
Grisier’s criticism and notes on Valville’s contre-pointe 

By Damien Olivier 

Translation notes - Types of fencing referred to: 

Contre-pointe, contrepointe: type of sabre fencing traceable from the 18th century which became 

popular at the beginning of the 19th century. A practitioner of contre-pointe is called a contre-

pointeur.  

Espadon: type of sabre fencing associated with the old regime, becoming essentially extinguished at 

the end of the 18th century. A practitioner of espadon is call an espadonneur.  

Pointe: refers to épée fencing, i.e. foil fencing at the time. Often opposed to cut-based fencing with 

its dexterous use of the point of the weapon / foil. Their practitioners are referred to as pointeurs.  

Sabre: Grisier defines Sabre as a method of fighting with the point and the edge of the blade and 

then defines contre-pointe separately, potentially as a sub-class of sabre fencing. 

 Terms kept in French : 

Salle: fencing room. 

Coup de manchette: a blow to the wrist, manchette meaning to cuffs. 

Coup de manchette d’envers: a coup de manchette from underneath. 

Botte secrète: secret techniques said to be capable of flawlessly defeating an adversary without any 

risk for the user.   

Remise (remise de main): after having attacked and failed to touch the target, attack immediately 

again in the same line. 

Redoublement: being in the lunge position after having attacked, attack again with this time 

differently. 

Déterminé: Determined (person). 

Double détente : double trigger / double extension. 

 

Terms translated in English: 

Straight line, straight thrust: ligne droite, coup droit, attacking directly from the current guard. 

Stopping strikes: coups d’arrêt, strikes aiming to hit the adversary during his actions to stop him from 

accomplishing them. 

Attacks on time: coup de temps, attacks made on the time of the adversary, i.e. during his actions. 

Crushing the blade: écrasement de fer. 

Strike to the face: coup de figure. 

Foot call: appel du pied, noisy tap of the foot usually to make a feint more believable. 

 



 

THE SABRE. 

 With the unfortunate imperfection inherent to the human race, we conceive to a certain 

extent that gratitude is sometimes a heavy burden; but when equipped with only a few benevolent 

recommendations one finds in a foreign nation a welcome filled with generous hospitality, then we 

like to respond highly to the honourable tokens of sympathy, we are happy to acknowledge and 

publish that, putting aside any petty sense of jealous nationality, a distant land has graciously adopted 

you and allowed you to join its ranks by giving you a wide  berth and an easy path to the goal you were 

stringing for. 

 Animated by the strongest and most respectful feelings of gratitude to the august monarch to 

whom heaven has entrusted the happiness and destiny of Russia, and who did not disdain to accept 

the dedication of the book I’m publishing today (1), I was reviewing the last proofs, when I happened 

to find a book entitled: Traité de la contre-pointe. I learned that this work, published in the country 

where I received the sweetest and most flattering testimonies of benevolence, was subject to the high 

approval of the sovereign of the great Russian nation. 

(1) H.M. the Emperor of Russia deigned to receive, in 1837, the manuscript which I had the 

honour of submitting to his august approval. 

The deep knowledge that I possessed of the knowledge of the author of la Contre-pointe made 

me feel singularly astonished when I saw this treatise written by a man who was perhaps fit to practise 

any profession, except that of a fencing master, which he nevertheless exploits to his advantage, but 

lacks, in the opinion of all those who know him, an essential quality for discussing such a subject, that 

of being well acquainted with the weapon whose practice he teaches and whose theory he explains.  

I therefore felt obliged to analyse this work, surrounded by all the luxury that modern 

typography can invent and the external richness of which, despite its brilliance, cannot manage to 

disguise the poverty of the text. However, I declare it without hatred nor passion, in the very minimal 

number of pages in which the drawings, vignettes and wide margins leave so little room for the double 

Russian and French text, we have found great and frequent errors to point out. We will be impartial; 

the difference in position, the distance that separates us, our spirit of moderation, will prevent us from 

being unjust. 

The Russian nation contains magnificent elements of military organization; the great Frederick 

used to say of Russian soldiers of his time: "After killing them, you have to push them so that they fall. 

