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 Published in 1927, Maestro Léon Bertrand's entertaining Cut and Thrust: The Subtlety of 
the Sabre is now all but forgotten save by a few lucky readers who have acquired a tattered copy 
at used booksellers or through the few libraries that still own copies.1 This is a great pity. 
Bertrand's book reveals a lusty devotion to sabre that one does not see in modern works. In 
addition to its lighthearted delight in sabre, Cut and Thrust also contains instruction pertinent for 
what is, today, a very different game. The beauty of Bertrand's teaching is its simplicity; he 
emphasizes the importance of proper technique, direct attacks, and the intellectual aspects that 
mold the budding "tyro" into a "class sabreur." Most importantly, Bertrand assumed no 
distinction between fencing as art and fencing as sport, an outlook that we sorely need to 
revitalize if we are to correct the ever-widening gap between art and sport today. 
 Cut and Thrust is not a treatise in the traditional sense.2 Bertrand wished to rid the British 
of their broadswords and convert them to the speed and grace of sabre as the Italian school 
taught it.3 For a graduate of the Accademia Nazionale di Scherma in Naples this is perhaps not 
surprising, but it also speaks to a man keen to make Britain a viable rival to Italy, France, and 
Hungary in international competition.4 Competition, while not the focus of Cut and Thrust, is 
ever present in the background. 
 Bertrand's approach to making the reader a paragon of sabre revolves around basic 
techniques, the mental "game" of sabre, and the proper appreciation for what he calls "a man's 
game."5 Following his discussion of the benefits of fencing and competition, Bertrand treats the 
problem of hard-hitting which he suggests may have something to do with abuses picked up in 
secondary education's vestigial interest in single-stick.6 The answer is sciabola in mano ("sabre 
in hand"), that sixth-sense where the weapon ceases to be an instrument and becomes an 
appendage. Sabre in hand, Bertrand says "is synonymous with controlled strength…sabre in 
hand means conservation of strength, the elimination of brute force and its substitution by 

                                                 
1 Léon Bertrand, Cut and Thrust: The Subtlety of the Sabre (London: Athletic Publications, 1927). According to 
WorldCat/OCLC FirstSearch, twelve libraries hold the title worldwide, seven of which are in the United States, five 
of which are in England. I have not yet determined whether the work was translated, but searches for the title in 
French, German, and Italian did not return results. Bertrand also penned The Fencer's Companion, 2d ed. (London: 
Aldershot, Gale & Polden, Ltd., 1934). For more on Bertrand, see Nick Evangelista, The Encyclopedia of the Sword 
(Westport: Greenwood Press, 1995), 54. 
2 Bertrand was a proponent of the Italian school, but Cut and Thrust does not follow the tradition of Italian fencing 
manuals. It does, however, cover a few topics common to most of them, such as proper grip (102), the salute (104), 
the guard position (104ff), and the lunge (111ff). For more on the topics covered in Italian fencing manuals, see 
William M. Gaugler, The History of Fencing: Foundations of Modern European Swordplay (Bangor: Laureate Press, 
1998). 
3 Bertrand was not the first to voice displeasure at the state of British sabre: Alfred Hutton expressed similar remarks 
in his 1889 Cold Steel: The Art of Fencing with the Sabre, reprint (Mineola: Dover, 2006), 1-2; see also the 
introduction by Maestro Ramon Martinez, xii-xiv. 
4 It is worth noting that one of the letters introducing the work is from Nedo Nadi. For Bertrand's observations about 
international competition, the British "character" and its suitability for sabre, and English champions see 13, 18, 44, 
62, 64ff, and 74ff.  
5 97. 
6 In fairness to our learned Maestro, he does not blame single-stick per se, but he does seem to consider it not only a 
poor substitute for sabre, but a game detrimental to building a decent sabre program in England. See 6-7 and 73. For 
hard-hitting, see 79. 
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elasticity…sabre in hand means no more hard hitting, no more rueful victims, no more 
apologetic culprits."7 
 The next concept is the "sabre sinister." Neither a nod to heraldry nor left-handedness, 
Bertrand suggests that the sabre sinister is a "double-edged weapon, cloaking subtlety beneath an 
apparent simplicity. Its ultimate purpose is 'to kill.' What more sinister end to a passage of 
arms?"8 This idea that the competition sabre mimics its deadly version is only the first level of 
explanation. The other rests in what the maestro saw as the evolution of the sport from the "Old 
School." Though not intending to argue with established practice, Bertrand nonetheless asserts of 
the principles underlying sabre that "modern times have introduced changes in the mode of their 
application, such as economy of movement and a greater reliance on physical power in the lavish 
expenditure of footwork to attain mobility."9 The Old School, in contrast, "consisted largely of 
wide circling movements, graceful evolutions that considerably enhanced the spectacular charm 
of the weapon…To-day it is a much closer woven game."10 In other words, sabre's speed and 
faster footwork made for a more subtle game, one in which more sophisticated movements might 
be made to advantage. 
 Significantly, Bertrand does not view fencing with the sciabola di terreno or its 
competitive descendant as completely divorced from the broadsword and military sabre.11 The 
former may be somewhat lighter, but the techniques used in wielding them reveal less about 
weight than they do about the demise of the sabre's military role. The Italian game focused upon 
the sabre as a weapon used on foot against one opponent, not as the primary weapon of the 
horseman or the secondary weapon of the infantryman, both of whom faced their opponents 
without the controlled environment of the piste or dueling ground.12 This did not mean that sabre 
technique was devoid of practical use; duels were still fought with the sabre at this time in 
Europe, and training still followed the logic of the sabre as weapon.13 So, despite the growing 
recreational role of sabre, Bertrand contends that the ethos of combat ought to be maintained. 
 That corners might be cut in agonistic combat, however, Bertrand readily acknowledges. 
For example, in his discussion of the chest cut, the worthy maestro does not betray a moment's 
misgiving in saying:  
 
