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Notes from Maestro Selberg's Seminar 
These are some of the many things I was thinking about after attending Maestro Selberg's 
seminar, "American Fencing: Past, Present, and Future," at the Salem Classical Fencing 
club in Oregon, March 12 and 13.  

Thanks to Maestro Selberg I now have a better understanding of the key differences 
between "modern" and "post-modern" fencing. 

Modern Fencing 
Modern fencing: from roughly 1920 till 1960. 

• Built on 19th century tradition and pedagogy. 

o Fencing designed to enhance survival in duel (Aldo Nadi and Hans 
Halberstadt both fought duels) 

• Roots in clubs in many countries that did not necessarily compete against each 
other. 

• Came from attempt to create standards for international competition. 

Post-modern Fencing 
Post-modern fencing: from roughly 1960 till present. 

• Marked by changes caused by electrical scoring device. 

• New aesthetics, strategy, and tactics. 

Differences Between Modern and Post-modern Fencing 
Modern Fencing 
Based on right of way of an attack:  

• Comes from the fencer having the line (point threatening valid target). 

• Everything prior to taking the line is preparatory and by itself does not have right 
of way. 

o Attacks that take the line: direct attack (which is almost always parried), 
beat attack 

o Actions prior to taking the line: disengage, cutover 

o A beat disengage works when the opponent always parries directly against 
the beat 

• An attack must be parried or evaded. 

• If the action cannot be parried (i.e. no discernable line), then it most likely is not 
an attack. 
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Post-modern Fencing 
Also based on right of way, but style changed: 

• Goal is to get the light to go off. 

• Point doesn't necessarily threaten target. 

• Hand doesn't necessarily precede foot. 

The right of way is also determined by an attack that threatens target, but attacks can be 
direct or indirect. (see USFA 2004 Rules, t.7 and t.8) 

Simple (i.e. one tempo) attacks that have right of way: 

• Direct 

• Disengage 

• Coupe 

Attack is the arm extending. (see USFA Rules 2004, t.56).  

Results of Differences 
Modern fencing has discrete tempo that leads to extended phrase (parry, riposte, counter, 
counter-riposte, all with variation in line.). 

Post-modern has an elongated tempo (which might actually be broken tempo) that leads 
to a compressed phrase (attack, counter-attack, remise, remise of counter attack, etc.). 

Implications for right of way 

• Post-modern right of way is the action of starting the attack. 

• Modern right of way comes from having the line. 

• Post-modern compound attack has continuous disengages and coupes that allow 
no stop thrust. 

• Modern compound attack vulnerable to stop thrust. 

Modern fencing was designed for human judging. 

• Fencers have to show they have right of way. 

• Fencers have to show that they hit their opponent. 

Post-modern fencing moves fast and relies on technology. 

• The scoring device alone registers hits. 

• Directors look for halts in action (tempo) rather than correct execution of 
technique. 

• A beat or parry is now heard not seen. The line might not have been taken. 

• A point above a fencers shoulder or head can still hit a fencer, thus, moving the 
point makes it a threat because it can be the start of an attack. 
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The key concepts of modern and post-modern fencing are not dissimilar: 

Concept Modern Post-modern 
Tempo Yes Yes 
Line Yes Yes 
Right of way Yes  Yes 
Attack Line Arm extending 
Hand first then feet Yes Yes* 

* Rule not necessarily followed by post-modern referee.  
Note: According the post-modern rules, bent arm attacks and waving the point at the 
ceiling doesn't constitute an attack, but in practice many referees award right of way to 
the fencer moving first aggressively. (My opinion: there are cultural differences at work: 
in America, the rule of law is fundamental, while in the Europe tradition, hierarchy and 
allegiance to national culture may sometimes trump rules.)  

Similarities and differences in what constitutes right of way: 

Has right of way? Modern Post-modern 
Line Yes Yes 
Direct thrust Yes Yes 
Disengage  No Yes 
Coupe No  Yes 

The differences had major implications for the stop thrust, which is the reality test against 
a faulty attack that does not take the line: 

Stop thrust into: Takes right of way? 
Modern 

Takes right of way? 
Post-modern 

Direct thrust No No 
Disengage  Yes No 
Coupe Yes No 
Compound attack Yes  Yes** 
Action after tempo break*** Yes Yes 

**In practice, post-modern referees award right of way to fast and continuously moving 
compound attacks. 

***The post-modern tempo break is more of a short attack, or complete stop, rather than 
the modern understanding of the end of a simple action, but before the beginning of 
another.  

