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EUROPEAN LONGSTAFF FENCING   
Graeme Anderson   Hobart, Tasmania,  8 July 2011 

 

Introduction  

 

This manual is intended to give a basic idea of the use of the half staff, in Italian terms 

the Bastone a due mani (bah-stohõnay), an armpit to head height staff, generally about 5õ 

(150 cm) to 6õ (180cm) long, which is roughly the size of a modern Asian martial art 

òJoó  this is a functionally different weapon to the òquarter-staffó. 

The Mediterranean staff system is a living art, surviving in various national styles and 

regional schools. 

Many of the techniques in this manual are from 16th century manuals.  These papers 

were written for students, in both Italy and Germany, and either belong to or are 

influenced by what is often referred to as the òDardió-Bolognese system* and, 

particularly in German language manuals, by the other major European òschooló of  

Johannes Liechtenauer, but I will concentrate on the southern European style.   

Other comparable material is sourced from 17th 18th, 19th and early 20th century manuals 

and the living tradition. 
 

 Although there are only a small number of grappling and throwing techniques shown 

here, this is a very large and complex part of the traditional system.  

   

 Origins  

 

1) Traditional styles for the walking staff of shepherds, herdsmen and other rural 

people. 

2) òThat is, whoever could not afford a horse:  òthe pilgrim's staff or Bordone is an 

even more wide-spread weapon with two pommels and an iron pointó. Gianluca 

Zanini 2009.  (The Bacolo, Bastone longo or Bordone).  That is, a òknobó and a 

raised ring part way down, the lengths of these could vary from well over head 

height to chest height. 

3) Urban self defence. 
4) Academic and sporting fencing styles:  a fairly common weapon in Salles until the 

mid 18th century. 

5) Military basic training up until World War  I. 

6) òUrban police maintaining public order since ancient timesó Gianluca Zanini. 

7) Some use by professional soldiers and guerrillas and even knights.  

8) Travelling showmen and prizefighters."   Given the above, it is not surprising 

that the manuals and the living tradition have both similarities and differences to 

each other. 

                                                 
"  Such as the English James Figg & Long Meg. 

* It is only supposition  that this is the style that Dardi taught, but it was certainly taught in Bologna 
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òésee a crowned master...with the stick in his hand, and what he can do with the stick, 
he could also do with the spear, and with a sword as well.ó  Fiore 

Some of t he basics first . 
 

Key terms in Italian & other definitions  
There is, and was, no universally agreed terminology the following are terms that were 

widely used, used for  òsignatureó techniques or familiar to modern readers 

The circle - A circle of the greatest radius your opponent can swing without moving.  

This area of action is actually a sphere. 

The line - Thrusts and direct central swings operate in a narrow vertical plane, 

stepping off this plane avoids the attack provided their blow does not change direction. 

Cut - A swung blow with the edge or side of the staff. 

Counter cut  - (Controcolpo) a defence by striking rather than parrying during an 

attack by your opponent. 

Cinghiara -  The staff pointing diagonally inwards, in front of the foot with which you 

have stepped out into wide stance (usually in front of the left foot when right hand 

forward) to deliver a diagonal attack like a òwild boaró.  

Falso - A parry or cut with the òfalse edgeó, the side towards your arm. 

Fendente  - A steeply descending cut. 

Gr apple/ Presa - Wrap, push, and control, with your hands and legs, often the left or 

rear hand. 

Half staff  about 6 feet, half the length of a short pike staff and 3/4 the length of a 

quarter staff 

High/ Low - Can also mean above or below the weapon. 

Imbrocc ata - A high thrust with the true edge up. 

òInsideó or òoutsideó - Outside the line your guard is defending(òclosingó) and away 

from you, or inside your guard/arm  where your body is, these can ,therefore, be on 

either side depending on which side your guard (or arm)  is on.  Though another 

definition can be by dividing down the centre into the half of your body on the inside 

and the other half, where you are holding your weapon. 

Levare di piedi Lifting the foot; pull your foot back then step straight back again 

 The foot pulls back either to behind the other foot or back to level with it with the 

knee bent and foot arched, your foot either doesnõt touch  down at all or just touches  

briefly with the toes    

Lever, levered cut  - Use one hand as a fulcrum, while moving the other.  This is often 

used for half cuts. 

Mandritto - From the right to the left. 

 

 Mezza volta  (di persona)  throwing the body  forcefully forwards from a backwards 
facing or a reverse wide stance to a forwards stance by rotating on the balls of both feet  

(also known as the rotare stabile),é..di mano an arm action that involves revolving the 

wrists and swinging from side to side ( a geometrically similar action) or using a rota to 

do the same. 
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Mezzo colpo , half cut that ends in a close guard Mezzo colpi middle cuts/half cuts 

short cuts that donõt swing through, usually finishing in guards like iron door or face 

guard. 

Colpo intero full strike that ends in a low guard 

Montante  up from the knees to the face 

Mulinello òwindmilló- (Molinello) Vertical whirling action to your òoutsideó, when 

right arm forward, this is on the right of the arm. 

Stromazzone  or Tramazzoncello - A vertical whirling action to your òinsideó, on 
the left of a leading right arm or right of a leading left arm. 

Ombrella overhead circular cut produced by rotating the rear (or left) hand using the 

right as a fulcrum, generally performed from a guard on the flank or to change the 

direction of a cut. 

Rota ð all 3 of the above, a rotational action. 

Parry, beat and block (parate, ba ttute) to parry, is to divert or redirect a blow 

with a defensive action. But it is also commonly used for a beat, that knocks a blow (or a 

weapon in guard) aside they may be performed with a step with the forward foot  a 

gathering step or a Mezza volta di persona . 

And a block, which stops a blow directly.  

Pass ,Passado F. passade; cf. Sp. pasada. 

Passi giranti circling ,turning steps 

Punta dritta a palm down thrust 

Presa a hold, grasps, wrap or push with the flat of the palm 

Riverso simply  the reverse of a mandritto, from left to right or inside to outside 

Ridoppio  rising from the knee through the shoulder. 