 Flex the arm, drawing the blade sharply across the chest and to you. In the last phase of 
 the slice turn the cutting edge on to the chest or abdomen…. This is what you will do if 

                                                 
7 81-82. 
8 102. 
9 100. 
10 100-101. 
11 The issue of sabre weight was been explored admirably by J. Christoph Amberger in "Inference and Imposition: 
Anachronisms in Fencing Historiography," in FQM (Summer 2004), 25-28. Bertrand says page 91 that the 
competitive sabre should weigh between 1 and 1.5 pounds; in the appendix page 214, where he cites the rulebook, 
he says between 1 and 1.8 pounds. On pages 80-81Bertrand draws comparisons between "Old School" and 
contemporary sabres. 
12 Amberger's Secret History of the Sword (Burbank: Unique Publications, 1998) provides several vivid examples of 
the sabre used by horseman in the latter part of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; see 21-30; 33-45. 
Cavalry units even in the Second World War were often equipped with sabres in addition to their firearms, but it fast 
became clear that role of the sabre as military weapon was a thing of the past. See for example James Lawford, ed., 
The Cavalry (New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1976), 167-173; Klaus Richter, Weapons & Equipment of 
the German Cavalry 1935-1945 (Atglen: Schiffer Military History, 1995); Randy Steffen, The Horse Soldier, 1776-
1943, 4 vols. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993). 
13 General discussion of dueling, 18ff; for those Bertrand had witnessed himself, 23. 
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 you are conscientious. If you are not, it doesn't matter. The quickness of the hand 
 deceives the eye, for where is the judge in a  competition with the lightning vision 
 prepared to contend that you did not convert the lay-on into a cut in the last stage of the 
 stroke?14 
 