"Suppose the skill in such men, what won't they do! But to give serious lessons in sword and sabre, to 

train fencing teachers for the army, is more difficult than people think in St. Petersburg. 

Finding it easy to overcome the difficulties presented by the rational and logical teaching of 

fencing, the author of la Contrepointe was kind enough to train masters for the imperial guard and 

deigned to publish a book, which, he said with a modesty equal to his talent, should be the guide for 

general officers.  

To take up all the author's wanderings, to follow him in all his details, to point out one by one 

the errors he contains, would be a work as long as it is tiring; there is another reason which imposes 

limits in my criticism: the name of the glorious sovereign to whom this incoherent work has been 

presented, inspires me too much respect for me to dare come and throw in the face of the writer the 

names incompetent and presumptuous.  



 

However, the memory of all the goodness I have been the object of, the gratitude to my noble 

protectors, my many pupils, force me not to remain silent, and to discuss the value of the assertions 

of a man who, during the ten years of my stay in Russia, observed the most complete silence and held 

the most scrupulously reserved conduct when our profession was to bring us together and bring forth 

the one who was called the first professor of the empire, and the French artist who came to submit 

the fruit of his studies to the amateurs of the noble science of fencing. 

In our opinion, the first condition that an author must obey is to give an exact definition of the 

subject he is dealing with. We should therefore have been able to read: I teach how to defend oneself 

against the point; and the man who has studied all the known guards, would have done well to point 

out the inadequacy of the one he advises his pupils, for, engaged in tierce with the blade in line with 

the eye, as he wishes, one is eminently vulnerable, neither the arm nor the weapon covers the body. 

The straight line alone can guarantee the one who keeps it, and when the hand holds the sabre 

engaged in tierce, the point must be at the depression of the left eye. 

If I had the honour of being chosen to train the fencing masters for the Guard of one of the 

most powerful rulers in the world, I would seek, above all, to make my teaching rational and 

reasonable; parry and strike, that would be my motto. I wouldn’t start by saying the double détente is 

good for the sabre and is not used with the épée. The use of this attack, which I legitimately describe 

as a detestable practice, may be admitted with great restriction in a salle, but in a duel, where in order 

to fight an opponent who maintains a long distance, one must advance, ready to parry, the use of the 

double détente is the characteristic of a fool or a man completely foreign to the art of fencing. You 

understand then that the error of the master who exposes this theory of the double détente, is a very 

serious error. 

Five engravings on the guards illustrate this treatise of the contre-pointe, we find the high and 

low guard of the espadon, that of the Hungarian, of the déterminé, even that of the Scottish 

Highlander; but of the effectiveness of these defences or positions, we do not encounter a word. In 

the author of this book, subject to high approval, the professor fades in front of the chronicler. Telling 

is not teaching, and by reading you, this conviction is acquired, that sometimes one can be pleasant 

with the most serious things. Indeed, when you describe all these guards of the espadon, the 

déterminé, and of the highlander, wouldn’t you have to say: The low guard of the espadon is not good 

because to cover the leg, one must uncover the head and the body. – The high guard is ridiculous, 

because the body is no longer standing straight with the head covered by the shoulder, an abnormal 

position and contrary to all the rules for executing a movement. What becomes of the person who 

keeps this guard in front of a feint with the point in seconde to strike above to the face or with a 

thrust? – One will always hit faster by threatening and attacking in the horizontal lines, than the person 

who parries forced to make circular movements from bottom to top with the sabre, a weapon which 

always tires and drags the hand. 

The guard of the déterminé can lead to receiving a thrust to the arm; the momentum of the 

strike is then stopped. The false attack would also determine a hand movement that would disturb 

the position and leave the man who believes himself to be so guaranteed exposed. – A professor 

should say these things that we point out, then his work would not be devoid of interest. 

