leg coming to rest, and indeed this appears to be 
exactly how demi-pointe lungers have viewed it. However, as the 
description makes clear the dotted images of the leg both refer to what the 
fencer should not do. The dotted leg resting on the toe, then, is not a how 
to, but a how not to. Upon completing the lunge the foot should not be out 

                                                           
20 De la Touche, The True Principles of the Single Sword, 1670 (transl. van Noort and Coudre), 51. De 
la Touche, Les Vrays principes, 1670, BnF Gallica, 28. Il ne faut pas que la pointe du pied s'avance plus 
avant que le genoüil, parce qu'en le faisant on ne s'appuyeroit que sur le talon; & ainsi l'on se mettroit hors de 
force pour se relever, outre qu'il saudroit faire un effort beaucoup plus grand, que l'on seroit en danger de glisser 
dans un mauvais terrain, & que cét effort donneroit beaucoup plus de temps & de commodité a l'Ennemy pour 
vous frapper; & que mesme l'Estocade en seroit beaucoup plus coutre. Il ne faut pas non plus retenir le peid & 
advancer le genoüil au delà de sa pointe; parce que l'on seroit en danger de tomber sur le nez, & que l'on n'auroit 
point de fermeté ny de force poir se relever, dautant que 'lon ne seroit appuyé que sur la pointe du pied. Les deux 
jambes piontuées marquées dans la septiéme planchet sont assez entendre tout cela. Cf. Figure 6. 
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farther than the knee. De la Touche’s term for the advance (avancer), can 
mean “step” as well, but regardless of how one renders this verb in English 
the fencer is meant to take a more or less normal step. 
 
In like guise Andrew Lonnergan cautions the fencer not to have the foot 
too far forward or back, and, to land perpendicular to the ground: 
 

Observe, that you must spring the left knee from its present bent 
into a stiffness… advance, or dart the right foot forward upon 
the line from F, so that when the left knee is well stiffened, and 
that your right stands perpendicular to your instep, you have 
longed to a proper Second Measure; but if this right leans from 
this perpendicular towards yourself, you then have longed too far; 
and if it hangs any farther forward than your instep, you have not 
longed enough. 

 
Of importance is the range Lonnergan suggests. He wants the right leg 
perpendicular to the ground upon completing the lunge, and, advocates 
that the right leg knee not be too far over the toes or too far behind them. 
The expression, “advance, or dart the right foot forward” lends a sense of 
speed, but little else. Taken together, however, it is unlikely he wished his 
fencer to dart the right foot forward and land on the balls of the foot—
that is inherently unsteady, especially on uneven ground. Like the term 
“step,” “advance” can suggest a lot. The final sentence, however, suggests 
again a normal step--too small and the knee hangs over the foot, and as 
Lonnergan says in such a case one has not “longed” far enough.21  
 
The take-away from the masters here is that this initial step must not be 
too high or too far. The fencer should land with a firm, sure foot. The lead 
leg should be more or less perpendicular to the ground upon completion 
of the lunge. They are concerned that one not lunge too far or too short 
as it can affect balance and put one at risk. Furthermore, for those masters 
advocating the appel the foot must fall firmly and with sufficient force to 
create the necessary auditory distraction. 
 

                                                           
21 Lonnergan, The Fencer's Guide, 1771, 14-15. 
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Still a different term employed by the masters is simply “lunge.” Le Perche 
du Coudray, Sir William Hope, J. Olivier, and John McArthur all use it. We 
are left to infer from what they say about the lunge how the lead foot may 
land. Le Perche, who uses both “push” and “lunge” as terms for his lunge 
(èn poussant que le corps; in the first line below “a lengthening” or en s’alongeant) 
informs us that to “push well a thrust in quarte inside the arm” we must 
extend the right arm and weapon, then  
 

one must bend the right knee while lunging in a way that falls in 
line with the toe of the right foot, extending well the left shank 
and grounding well the left foot on the ground while holding it 
very steady. Extend the left arm while turning the hollow of the 
hand to the outside, and supporting it about the height of the 
shoulder; one must push such that the body stays over both 
haunches and the head is very upright; after having pushed well 
one must return to guard and return well the sword in front so as 
to be ready to parry in case the enemy ripostes.22 

 

 
 
