Secret Histories of the Sword:

The Art of Fencing in the “Visible World”
of Johann Amos Comenius

by J. Christoph Amberger
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The Orbis Sensualium Pictus of Johann Amos Comenius was first published in
1653, by the printing house of Michael Endter in Nuremberg. The text of this first
original edition was written in Latin, back then the lingua franca of science and
education. A Latin-German edition followed in 1658.

lllustrated with 150 woodcuts, this early “non-fiction youth book” underwent over
200, printings, new editions and conceptual innovations, which, by the middle of
the 19th century, had made it the most popular and most widely read primer or
school book in Europe. The original bilingual edition was soon expanded to in-
clude English- and French-language explanations.

For the fencing historian, the Orbis is of limited interest as a primary, or even
secondary source. Due to the “timeless” nature of the book’s conceptualiza-
tion—and the ongoing use of the original plates by a series of cost-conscious
publishers—the short and concise summary of the subjects Palaestra (Fecht-
schule or salle d’ar-

mes, depending on . sl R e e S
your reading), Der S .
Fechtmeister (“The CXXXH’
Fencing Master”) was ' = Paleeftra.
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feeling for the change
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fortunately, the mere
copying/updating of

motifs created distor- " Die %?C[)tfdju’.

tions in the historical

Image 1

Compiled and Published for Hiebfechtkunst.com by Secret Archives Press LLC, 2011; Copyright asserted



http://hiebfechtkunst.com
http://hiebfechtkunst.com

retrospective that may lead over-eager scholars to incorrect assumptions regard-
ing the longevity of certain weapons in Central European usage.

Thus, the updated costumes in a mid-18th-century woodcut (Image 1) create the
impression that the “Fecht-
schule” of the late Middle
Ages and Renais-
sance—with its traditional
weapons Dussack and
Bidenhéander (great sword
or two-handed sword), and
its integration of wrestling,
was practiced far longer
than it really was. In reality,
the depicted scene is a lim-
ited variant of an illustration,
which had been used in Se-
bastian Munster’s Cosmog-
raphia of 1544 (Image 2).
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In later edi-

tions, however,
the “updating” es
pecially of the lo-
cality and/or the
weaponry (while
maintaining the
original parame-
ters of the illustra-
tion) provides
some insight into
changing fashions
and fencing tradi-
tions.
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from an edition dating to the early 1800’s. Under the subject head “Fechtmeister”
we see the master in the process of instructing his students in the use of thrust-
ing weapons—then called “Rappiere” in German. These forerunners of the mod-
ern foil are equipped
with shallow bell-
guards or even
dish-shaped

guards (“Tellerrap-
pier”) and thus re-
flect the usage of
the weapon in
Germany (“nach
KreuB3ler'schen
Grundsatzen”—ac-
cording to
KreuBler’s princi-
ples) rather than

the far more popu-
lar and widespread
methodology of the
French School of Fencing, which preferred the foil (floret) with lunette
guard.

lllustration 4, published after 1840, reflects the shift in the practice of fencing at
the German universities. It supplements
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the students’ Mensur. (lllustration 4a).

The German text (see the facsimile re-
production in the Appendix) clarifies:
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“Bei diesen Ubungen bedient man sich
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des Rappiers; wenn die Sache aber ernst wird, bei einem Duell oder Zweikampf,
der leider! zur Verhéhnung der besten Gesetze immer noch vorkommt, wird der
Raufdegen oder Schlager, oder der Hieber, oder ein Dolch gebraucht.”

The English translation is just a tad shorter and does not differentiate between
the two German cutting swords:

“At this exercise the foil is used, but when in earnest and the affair proceeds to a
duel, alas’ in derision of the best of laws, the sword, or broad sword, or dagger is
used.”

(The German term “Raufdegen” corresponds to the straight-bladed French épée
de combat or dueling sword, predecessors of the modern épée. It is alien even to
the serious German student or collector of European edged weapons. In fact, ex-
cept for very few exceptions, it remains limited to the “studentisch” (i.e., related to
German student fraternities) historical research, which began toward the end of
the 19th century.)

Yet again, we’re reminded that this source needs to be approached with caution:
There is no code duello in civilized Europe in which the dagger is considered a
proper “weapon of honor”. (To the contrary: The dagger is the very symbol of dis-
honorable “Latin” assassins.)

The Orbis pictus is important to the serious student of fencing history in that it
provides us with an idea about the general state of knowledge about the Art of
Fencing among educated non-practitioners, as is reflected in contemporary writ-
ten accounts of duels or the Art’s depiction in fiction.

The most important aspect of this source, however, is that it provides us with a
“key” regarding the various terms used for the weapons in different languages:

Rappier = foil = fleuret = gladius praepilatus
Raufdegen = sword = longue épée = gladius praelongus
Hieber, Schlager = broadsword = sabre = ensis latus

Dolch = dagger = poignard = pugio
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(The Latin terminology appears to be a “retrofit” based on the descriptive re-
quirements of the modern term.)