Riposte an attack in reply immediately after a defense 

di Testa  head guard 

Sgualimbro/atto from the shoulder, also in Guissepi Cerri, colpo a banderuola 

(banner/flag) 

Traverso step and traverso stance  stepping out wide ,often with a òcircular paceó 

so that your leading foot is aimed diagonally  at your opponent, ò to traverseó ,however, 
also includes stepping diagonally in a wide step. The foot travels in a circular path 

stopping with the leading foot pointing at your opponent at a new ,generally diagonal, 

angle and to the side  

 In the stance you are facing a little sideways  

Tondo a  horizontal circle, a cut like this ,in Guissepi Cerri, it is colpo di fianco 

(flank) and colpo di faccia (face) Depending on height 

Volarica   single action parry /riposte òthrown outó to take the tip and strike at the 

same time, usually parrying close to your hand for mechanical strength. 

 

 

Sticks Used 

 

Were any stout stick of the right length, unworked branches, fire hardened straight 

knobby branches with metal ferrules, rattan poles, canes of the Arundo donax /Giant 

Cane, or formally shaped walking staffs. 

 

http://define.com/Passado
http://define.com/passade
http://define.com/cf
http://define.com/Sp
http://define.com/pasada
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òé.Let this show you that, when teaching a scholar to play with any of the above 

weapons ,é..that I make no distinction between the guards on account of the 

weapons. But, in order not to take up too much space and avoid repetition I explain 

them with the sword alone, or with the sword and buckleré.ó  Achille Marozzo  

òThe half staff is a fundament of all the longer weaponsó Joachim Meyer 

 

Since the reference manuals are systemic, most of them group weapons of similar types 

together.  The authors intended to demonstrate techniques that are common to various 

weapons.  I have, therefore, included material from short pole-arm and two handed 

sword sections in this manual. 

. 

Please Note:   

 

The bare feet and lack of protective equipment I am using in these photographs 

are for demonstration purposes only.  I would strongly recommend the use of 

protective equipment when training with a partner or bouting:   

As a minimum an FIE standard fencing mask; a chest plate or kick boxing body armour 

(or similar armour from another contact sport); stout wrist length well padded gloves; 

and some sort of martial art forearm  and elbow protection (such as used in Escrima or 

sports such as hockey).  If equipping fully, add: knee pads; gorget for the throat; 

shoulder protection and possibly a fencing jacket underneath. 

 

Differences between staff and sword  

 

Being made of wood the staff will have a different spline and a greater tendency to 

bounce on impact than a sword.   

The major difference with grappling (such as arm wraps and throws) with a staff is that 

the tip and other forward parts may be more easily grasped to gain control at grappling 

distance.  

The lack of a cross guard also alters defenses a bit.  In general parries are more vertical, 
up or down, where there is a danger of your opponents stick sliding into your hands. 

 

As was sometimes done in the past, I am using some sword technical terms for the staff. 

For the reason that they remain mechanically valid for both, despite a staff not having 

the edges, balance (with the exception of walking sticks) cross guard and flex of a 

sword. 

 

Holding the staff upright in front of you, with your arms extended, the centre of the side 

away from you is the òtrue edgeõ.   Acting in line with your wrist, thumbs and arms it 

delivers the strongest forward cuts (colpi).  The centre line of the side facing you is the 

òfalse edgeó; it gives the strongest backward cuts.  These òedgesó are purely positions in 

relationship to your body. 

It can be demonstrated that, like a sword, when you are holding the staff in this manner, 

it is easy to knock the staff sideways, but much more difficult to knock it in the direction 

of the line of your hand and arm, as the mechanical strength of your body acts in line 

with them. 
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The staff also has a òpercussion pointó, when held in your hands, about 2/3 of the way 

between your leading hand and the tip.  This is the point that presents the best 

compromise between effective cuts, which require impact (the tip is fastest), and 

effective parrying, which requires leverage and resistance as well (the base is strongest). 

 

Cuts are reasonably strong from just past this point to as far as the tip, which is where 

the staff has the greatest circular speed, and therefore impact.  The least is near the 

hands. 

Cuts to the arms might be delivered just in front of the percussion point and cuts to the 

deep target (body, head) with the tip. A single action parry riposte, parries behind the 

percussion point and strikes with the tip.  This is a very powerful cut. 

 

The placing of the leading hand, with the arms about palm to elbow length apart, allows 

a similar balance to that of a sword.  It also allows the comfortably relaxed extended 

arms (the arms should never be held so straight that the elbows are locked) that are 

important and emphasized in 16th century systems.  This spread of the hands creates 

strong parries, ease of swing and rotation, and room for sliding hand movements.   It 

also prevents the hands from jamming when crossed and is commonly a default resting 

position in the Dardi system.  

 

Your hands should shift dynamically along the staff for different techniques.  For 

instance, they may be closer together for more powerful rotational cuts, as 

demonstrated by Jogo do Pau, with the hands closing to about half the distance apart 

during the rotation.  Naturally in withdrawn positions, your hands will be close 

together, sometimes near the centre of the staff. 

 

The wider spread of hands is therefore for òlyingó comfortably in guard, when 

combatants are at middle and wide distances apart, as it facilitates the broad actions 

desirable at those distances (see the cut described below).  At closer combatant 
distances, the hands may be closer together, which allows greater staff movement for a 

smaller movement of the hands and makes the hands less of a target. 

 

Held in the middle, the staff is stable but inactive, if held with the hands close together 

at the base dynamic but unstable.   Both of these characteristics may be desirable at 

certain times. 
 

òGeorge Silver mentions one-handed and two-handed techniques with the two-handed 

sword. He also says the technique of the staff is the same as that of the two-handed 

sword. His staff techniques contain one-handed blows and thrusts. (Remember, his 

"two-handed sword" has a 38-39 inch blade with a two-handed grip.)ó  Matt Galas, sword 

forum international, November 2010 

 

Primary Targets  

 

The primary targets for a cut or òcolpió are the forearms, hands and the head. 
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The primary targets for a thrust are the face, chest, flanks, and upper arms or raised 

forearms. 

Naturally other parts of the body become targets of opportunity, when they may be safely 

attacked. 

 

Guissepi Cerri 1854 compares his stick to Marozzoõs sword òIt is very similar... 