                                                           
22 Le Perche du Coudray, The Exercise of Arms, 1743 (transl. Crawley) 8; Le Perche, L'Exercice des 
armes, 1755, Biblioteca de la Universidad Politécnica de Madrid, 6. il faut plier le genoüil droit en 
s'alongeant de façon qu'il tombe en ligne directe sur la pointe du pied droit,, bien etendre le jaret gauche, et bien 
concher le pied gauche a terre en le tenant bien ferme. Etendent la bras gauche en trournant le creux de la main en 
de hors, et souternant environ ala hauteur de l'Epaule; il faut èn poussant que le corps reste droit sur les deux 
hanches, et la teste bien droite; aprés avoir bien poussé il faut se remettre dans sa garde et bien revenir l'Epée devant 
soy asin d'etre prest a parer en Cas que l'Ennemy ripostat. 
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Figure 9: “Le Perche, Quarte inside the Arm.” Jean Baptiste Le Perche 
du Coudray [attrib.] L’Exercice des armes ou le maniment du fleuret. Paris, FR: 
Chez de F. Chereau, 1755. Biblioteca de la Universidad Politécnica de 
Madrid. This item is in the public domain. 

 
Similarly, Sir William Hope explains “making an Elonge” thus: 
 

When a man is not so near to his adversary as that he can reach 
him by only stretching out his sword-arm and inclining forewards 
with his body, without moving of his advanced foot, then there is 
a necessity for him to step out with his right foot, that so his 
thrust may take effect. And this is what we call an Elonge. 

  
Elongeing then, is a vigorous, sudden, and quick moving forward 
of the right foot, keeping at the same time the left immoveable, 
and is performed with a pretty violent kind of stretch, occasioned 
by the eager desire of the pursuer to hit or wound his 
adversary…23 

 

 
 

                                                           
23 Hope, Sir Willam. A New, Short and Easy Method of Fencing, 1708 (Rector, ed.), 131. 
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Figure 10: “Hope, Thrusting below the Hanging Guard.” Hope, Sir 
Willam. A New, Short and Easy Method of Fencing: Or the Art of the Broad and 
Small-Sword Rectified and Compendiz’d. Edinburgh, SCT: James Watson, 
1701. Google Books. This item is in the public domain. 

 
 
Like Hope, J. Olivier in his treatise emphasizes speed, but caution as to the 
length of lunge (l’allonge). He admonishes the fencer to 
 

Observe also that your extension and the longe out, be made so 
quickly one after another that they comprehend but one time; 
and take care too that the distance you longe out does not exceed 
four feet. Do not form your opposition ‘till you perceive you are 
near enough to hit your adversary. 

 
Of note, Olivier specifies the length of step by shoe-sole (semelles)--Angelo 
and de Liancour do the same. A few chapters before Olivier instructs the 
student in how to “step forth.” It is clear he assumed that this was obvious 
to the reader for he is only specific with regard to balance, tempo, and 
measure, not how—specifically—the foot moves: 
 

In order to step forth regularly, move the right foot first, keeping 
always the body steady. Let the left foot follow immediately, and 
in such a manner that these two times make but one. Bring the 
right foot forward about a foot distance. Make the left foot 
follow as aforesaid in the same line; and particularly observe to 
keep exactly the same distance, that you may always be upon your 
guard.24 

 
Lastly, John McArthur, while he discusses the actual step to some degree, 
makes assumptions similar to those of Olivier, a master whose work he 
knew well. For the step, McArthur taught that 
 

                                                           
24 Olivier, J. Fencing Familiarized, 1771, 42-43. Observez aussi que votre extension et l'allonge, soient faites si 
vivement les unes après les autres qu'elles ne fassent qu'un tems; et prenez garde aussi que votre allonge ne s'étende 
pas plus de quatre semelles. Ne formez votre opposition qu'aussitôt que vous vous voyez près de toucher votre 
adversaire. I was unable to obtain a clean image from this text. The infamous Google Books copy 
did not scan the images, and the only other options are prohibitively expensive.  
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Having made sure of the position above directed on carte guard, 
you must now, with the utmost regularity, learn to advance and 
retreat upon this guard, without varying your position; to do 
which with steadiness and regularity, requires some degree of 
attention at the beginning: for sure there is no art that calls for 
such minute (I may say mathematical) exactness as this... In order 
to advance with regularity, move the right foot with ease forward 
to the distance of more than a foot, making the left foot instantly 
follow to the same distance; these two movements must seem as 
one, by being comprehended in the same moment of time. 

