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 The Sabre in Spain through Fencing Treatises 
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Universidade de Santiago de Compostela 

gurnemanz@hotmail.es 

Abstract – The sabre was introduced to Spain and other Hispanic countries from 
abroad, leading to the establishment of a Spanish sabre school based on the 
principles of Destreza. Several types of fencing books can be found. There were 
books on sabre instruction for the army and navy with simple techniques but also 
more developed works designed both for officers’ fencing and duelling and or for 
civilian duelling, and later for sportive entertainment. 
There are a considerable number of extant treatises, mainly available in 
continental Spain but also in the Americas. Many of the authors were army or navy 
officers who were also teaching in military institutions. The evolution of sabre 
fencing is followed until the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Keywords – Sabre, Destreza, Spanish school, bibliography 

I. INTRODUCTION 
The Destreza is a fighting system that was developed in Hispanic countries during the 
end of the fifteenth century. It acquired a widespread distribution primarily in the parts 
of the world under Hispanic influence. The central weapon is the sword, alone or with 
other side arms (dagger, buckler, rotella, cape and many others), although its principles 
can be applied to any weapon (the montante, flail and polearms are specifically 
mentioned). The Destreza was a very long-lasting fencing tradition; it lasted well into the 
nineteenth century until it faded into oblivion, replaced by other contemporary schools 
of fencing.1 

The swords of the early period of Destreza were very different to later ones, but we can 
see also that as new weapons like the sabre or bayonet were added, Destreza principles 
were stretched as far as possible to accommodate the new arms. 

Besides the incorporation of the sabre to the Destreza tradition there were other practices 
inspired either by contemporary European schools and theories, or through the use of 
the sabre as a military weapon, with its own teaching methodology recorded in military 
regulations. 

During the seventeenth century a considerable number of fencing publications were 
produced in Hispanic countries, most of them concerning Destreza sword. In the 

                                                           
* In order to ease the reading and diminish the number of  footnotes, the author uses the reference 
system author-date in this article. 
1 There is a detailed review in Valle Ortiz, “The Destreza Verdadera: a global phenomenon”, pp. 324-353. 
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eighteenth century very few books were published, but among them some dealt with the 
sabre. It is in the nineteenth century when again a lot of fencing books were published in 
Spain, this time with the sabre as one of the main subjects. 

II. EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 
In Spanish sources one of the first mentions of sabre fencing is in the book of Juan 
Nicolas Perinat (1758a), Arte de esgrimir florete y sable. This is a small oblong volume 
with plenty of plates: its purpose is to be the fencing instruction manual for the 
midshipmen at the naval academy of Cadiz. The smallsword is the intended weapon for 
officers while the sabre is for soldiers and sailors, but the knowledge of sabre fencing is 
useful for future officers because it can be used in some combat situations. For the most 
part it deals with smallsword fencing but the last pages are dedicated to very simple sabre 
fencing, describing only basic cuts and some advice for encounters with men wielding 
smallswords. At the end it describes La escaramuza, a technique for dealing with multiple 
opponents (Perinat, 1758a: 37).  

The weapon represented on the plates is a naval cutlass type of sword. 

The system described in the book is similar to contemporary French works (le Perche, 
1750) and it is not based on Destreza theory. This book was issued as an attempt to 
replace the old Destreza tradition with modern weapons and techniques: during this 
period of the Enlightenment the Spanish Navy was a very innovative institution, 
introducing and updating new methods of engineering and navigating, whilst also making 
advances with tactics, geography and many other subjects. There are several manuscripts 
of this work, either original or copies, probably due to its use by the pupils of the naval 
school (Perinat, 1757) (Perinat, 1758b) (Perinat, s.XVIIIa) (Perinat, s.XVIIIb) (Perinat, 
s.XVIIIc). 

The next mention we have of sabre fencing in Spain comes from the Encyclopedia 
Methódica, a translation of the French Encyclopedie Methodique, published in Madrid 
(Sanz, 1791) during a period of political upheaval that allowed for the introduction of 
some foreign books and ideas. Some years later, however, the Inquisition reacted, 
forbidding any further advancements and banning the introduction of the French 
Enciclopedie volumes into Spain. (Donato, 1992: 161) 