(to)...Marozzo.....except the lack of a cross....and that you cannot slide your hand on the 

blade of a sword as you do with the stick...ó Gianluca Zanini 2009. 

 

Some conventions  

 

I use the term òleading handó because the left hand can be the leading hand, making 

the left the fulcrum and swinging hand, and the right the manipulator. 

  
I am using a mixture of  terminology, Bolognese, Swiss and later Italian, with thanks to 

Gianluca Zanini, in an attempt to use whichever terms are clearest, best understood and 

most widely known to the current fencing community.  In the main text I will mostly 

translate them into English unless to do so would be confusing or clumsy.  Terms used 

early in the text, which are not translated into English, will be explained later if they are 

not given here. 

 

The author does not assume any liability for the use or misuse of information  

contained in this manual. Nor does the author encourage the use of martial 

art techniques other than for personal development.  

Study of martial arts c an be dangerous and involves hazards including injury 

and disability and should only be practised under the guidance of a qualified 

instructor.  

Cut ting charts  

These are in the vertical plane in front of you  

Horizontally speaking, the guards are also held pointing slightly inwards towards your 

opponents òinside targetó rather than parallel to your sides.  

These lines are in fact circular arcs, and the guards are stopping  points along them, this 

is for the reason that  swinging arm actions are meant to be flowing  arcs with at least 

one arm extended and fairly straight, often both 

As an instance (see below) from left shoulder guard to extended long tail is the full 

swing of an arc that moves through several òguardõ positions.   

There are two standard cutting charts, an X and a /\.  
They represent the most mechanically efficient and shortest angles of action for 

movements between òguardó positions so it is important to keep them as close to your 
flanks and shoulders as you can while still defending your òoutside linesó, to hold guards  

Too far from your body is to create openings your opponent can use. 

 They are defined in relation to your own body, regardless of the position of your 

opponent and most actions are described in terms of moving from one guard to 

another. 
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 Both of these charts can also be òprojectedó on the same points of your opponent, the 

point of the V on their head, regardless of their orientation to you. 

 

 

 

The X  
Is composed of two lines running from the outside of the points of the shoulders  

To the outside of the knees on the other side, they cross in the middle. 

These are the lines of the parry-ripostes and transitions between the guards. 
òSgualimbroó/óSgualimbrattoó through or from the  shoulder  and òRidoppioó rising  

from the knee through the shoulder. 

A horizontal line represents the òTondoó circular  cut , a flat horizontal edge- blow 

anywhere from head down to waist height; below the waist the angle of the arms 

shortens the diameter of the circle leaving you vulnerable to head height counter edge- 

blows. 

However leg height circular cuts appear in some of the exercises below where they are 

not primary attacks.  

One generic true edge defence against a downward cut is a high circular cut, stepping 

well away (see extended long tail section). 

All of these are either òmandrittoó from the  right or òriversoó from the  left  

The   /\ 
The point is in front of the centre of your face and the ends rest on the centre of 

your  knees. They are at a steeper angle than the X and centered on the head 

These are the lines of the downward  cut  òfendenteó (fendare dente= blow to the 

teeth)  

More prosaically, colpi di testa, head cut, by the 19th century 

This is not just a cut to the head of your opponent but any cut down at this steeper 

angle starting in front of your own head. 

In the other direction it is òMontanteó, up from the knees . There is therefore a 

downward cut  right  and a downward cut  left.  

These lines also reflect the primary targets of the cuts, which are the head and arms. 

I would, personally, add a shallow inverted /\ over head for the diagonal circles and 

vertical lines outside each flank (although a complete arc is probably rarely a true 

vertical swing) to complete the set of arcs in which actions are performed. 

Some diagrams show central vertical lines instead of the fendente /\ but I am not sure 

what they are meant to represent. 

See Marcelli 1686 Regole della Scherma for a complete cutting chart of this sort 

Fiore dei Liberi for an early version and 19th century layouts in general,  

 

If you are not familiar with the body mechanics of this sort of system please 

read Appendix 3 before continuing 
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Performing arm actions  

It is important to this system that the arms are allowed to relax and extend as much as 

possible; when not intended to be bent at the elbow they should be almost straight with 

just a slight relaxed curve and should swing freely rather than with stiffly muscular 

actions. 

Raising them, passively, up into a high guard should feel like òfloatingó up. 

Safety: pulling cut s 
 Remember when training  with a partner that you are responsible for each 

others safety and this is always more important than scoring points.  

The rear hand on the staff acts as an anchor that can stop or re-direct even a forceful 

cut which is being executed with the front hand within a short distance; it should be 

possible, with practise, to stop just short of what you are aiming at òat willó when you 

need to exercise control. 

Remember that the safety and comfort of your partner comes first. 

Conversely when you have swung to one side with the leading hand and the force in the 

cut is expended (òlying spentó) the rear hand  pulls the staff back again more readily than 

trying to drag it back with the leading hand . 

This is possible because for a right-handed fencer with the right hand forward the right 

hand pushes and the left hand pulls; with the left hand forward, the right hand pulls and 

the left pushes, however, in this case, the pulling action is dominant due to the weak left 

hand action of the right hander. 

 òThrough cutó Sequences 

(A)  
(1)Allow your leading arm to begin to move forward as the butt of the staff is slightly 

pulled (levered) backward by your rear hand   , keeping the arms extended and relaxed. 

A shorter, snappier, cut may just be levered with the rear hand without moving the 

front hand. 

(2) Allow them to òdrag your body forwardó and begin your body &feet moving   

(3) As the staff flows smoothly forward, largely impelled by the forward arm, complete 

your footwork so that your foot lands as the staff connects with the target. 

(4) Importantly, this action is in òtrue timeó presenting your weapon to your opponent 

(a threat) before your body (a target) 

(5) If you do not connect with the target ,allow the blow 

to swing through fully into a position from which you can 

defend or redouble, or change the direction of arc as you 

swing  ;donõt try to pull it up hard 

Always remember that a cut like this is more powerful 

than a whack with simple muscle power and will cause 

injury to your training partner if delivered with full force  
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However Fiore dei Liberi   and G Sinclair (òAnti pugilismé.ó 1790). Note that the use 

of the stick requires more powerful cuts than the equivalent with a sword.  

