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“Here begins the Art that Liechtenauer and his society created and used for all knightly 
weapons” – Master Paulus Kal’s prologue 
 

The medieval German fighting tradition originating 
with Master Johannes Liechtenauer stressed above all 
the importance of understanding and controlling the 
initiative in an encounter, and his art comprises 
techniques for seizing control of the fight and regaining 
it should it be lost. While Liechtenauer himself exposed 
the principles of the art through his exemplar weapon, 
the longsword, the concepts apply to all weapons and 
in all situations. This six-class track will explore some 
of these principles as they apply to the longsword, the 
poleaxe, dagger, buckler, and unarmed combat. 
 
Liechtenauer lived in the 14th Century, traveled parts of 
Europe, and synthesized his own system of fighting, 

but little is known of him. He recorded his teachings in cryptic, mnemonic verses 
(Merkverse), ensuring his tradition’s secrecy. These teachings address three types of 
fighting, primarily with the longsword: Bloßfechten (fighting without armour), 
Harnischfechten (fighting on foot in armour), and Roßfechten (mounted combat).  
 
Later masters ‘decode’ his verses for their 
patrons in manuscripts containing the 
Merkverse and glosses. We will draw from the 
works of Masters Sigmund Ringeck, Peter von 
Danzig, Hans Talhoffer, Peter Falkner, and 
Andres Lignitzer. Another, Paulus Kal, a master 
in the service of Duke Ludwig the Rich of 
Bavaria in the 2nd half of the 15th century, created 
the allegorical figure at right depicting three 
virtues of fighting. The scrolls read, from top to 
bottom, “I have eyes like a falcon so I will not be 
fooled”, “I have a heart like a lion so I strive 
forth”, and “I have feet like a hind so I spring 
towards and away.” These encapsulate the 
virtues of judgment, courage, and nimbleness – 
all necessary qualities for a good swordsman. 



Class I – The Longsword, Part 1 
 

 

Footwork, Distance, and Timing 
 

• You must maintain a balanced stance with your feet angled approximately 45 
degrees to each other. The stance may favor more weight on either the leading or 
trailing foot. 

• Passing steps allow you to close quickly with an opponent. The Sloping Pass is most 
important because it takes you offline and away from harm and allows you to angle 
your weapon in defense against him. 

• The Gathering Step is used to advance or withdraw without changing which foot 
leads. 

• The Compass Step is used to re-angle the body without changing the foot that leads. 
• There are two distances: the Zufechten, or approach, where you must take a step to 

hit your opponent, and the Krieg, or close combat, where you can hit your opponent 
without stepping.  

• A fencing time is one beat – the interval wherein a discrete action is accomplished. 
Some techniques require only a single time, while others require two. Some actions 
use a Single Imperfect Time, where one beat is used, but the action changes direction 
during it. 

 

Initiative 
 
The Before is the offensive principle; the After is the defensive or responsive principle. 
Liechtenauer says: “Before and After, these two things, are to all skill a well-spring.” Seek the 
Before by attacking, but be prepared to continue your onslaught if he parries. This can 
be done by striking or thrusting as he chambers an attack of his own. If you must 
respond in the After, you should do so such that you immediately (Indes) can come back 
on the offensive again. Defend in a way that creates threat, rather than using a purely 
defensive action, i.e., a ‘bad’ parry. Good parries apply either a thrust in opposition (an 
Absetzen) or striking into an attack. 
 

Vier Leger – Four Guards 
 
• There are 4 primary guards: Ochs (Ox), Pflug (Plow), Alber (Fool), and vom Tag (from 

the Roof). 
• Ochs and Pflug are thrusting guards, from above and below, respectively. They are 

also binding guards and may be held on either side of the body. 
• Alber is a low guard that ‘invites’ attack. 
• Vom Tag is held at the right shoulder or above the head and is the primary guard 

from which to strike blows. 



 
The Vier Leger, or Four Guards 

 
Secondary Guards 

 
• Langenort (Long Point) is a guard wherein power is focused in striking from above. 

It is also a guard of provocation. 
• Schranckhut (Barrier Guard) is a low guard with some cutting potential, which also 

invites attack. 
• Nebenhut (Near Guard) is another low guard held with the sword near the body and 

the point facing back – a ‘tail guard’.  
• Kron (Crown) is a transitional position used to defend against high attacks. It is held 

with the hilt before the face, the point facing upward. 
 