THE COUP DE MANCHETTE 

It’s a disarmament, it forces the opponent to let go of his weapon. You say: Engaged in quarte, 

it’s done on the outside, by means of a circle described above the enemy’s point. However, your lesson 



lacks logic, because during this circular movement, you can also receive a coup de manchette and even 

a straight thrust. The contre-pointe, of which you have quite wrongly neglected the definition, being, 

remember, the art of defending oneself against the point, it is necessary, in order to carry out the 

disarmament or to avoid death by a straight thrust, to move the sabre through the most direct line; 

allow us this advice and learn from it. 

THE COUP DE MANCHETTE D’ENVERS 

This movement is done, you say, by forming a full circle with your sabre; which certainly 

exposes more than just lowering (from the tierce guard), the point of your sabre under the opponent’s 

guard, and then from this position to give the coup de manchette d’envers. By following this principle, 

which I am pleased to present you, one could equally give a coup de manchette on the outside and 

the inside and threaten with the point.  

 You add that these attacks have the advantage of being done without a lunge, but one cannot 

say that because it’s easy to make all the attacks from near and far. The only determining factor is 

whether the opponent is in lunge position or standing upright, it is a question of distance, and if one 

wanted to attack without lunging, then one would be too close to the opponent, which is a fault. Do 

we have to tell you everything? 

COUPS DE BANDEROLLE 

 The author says: the coup de banderolle is done by being in the tierce guard, disengaging 

finely, sliding along the opponent’s blade and coming to deliver the blow from the left shoulder to the 

right hip. 

 Unforgivable mistake, because when you disengage like this, it is obvious that your opponent 

will cover himself in quarte, which necessarily prevents you from delivering the coup de banderolle. 

 Believe me, teach the opposite, and say: 

 Being engaged in tierce, make a straight thrust feint in that line and accompany this movement 

with a foot call. Naturally your opponent will lean to the tierce line where he is being threatened, and 

during this time you strike with a coup de banderolle on the quarte side. 

CUTS TO THE THIGH 

 You execute them by sliding along the opponent’s sabre; you should have said, be convinced 

of this, that it was indispensable to strongly threaten your opponent’s face with the point, so that, 

fearing for his head and raising his guard, he could not be ready to protect his thigh. 

DRAWINGS 

 The drawings show a multitude of attacks, but we can't find a single word on the ripostes. This 

is a choice, and we must keep this book to convince the incredulous who would accuse us of not 

analysing the work of a master, or at least of a man who calls himself a professor. 

DOUBLE THRUSTS 

 You name these double thrusts, more even, you teach them. 

 According to you, one disengages the sabre on a fleeing opponent, then in lunge position, you 

order to bring the left heel close to the right and operate a new lunge. These big moves expose far too 

much and are bad advice. Indeed, who will you persuade, unless it is a man totally unfamiliar with 



fencing, that this double lunge can be executed without being stopped, without the opponent being 

able to parry and riposte? Such an attack can only take place against an ignorant. The lessons we take 

are to fight against those who were instructed. I would say more: with an adversary who would let 

you make all these mistakes in an assault, it would be appropriate to leave, because the consequences 

of such an ease could later be fatal to you by giving you a deplorable confidence in dangerous 

methods. 

 Only careless youngsters in a poorly kept salle d’armes or a man perfectly determined to be 

killed can afford the double strikes. The truth from my assertion comes from the author himself if he 

will bother thinking it over. I copy verbatim the fifth double strike from his treatise. He says: 

 You lunge by extending quarte over the arms, you make a feint in seconde without lowering 

the hand, turning it only underneath, putting the left food against the right, you turn it sharply in 

quarte, you double the détente, bringing your point to your opponent’s chest. 

 Seven moves without being stopped! You would have to be dealing with an automaton; never 

a man with the slightest knowledge of fencing will suffer seven movements without threatening his 

opponent with ripostes, parries or attacks. 

 Avoid giving such advice; only heirs could give them to a relative whose estate they would 

covet. 

STOPPING STRIKES. 

 Each of the lines in this book provides material for a victorious rebuttal. We see in the text: 

 1° By the position of your hand in the stopping strike, you will parry any attack from your 

opponent; 2° if one wants to cut to your right side, since this movement is wide, you see it ; 3° your 

turn your hand in tierce and thrust seconde.  