 Control should be exercised by controlling the force of the cut with the rear hand (by 

pushing in the opposite direction to the cut) and the speed with the forward hand.  

A Circular cut can be converted to a cutó from the shoulderó by pulling the rear hand 

back into the waist. 

A òshoulder cutó from the right can be changed to a riverso from the left by swinging 

the rear (left) hand to the right. 

(B)  

From Guardia di Croce drop your right arm back down to your left side, keeping it 

loose at the elbow but straight, maintaining a straight arm ,continue the swing as a 

fendente   while lunging forward with your right leg; your arm will have to bend a little 

as it swings over your shoulder, but straightens again as it continues in the arc all the 

way into Wide Iron Door (see this one repeated and expanded later) 

Aim with the foot  
If your foot is pointed at the target, your leg, hip, shoulder, arm and hand will tend to 

follow. 

Because of this, practice stepping and landing with your foot (the toes) aimed at your 

opponent, or on an arc that will intersect with them when you proceed with a second, 

circular, step. 

If the foot you step with is on the opposite side to your hands and staff, they will still 

move towards the target if your foot does (on a converging line). 

 A leading foot that is pointing sideways as you swing a blow will tend to drag your 

weapon off target  
 

Diagonal Rota  
More or less an overhead Rota, as it is more horizontal than the usual cuts òfrom the 

shoulderó 

Swing into head guard on the left (or any other point back position) and cut around into 
a circular mandritto cut overhead (anti-clockwise/to the left)  

The left hand is raised a bit to brow height but remains on the left of the head and the 

right circles over your head, do the same on the right. 

If used to modify a riverso from the left shoulder to a mandritto, the right hand keeps 

going with the blow, more or less acting as a fulcrum and the left hand pulls out to the 

left, and the right hand then rolls over from knuckles up to knuckles down changing the 

cut from going right to going left.  

On the right it converts a cut òmandrittoó to a reverse cut. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 | P a g e 

 

 

10 

 

 
Appendix 1 contains more extensive exercises for all of the 

following , where this is indicated . 

Footwork, moving  around  
The power and movement of the staff is supplied far more by moving your body than by 

the arms and you will also need to move in order to dodge being hit, which is often 

safer than merely parrying with the staff. 

Because your opponents òZone of activityó is a circle with the diameter of extended   

arms and staff, forward foot movements tend to curve around this circle rather than 

through it when you are simply òmoving aroundó or doing avoidance footwork, thus 

keeping your body just out of range of being hit, but it is not necessary to move in a 

circle to do so( but see below for the triangular òunitsó of steps that are strung 

together). 

It is important to realize that all footwork can be done backwards as well as forwards  

For instance passing back from one close stance to another or a backwards traverso . 

 

 
 Narrow  stance                                 Wide  stance (also see Ewan cross stepping) 

The feet are fairly close                      step out diagonally from narrow 

the rear foot has the heel raised         so that the rear leg straightens somewhat and 

And the leg can be quite bent             the heel lifts more, the leading leg can now be        

òin a graceful curveó                           the base of the next narrow step with the rear 

leg 

 

é òThe leg that is forward is bent a little at the knee, and remains straight towards the 

enemy. The leg to the rear should be a little curved and the foot always traversed...in 

such a manner that every movement is full of graceó 

                                                                                     Giovanni DallõAgochie 

 

 

It is most important to practice keeping your ankles relaxed and your foot in line with 

your knee (the centre of the knee over the second toe of the foot) as this prevents 

ankle and knee injuries. 

Most actions involve pressing weight down in one leg then relaxing to allow movement. 
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Foot movements will also be easier if your hips are relaxed and able to òslideó back and 

forth. 

 

 

Exercises in stepping around: 

1. Step wide to the right, with the right foot 

2. Close up to narrow with the left foot 

3. Traverso (see later) with the right foot to face left 

4. Then start moving back the other way 

Moving   wide  & narrow  

The raised heel  
Can vary from strongly arched to barely off the ground depending on need 

Gathering steps  
One foot is drawn up close beside or just behind the other, usually on the ball of the 

foot with the heel arched, and òpushesó the other forwards or backwards. 

For a long smooth action it can also be performed by òpassingó with the rear foot until 

it is level with the front foot then placing that foot down and lunging  or stepping with 

the leading foot. 

If the front foot is moved back to the rear, it may, instead, step forwards again in 

aòlevare di piedió lift of the foot  or the other foot may step out diagonally in a 

òCambio di piedió foot swapó. Motions should be fluid and relaxed. 

Simple advance  
One foot steps forward or backwards and the following foot closes the gap 

 in a recovery step, unlike modern sport fencing ,the feet land on the ball not the heel 

 Though these terms are largely applied to linear steps forward and back, both of these 

steps may be diagonal as well as in a straight line. 

These two terms may also apply to the other step sequences that follow 

Parrying with these two  steps  

 Use a simple advance when you parry and attack in one movement (single time)  

For a parry-riposte in two movements use a gathering step, parry as you close with 

The rear foot and riposte as you step forward 

Pass ,Passado F. passade; cf. Sp. pasada. 

 An English term, a pass, which means the rear foot passing by the front foot as the 

front foot swivels on the ball of the foot, the pass ending in a balanced stance with the 

opposite foot now the leading foot ( note that the other language forms can have other 

meanings).  

It is very important to relax the revolving ankle, so that it can rotate without strain, 

even though your weight will drop into the ball of the foot when your other foot is off 

the ground: you should feel that your hips are òsliding forwardsó without your bobbing 

up and down. 

A raised heel and relaxed knee with the rear foot when in narrow stance allows passes 

to be performed sideways ending up as much as 90 º from your original direction. 

With the raised heel a pass backward is subtly different, in that the rear foot rolls back 

to the position it will occupy as the lead foot as the movement starts ,and then the 

leading foot steps back past it. 

http://define.com/Passado
http://define.com/passade
http://define.com/cf
http://define.com/Sp
http://define.com/pasada
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A ògreat passó may also be the passing lunge described later 

 

 Stepping in triangles  

 
Footwork essentially consists of a series of triangular òcellsó of  a few steps connected  

in a flexible manner by direction changing ,traverso, perfect steps etc and backwards and 

forward steps rather than linear ( as in Olympic sports fencing or the partisan) or 

circling movements(  as in Spanish rapier). 