Notice he acknowledges that judges can be fooled, but that one should turn the blades as if to cut 
the chest.15 Today, the emphasis is on convincing the judges—not in delivering a decent cut. 
Were it otherwise our current rulebook would not award touches with any part of the sabre blade. 
Bertrand demonstrates here what we should all know. First, that good technique and scoring 
points can and should coexist. Second, there have been and always will be competitors who are 
unscrupulous. 
 Good technique is, not surprisingly, the foundation for sabre. Though I suspect Maestro 
Bertrand might have said this of the "Old School" as well, he advocates again and again the 
paramount importance of direct, simple attacks. He does cover molinelli, composite attacks, 
grazes and beats, and tempo and contra-tempo attacks, but all of these he maintains, correctly, 
are nothing without a solid ability to deliver a direct attack.16 The reason is efficiency. Bertrand 
relates that Candido Sassone once told him that the attack should succeed eight out of ten times. 
Attack, the maestro contends, is the best form of defense.17 
 Direct attacks, properly executed, from the right distance, at the right time, and with 
proper technique force an opponent onto the defensive, and, create less of an opportunity for him 
to counter-attack successfully. One must possess scelta di tempo or choice of time, as well as 
choice of distance and speed.18 All three are required for an attack's success, but the most 
important is choice of time: 
 
 Assuming the possession of the highest technique, the sabreur stands or falls by the 
 presence or lack of this vital sense. Choice of time means the selection of the 
 psychological moment to launch the offensive. It means executing your movement when 
 your opponent is unprepared or least expects it.19 
 
This is the basic sense, but the maestro adds "the finer definition of scelta di tempo is the seizing 
of the precise fraction of a second to move at the slightest sign of mental irresolution on the part 
of your rival."20 
 Bertrand's chapter on defense, "Parries and their Ripostes," explores the traditional use of 
each parry, but he also offers his own opinions. For example, in discussing whether parry one is 
better than parry four, Bertrand states that he prefers four as it offers certain advantages, such as 
better protection and less chance of injury against heavy-handed chest cuts.21 Bertrand also 
comments upon other schools of thought. He mentions, for example, that he has seen "sabreurs 

                                                 
14 132. 
15 130-132. 
16 For molinelli, see 166ff; for composite attacks, 177ff; grazes and beats, 192; tempo and contra-tempo, 199ff. 
17 119. 
18 119f. 
19 120. 
20 120. 
21 143-147. 
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adopt as their initial position a guard operating between 'Low Third' and 'Fourth,' in particular the 
Hungarians and the Dutch," though he does not think these positions offer better protection.22  
 While Bertrand's observations about attack and defense are instructive, it is his take on 
the relationship between fencing as art and as sport which makes Cut and Thrust an important 
read. From his comments about fooling judges it would be easy to conclude that Bertrand was 
less concerned with fencing as art, but this is untrue. If Bertrand's discussion of fencing's 
usefulness for dueling is unconvincing, then his comments about the logic behind fencing ought 
to be: 
 
 the rules of sabre-fencing are eminently practical, being founded always on the 
 assumption that the point and edge are sharp [italics his]. If he [the sabreur] refuses to 
 exercise his imagination to this extent, then he can throw discretion and caution to the 
 winds, take all manner of risks and at the same time wreak not inconsiderable damage. 
 What does he care, since he is committing 'suicide,' for that is what it amounts to in effect. 
 If this be not his deliberate aim, then he must be singularly deficient in the instinct of 
 self-preservation. As well argue with a man devoid of reason."23 
 
Bertrand maintains this position no matter how excitedly he talks of the game on the piste. For 
him, fencing as the art of defense and fencing as sport are inseparable. He reminds us that "when 
'on the board' you should never lose sight of your primary task—the amiable object of 'killing' 
your man."24 
 This is what we ought to strive to reacquaint ourselves with: the marriage of art and sport, 
this mix of amiability and earnestness that Bertrand advocated. Fix the imbalance between art 
and sport and the problems of non-standard attacks and similar evils, all of which add so much 
flamboyant nonsense, will disappear. After all, "we do not want the sport to become ethereal," 
and if we continue to treat symptoms rather than causes, I fear we may end up with something 
worse than that.25 
 
 

                                                 
22 141. 
23 77. For his discussion of dueling see 18-26. 
24 96-97. 
25 97. 


