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Model for an epée combat  

SICARD Michel 
 
Model an epée combat is: 

 
 
Understanding what a combat situation in a competition 
is, so as to define a training strategy that will help 
face the reality of a competition. 
 
 
 

 
Observing a fencing combat in order to tell its particular story is excessively complex 
as the elements to watch can appear numerous. The score's evolution regarding the 
chronology of touches, or the chronometric time or the stances on the strips, the 
offensive/defensive/counter-offensive registers used, the management of down-times 
are a few examples of elements to watch. 
 
The quality of this observation depends on the experience and the background of the 
one trying to understand what happened.  
 
Too often, the elements examined and dissected are isolated, and it leads to this kind 
of advice: 

•  « You're too far, get closer" 
•  « Your hand falls down at the end of the attack, keep it up" 
•  « The pace is too slow, impose yours" 
•  « You're not focused, focus!" 

 
It's common to hear that when several experts speak about the same match, their 
opinions sometimes converge and sometimes diverge. 
Those multiple looks are particularly interesting because they enrich the debate with 
different elements highlighting what we couldn't or didn't want to see and what we 
don't know. 
It seems important to me to try to connect together the different elements observed 
in order to offer a more global analysis. 
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Looking at a combat situation in a global way is about observing its complexity. It's 
trying to look at it as a whole and not just the gist. It's trying to see what's related 
together instead of what is separated, what is opposed.  
Thinking global fosters the efficiency of local action, just like local action feeds global 
thinking. 
 
 
The scheme underneath proposes a combat situation model. 
 
 
 
 

 
COMBAT SITUATION MODEL

GLOBAL	  APPROACH LOCAL	  APPROACH	  	  	  	  

-‐EPEE	  FENCING	  RULES

-‐SITUTATION	  UNIQUENESS

-‐INDIVIDUAL’S	  UNIQUENESS

TACTICAL-‐
STRATEGIC	  
INTENTION	  

TOUCH	  ACTION

TOUCH	  ACTION	  
PREPARATION

 
Global approach 
 

⇒ Epée fencing rules 
Setting a vision, defining a strategy are matters that base themselves on the rules of 
the game in the first place. However knowing those rules is not enough because it's 
necessary to immerse oneself in the way they are respected, even interpreted by those 
who are supposed to enforce them.   
Regarding epée, the main rule is to hit your opponent on any part of the body and turn 
the light of the electronic scoring machine on within the double touch recording time 
(40 à 50 ms).  
The fencer has to hit first and at worst within the double touch recording time.  
 
This rule is very open and allows imagining different approaches regarding the teaching 
of this weapon. 
The French epée culture built itself on technical-tactical choices prioritizing the action 
of the tip, the purpose being to hit first and not to hit without being hit. Attacking and 
defending oneself with the tip is therefore meaningful. 
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It doesn't prevent the fencer from protecting himself thanks to distance by having his 
opponent meet emptiness and/or from parrying an attack before hitting a touch.  
 
 

⇒ Uniqueness of combat situations. 
Heraclitus, a philosopher of the end of the 6th century B.C. said "No man ever steps in 
the same river twice", implying no action in life will happen twice in the same way. 
Therefore, each combat situation is unique. Attack on preparation, by deceiving the 
opponent's sixte parry at the center of the strip will never happen twice in the same 
way. 
Indeed, rhythms and distances, as well as the environment are always different. 
That means a match is constituted by numerous contingent situations. Contingency 
expressing the fact that what just happened might as well not have happened.  
How to train to contingency during training sessions. 
Heraclitus' metaphor "No man ever steps in the same river twice" means it's necessary 
to swim in different types of water. Regarding flow, depth, clarity, temperature. Swim 
in the daylight, during the night, under the rain, in an ocean, a river or a swimming pool... 
aiming at one goal: be able to adapt as fast as possible to different environments. 
Train to contingency in epée and especially during assault sessions requires diversity 
and richness of the group as well as an organisation and a type of management creating 
the conditions for the epeeists to share and exchange. In those conditions of 
opposition, the fencers will develop the adaptation and creativity skills that are 
necessary to be able to find the right answers to issues raising in competition 
situations. 
 
This quote of Edgard Morin will offer you an insight into my view on how to prepare for 
combat reality. 
  

  
 
« We need to learn to sai l  across an ocean of 
incert i tude amongst archipelagos of cert i tudes » 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

⇒ Uniqueness of individuals. 
Each individual is different. Regarding style, body shape and personality. 
It seems obvious to take this uniqueness into account 
Taking this uniqueness into account requires basing oneself upon who the epeeists are 
and not upon whom we would like them to be. 
Working on the strengths is essential. Regarding the weaknesses, I consider it better 
to work on it when they emerge in competition situations. 
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However, it is not because each individual is unique that one needs to propose a 
different teaching method for each of them. We never start from scratch. 
There are basis, a certain culture exists, there is a common base of knowledge and 
skills that proved worth and still does. 
It is because there are norms that uniqueness can arise. 
 