 To travel in a diagonal line, step diagonally  wide ,narrow, wide, narrow, wide with large 

or  small steps and relaxed legs, a rolling action; with the lead foot stepping wide and 

the rear foot closing in to narrow ,all steps can be combined with passing actions, 

swiveling on one foot while the other steps  . 

 Then traverso (see below) thus changing the angle of movement to your opponent; 

simply stepping out in the other direction changes direction  

Because the position of   many of the guards in narrow stances depends on which side  
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The leading hand is on and the position in relation to the body, either foot can be 

forward and the guard will still retain the same function and nomenclature.  

Also practise starting in narrow stance and stepping back into wide and back forward 

into narrow with alternate feet (swapping the leading foot in narrow as you go. 

 The following steps move around your opponent without closing dis tance 

significantly  

 

Cross steps 
From a wide stance step, moving away from the direction of the attack, slide the rear 

foot across in front of the leading foot without changing its orientation. Your foot is 

more or less side on to the direction your leg is going in, but less than 90 º. 

Let the heel of your leading foot lift and the knee bend  , relaxing the leg, the weight 

shifting onto the other foot to maintain stability. 

                                               
Ewan demonstrates the same steps by dancing the samba 

 In the early 16th century the Bolognese òAnonymousó master recommended learning 

but adapting dance steps and movements. 

The same stances as in the  first and third photos may also be a final position when 

fencing and are forms of wide and withdrawn stances. 

Where the movement is diagonal and forward weighted( but not totally) the recovery 

step with the rear foot may  be  into close stance , or curve  into wide stance or a 

traverse that faces back in the other direction ,depending on how far you move your 

foot.  

It is important to step across until your foot is past the one behind and you are 

balanced, this will also allow you to step backwards by pushing off the crossed foot and 

shifting your hips if you need to. 

The leading foot can cross step in front of the trailing foot 

And the rear foot can also cross step behind the lead foot in a similar way, stepping 

backwards and across heel first. 

 

Example: cross stepping away from a cut 
 Cross step in front, parrying in to òfalse edgeó wide long tail   , then let the staff whirl 

(Mulinello) in a counter cut powered by a recovery step, which is wide or traverso with 

what was your leading leg; this counter cut can also be a defence against a feint (finta) 

since it can travel back in the opposite direction to the parry. This carries you forwards 

but sideways. 

Foot swap òCambio di Piedió 

The leading foot steps back just behind the rear foot and the òrear footó steps  

Forwards again, acting as the new leading foot. 
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 It may also be performed by pulling the front foot back level with the rear, with the 

foot arched, with knee bent& heel off the ground. 

These steps are different from simple gathering steps because they move in a curve out 

and in again, moving out of distance and back again easily, the first step creating the 

momentum for the second, and they will often end in a traverso stance, an exception is 

when you are in a low wide stance with the rear heel well raised, then the step back 

creates the balance for a direct linear foot swap forwards 

Foot swaps are also useful when performing rotas because the first step withdraws your 

body out of distance as you swing back (withdrawing your point and your body) and the 

second closes again with the attack (when your point is actively forward) 

 One version of foot swaps 

  
 

Foot swap variations  

(From right foot forwards)Bring your left foot up level with your front foot so you are 

in a square on even stance, then swing your right foot behind the left so that you are in 

an òeffacedó position facing a bit to the right, which withdraws your forward target, 

moves you sideways and swings your arms into a position to act from your opponents 

òoutsideó.  This is a very common movement in multiple step sequences. 

Foot swaps òon the spotó 

From right foot forwards step back even with the rear with the leading foot and 
forwards with the rear that is the left, to the same distance your leading foot was at. 

Repeat the same with the left. This is also a way to move at close distance without 

changing distance (much like a boxer) 
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For a Stromazzone or Tramazzoncello ,vertical whirling action ,attack in a point 

forwards guard  use a foot swap by stepping back at the same time as your hands fold 

and the staff swings back , withdrawing  both  the òtargetsó of body and hands 

(remembering that true time in reverse has the body moving first )as the staff moves out 

of defence, and also getting your leg out of the way as the staff swings past. 

To riposte at a deep target you may need to step forward again (making the action 

òdouble tempoó) but you may not need to if riposting against the hands 

 

Foot swaps with a point forwards parry  

The Parry is executed, into Narrow long tail or Iron door for instance, as the foot steps 

behind, withdrawing your body and placing the parry in the space your opponent was 

aiming at; the riposte is then done as the new front foot advances 

Continuation step  òRipresaó 

Similar to a òCambio di Piedió 

Having just stepped  into  either a wide or narrow stance ,step  back ,heel first , with 

the rear foot ,placing it  behind the lead foot ,maintaining the 30-45 deg orientation it 

had ,  while lifting the heel and bending the knee of the leading foot; in this case  the lead 

foot can swivel a little on the ball to avoid twisting your ankle, you then step forward 

again with the lead foot  with your hips swivelling a little as you step. 

Example: 

Parry into a wide tail guard, then counter cut a stromazzone with a step forward of 

your leading foot, making this movement a kind of curved òfoot swapó. 

Parry ripostes are frequently carried out with a Continuation step or Foot swap: the 

parry as the foot withdraws and the riposte with the renewed step; unlike a pass back 

this does not compromise the ability to reach your opponent with the riposte as you 

are stepping around them, not away. 

Traverso  

To òtraverso ó forward from narrow  stance with the rear foot  

Swing the rear foot and hips in an arc landing in a fresh orientation diagonally to the side 

of your opponent, with the new leading foot pointing at them, the stationary  foot 

revolves on the ball of the foot while lifting the heel, the next move, if required (a 

balancing step), can be a step forwards or back with the new trailing foot to recover 

into a new narrow stance at a new angle; if used with a beat or impulse parry  the hips 

and shoulders should move in unison so that it feels like ôslidingõ into the traversed 

position turning your body sideways into  a narrow profile to your opponent  behind 

the defence of your staff. 

