Rank 1 Question Responses

Written by Andrew Telesca, club president, Spring & Fall 2003

Please note: The below is intended to offer information and possible correct answers to the rank exam questions.  By no means are these the only answers or should a candidate be expected to quote them (or close thereto).  The tester should merely use these as a guideline while using her or his own knowledge of fencing to decide if a candidate’s answers are appropriate.  These answers are more complete than what should be expected from the candidate.

• What are the 3 Fencing Distances?

The three primary fencing distances are: close distance, lunge distance, and far distance.  While every school seems to use its own name for these, they are usually defined the same.  A fencer is in close distance to her opponent when, by simply extending her arm, she can make a good touch on her opponent’s chest.  A fencer is in lunge distance when, as the name suggests, a proper lunge (where the back foot does not move and the front knee is not overextended) will make a good touch on the opponent’s chest.  A fencer is in far distance when the distance is too great for the fencer to lunge and touch without first moving closer by means of an advance or similar technique.  

Since fencers are of different height and have different lunge lengths, these distances will vary.  For example, lunge distance for a tall fencer can often be far distance for a shorter fencer.  This will become very important when considering strategy.  As a general rule one should not break far distance with the opponent until a strategy has already been devised.


• Which is more important in fencing, offense of defense?  Why?  What is the Basic Principle of Fencing?

For the beginning fencer, i.e. the person taking this test, defense is far more important than offense.  The reason for this is simple—in a serious encounter you may touch your opponent multiple times, and he may continue fencing.  However, if a single touch is made against you it could end your life.  Before you worry about touching your opponent, you must first learn how to defend yourself: from the guard, the lunge, and during the attack.  The defense firmly in place, you can then safely consider the offense, and offensive strategies, which make up a large part of fencing.  Finally, one should consider the counter offense, which for an expert fencer (in the Italian system) is both the best why to touch your opponent, and the best way to defend yourself.  In time, the counter offense in which you touch your opponent while simultaneously preventing your opponent from touching you becomes the defense.  Moreover, advanced strategies are neither offensive nor defensive; instead, they rely upon the ways in which you switch between the two (and the ways you convince your opponent that you are using one, while in fact you use the other).

The basic principle of fencing is: “To touch without being touched;”  or, “Without being touched, to touch.”

• Why do we extend before lunging?


I shall give a list of reasons, but the first one is the biggie:

1)  Extending before lunging keeps you as safe as possible during the lunge. With the arm extended, the forte of your blade and the bell guard serve most effectively to close the line.  That is, it gives you far better control of your opponent’s blade than a non-extended arm.

2)  By extending before you lunge you use the bell guard to its greatest potential to block your body from your opponent’s thrust.  The further away from your body the bell guard is (within reason) the greater the area of your body it protects.

3)  By extending before lunging you make sure the lunge is executed with your opponent at the greatest possible distance, which hinders their attempts to touch you, and, by making your lunge length as long as possible, helps you touch them.

4)  It is much more difficult to close the line during the attack if your arm is bent, because a weaker portion of your blade is matched with a stronger portion of your opponent’s.

5)  By extending before lunging, instead of while lunging, you reduce the number of moving parts during the lunge, which increases your point control.

6)  By extending before lunging your blade is mostly parallel to the ground, and your opponent is threatened at the greatest distance, which makes it more difficult for them to perform tempo actions against you.

7)  When a fencer jabs with the arm--either at the end of or after the lunge--the blade connects stiffly instead of being supple.  This has three consequences.  First the impact transfers force into your blade and hand roughly, which increases the chances of breaking the blade, which is a cause of both expense and potentially serious injury.  Second, when using a blunt tip, the type of force is more likely to bruise or hurt your opponent, who, since the tip is blunt, must also be considered as your partner, and who will not fence with you for long for you keep injuring him.  Third and finally, one must consider the type of impact with a real blade.  When hitting a part of the body, in particular the chest, where bones are in place to protect the vital organs, a sword thrust must pass these bones if the opponent is to be injured.  The sharp and stiff force of a jabbing arm will often cause the blade to get stuck and be stopped by the ribs or other bones, preventing you from injuring your opponent.  However, with a relaxed arm, such as that created by a proper extension prior to lunging--where the force of the attack comes from the legs and the body, rather than the arm--when the blade’s tip encounters the curved surface of the bone, rather than sticking it will slide along the surface and past, allowing the opponent’s vital organs to be punctured.

• Why do we study foil before other weapons?

• Tell me about the taccato-gratzi scoring system.  What is the target area in foil?