Local Approach 
 
It's an illusion to believe that touching your opponent thanks to a touch action is the 
consequence of a strategic/tactical intention followed by a preparation just before 
touching. It doesn't happen chronologically. There is an interrelation between those 3 
elements. 
Sometimes, the fencer gets aware that he touched his opponent after he actually did. 
Sometimes, our intention to carry out a certain action results in a different action, 
sometimes, the preparation of a certain touch action leads to another touch action.  
Nevertheless, the preparation of the touch action is central because it's a privileged 
moment to engage into combat.  
 

⇒ Preparation of the touch action 

TOUCH	  ACTION	  PREPARATION	  

COMING	  CLOSER

Rythm/Cadence

GETTING	  AWAY

Hand	  work

 
⇒ Distance and rhythm, rhythm and distance 
 

Rhythm and distance serving touch preparation 
In an assault, the rhythm deals with the way the body moves, expresses itself. It's 
unique. Just watch different people dance on the same music to notice the uniqueness 
of each person's rhythm. 
However cadence should be identical. Feet must land according to a constant pace, the 
pace of the music or of the metronome.  
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Rhythm and cadence are tightly connected, but they must be distinguished. 
I will talk about the notion of cadence and cadence break in epée in a second part. 
 
The distance between two fencers varies depending on their moves. Those distance 
changes happen according to the rhythms to move closer or away just before attempts 
to land a touch. 

 
Thus rhythm and distance are tightly connected.  
They cannot be separated.  
They are as one. 
 
Let's give the example of two epée fencers with different heights: the shorter one will 
necessarily go through a moment when he's vulnerable while the taller one will be in a 
safe position at the moment the shorter one will enter the danger zone. 
 
But in no case should you think the tall one has an advantage over the short one. 
Everything depends on how the previous will enter the danger zone. 
 
For this purpose, the "slow-quick" which is a rhythm that consists in entering slowly the 
zone at first to see what happens before acting, is often privileged in speeches. 
 
However the "quick-quick" is a very interesting rhythm. 
Indeed, beyond the surprise effect, it helps setting adaptation automatisms according 
to the opponent's reaction, if the first phase is very short. 
The taller epeeist will therefore loose his size advantage, or not. 
 
This approach favours a certain fencing practice based on "understanding while acting", 
and even on  "Sense through action" (Article : "Train to sense in epée fencing" Michel 
Sicard, Hugues Obry, Gilbert Avanzini) 
 http://www.calameo.com/read/003129490c84da99c7414  
 
Those different rhythms of distance changes are the most important elements of the 
touch preparation. They must be worked on, appropriated, their effectiveness must be 
explored and to achieve that, risks must be taken. 

 
Here's an old Chinese saying that sums up the idea "the baby tiger cannot be caught 
without entering his lair" 
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Integration of various rhythms at the service of touch preparation 
 

1. Imposing own rhythm/distance 
The fencer likes to impose his own rhythm/distance to his opponent, because it's in this 
way he feels the most at ease, his vigilance seems optimal, thus facilitating an efficient 
reading of the game. 
However I think it's an illusion to think it is possible to impose one's own rhythm the 
whole match long, or during the whole competition. The opponent could also try to 
impose his own rhythm(s) to come closer or away.  
In a combat, rhythm and distance are never fixed. 
 

2. Tune in with the other 
Let's take the example of 2 people who turn a skipping rope at a rhythm of let's say 90 
turns a minute. 
Two other people jump the rope together. The two tune in at 90 turns a minute. If one 
of them wants out, he will have to accelerate in order to avoid the rope touching his 
heels. 
 
There is a strong analogy during combat. 
One of the epeeist tunes in with the other and makes him think he's the one who 
imposes rhythm/distance. They are together. It's within this relative harmony that 
striking touches conditions appear.  
It seems very important to me to accompany the fencers in order for them to explore 
various rhythms and see what happens, how they behave. 
 
Rhythms/distances that are lower than theirs can provoke a drop in attention, the 
impression to be coned, to become vulnerable. But vigilance, the attention you pay at 
the opponent must be trained. It is totally possible to keep an optimal level of attention 
even when the rhythm is low. But it needs to be worked on. 
Rhythms/distances that are higher than theirs require them to be able to physically 
stand the intensity of the assault. 
 
 

3. Counter communicate 
 

This strategic approach consists in permanently countering the opponent in his game in 
order to drive him to ask himself questions, thus bringing him out of his state of 
concentration.  
For example  

• he increases the rhythm, I lower mine, I can even stop moving 
• he imposes a distance, I go a little further 
• He tries to take my blade; I bent my arm without making blade contact. 
• He attacks, I attack, and I can even counter him. 
• … 
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Fighting a fencing bout is being all the time subject to various waves of rhythms, 
distances and durations. A fencer needs to work on identifying them to appropriate 
them and be able to use them to devise his touches to come. 
 
The most privileged moment to appropriate those notions of rhythms and distance are 
during the assault sessions over the course of training. The richer in terms of game 
diversity the group is, the better the adaptation skills are. 
 