You are now standing in òTraversoó stance having used a òTraversoó step 

To òtraverso ó forward from a  narrow stance with the front foot  

Swing a shorter arc with the front foot, mostly by swinging your hips, the amount of 

stored muscular tension for the next  movement is surprisingly similar to the step with 

the rear foot. 

Traversing backwards  

When your foot is already  forward on the opposite side to the one you are parrying  

or cutting  to, the step is a circular step with the leading foot behind  your trailing foot 
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to put you into the same traversed position  as if you had moved with the other foot 

forward  ,but moving backwards instead of around and forwards.  

The òElza e fugieó technique uses this; in a low guard, starting right foot forward in a 

square on stance, parry a blow with an upwards falso then a fendente to the body while 

sweeping the right leg back to dodge to the left in a traverso stance. 
USING TRAVERSO  

Counter cut s 

Counter cuts can be made simply by stepping off the line òtraversoó  
Stepping inside a cut  from wide stance  

Against an attack  on your leading flank ,such as an ôoutside thrustõ, when you have 
stepped into wide stance, step traverso forwards & away from the attack with your rear 

foot and parry in to the thrust in a similar manner to the defence from a narrow stance 

A traverso can be a positioning step independent of arm and shoulder actions, or can be 

an action with the leg, hip and shoulder moving in unison with the movement of your 

staff( a bit like a door swinging open). 

This united action effaces and narrows your body as target during a parry and allows for 

free arm actions during an under, or rising, cut. 

 
Diagonal step backwards with left then right foot. 
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Salutes and finishing positions are practically useful in indicating when you are ready 

to begin and finish a bout, there being  a safety aspect to this, and add  a certain amount 

of polite formality, some modern players also shake hands afterwards in the manner of 

sports fencing. 

 

 

A  salute from the late 19
th

 Century but like those  in use from the 17
th

 century  

 
(1) Stand square on and feet together, your right (or forward) hand holding the staff part 

way down in the position it will be in when in guard. Your thumb is down  your arm 

raised to your right and the staff tip is beside your right foot, or just in front 

(2) Raise the staff  straight forward  to level in a guardia di faccia sort of position  

(3) Let it drop back  while stepping back with your left foot and continue the whirl over into 

narrow long-tail 

(4) As it reaches the guard position grab on with your left hand and drop into your stance. 

 

There is a more aggressive Montante variation on this from step (1) where  your  right 

foot (probably the instep )  kick-sweeps your staff directly into guard,however I donΩt 

know the context for this 

 

End position (used from the 16th century) 

Like the hand position at the start of the salute but on either side, your other hand may 

be placed on your hip ,then stand still and wait. 

There is often a flourish  of some sort accompanying this to make the intention clear 
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              Direct forwards leaps thrust and false edge parry 
Right entry guard and thrust with half lunge  

 
                                                             High thrust òImbroccataó 

Lunges òlong stepsó  
In this case in the context of a two handed weapon lunging from and recovering to a 

moderate regular stance, some masters both old and current teach deep guard stances 

that are effectively in a half lunge finishing position, the dynamics of movement are 

therefore different for these, this is not the lunge with planted rear foot of sports 

fencing; a lunge can be performed either with the front foot or as a passing step with 

the rear foot. 

 Firstly the long advance pace or half- lunge;  the moderate form shown in the above 

photos ,the purpose being to close quickly from wide or medium distance with your 

opponent, while ending up in a stable stance( note that I have used a rear foot swivel 

with a raised heel here and my knee is not fully extended) .  

The rear foot, which is already slightly raised, is allowed to swivel on the ball of the foot 

so that the toes end up pointing sideways (or  flatter to the ground and the toes end a 

little backwards)and the rear leg , though kept relaxed , is allowed to straighten and 

push ,though still with a slightly flexed knee , until it is almost in line with your back 

,which is tilted a little forwards but still square with your hips (do not lean at the waist) 

though this action is as much a weight shift as a push with the rear foot.  
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Pushing a little weight down into the ball of the foot which is swivelling will make the 

action smoother and flatter, and if you do it that way your heel will remain lower to the 

ground and the foot will end up pointing backwards as described below for the full 

lunge. 

As you land make sure that your lead foot is in line with your knee and the weight is 

pushing a little down into the ball of the foot as you stop, though your heel is touching 

the ground too :this prevents over-extending or twisting your knee, which will already 

be under pressure at the end of the movement, however whether your toes are little 

raised or hanging a little down as you start lunging will depend on your starting point, 

that is to say stance (such as a dangling foot with raised knee or foot starting flat on the 

ground )in either case, it is important to keep your foot, particularly the toes, a little 

clear of the ground as you advance and your front foot should level out and land softly 

and naturally ending up flat on the ground ,though with a slight weighting onto the ball*( 

on wet grass or stony ground landing hard on the heel or having your toes close to the 

ground as you step can lead to trouble).  

The leading leg should also be relaxed with a slightly bent knee as it travels forward, 

ending in a slightly bent to strongly bent position but never so that the knee travels 

forward of  your toes, donõt òreachó with the foot ,or your leg will be extended when 

you land.  

*It is a matter of some current discussion whether to land first on the ball or the heel 

before rolling flat( depending to some extent on the persons natural walking action?) 

ending up in a stable weight bearing position without jarring your foot is probably the 

most important thing  

 In comparison the illustrations for Joachim Meyer show raised toes while pushing out, 

landing  flat , flat but a little on the ball , swivelling with a raised rear foot and a flat rear 

foot in the same half staff plate. 

A full lunge , as used with single handed thrusting weapons such as the rapier and 

smallsword, will have the knee bent more forward and the rear leg straighter, resulting 

in a deeper/lower stance and greater distance between the feet. , ending with the front 

foot (more or less) flat on the ground and the rear foot with the heel only slightly off 
the ground  and the ankle of the rear foot forward of the  ball and toes which are 

pointing backwards. The  major uses for a lunge are  linear attacks in a vertical plane 

,that is, Montante, Fendente and thrusts. 

However  a full lunge with the front foot need not be necessary as there is the option 

with a two handed staff of doing a passing lunge (or great pass)with the rear foot and 

even adding  a punta slanciata, therefore , if necessary, a rising  half-lunge can be  given 

the extra distance of  a half lunge +the depth of stance+ part of the distance between 

the hands, which is a longer thrust than a deep full lunge. 