 If we analyse these instructions, this comes : 1° it is impossible to parry all attacks with a 

stopping strike; 2° never in the arms, the attacks, either with a sword or a sabre, must be other than 

very tight ; 3° with the hand turned in tierce you have to thrust tierce, because if you say seconde, you 

imply a thrust in the lower lines, which certainly can’t be your intention. 

 We can hardly imagine that the author published a volume after having found this famous 

axiom: THE STOPPING STRIKE PARRIES ALL ATTACKS. But with such a formula, the unfindable botte 

secrète is demonstrated, your pupil is invulnerable; teach only this stopping strike, then close your 

book and your salle. 

ON FEINTS 

 This chapter was to be the touchstone of your fencing knowledge; it revealed to us its full 

depth. 

 Feints are the key to the arms; through them, all attacks can succeed, from the most 

complicated to the so-called straight thrust, which, because of its simplicity, seems to do without the 

feint, and yet one can feint with a direct thrust, then withdraw the arm as renouncing one’s project, 

then lunge and succeed in hitting with the direct thrust. 

 But before advising feints in a serious matter, you should have warned your readers, humanity 

made it an imperious law, that you should first put yourself in a situation and say to yourself: On a 

feint, my adversary may lunge on me, out of ignorance, calculation or audacity. I must therefore feint 



only with the clear intention of being ready to parry and by being aware of the parry to be adopted, 

which is easy, for I must feint only by knowing well which part of my body I will leave uncovered. 

 So be convinced that feints made while walking are abnormal. Because if your opponent 

attacks at that moment, you are lost. Is it easy for you to walk, feint, parry, when your opponent can 

strike? No, the feint can precede or follow the walk, but never at the same time. 

BEATING THE SWORD. 

In advising beating the sword by changing the position of the sabre, moving it with force from 

tierce to quarte during the walk, you are forgetting that this beat can be deceived by a thrust, that it 

is necessary to defy it and to be ready to parry tierce and riposte with a strike to the face. 

It makes sense to do the walk first, then the beat after it. 

For double strikes, we refer to our observations given above to demonstrate their drawbacks 

and dangers. 

ON THE ATTACKS ON TIME. 

 Those taken during the development of a sabre strike should be attacked on the forearm only, 

and not on the head; here is the reason for this: 

 The arm of the one attacking you is always further forward than his head, so it is better to 

strike at the arm that is more within your reach. By seeking the distant part of your opponent, you will 

necessarily be closer to his attacks. 

We don't understand why you're so angry with heads. We sincerely hope that your principles will 

never be applied. The science of fencing could lose some deep thinker, or the gallery of grotesques of 

some precious bloke. 

ON CRUSHING THE BLADE. 

When you rightly announce crushing the blade as dangerous, because of the on time 

disengagement and the stop, why not finish and say: Simulate crushing the blade, and if the opponent 

disengages, switch to quarte, riposte with a strike to the face and vice versa. But this requires study 

and science. 

VOLTES. 

 The consequences of a volte during which neither of the two enemies is hit are not indicated 

by you. I won't go into them in detail out of politeness, you'd seem to have forgotten everything. There 

would be some villain who could say, that by showing that one has forgotten everything, one proves 

that one has learned little or nothing. 

DEMI-VOLTE. 

 The demi-volte, which you could have reminded us was simply the Italian technique, little 

esteemed in France, is used, according to you, "when there is no other resource, as soon as there is 

no distance between the two adversaries nor means of parrying," and six lines below you write: "In 

the moment when your enemy runs towards you, the sabre raised, lunge, your left hand going to the 

ground, etc., etc. ". Why and how does this man too close run, especially with the sabre raised? You 

are teaching enormous faults. Haven't you ever met intelligent students or opponents? 

 Oh ! Believe it ! 



  By professing this way one would become a student; 

If the favour allows that in your house we finish 

  The lesson of this art, by you so compromised, 

  Please, we beg you, guide our enemies. 