 

 
 

Figure 11: “McArthur, Plate 5: Position of Extension.” McArthur, John. 
The Army and Navy Gentleman’s Companion. 1780. The Smallsword Project. 

 
 
I have included his comment about precision and the analogy to 
mathematics because it is suggestive. If McArthur believes that the step 
calls for “minute exactness,” but provides no additional specification as to 
how one achieves this, then the natural conclusion is first, that he believes 
the reader will understand him, and second, that this implies that one is to 
step as one normally does. The fact that he sees a step to be equal to a foot 
or so supports this idea. There is nothing here that requires that one step 
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forward differently than one would otherwise save the position of the legs 
and body in guard.25 
 
There are at least two authors, however, who provide one additional 
element in performing the lunge. Both P. J. F. Girard and M. J. de St. 
Martin refer to a step that barely touches the ground (glissant, as in glisser, 
“to glide or slide”). Both authors use still another term for the movement 
of the lunge. They use the verb tirer (here used in the sense of to attack) in 
describing the motion of the blade in lunging, and avancer/avancez…glissant 
for the motion of the front foot. Girard, for example, suggests 
 

Firstly, when on guard out of measure from the enemy, sword in 
front, body firm and to the rear, I raise my right foot and slide it 
forward one half-pace without moving the left foot, which stays 
in place, firm and flat on the ground. This method is used for a 
quick thrust along the blade, when the enemy advances, the hand 
must move first and make sure that the thrust is well 
supported… Being on guard with sword to the front & out of 
measure, I raise my right foot so that it just grazes over the 
ground, & advance it in a straight line for a distance of one pace, 
following with the left foot by the same amount, the body firm & 
to the rear, the right hip receded & the shoulders profiled in 
readiness to parry and thrust.26 

  
Just grazing the ground suggests skimming with the heel or a level foot, 
not the toe, as on uneven ground to skim demi-pointe might more easily 
lead to tripping. 
 

                                                           
25 McArthur, The Army and Navy Gentleman's Companion, 1780 (Crawley, ed.), 8. 
26 Girard, The Art of the Smallsword, 1740 (transl. Crawley), 67. Girard, Traité des armes, 1740. BnF, 
28. Etant en Garde hors de mesure de l'ennemi, l'Epée devant soy, le corps ferme & en arrier, je fais avancer le 

pied droit en glissant de la longeuer d'une demi-semelle sans remuer le pied gauche qui reste à la mȇme place, ferme 
& à plat sur la terre. Cette manière est pour tirer de Vitesse le long de la lame, lorsque l'ennemi avance, il faut que 
la main parte la permiere & que le coup soit bien soutenu… Etant en garde l'Epée devant soy & hors de mesure, 
je fais lever le pied droit à ras de terre, & l'avaneer en droite ligne de la longueer d'une semelle, faisant suivre le pied 

gauche à proportion, le corps ferme & retiré en arriere, la hanche droite cavée, & les epaules effaces pour ȇtre en 
état de parer & de tirer. 
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Figure 12: Girard, Plate 18, “Parry of tierce above the arm.” Girard, P. 
J. F. Traité des armes. France: La Haye, 1740. Bibliothèque nationale de 
France. This image is in the public domain. 

 
 
De St. Martin echoes the advice of Girard. In his section entitled 
“Observation on Stepping,” the master writes 
 

While on guard, out of measure from the adversary, sword in 
front, body back and steady, gazing ahead, with the head upright, 
advance the right foot while sliding it forward by the length of 
twelve inches, without moving the left foot, which must stay 
firmly and flat on the ground… Secondly, when on guard, sword 
to the fore and out of measure, one must raise the right foot 
close to the ground, and advance in a straight line the length of 
one and a half feet, the left foot must follow by the same amount; 
make sure that the body is steady and to the rear, the thigh 
straight, bent, and the shoulders back, to be in a state to thrust 
and parry.27 

                                                           
27 M. J. de St. Martin, The Art of  Fencing reduced to True Principles, 1804, Translated by P.T. Crawley, 

Lulu Press, 2014, 45; UBG de St. Martin, 72-73. Etant en garde, hors mesure de l'Adversaire, l'épée en 

avant, le corps en arriere et ferme, le fixant, avec la téte bien droite, avancez le pied droit en glissant de la longueur 

de douze pouces environs, sans remuer le pied gauche, qui doit rester ferme et plat à terre; il ne faut point dégager ni 
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There are several ways one might slide (glissant) the front foot forward—it 
might be flat, one might graze the ground with the heel, and arguably, one 
might slip the foot forward demi-pointe. Of the three, however, the last is 
the least likely on uneven ground, because a fencer is more likely to clear 
ground safely starting with the heel first rather than the toe.  
 