Recovery from a l unge òaround the circleó  

Attacking from wide distances into a deep target may require a full lunge or other 

footwork that leaves you committed to a forward balance and inertia; in this case the 

òsafeó place to move to ( in the instant after the lunge ) is on either flank or even behind 

your opponents shoulder, following the inertia and ending up pointing towards your 

opponent; recovery, therefore (unless you want to grapple/presa), is diagonally wide and 

forwards; the exception to this is where rotary cuts are used for a defensive retreat as 

these can òpoweró the backwards movement of the hips.  
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The easiest recovery forwards is directly forwards which simply a matter of stepping 

with your rear foot  allowing it to land still pointing diagonally to the left, the stepping 

action shifts your balance forward and reduces the pressure on your front knee even 

when the leg is strongly bent. 

The other òsafeó place is, of course, out of distance backwards.  

Although the easiest recovery from a lunge is directly forwards or around and 

recovering straight back means shifting weight and inertia back again, the alternative, 

especially when your momentum is anything but totally committed or your opponent is 

moving in a direction that makes it the best option, is to drop your weight down and 

back into your rear foot, sliding your hips back, bending a little at the waist and allowing 

your rear knee to bend; as your leading foot steps back, your rear foot swivels to point 

forwards, essentially a pass that feels like pouring the weight into your back foot and 

òslinkingó backwards.  

The period of stasis as your inertia changes need not be very great this way.  

With a staff or large sword these recoveries are often accompanied by a whirl/rota as a 

òstay awayó defence which also adds to the momentum of the backward movement.  

 
Lunge recovery exercises: 

(1)Do a deep and committed full lunge with the right foot 

 maintaining the awareness to be able to flinch into a defence, using the rear hand, while 

you are lunging, this is because you will be vulnerable to a counter cut, at the end of the 

lunge, your rear (left) leg is extended and relaxed and your heel lifted a bit and the toes 

pointed a bit backwards (having swiveled on the ball). 

Because this is so and your balance is a little forward, sweep your rear foot (which is 

still in the same position it started in) forwards and out in a circular step. 

As you swing, reach a little more outwards/backwards with your foot; this takes the 

weight off your front foot and swivels your hips and, at the same time, your body moves 

about 20 cm backwards  

 As you plant your left foot in its new position, your right foot is now free to step back 

behind the left, carrying your body farther away into a new ònarrowó stance. 

You are now at a similar distance from your opponent (or at least where they were) to 

when you started the lunge, but over to the left, at a different angle and back in a stable 

stance. 

(2) Do the same but swing your left foot to the right, the right foot swivels a little as the 

weight comes off it, then steps back to the right behind the left foot into a stable 

narrow stance on the right; these recoveries use the principle of  moving around ôthe 

circleõ 

(3) step straight forward with your rear foot with it still facing sideways ,then recover  

diagonally forwards with your other foot to face in a new direction or ,instead, keep 

stepping forwards into a stable stance. 

On thrusting  
A thrust is not a stiff jab, but allows the staff to flow smoothly forward along the 

ònatural lineó it is much easier to aim accurately, change direction and control the action 

this way. The force of a thrust is concentrated in the small area of the tip of the staff. 
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 A jab will often miss and is harder to control if you do not want to injure your training 

partner, and is, in general, a less effective attack. 

 

 Thrusts are dangerous, in real use a thrust would be one of the most 

effective attacks with a blunt stick, all thrusts should be controlled to avoid 

injury to your training partner , particularly to the throat . 

Variations on the thrust (using Pistofiloõs polearm terminology) 

Punta portata carried thrust  

The hands remain in place, the arms extending and a step forward providing the 

movement, the ònormaló thrust. 

Punta slanciata  thrown thrust 

(a) Your leading hand lets go as you thrust, thrusting and then pulling back with the rear 

hand and grabbing back on with the leading hand   

It can be used for actions that òreach aroundó, like a quick thrust around their arms to 

the leading bicep, but leaves the staff unsupported until it is withdrawn. 

(b) Instead of letting go, use your leading hand as a guide and slide the shaft through it 

with the rear hand until the hands almost meet, then pull it back again. (like a pool cue) 

This is a more secure version than (a) as you continue to support with both hands. 

See the hand swap section for the   Punta cambiata hand swap thrust  

Opposition thrusts   

Because thrusts may be ripostes or second intention actions, a thrust may be an 

opposition thrust, for instance, while still in contact with their staff, after a beat, a 

counter thrust against a thrust, or against a high guard of your opponent. 

(1)The arms drop or lift in to a relaxed position shifting the weight forward 

(2) Aiming with the whole body (like a bow or shotgun) extend and lunge forward  

Pushing smoothly and swiveling on the ball of the rear foot which ends up pointing 

slightly backwards with the heel lifted (but a thrust may be done without a lunge). 

(3) For extra reach and fine aim the staff may slide through the forehand like a pool cue. 

(4) This is not a hasty sharp jab; the action allows changes of thrust direction and 

yielding when it is deflected, in to cuts or butt strikes 
 With sliding Punta Slanciata thrusts I would recover my hold of the staff either by 

sliding the rear hand back again or moving my left hand forward past the right, sliding it 

up to the balance point so that my left hand is in front (a hand swap). 

. 

A  couple of generic concepts  

True and false times  
 Moving forwards  your staff (or sword) should move first, your body second 

         and your foot land with the cut, this is true time. 

 False time is moving your body first (or even arm if grappling), making it a target 

undefended by your weapon 

 Moving backwards  your body moves first because your weapon is in front of 

you and weapon movement can be simultaneous or, more often, after 
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Tempo   

 The time it takes  you to carry out a single action 

 The time it takes your opponent to carry out a single action 

 Some tempos are long, some are short ,a counter cut can be a short tempo that 
fits inside their longer tempo 

 You have a tempo when you have long enough to carry out an action before 

they can react 
 Create or take a tempo ,for instance, feint (fake) an action and they react, you 

now have a tempo before they can reply 

 Dui tempi ,double tempo, parry and riposte is two actions  which take two 

tempos 

 A single action parry and strike only takes one 
 

 

 

 

Single tempo òVolaricaó to òFly outó 

Beat or deflect your opponent's staff aside with the part of the staff close to your hands, 

while striking their head with the tip at the same. Particularly used against an opponent 

who closes with a deep, aggressive cut or at close distance.  