Note: In post-modern refereeing the stop thrust is more likely called an attack into 
preparation. 
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Last Thoughts 
At the beginning of the seminar, I was confused by Maestro Selberg's announcement that 
he was going to discuss modern, as opposed to post-modern fencing. I had always 
thought of electrically scored fencing as being modern, and what preceded it as having 
been classical, if not steam age, fencing. When first hearing Maestro Selberg's taxonomy, 
I admit now to having had some initial skepticism. At the end of his seminar, I stand in 
agreement with Maestro Selberg. 
 
The best way to understand the difference between modern and post-modern fencing is to 
examine the attack. The post-modern attack is the action of the attack occurring, rather 
than the presence of the actual line. The attack is now more the product of a fencer's 
intentionality, and not the demonstrable evidence of having first taken the line. Therefore, 
sport fencing is a phenomenological pursuit, one fully deserving its new post-modern 
label.  
 
Because of its emphasis on predictability, repeatability, efficiency, and empirical 
verification,: actions all focused on a results driven outcome, post-modern fencing's 
predecessor was very much modern in every sense of the word. The real irony is that 
post-modern fencing owes its beginning to modern fencing's introduction of technology 
designed to provide objective proof of a valid hit. No doubt there are important lessons to 
be learned that may apply outside of fencing. 
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Appendix: Post-modern Fencing Rules 
The following are excerpts of important post-modern fencing rules. My intention is to 
provide examples of the rules and not to take lines out of context to support my narrow 
viewpoint and trigger arguments (that's what the Bible is for).  

Post-modern fencing rules come from modern fencing and represent a blend of different 
fencing traditions that came from different clubs, countries, and time periods. Keep in 
mind that post-modern fencing referees do not necessarily follow the intent or letter of 
the rules, but instead follow the constraints of their culture and technology. 

F.I.E. REGLEMENT TECHNIQUE, édition MARS 2005 
§ 1. Temps 
t.6 Le temps d'escrime est la durée d'exécution d'une action simple. 
§ 3. Explication: 
t.8 Actions offensives 
a) Attaque 
L'action est simple lorsqu'elle est exécutée en un seul mouvement: soit directe (dans la même 
ligne), soit indirecte (dans une autre ligne). T.8 
 
L'attaque est l'action offensive initiale exécutée en allongeant le bras et menaçant 
continuellementla surface valable de l'adversaire, précédant le déclenchement de la fente ou de 
la flèche (Cf. t.56  ss, t.75 ss).   
  
 

USFA Fencing Rules 2004 
t . 7 The offensive actions are the attack, the riposte and the counter-riposte. 

— The attack is the initial offensive action made by extending the arm and continuously threatening the 
opponent’s target, preceding the launching of the lunge or flèche (cf. t.56ss, t.75ss). 
3 . Explanation 

t . 8 Offensive actions 

(a) The attack 

The action is simple when it is executed in one movement and is 

— either direct (in the same line) 

— or indirect (in another line). 

The action is compound when it is executed in several movements. 
2. Respect of the fencing phrase 

t . 5 6 (a) Every attack, that is every initial offensive action, which is correctly executed must be parried or 
completely avoided and the phrase 

must be followed through — that is to say, coordinated (cf. t.7). 

In order to judge the correctness of an attack the following points must be considered: 

1. The simple attack, direct or indirect (cf. t.8), is correctly executed when the extending of the arm, the point 
threatening the valid target, precedes the initiation of the lunge or the flèche. 
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2 . The compound attack (cf. t.8) is correctly executed when the arm is extending in the presentation of the 
first feint, with the point threatening the valid target, and the arm is not bent between the successive actions 
of the attack and the initiation of the lunge or the flèche. 

3 . The attack with a advance-lunge or a advance-flèche is correctly executed when the extending of the arm 
precedes the end of the step forward and the initiation of the lunge or the flèche. 

4 . Actions, simple or compound, steps or feints which are executed with a bent arm, are not considered as 
attacks but as preparations, laying themselves open to the initiation of the offensive or defensive/offensive 
action of the opponent (cf. t.8). 

To judge the priority of an attack when analysing the fencing phrase, it should be noted that: 

5 . If the attack is initiated when the opponent is not ‘point in line’ (cf. t.10), it may be executed either with a 
direct thrust, or by a disengage, or by a cut-over, or may even be preceded by a beat or successful feints 
obliging the opponent to parry. 

6 . If the attack is initiated when the opponent is ‘point in line’ (cf. t.10), the attacker must, first, deflect the 
opponent’s blade. Referees must ensure that a mere grazing of the blades is not considered as sufficient to 
deflect the opponent’s blade (cf. t.60/2a). 
t . 5 9 (d) When compound attacks are made, the opponent has the right to stop hit; but to be valid, the stop 
hit must precede the conclusion of the attack by an interval of fencing time; that is to say that the stop hit 
must arrive before the attacker has begun the final movement of the attack. 
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