 

You finish by saying: "I have been fencing for thirty years, and for twenty-two years I have 

been a master. I have travelled a lot; I know from the Neapolitan low guard to the Hungarian high 

guard, from the superb old guard of the Slavon, etc., etc.” 

It's hard for me to refute that part. I have never been able to appreciate your practical 

knowledge; for when I was in St. Petersburg, and when I was giving one of those assaults which all the 

nobility honoured me with, you never showed up, despite the exhortations of your pupils and my 

prayers; you were always careful to leave the day before for the countryside, whatever the season! 

(1) 

(1) Was it then that Beaumarchais was right to say: Slander, there will always be something left 

of it... Was it by virtue of this maxim that you extolled your superiority to my detriment, when 

I have never been able to see it, either by breaking a courteous spear, or by striking your war 

targe? 

But I will limit myself to asking you the following questions: 

1° Who told you you were a master, who received you? You forgot to tell us. 

2° You've travelled a lot, but everything proves that it wasn't in the interest of the art of fencing. 

3° You know all the guards, but I have already reproached you for not being able to tell us whether 

they are good or bad, and what means should be used to combat them. 

 I only happened to look at this book, which fell into my hands as mine was being printed; I 

gave the reasons for my criticism in my foreword. I owed it to the country that welcomed me with 

marks of benevolence, forever engraved in my heart, to my colleagues, to myself, to discuss the value 

of the arguments from the man who noted his superiority over me by his absence in the assaults that 

I gave in St. Petersburg, and who, coming to France, did not out of the goodness of his heart want to 

join me, so strong was the fear that he inspired in me. Oh! if I were allowed to parody the famous line 

already quoted by me... 

The people you kill are doing good, 

As I would say to the MASTER of the masters of the Imperial Guard Cavalry: 

The people you're looking for never hide. 

 

 

REFLECTIONS ON SABRE THEORY. 

___________ 

In reading this book, in which there are so many mistakes, we have made some remarks, and 

we believe we must express them quickly. 



SABRE. 

 Way of fighting with the point or the edge of the blade. 

CONTRE-POINTE. 

 Continually defending yourself from the point of your opponent. 

 A contre-pointeur will never reach the highest degree of strength if he has not first worked 

épée, or if he does not deal with this weapon. 

Thrusts are the most dangerous attacks. 

There is more certainty in attacking the arm than the head or body of the opponent. 

The contre-pointeur, almost always less skilled than the épée fencer, can however have an 

advantage by repeatedly doing coups de manchettes while retreating. 

 The pointeur must aim well and direct his thrusts towards the opponent's wrist or lower lines, 

necessarily forcing him to make a retrograde movement which is used to finish an attack. 

GUARD. 

 It is necessary to be on guard from farther away than with the épée; for there are many who 

approach their adversary very quickly with moulinets, and even rush him. 

PARRIES. 

 Never attack as soon as you are on guard: the parry offers more security. Use false time to 

parry and riposte. 

TIERCE. 

 The ordinary guard of the sabre is tierce; the point at the depression of the opponent's left 

eye. 

SECONDE. 

 It would be very good to sometimes innovate in favour of the guard of seconde, without ever 

neglecting the first. When the opponent attacks below the line of tierce, one usually parries seconde, 

and always ripostes to the arm or on the head. 

 In this case, I'm making an innovation that I think is very good. 

 After the seconde parry, I suddenly turn my wrist into the very overturned octave position, 

tucking the point of my sabre towards the inside of the opponent; cutting from the inside to the 

outside, I get back on guard. This attack is much easier to execute than one might think, and it is of 

the greatest danger to the opponent, who, by habit, takes the parry of tierce or prime. 

 It may not be necessary to parry a second when quickly removing your leg. 

 

PRIME. 

 One can also take the position of prime as a guard, if there is a reason for it. 



 The prime must be used at different degrees, since the heights must be relative. So, it 

shouldn't be used to parry low if you're being attacked above, and it shouldn't be used to parry high 

if you're being attacked under. 

If the opponent parries prime too high, deceive it by passing under his point with the nails in 

supination, and striking from bottom to top; but it would be better, after having turned the hand in 

supination, to put it back in seconde, and thrust in this position without making two beats, finally 

without interruption. 