 
 
 
Individual lesson is also a privileged moment to set 
up this work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Starting with a combat situation: "Attack on step forward on the body provoking a sixte 
parry. This attack is carried out in one time." 
This situation can be set up on the master's step forward with an immobile start of the 
epeeist  
 
As soon as the situation seems to be mastered, set it in motion. 
The master will gradually set up various rhythm/distances. The epeeist will comply with 
the footwork actions and will look for the best moment to create a break to carry out 
his attack. 
At first, failures will outnumber successes, as always with a learning process. But there 
must be a right to fail, even during individual lessons.  
 
This form of work will quickly help the fencer develop a better game reading ability and 
especially of the opponent's moves. 
It's because things are uncertain that we learn to go straight to the point, thus 
improving efficiency. 
 

⇒ The touch action 
The most widespread view is to start from the technical catalogue that gathers all the 
existing actions and then ask the fencers to carry them out technically so as to offer 
the epeeist the possibility of drawing on this rich database the correct answer to 
raising issues. 
 
Questioning this vision is questioning the necessity of trying to master everything, to 
be able to do everything. What is "everything" made of? What does it mean to know 
how to do everything? 
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I consider it more relevant to learn "how to deal with" as far as competition situations 
are concerned. 
"Dealing with" is accepting problems, obstacles that arise. 
"Dealing with" fosters the emerging of solutions made of creativity, inventiveness that 
are necessary to face the issues raised by competition situations. 
 
It doesn't mean technical gestures must not be worked on. But those techniques must 
serve the carrying out of a touch action responding to a raised or created issue. 
Technique is not a goal in itself, it's a mean. 
 
Technique is the music theory of sports. 
 
The scheme underneath is a global approach of the different touch actions. 
 
 
 

Blade

Distance

Tip

«	  ATTACK	  »	  
ACTIONS

Defensive
actions»

Tip

Targets

Carried out	  in	  one	  ,	  two,	  three or	  for	  contachs with
ground  

 
 
 
Attack actions are carried out mostly with tip actions and are aimed at the body. This 
target represents more than 75% of touches. 
The remaining 25% regards targets such as the hand, the leg, the foot or the thighs.  
 
Defensive actions are also carried out with the tip, but they can also take place after 
one or two retreats aimed at making the opponent meet emptiness and/or after a parry 
to stop the attack. They are also carried out in one or two times.  
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To successfully carry out the athlete during footwork will need one, two, three or four 
contacts with ground.  

For example : 

- Attack with lunge: 1 contact (with front leg) 

- Attack with step lunge: 3 contacts with ground (front - back - front leg) 

- False attack - attack: 2 contacts with ground 

- False attack - bounce back: 2 contacts with ground 

- Two steps back (as a defending action - maintaining the distance), attack with 
step lunge: 4 contacts with ground 

 
 
Individual lesson is the best tool to carry out a technical work. 
But it can also be confusing because it mixes 2 stakes: 

• Setting up a combat situation where the epeeist can build or co-build with the 
master his/an answer. 

• Proposing exercises whose only but necessary purpose is to work on 
fundamentals serving as bases for future answers to build in combat situations. 

One must engage in this double perspective with a teaching approach alternating 
explanations and role-playing.  
Understand to take action, take action to understand. 
Nothing is acquired if not conquered.   
 
So what are the bases, the norms to lay to create the conditions fostering adapted 
answers to issues raising in combat situations? 
Here are a few propositions: 

• Understanding what a combat situation is  
• Starting from a combat situation to build and train one or more answers 
• Looking for its own style of preparation before engaging into combat and 

appropriate it so as to work on other types of preparation afterwards 
• Developing a motor skill that will foster the integration of epée to the body 

scheme to master one's opponent better. 
- maximizing target/distances match  
- Proposing a flexibility in attention and intention strategies (where should 

I look to do something) and developing the ability to "let go" (seeing 
without seeing)  
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- Developing mechanisms of adaptation, of body intelligence, so as to be 
able to face unexpected situations. 

- Perfecting the tip passing 
- Fostering the gradual rise of the hand during the time of arm extension 

towards high targets allowing to protect oneself with the guard better 
and to ease tip passing. 

- Developing the blade feeling thanks to variations of intensity on the 
blade, especially during opponent's blade interceptions. 

-  Strengthen the pelvis core muscle to foster the transfer of energy from 
the front to the back and to avoid the chest to fall forward at the end of 
an attack. 

- Strengthen the fixators of the shoulder blade to have a better posture 
and thus have a better closing of the sixte line. 

- … 
• … 
 

Numerous exercises exist to develop those motor skills. The ones that will be chosen 
must be seen as means and not as goals. 
This model of an epée combat situation is the result of a reflection of 20 years spent 
training epee fencers to reach the highest level. It is a personal, unique and 
uncompleted vision. It is not a scientific knowledge for it is based on experience. I like 
to put at the disposal of those who want to establish a model for training that is based 
on the reality of a competition, so as to create the conditions for performance to 
emerge. 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 