Zornhau – The Stroke of Wrath 
 
• “Whoever strikes at you from above, the Stroke of 

Wrath threatens him with the point.” 
• The Zornhau is an instinctive diagonal 

downward strike from the right shoulder – it 
intercepts strikes from above (Oberhau).  

• If you bind, and he is soft at the sword, then 
thrust along his blade to his face 

• If he is hard in the bind, and pushes your sword 
aside, either slide out of the bind by ‘Changing 
Through’ (Durchwechseln) if he binds toward 
your point, or ‘Pull’ (Zucken) out of the bind if he 

is further down on your blade. You can change through with the pommel and strike 
him with it in the face. If your opponent binds your sword down, you can pull out 
by ‘snapping’ your blade from the bind. 

• If he is hard in the bind, but his point stands before you, then wind into the left Ochs 
against his blade so that the strong of your blade comes against the weak of his; 
from there, thrust to his face or chest. 



Class II – The Longsword, Part 2 
 
 
Krumphau – The Crooked Stroke 

 
• “Strike crooked with nimbleness, throw the point to the hands.” 
• Use the Krumphau against an Oberhau (strike from above) or 

an Unterhau (strike from below), or to break the guard Ochs.  
• Strike as if striking a Zornhau, but cut across your body to hit 

his hands so that your hands are crossed. 
 
 
 

Zwerchhau – The Thwart Stroke 
 

• “The Thwart Stroke takes whatever comes from the roof.” 
• Use the Zwerchhau to counter a strike from above or to break the guard vom Tag by moving 

your blade horizontally so that you strike your man with your short edge and intercept his 
strike on the strong of your blade or hilt. 

• If he binds strongly, hook his blade aside with your hilt and step left to strike with the 
Zwerchhau with the long edge to his other side. You can use the Zwerchhau to attack the 
Four Openings successively.  

 
Schielhau – The Squinting Stroke 

 
• “The Squinter breaks, what a Buffalo strikes or thrusts.” 
• Use the Schielhau against fencers who pull back far to 

deliver brute force blows or to break the guard Pflug. 
• Strike as if you mean to perform an ordinary Oberhau, but 

turn the blow over so that you simultaneously hit his 
incoming strike with the strong of the blade and hit his right 
shoulder with the short edge. If your man ‘changes through’ 
by sliding his blade past your Schielhau, thrust long against 
him. 

 
Scheitelhau – The Scalp Stroke 

 
• “The Scalp Stroke is a danger to the face, with its turn, very dangerous to the breast.” 
• Use the Scheitelhau to counter low strikes and to break the guard Alber by overreaching 

(Überlaufen). Counter the Scheitelhau with a parry called the Crown (Kron). From the 
Crown, one can close to wrestle. You can break the Crown by winding over the parry, or by 
cutting his arms. 



Class III – “Wrestle well…” 
 

Drei Ringen 
 
These three methods from the Ringeck Fechtbuch are very simple and appear, in modified form, 
throughout the corpus of Medieval German wrestling techniques. They start from a clinch.  
 
• 1st Wrestling: Grab inside his knee with one hand, with the other across his upper arm to his 

neck to throw him backward. 
• 2nd Wrestling: If he thwarts the first technique, switch which hand goes to the neck and to the 

knee. If he retreats, pursue him and grab his other knee instead with a switching of the hands. 
• 3rd Wrestling: Use both hands to trap his upper arm and with one leg in front of his compass 

pace back with the other to throw him forward. Or, grab around his neck with both hands. 
 
Strikes, Counters to Grabs, and Slipping Through 
 
• Murder Strikes (Mortstöße) are strikes used to ‘soften up’ an opponent. Before grappling, 

strike his temple, throat, chest, or stomach, or put a knee into the groin. 
• If you are grabbed in front: push his throat, turn his head backward, put your thumbs into his 

throat and your fingers into his eyes, or smash his temples. If you are grabbed from behind: 
grab his index finger and bend it out, pull up one of his legs, or grab his head. 

• If you’ve gotten a hold of one of his hands, slip through under his armpit, breaking the arm 
or, as you pick up his leg, throw him over. Counter this by falling upon his neck with a hold 
as he slips through. Or, you can instead turn around and break his arm over your shoulder. 

