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The 17th century was a time of profound change in Europe, marked by political upheaval, cultural
flourishing, and the evolution of martial arts. Among the most significant developments in this era was the
art of dueling, particularly with the rapier, a slender and sharply pointed sword that became the weapon of
choice for gentlemen. One of the most influential figures in the development of rapier fencing during this
period was Salvatore Fabris, an Italian fencing master whose teachings laid the groundwork for many
modern martial arts. This article delves into the art of dueling as taught by Fabris, exploring his techniques,
principles, and the broader context of rapier combat in the 17th century.

Salvatore Fabris: A Brief Biography

Salvatore Fabris was born in Italy in the late 16th century, during a time when the art of fencing was
undergoing significant transformation. While specific details about his early life remain elusive, it is known
that he became an accomplished fencing master and authored a seminal treatise on the subject. His work,
"La Nuova Scuola di Spada" (The New School of the Sword), published in 1606, is one of the most important
texts on rapier combat and has influenced generations of martial artists.

Fabris's Influence and the Context of Dueling in the 17th Century

The 17th century saw the rise of the duel as a means of resolving personal disputes and defending honor.
As societal norms began to shift, the rapier emerged as a symbol of status and skill among the upper classes.
Dueling became an important social ritual, and the techniques of the rapier were refined to suit the needs
of this form of combat.

Fabris's teachings were particularly significant because they combined practical techniques with a
philosophical understanding of combat. He emphasized not only the physical aspects of fighting but also the
mental and strategic components, making his approach holistic and deeply insightful.

The Fundamentals of Fabris's Technique

Fabris's system of fencing is characterized by its focus on distance, timing, and precision. He outlined



several key principles that underpin his approach to rapier combat:

1. Distance and Measure

Understanding distance—referred to as "measure" in Fabris's terminology—is crucial to effective rapier
combat. Fabris taught that a fencer must be aware of the distance between themselves and their opponent
at all times. He categorized distance into three main ranges:

- Out of Measure: The distance where neither combatant can effectively strike.
- In Measure: The distance where a strike is possible, and both combatants must be prepared to engage.
- Close Measure: The distance where grappling or close-quarters combat may occur.

By mastering these distances, a fencer can control the engagement and dictate the rhythm of the fight.

2. Timing and Tempo

Timing, or "tempo," is another critical aspect of Fabris's teachings. He emphasized the importance of
responding to an opponent's movements rather than merely reacting. Fencers should strive to anticipate
their opponent's actions and exploit openings. This requires not only physical agility but also mental acuity
to read the opponent's intentions.

3. The Importance of Posture and Stance

Fabris placed great importance on the fencer's posture and stance. He advocated for a balanced and stable
position that allowed for fluid movement and quick transitions between offensive and defensive actions.
Key elements of Fabris's stance include:

- The Guard Positions: Fabris outlined various guard positions, each serving different tactical purposes.
These guards help establish control over the fight and set the stage for both defense and attack.
- Footwork: Proper footwork is essential in Fabris's system. He taught that a fencer should always remain
mobile, utilizing steps, lunges, and retreats to maintain optimal distance and positioning.

Techniques and Strategies

Fabris's treatise is rich with techniques that demonstrate the art of dueling. Some of the most notable
techniques include:



1. Cuts and Thrusts

The rapier, being a versatile weapon, can be employed for both cutting and thrusting actions. Fabris taught
his students a variety of cuts and thrusts, emphasizing the importance of targeting vulnerable areas on the
opponent's body. Key techniques include:

- Fendente (Descending Cuts): A downward diagonal cut aimed at the opponent’s head or upper body.
- Roverso (Reverse Cuts): A backhand cut that can be used to catch an opponent off-guard.
- Thrusting Attacks: The thrust is a primary attack in Fabris’s system, targeting the torso or face.

2. Parries and Counterattacks

In addition to offensive techniques, Fabris stressed the significance of defense. Effective parrying and
counterattacking are critical components of his system. Some fundamental concepts include:

- Parrying: Redirecting an opponent's attack while maintaining a position for a counterstrike.
- Counterattacks: Following a successful parry with an immediate strike to capitalize on the opponent’s
opening.

3. The Use of the Off-Hand

Fabris also advocated for the use of the off-hand, or the non-dominant hand, in combat. This can include
using a cloak, dagger, or even the hand itself to distract or control the opponent. The off-hand provides
additional opportunities for deception and manipulation during a duel.

The Philosophical Underpinnings of Fabris's Art

Beyond the technical aspects, Fabris's teachings reflect a deeper philosophical understanding of combat. He
viewed fencing not merely as a physical confrontation but as an art form that requires discipline, respect,
and honor. Key philosophical concepts include:

- Honor: The concept of personal honor was central to dueling. Fabris taught that a true fencer fights not
just for victory but to uphold their reputation and the values of their society.
- Respect for the Opponent: Fabris emphasized the importance of respecting one’s opponent, viewing them
as a partner in the duel rather than merely a target.



Legacy and Impact

Salvatore Fabris's contributions to the art of dueling have had a lasting impact on martial arts and fencing.
His treatise influenced generations of fencing masters and established foundational concepts that continue to
resonate in modern martial arts. The principles of distance, timing, and respect for the art form itself
remain relevant in contemporary practices.

Modern Interpretations and Practice

Today, many martial artists and historical European martial arts (HEMA) practitioners study Fabris's
techniques. They work to revive and interpret his teachings, applying them in both competitive and
instructional contexts. As interest in historical martial arts grows, Fabris's work serves as a critical reference
point for understanding the complexities of rapier fencing.

Conclusion

The art of dueling with the rapier, as taught by Salvatore Fabris, is a rich and intricate discipline that
reflects the cultural and social dynamics of the 17th century. Through his emphasis on distance, timing, and
philosophical underpinnings, Fabris not only advanced the technical aspects of rapier combat but also
instilled a sense of honor and respect within the practice. As modern practitioners continue to explore and
interpret his teachings, Fabris's legacy endures, reminding us of the enduring nature of martial arts as both
an art form and a means of personal expression.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key principles of dueling with a rapier as taught by
Salvatore Fabris?
The key principles include maintaining distance, understanding timing, using angles effectively, and
employing both offensive and defensive techniques, such as parries and counter-attacks.

How does Salvatore Fabris' approach to rapier differ from other fencing
masters of the 17th century?
Fabris emphasizes the importance of fluid movement and adaptability in combat, focusing on principles of
leverage and body mechanics, whereas other masters might prioritize more rigid techniques and forms.



What is the significance of the 'finesse' concept in Fabris' dueling
techniques?
Finesse in Fabris' techniques refers to the skillful control of one's movements and the ability to execute
precise actions with the rapier, allowing for both deceptive attacks and effective defenses.

Can you explain the role of footwork in Fabris' rapier dueling?
Footwork is crucial in Fabris' style, as it enables the fencer to maintain the right distance from the
opponent, create angles for attacks, and quickly reposition for defense or counter-attacks.

What are some common techniques or strikes taught by Fabris in his
rapier dueling?
Common techniques include the thrust, cuts, and various disengagements. Fabris also teaches the use of
feints to mislead the opponent and capitalize on openings.

How did Salvatore Fabris influence modern fencing practices?
Fabris' emphasis on principles such as distance, timing, and fluidity has influenced modern fencing
techniques, particularly in the development of contemporary sport fencing and historical European martial
arts.
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