QUARTE. 

 If one wants to get the opponent to make a coup de manchette to parry tierce and riposte 

with a strike to the face, one must use the guard of quarte. 

RIPOSTES. 

 As with the épée, one must never neglect to deliver the riposte every time one has parried. 

 The sabreur’s fault is to never retaliate with thrusts. 

 The advantage of ripostes with thrusts is that the opposition to the opponent's blade is 

maintained. 

Always riposte while retreating, unless you have some thrusts to deliver. 

 Too often we exit the lines for ripostes, which should only become more complicated when 

we are absolutely forced to do so. 

 For example, after parrying seconde, riposte to the belly (as I have indicated) without leaving 

the opponent's blade; if this is not possible, riposte a coup de manchette, or a thrust in the direct line; 

the disengagement comes next, and finally the feints should be used only as a last resource, especially 

when riposting; for in giving the riposte to the head after the parry in seconde (and this is a habit for 

everyone), are we not exposing yourself to the thrust made in remise by the opponent? 

COVERING ONSELF. 

 On each sabre cut delivered, one must take the greatest care to cover oneself at the same 

time from the thrust that the opponent might do: neglecting this precept can become fatal; and yet it 

cannot be disputed that it is far too frequent in assaults. 

MEASURE. 

 An important point in fencing is knowing how to calculate the distance to be observed. 

 One must keep out of measure at the beginning of a fight until one has penetrated the 

opponent’s intentions. 

 One often puts oneself out of measure when attacked; but must be very careful when getting 

close, for the thrusts one may receive are terrible, and we are often expected there on entering the 

measure. 

THE LOWER LINES. 

 When you want to hit in the lower lines, you should always precede your attacks with straight 

line threats, feints on the above, and only when the opponent is moving towards these points should 

you try to hit him in the lines below. This method preserves from the attacks on time. 



OVER-PARRYING. 

 Over-parrying is a very serious error. One must practice parrying exactly in the lines, because 

there is a tendency, given the weight of the weapon, to deviate from the direction that keeps you safe. 

WALKS. 

 When fighting with the épée one walks with the right foot; with the sabre it is better to start 

walking with the left foot. 

 To stop the opponent's walk, the attacks that expose the least are those of the coup de 

manchette and thrusts with opposition. 

REDOUBLEMENTS. 

 If the opponent has the default of not riposting, the attacks must be redoublées without 

making new movements with the legs; but before taking this action, the fault must be well judged, 

because redoubler is always an extreme means. 

VOLTES. 

 With a man who makes the mistake of running, the voltes are all the better as they do not 

prevent you from continuing attacking after doing them. They require a good eye and a lot of firmness 

in the legs; they further have the advantage of being able to worry your opponent when he wants to 

get back in line in front of you. 

BLOWS FOR BLOWS. 

 Parrying will always be more protective than the attack, especially when paired with ripostes. 

This truth is indisputable; however, there are very few good parriers in contre-pointe, which gives rise, 

in all assaults with this weapon, to a quantity of blows for blows. This fault comes from the masters, 

who do not sufficiently train their pupils to fight these bad games, which can be avoided by making a 

lot of false times to let the opponent strike, in order to parry and riposte. 

ATTACKS ON TIME. 

 I will never advise attacks on time taken from a distance: they expose too much to blows for 

blows; it is better to take them during the opponent's steps. 

CAUTION. 

 Before delivering a strike, caution must be exercised to worry the opponent. For example, if 

you want to make a strike to the face, it is a good idea to start with a pressure, a coulant or a beat, 

and when the opponent is worried about it, you quickly move on to strike the face. Without this 

precaution, there is always the risk that when you make an attack, you may receive one yourself. 

 The feint must precede or follow the walk. 

 It's compromising oneself to feint while walking. If one decides to do so, one must have the 

intention and the certainty to parry. 

 After each attack to your opponent, not only return out of distance, but also take great care 

to hold your enemy's sabre in a closed line. 

 