 
Master Paulus Kal’s Four Hip Wrestlings 
 
Kal includes four takedowns, applications of the 3rd Wrestling at a different part of the body, 
each paired with a counter-technique. 

 
The 1st is performed at the neck:    The 2nd is done at the shoulder: 

   
 

The 3rd is done at the elbow:    The 4th is performed at the thigh: 

          



Class IV – Master Peter Falkner’s Dagger Fighting 
 
Master Peter Falkner was a member and sometime Hauptmann (Captain) of the famous 
Marxbrüder fencing guild. He appears in both capacities in the guild’s chronicle. 
Falkner’s c. 1495 illustrated Fechtbuch is a valuable source for various fighting forms, 
including the longsword, messer, staff, poleaxe, dueling shield, and the sword and 
lance on horseback. One of the most useful sections concerns the dagger and includes 
illustrations and substantial text. It is also important for the variations it presents on 
techniques familiar from other late medieval German manuscripts. 
 
The manuscript’s dagger techniques are of four basic types: 1) those using the left hand 
to parry an attack, 2) those using the dagger hand, 3) ‘shield’ techniques employing the 
dagger held in both hands, and 4) those performed unarmed. 
 
Dagger Guards 
 
1. Reverse Grip – Hold the dagger with 

the guard at your little finger. Two 
guards: one is like right vom Tag, the 
other like Alber or Nebenhut. 

2. Forward Grip – Hold the dagger so 
that the guard is at your thumb, in 
either what is essentially right Pflug, 
or lifted as necessary into right Ochs. 

3. There are three basic thrusts: from 
below with the forward grip, and 
from above and below with the 
reverse grip. In addition, Hans Talhoffer (whose guards appear at right) shows a 
fourth, performed with two hands, likely against armoured opponents. 

 
Left Hand Defenses 

 
Use your left arm to parry his reverse grip dagger attack from 
above at his wrist (shown at left). From this, you can:  
 
1. Thrust with your dagger. 
2. Disarm him by grabbing his wrist 

and winding the dagger from his 
hand. If you need more strength to 
disarm, then hook your dagger 

over his wrist or elbow pull. 
3. Close in to apply the “Scissors Hold” to his neck (shown at 

right) with your dagger and both hands.  
 



Dagger Defenses 
 
1. Against a low, forward grip, stab, parry his dagger with yours 

and pull his right hand with your left hand to disarm him 
(right). 

2. Against a long thrust, then pass back and thrust under his 
dagger to sweep it aside, and then step in to take him down 

over your left leg. 
3. From the reverse grip, parry a high attack on 

your dagger blade, braced against your right forearm, and move 
your left hand through his elbow to affect a “Figure 4 Lock” (left). 
This is similar to one of Master Paulus Kal’s plays, but performed 
from the upper guard rather than the lower guard. 

4. From the low reverse grip guard, sweep up to snatch his high 
attack from the outside and grab your blade with your left hand to 
create a Scissors Hold at the wrist. 

 
The Dagger Held in Both Hands 
 
Use the dagger like the half-sword (Halbschwert) to make strong parries. 

 
1. Use the Oberschilt (Upper Shield) to 

forestall a high reverse grip attack. Wind 
your dagger’s pommel counter-clockwise 
over his hand to take his dagger away 
(left). 

2. Use the Unterschilt (Lower Shield) to 
forestall a forward grip attack below. Wind your dagger’s 

pommel clockwise, clasping his blade together with yours, to take his dagger away 
(right).  

 
Unarmed Defenses 
 
If you don’t have a drawn dagger, there are unarmed techniques to fall back upon. 

 
1. If he thrusts low, grab his hand with 

both of your hands and turn through to 
either break his arm over your shoulder 
or throw him (right). The two options 
feature different levels of violence in 
their responses to his attack. 

2. If he stabs down from above with the 
reverse grip, grab his wrist with your left hand. Drive your 

head through under his right arm and seize his right leg from the inside. Stand back 
up to thrown him down (left). 