Bibliographie:

Comenius, Johann Amos Orbis sensualium pictus (...): Die sichtbare
Welt, Nurnberg: Michael Endter, 1653 et al.

lllustrations:

Amberger Collection, Baltimore (USA)
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Le maitre d armes.

Among the exercises |

serving (o encrease
the perfect growth of
the body, the art of
fencing holds a pree-
minent situation; -for
it makes a person not
only nimbler but also
healthier.

This art is taught
in the fencing school
by the master, and
the principal thing is
to use -the sword to
advantage either to
infliet--a - thrast—en—the-
adversary, or to de-
fend one’s self dexter—
ously against his
thrusts.

The Fencing master
must first of all atcu-
stom his scholars to
a good position, -pre=
viously to their pro-
ceeding to the thrust
or stroke

At this exercise the :

foil is used, but when
in earnest and the af-
fair proceeds fo a duel,
alas’ in derision of the
best of laws, the sword
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Il consiste principale-
ment & faire connatire

Meries
mit fBortI)et[ bedienen
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nem Gegner  einen
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oder fich gegent Denfel-
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gefdyicet su bertbezbv
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muf daher feire Sdjo-

Taven vor allen Dingen)
ot eine " gute Stellimg

gewihren, ebe fie fich
entweder auf bent Stofl,
ober dent Hieb einfaffen. |
. *®ei diefert “Uebun-
gen Bedient ‘man fich
Ded- Nayppierss -wenn
bie Sadie aber ernft

wird, bei einem Duell

ober Sweifampf, Der,
Teiber! sur Berhvhnung
ver beften Gefese im-

nody worfommt,

les siens,

prendre & tirer,
maitre d'armes accou—

ves 4 prendre une belle
pomt:on iy

: -D\ans ces -exergices
on se sert du ‘fleuret,

rieux, si c'est un duel,
comme,~ hélasl a4 la
honte des loix les plus
sages, .cela narrive
que trop souvent, alors
lon prend une longue
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Parmi les exercices

T'escrime tient

tout 4 Ia fois & son
\_ :

Cet art genseigne

- Avant de.‘lem-'-‘— #p-  .
le

tume d'abord ses élé-

mais- &4l y va «du sé- -

le maniement de Fénte
on du sabre, a-porter |
des coups a sen'ad- |
'versaire, et & éviter
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or broad sword,
dagger is used.

The most important
is to place oneself in
a position which shall
hinder the adversary
from thrusting “at the
body; feints must there—
fore be distinguished

or

Iywird der Ranfoegen

oper Sdhliiger, oder
per Hieber, ober ein
Doldy gebraudt.
sDad Widtigfte ift,
fih i eie Stellung
su fesen, die dent Gege
ey bhindert, uné auf
Deit Leib u Fommen;
man inud aber Dabet
pie SFinten vou Dden

.'épée, un sahre, ou

un ficignard.

La position du corps
doit étre telle qu’elle
empéche l'adversaire
de presser son rival.
I faut surtout bien
distinguer les feintes

et les coups droits, et

from real thrusts or
strokes, and the one
as well as the other
must -be parried with
effeet. '

The gladiators of the
ancient Romans are
“well known,

Stogent

Nonter.

rechten Streidert und
unterfchetden,
und bdie einen, wie die
anbern, gut parive.

6 Befannt find  Ddie
Gladiatorent Der alten

bien parer les uns et
les autres.

Les gladiateurs des
anciens Romains sont
| assez connus.

gl)zgl»:e!tlz(mdz magister.

. 1@xercitiorum, quorum heneficio

perfectius reddere allaboramus cor-
pus, primum i1ere locum obtinet-

armorum dsus, non agilitatem ejus
modo, sed sanitatem quoque pro-
movens

2 Addiscimus artem hanc in pa-
laestra a digladiandi magistro,
summaque ejus hue redit, ut ad
artis praescripta prudenter uta-
mur ense vel gladio, ad ictum
« adversariis inferendum, vel ad
tuendum nos, arte ad_]utos, ab
eoruxdem impetu. - -

- 3 Armorum tractandorum artifex
ergo tirones gladiatorios adsue-
faciat ante omnia decoro corporis
statui, antequam certamen, quod

vel punctim, vel caesim fit, ineant.

4Utuntur in hoc exercitiorum
genere gladio praepilato; in re
seria-vero, cum-certamen-singu—
lare suscipitur, quod, proh dolor!
in ludibrium aequissimarum legum
et etiamnunc fieri videmus, gla—
dius adhibetur praelongus, vel
ensis latus, vel sica seu pugio.

5 Juvabit, -corpus ita componere,
ut adversarium, (uo minus nos

aggrediatur, lmpedlamus, sed ne-
cesse est, falsos ictus ac percus-
siones a Veris distinguamus, eos-
que ad unum .omnes arte decli-
natos avertamus. .

6Satis noti sunt gladlatores Ppris- -
corum Romanorum:

Al i 53 M S
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