
AN EXCERPT FROM

GOMARD’S THE THEORY OF FENCING

Chapter 10

THE ENGAGEMENT

 The engagement is the action of  crossing the steel with the opponent’s. 
When the blades’ points are high, this action can occur in the inside-

high line and the outside-high line. When the points are low, the 
engagement can occur in the inside-low line and the outside-low line.

In each of  these four lines, this same action of  crossing the steel can be 
executed with two different wrist positions:  pronated and supinated.  This 
makes eight the number of  engagements.

The names of  the eight engagements are:  the engagement of  prime, 
seconde, tierce, quarte, quinte, sixte, septime, and octave. 

When the steel is crossed in the:

1. inside-low line with the wrist in pronation, it is the engagement 
of  prime;

2. outside-low line with the wrist in pronation, it is the 
engagement of  seconde; 

3. outside-high line with the wrist in pronation, it is the 
engagement of  tierce;

4. inside-high line with the wrist in supination, it is the 
engagement of  quarte ;
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5. in the inside-high line with the wrist in pronation, it is the 
engagement of  quinte;

6. outside-high line with the wrist in supination, it is the 
engagement of  sixte;

7. inside-low line with the wrist in supination, it is the engagement 
of  septime;

8. outside-low line with the wrist in supination, it is the 
engagement of  octave. 

The engagement outside of  measure is made from the point of  the blade 
without the need to close the straight line to the adversary. 

When engaged in range—that is, when one is in measure to be 
reached by your adversary—you should seek to block the line from a 
straight thrust.  This is what we call having the engagement.1  A 
person attains this by holding the weak of  the adversary’s blade with his 
own strong, and, depending on the engagement, somewhat to the right or 
left in order to protect his body from all attacks.

Of  the eight engagements, only three are used in the ordinary guard.  
These are the engagements of  tierce, quarte, and sixte. 

As for other engagements, even if  the French school does not adopt 
them for the ordinary guard as being less favorable for attack and defense, 
it nonetheless does not absolutely reject them.  It is better that a fencer join 
the steel in the line of  prime or seconde, if  his adversary presents his blade 
there, than to abandon giving his blade.  There is more security in 
beginning the action thusly; it is better to feel the adverse blade in some line 
than not to feel it at all.

It impossible for two fencers to be equally well covered—i.e., protected 
from the straight thrust—in the engagement. If  your line to the straight 
thrust is closed by your adversary, leaving you uncovered, you should use a 
change of  engagement to pass to the other line and take from him the 
advantage that he had on the other side.  This action of  passing the point 
under the strong of  the enemy’s blade—whether from inside to outside or 
from outside to inside—in the high lines in order to join the steel is called 
the change of  blade.  The master often uses the expression, “Change 
the blade,” to make his student take the engagement in the opposing line.  
You can change the blade from immobility, while breaking measure, and in 
moving up.  It is especially in the last two cases that the expression “change 
the blade” is used.

1 For Gomard, “having the engagement” and “having opposition” seem to be 
synonymous.  In Chapter 13, titled “Opposition,” Gomard defines opposition as “the 
obstacle a fencer’s blade presents to the enemy steel by closing the straight line to the 
fencer’s body.”  He also states that a person has the opposition when that person is 
“covered,” i.e., protected from the adversary’s straight thrust.  



Fencers compete to have the engagement and, by using the blade 
changes, reciprocally seek to steal that advantage from one another.  This 
results in the mobility of  the steel that you see in most assaults, before one 
of  the two fencers decides to attack. 

Besides returning the engagement to the fencer who lost it in the 
opposing line, changing the blade or engagement advantageously disrupts 
the adversary’s potential plans of  attack or defense. 

We have said that, for the ordinary guard, the French school only 
allows the engagement in the two high lines, the inside-high and the 
outside-high.  Being preoccupied with this principle and having only 
visualized the thrusts and the parries from these two starting points, the 
authors who have written about fencing have only incompletely described 
this because they have considered merely half  the picture, in that the 
engagement can start as many low-line thrusts as it can in the high lines, 
and it can form as many parries in the low lines as it can in the high.  It is 
wrong to see the engagement as only where the action begins.  There is an 
engagement wherever the steel is crossed, whether it is by the effect of  a 
parry, a croisé, or any other movement that brings the blades into contact.  
Until now, fencing has been described from the point of  view of  the two 
high-line engagements.  To provide this art’s theory all its potential 
development, we reestablish the engagement in the four lines, however that 
engagement happens.  We want to do for the low lines what has thus far 
only been done for the high lines. 

Regardless of  the cause that produced it, any meeting of  the blades 
used as a starting point for a sudden attack or a parry can be considered 
an engagement.  Understanding the line where this meeting of  the blades 
or this engagement was formed becomes necessary to determine exactly 
the movement of  the attack or the parry, which takes its starting point 
from the meeting of  the blades. 

It is difficult to define in a very precise manner the wrist’s position in 
the engagement.  In the quarte engagement, which is the most convenient, 
the hand is generally placed so that the top of  the thumb faces upward.  In 
the tierce engagement, the top of  the thumb is turned directly toward the 
left side.  In the sixte engagement, the top of  the thumb is turned upward, 
but is inclined towards the right side.   It becomes dangerous to hold the 
hand in the sixte engagement as often as one holds it in the quarte 
engagement.  Because then the grip’s entire point of  resistance is where 
the fingertips are positioned, making resistance difficult and giving 
frequent opportunity for the disarm.  Whereas by reversing the hand to 
supination, it is the phalanges that resist, doubling the grip’s force on the 
blade. 

Despite the rules that we have given for the wrist’s position in the 
engagement, a fencer can sometimes deviate from them without 
disadvantage, and give his hand a greater degree of  pronation or 
supination.  This mobility in the rotation of  the wrist denotes a binding 



and trained arm, and should be employed when, in the engagement, one 
wants to force a more pronounced action on the adversary’s blade.  

The quinte engagement, which occurs in the inside-high line, with the 
wrist pronated, that is to say, with the fingertips turned downward, is only 
employed in passing and in order to give more force to the quarte 
engagement.  It would be dangerous to maintain the quinte engagement or 
to make it a habitual guard because in this engagement the blade’s point, 
deviating to the left, is far from the adversary’s body, and the hand’s 
position is exposed to the disarm.  

One of  the conditions of  a good engagement is to have the point of  
our blade facing the adversary’s body, while his is held away from ours. In 
a well-formed engagement, the arm and the blade should form a wide 
angle, where the hand is the point of  contact for the two divergent lines.  

The Double Engagement
The double engagement is the action of  successively forming the 

engagement in the two high lines. 
From the inside-high line, the double engagement is made by passing 

the point to the outside-high line, and, after having lightly joined the steel 
there, returning successively to the inside-high line and retaking the blade 
there, and vice versa for the double engagement in the outside-high line. 

Sometimes the double engagement is made from immobility, in the 
goal of  rattling the adversary or disrupting his plans.  But it is especially in 
the advance that it is necessary to use it in order to make the enemy’s 
attack more difficult.  If  the adversary deceives the first engagement, the 
second can serve as a parry.  It is thus the surest way to gain the measure. 