Class V – Sword and Buckler 
  

A staple of medieval combative arts, our earliest extant treatise, Ms. I.33 is devoted 
exclusively to sword and buckler. The Liechtenauer tradition, whose earliest source is 
the next oldest surviving work, contains numerous treatises on the matter. This class 
draws from the works of Andres Lignitzer, Hans Talhoffer, and Paulus Kal. In contrast 
to Ms. I.33’s strong preference for keeping the sword and buckler held together, in the 
works of the Liechtenauer tradition, they often separate. With the buckler, the legs are a 
much more prominent target, for the buckler can continue to ward the head, mitigating 
the advantage of the Überlaufen principle we saw with the longsword. 
 

High Defense, Low Counter-Attack 
 
Paulus Kal includes the very simple technique of parrying an 
Oberhau with the buckler while attacking the leg with the sword. 
Much as Lignitzer’s more complicated set plays that follow in 
this class, Kal illustrates the principle of driving an opponent to 
focus on one opening whilst the combatant takes the fight to 
another undefended target. 
 
 
 

Trapping the Arm 
 
•  From a bind, snap out over his sword with your pommel 

to hook his wrist and at the same time wrench his neck 
with your blade (at upper right). 

• If wrenching his neck is impractical, use your buckler to 
push his right elbow. 

• Alternately, from the bind, wrap up his sword arm with 
your buckler arm (at lower right). This is just like the left 
arm defense seen with the dagger. 

• Talhoffer shows another entry into the buckler arm wrap 
in the 1459 Thott Codex (below). 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Attacking an Opponent’s Hand 
 
One risk of not warding both hands with one’s 
buckler is that of losing the sword hand. Hans 
Talhoffer shows the grisly results of this in a plate 
from his 1459 manuscript (at right). 
 
 

Andres Lignitzer’s Six Techniques 
 
These six plays, found in the Ringeck and von Danzig Fechtbücher and a number of 
other sources, employ the same theory as the longsword. The first five each focus on a 
different angle of attack, while the sixth is a half-sword method, coupled with a buckler 
taking. All of the cautions that apply to dagger fighting apply here too, particularly as 
the buckler can deliver a powerful punching blow to the face; the fighter must always 
use care when facing decoupled offensive and defensive weapons. 
 
1. The first technique begins with an Oberhau, which if bound thrusts, or then winds 

into Ochs, and then snaps over to the other side it need be. This is akin to the 
longsword plays of the Zornhau, or Stroke of Wrath. 

2. The second technique starts with an Unterhau with sword and shield together. The 
buckler remains in place while the sword “winds apart” to threaten his face. If he 
parries this with his shield, cut down to his left leg. 

3. The third technique begins with a Wechselhau (Changing Stroke) which leaves your 
sword low on your left side. From there, strike up against his sword with your short 
edge, and thence to his head with your long edge. If he parries this, separate the 
sword and buckler to thrust to the face. If he defends with sword and buckler, take 
the right leg with the sword. 

4. The fourth play starts with a Mittelhau (Middle Stroke) and then employs the 
Zwerchhau to both sides. Then deliver a Scheitelhau (Scalp Stroke) to the head, and 
change through below to thrust his groin. 

5. The fifth technique begins with a Sturzhau (Plunging 
Strike) – a Schielhau-like attack over his buckler. From 
this, change through around his shield to thrust inside 
to his body, and then cut down to his right leg. 

6. The sixth technique uses the left hand to hold the 
buckler and the sword’s blade, like the Halbschwert, so 
the right hand can take his buckler. Paulus Kal 
illustrates this technique (at right). 

 
 
 
 



Class VI – The Young Person’s Guide to the Poleaxe 
 

 

 
A judicial duel with axes, the “fight of 
justice of the Graf von Montfort” from 
the Schwäbische Chronik des Thomas 

Lirer, 1486 

The knightly poleaxe is a weapon that figures prominently in 
the corpus of German Fechtbücher, appearing in the 
illustrated works of Paulus Kal, Hans Talhoffer, and Peter 
Falkner, and others, as well as in an anonymous treatise at the 
end of the Vienna copy of Kal’s work.  
 
The axe can deliver a powerful blow with the head, thrust 
with either its spear tip or butt, hook an opponent’s head or 
leg, or lever him off his feet with its haft. In this way, it is all 
weapons: sword, spear, staff, and dagger. Its greatest 
advantage is being able to switch which side is giving offense 
– head or tail – should one or the other become tied up by the 
adversary’s weapon. Unlike the longsword however, it cannot 
readily change sides with the same end as its long haft 
prevents it from moving across the body. 