 

A variant is the ò over the arm cutó where the butt  end of your staff is used to hook 

over your opponents staff, forearm  or arms and push  them down while striking ,or 

even hook between the arms. 
.As these are forceful actions, they must be done with care not to injure your training 

partner. 

 

A simple layout of distances (There are many schemes and definitions) 

Scorsa or fuori     Out of distance                                                                                              

May be used for slow hand /broken time attacks                  

Misura larga                                misura stretta        

Wide distance                          close distance      

More than one step to attack       lunge or deep pass to attack                                       

Close distance with a forward moving foot    Misura stretta di pie accresciuto            

Outer close distance, single step to attack 

Close distance with a firm foot  Misura stretta di pie firmo              

Inner close distance, weight shift posture to attack 

Strettissima  very close, the distance of grappling and throwing.     

 It can be divided in to wrist, elbow & shoulder distances 

 

Type of blow spatially ( in general)  

(1) From the shoulder, wide distance, deep  target  needs high overhead space 

(2) From the elbow closer distance or shallower target needs much less overhead space 

(3) From the wrist close distance ,shallow target, up to a foot (30cm) less overhead space 
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Note However: that the delivery also depends on the type of guard position you are 

starting in and what you are transitioning to. 

 

 
back weighted in òhigh guardó, front                Forward weighted in left offensive                                                                                                                                                                                           

Leg straight&òpointedó can be more                                                                                                                                                                               

extreme with buttocks pointed out and rear leg bent    

 

Whatever distance you are at, you can withdraw or close a short distance this way and 

also take the weight off the front foot to free it for movement. 

 

Rear Weighted  

From the close stance, step back with the rear foot so that the rear foot is flat on the 

floor with your weight on it, your front leg straightens with the toes òpointedó and the 

heel slightly lifted. 

A  useful òpoisedó stance, dropped into any time when moving around  

Lift the front foot back to just in front of the rear foot, resting on the  front of the ball 

and toes with the leg bent; stick your buttocks back a little until your body is gently 

curved, you are now in a  briefly paused coiled position that allows rapid backwards  and 

forwards movement . 

Step smoothly back into close stance with the rear foot or forwards again with the 

leading foot or sideways into wide stance and continue moving. 

A guide to  some guard series 
I have had to separate some of these out in the following text for practical purposes 

However keep these in mind for what follows, as they are connected transitions of 

guards. Remembering that the guards are waypoints along arcs, from which particular 

techniques can be performed and only some, particularly those which close outside 

lines, act as guards in the sports fencing sense. 

A few examples 

 Extended long tail ,wide long tail, narrow long tail 

 Left foot guard ,gombito, shoulder guard , 
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 Becca possa,becca cesa,cross ,unicorn  

 Iron door ,wide iron door , consentire, òdi cinghiaraó iron door(  of the boar)   

 Shoulder guard left ,head guard left, head guard right, Shoulder guard right 

 Iron door or narrow long-tail > guardia di piedi(foot guard) 

 

Some common  transitions  for òtrue edge up ó guards 

Entry guard> narrow long tail high/low iron door high/low          (defensive) 

Left di Spalla or Gombito. 

Unicorn, Cross, Beak                                                                  (defensive/ offensive) 

Left di spalla or Gombito> Iron door, high/ low                           (defensive)                                                                         

Narrow long-tail high low                                                           (defensive) 

Right di spalla or wide long tail >Entry guard                                (offensive/defensive) 

Low and òcloseó guards 
The low and close  guards that follow are the òbasicó defensive guards  

Guard positions are a combination of òwaypointsó from which you may perform various 

known actions and (more stable) positions that òclose the lineó by defending one flank 

of your body; defences are then òinsideó or òoutsideó of this position 

Moving the staff between these positions is usually a matter of moving one hand and 

using the other as a fulcrum, with the right hand forward, the moving hand is often the 

left, and a strong left hand movement will produce a faster, stronger parry than dragging 

with the right hand. 

Exceptions are such things as undercuts where the right and left hands punch more or 

less together (though, even so, still started with the left) 

If in doubt, try various combinations to find the best one. 

The iron door / long tail guards  

These eight guards are point forward, true edge down and tip slightly raised. 

They are held in four spacial positions, covering and òclosing òthe outer lines of your 

upper legs and body. As the foot that is forward makes a practical difference, there are 

effectively eight guards in these four positions, with either left or right foot forward. 

.  
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Narrow iron door  

 Narrow iron door (more level) 
 

 

Foot swap parries with Iron door and Close long tail  

From a high guard position like di Spalla throw your leading foot back behind your 

trailing foot in a curved step, which can either be a short slightly curved step or a full 

backwards traverso (this action also withdraws your body as a target), sweeping down 

and across with your staff into the point forward guard; then thrust by stepping or 

lunging forward with the new leading foot.  

From a low guard like wide long tail the beat is more of a sweep across sideways into 

the point forward guard 

 

 

   
High Iron Door 
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Narrow iron door  (Porta di Ferro) and High Iron D oor  

 The guard is over the leading foot, or just inside the knee, covering your òoutsideó 

line.  

 It is a  direct position  for  thrusts , and is frequently used for  attacking with 
whirling òrotasó  

 It can easily swing back into a narrow long tail guard. 

 This is also a position in which cuts from narrow long tail and other whirls or 

òrotasóend, and a òstableõ defensive/offensive position for moving around in. 

 The same action to the  left , with a diagonal movement ,parries with  left narrow 

long tail 

 It can drop into foot guard 

 From high iron door, a quick beat down to the right, levering with your left hand , 
into right side narrow long tail defends your right flank and can be made stronger if 

combined with a step 

 

 

When doing wide sweeping blows  

  You can  beat into Iron door and narrow long tail(either side) at any time during wide 

sweeping actions ,Tondos ,Rotas and the like ,by pulling sharply back towards your waist 

or hips with your rear hand. This is  as a parry or a set up for a thrust. 

 