None of the authors, however they describe forward motion, includes a 
completely different system of movement for outdoor use. Each provides 
a basic schema for movement. A few lend suggestions for different types 
of terrain, but the assumption is that the fencer will modify their teachings 
to suit the context, not adopt an entirely different way of walking. 
 

 
 

Figure 13: “de St. Martin, Parade du cercle en quarte.” De St. Martin, 
M.J. L’Art de faire des armes reduit a ses vrais principes. Vienne, AT: Janne 
Schrämble, 1804. Google Books. This item is in the public domain. 

                                                           

en dedans ni en dehors, en marchant assurez-vous toujours de l'épée de l'Adversaire… Secondement, étant en garde, 

l'épée en avant et hors de mesure, il faut lever le pied droit à rez-de-terre, et l'avancer en droite ligne de la longueur 

d'un pied et demi, le pied gauche doit suivre dans la mȇme proportion; il faut que le corps soit ferme et en arriere, 

la hanche droite, cavée, et les epaules effaées, pour étre en état de tirer et de parer. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Taken together, the testimony of the representative fencing masters 
regarding how to step and lunge suggests that the normal heel-toe or more 
often flat-footed step were used in the smallsword lunge. It makes sense 
too, not only given normal human locomotion, but also because landing 
on the toes in a lunge is less sturdy, something that works just fine 
apparently so long as there is no actual danger and one is on flat ground. 
Any argument from silence is tenuous, but if we are to assume anything 
we are on firmer ground assuming a normative practice over an 
exceptional one, especially when that normative practice is placed beside 
corroborating evidence. Thus, while we cannot rule out the demi-pointe 
lunge, we should not conclude, given the evidence, that something extra-
textual was the norm either.  
 
As I have argued elsewhere, over reliance on visual evidence is 
dangerous—in using period illustrations we must be cognizant of the 
artistic outlook of the time, of the artist’s relative skill in execution, and 
remember that modern assumptions, themselves unreliable, cannot be 
safely applied to the past.28 The masters were specific where they believed 
they needed to be, but less often when it came to actions, such as taking a 
step, they assumed any reader had long mastered. When they wanted a 
fencer to move differently, they generally said so. For any combat system 
to survive it must work; the best tend to be simple, relatively easy to learn, 
and uncomplicated enough to work when conditions and one’s mental 
state are less than ideal.   
 
Removed in time as we are from the days when one learned to fence for 
reasons of defense it is difficult for us to put ourselves in the same mindset. 
The mix of precaution and efficiency in the lunge is revealing. It is short 
because one might double and if one misses or is parried one needs to 
recover quickly (and behind the point). The blade moves first to present a 
threat, to discourage a counter, and hopefully reach target quickly. Many 
masters also advocate opposition or voiding as one thrusts; Girard, for 
example, has one tilt the head to the left thrusting tierce, and to the right 

                                                           
28 “High Heels & Hokum: The Demi-Pointe Lunge in Historical Fencing,” 7 April 2021, delivered 

via Google Meet for Sala della Spada, Carlisle, PA, USA; transcript available at 

saladelletrespade.com 



 35 

in quarte, in part to see better and in part to avoid being hit. To step out 
onto the balls of the feet when lunging is less firm and more prone to 
accident than landing flat-footed or heel first. The idea that one take all 
these measures but land in a less secure way does not follow. The texts do 
not support it, and as they are the best authority, we ought to abide them 
and discard the demi-pointe lunge. It is an artifact of early research, not 
gospel, and in light of the evidence is better relegated to fencing’s 
apocrypha. 
 
 

Part 2: “By Way of Grace and Balance:” Dance, Deportment, and 

Equitation  

Part 2: The Demi-Pointe Lunge Examined  

 

Part 3: “Fencing, Footwear, & the Demi-Pointe Lunge” 

Part 3: The Demi-Pointe Lunge Examined 
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