 

Guards with the Poleaxe 
 
All four of Liechtenauer’s primary guards – Ochs, Pflug, Alber, and vom Tag – may be 
framed with the axe; so may the secondary guards of the longsword. Learn to form 
these with either hand leading on the axe. The most useful starting guards for our 
discussion however will be: 
 
• Vom Tag, framed on either side, depending on which hand 

leads 
• Pflug, also framed on both sides 
• Nebenhut, framed particularly on the left side; this could also 

be called Pflug, but with the tail leading 

 
Nebenhut versus vom Tag, from the 1459 Hans Talhoffer manuscript 

 

Vom Tag versus Nebenhut, with 
both opponents stepping in, from 
the Vienna copy of Paulus Kal’s 

Fechtbuch 

Striking an Oberhau against another Oberhau 
 
As with the Zornhau with the longsword, the axe can break another stroke and thrust in 
opposition with his weapon.  



 
• You can wind the axe up into the guard Ochs to gain further 

leverage if needed. 
• Should he parry strongly, change through (Durchwechseln) with 

the tail of the axe and either thrust to his face with it or throw 
him forward or backward by laying it upon the back or front of 
his neck, respectively. 

• Shoot your axe’s tail through his hands behind his lead hand 
and take his axe away by pushing against his upper wrist and 
pulling against his lower wrist with your axe’s haft. Pass in 
conservatively with your trailing foot and then pass back out 
with it as you press his wrists to power the action. 

o You can also bring the tail under and through to press 
his elbow from the outside; step inside his forward leg 
as you do this to throw him forward to the ground. 

• DGZPS (Das geht zu paiden seitten): This works on both sides. 
• A blow akin to the Schielhau (Squinting Stroke) may also be 

used to “jam” his attack. 
 

 
 

 
An axe taking, from the 
Vienna Paulus Kal ms. 

 

 

The Nebenhut against Vom Tag 
 
As seen above, illustrated manuscripts commonly pit the left Nebenhut (Side Guard) 
against vom Tag, with the former held left hand leading, the latter with the right.  
 

 
Hooking the knee, from Paulus Kal’s Fechtbuch (c. 1470) 

• If you are in left Nebenhut, catch your 
opponent’s stroke on your axe’s tail or 
between your hands. From there, thrust to 
his foot or hook the outside of his right knee. 
It may be helpful to disengage and free your 
axe’s tail as you do this. 

• If you catch the stroke high between your 
hands, then this will put you in a position 
akin to the guard Kron (Crown); from this, 
thrust immediately to his face or drag him 
down by his neck with your axe head. 

 

 

Employing Pflug against Vom Tag 
 
You can assume right Pflug against an opponent in right 
vom Tag, or left Pflug against left vom Tag. In right Pflug, 
your left hand will lead with the axe. 
 
• Thrust preemptively to his head or under the armpit, if 

 
 



he gives you a tempo. 
o If he parries this, knocking the head downward, 

use the head to hook his forward leg or thrust to 
his foot. 

• If he strikes first, step while bringing your axe’s tail up 
and forward to meet his blow. Thrust to his face as you 
parry, or thrust under his lead hand and either break it 
free or throw him. 

o If he sets aside your parry, then attack his other 
side with the head of the axe to strike, thrust, or 
throw him. 

• If you’re the one in vom Tag and he’s in Pflug, hook over 
his haft with your tail as you step and hook his neck 
with the head to throw him over your right leg 

• The thrust from Pflug may also be performed from the 
guard Ochs. 

Moving the tail into place to parry from 
right Pflug, from the c. 1490 Peter 

Falkner Fechtbuch  

 
More Changing Through (Durchwechseln) with the Axe 
 

 

 
A thrust under the Kron, from 

the Peter Falkner Fechtbuch 

Changing through can be used readily with the 
axe, particular as both ends can be employed from 
similar ranges.  

 
• If you strike high and he goes to parries high 

in Kron, then strike short and thrust below his 
axe.  

• If you are in the low, left hand leading, guard, 
and he strikes from right vom Tag with the 
right hand leading, then allow his stroke to go 
by your axe’s tail. From there, hook his knee; 
strike his head, arm, or body; or wrench his 
neck. 

 

 