In this book we have the translation of material already published in Angelo (1763), 
Girard, and other French sources. Specific instruction for the use of the sabre is not 
presented: rather, it is shown as a weapon to fight against (Sanz, 1791: 520). The plates 
engraved for this edition (Sanz, 1791b) follow the originals from the French edition with 
some minor changes. 
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III. NINETEENTH CENTURY 
One of the earliest references we have of sabre fencing in Hispanic countries is the Simon 
de Frias treatise (Frias, 1809). It is very interesting because it deals with civilian sabre 
fencing. It uses the Destreza terminology and was published in Mexico. All of this makes 
this work a very special example of the development of sabre fencing in Hispanic 
countries, and probably one of the last attempts to use the Destreza in a practical way. 
The author was a Destreza master, with the official title and having passed his 
examination. He claims that it is the first sabre book: in the foreword (Frias, 1809: xi) he 
mentions as forerunners Perinat (1738) and Angelo (1763) but says that they only showed 
the subject in a marginal way. The text, although it quotes Rada (Frias, 1809: 124, 193), 
presents guards, cuts, thrust and parries like conventional fencing schools: only the 
terminology following the Destreza patterns and the importance of aggression and 
disarming (Conclusión) remember the Destreza. 

We have also the military works. One of the early sources is a book of plates 
demonstrating different aspects of military sabre for the cavalry, including Spanish army 
uniforms inspired by Napoleonic models (Vizcaino, 1819). This book comprises 40 plates 
and makes reference to paragraphs of the cavalry instruction manual from 1815 (Spain, 
1815). This is the first time that a specific military method of training sabre was published 
in Spain. The manual instructs the soldier as to the basic principles of cuts and parries 
and also to particular situations such as defending the horse or fighting infantry. There is 
another edition of these lithographic plates printed in Barcelona (Vizcaino, 1820), one of 
the first lithographs printed in Spain. 

In the nineteenth century many cavalry regulations included a section on the use of the 
sabre, starting with the Cavalry Regulations of 1815 (Spain, 1815), the first ones to include 
a section on sabre fencing and its teaching method.  

In Spain the national militia required sabre instruction, so a chapter was included in a 
cavalry regulation manual (Breve instrucción, 1821: 61-84, 118-122). 

Others followed (Spain, 1824) (Spain, 1825) (Spain, 1844) (Spain, 1847) (Spain, 1850) 
(Spain, 1851a) (Spain, 1851b). 

In Manila (Philippines), then a Spanish colony, a manual for a local cavalry regiment, 
Lanceros de Luzon, which inclued sabre management was published (Spain, 1855). 

More titles were published (Spain, 1861) (Spain, 1869a) (Spain, 1869b) (Spain, 1872) 
(Spain, 1876) (Spain, 1877) (Spain, 1880) (Spain, 1882) (Spain, 1886) (Spain, 1887a) (Spain, 
1887b) 

For the naval squadron based on Habana an English book was translated by Juan José 
Martínez, a navy officer (Martinez, 1832). This book is a translation of the manual used 
by General Keane in Jamaica, that itself was inspired by the work of Angelo (1819). 

The military use of sabre was also recorded in Mexico, where a General and later 
president, Mariano Arista, published a book about sabre fencing on horseback, Teoria 
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para el manejo del sable a caballo (Arista, 1840: ii). The author announces in the prologue 
to have taken inspiration from a French book, Théorie sur l’escrime a à cheval (Muller, 
1816). 

The military sabre was sometimes introduced following foreign patterns, as in the case of 
the translation of A progressive course on fencing by the French author François Bauge, 
that was eventually published in Cuba (Bauge, 1842). 

A book published in Portugal (Osorio y Gomez, 1842) includes a section on sabre fencing 
on horseback. This book is a translation of a Spanish treatise (Thomase, 1823) but the 
horse plates are not included in the original. 

Some works were intended for civilian use, mainly duelling, as shown by a manuscript 
from Pastor de Casal including fleuret and pistol (Pastor, 1840). 

The short stick was used as an introduction to or a trainer for the sabre: some published 
books were devoted entirely or at least in part to this weapon, like that from Balbino 
Cortés, a retired captain (Cortés, 1851). 

In 1854 José Cucala y Bruño, who belonged to the Destreza tradition (Teniente mayor 
del Reino y examinador en la Ciencia filososofica y matemática en la Destreza de las 
armas), published a fencing manual comprising several parts (Cucala, 1854). One of them 
is sabre fencing for infantry, developing a system very similar to French fencing. A section 
on sabre for cavalry presents a simpler method, mainly employing basic cuts and parries, 
and a section on sabre on horse against lance. 

Jaime Merelo y Casademunt, a teacher of fencing in the infantry college, published a book 
on sabre fencing (Merelo, 1862) with a second edition (Merelo, 1879). This book is 
directed to the officers of the army. He follows the Destreza terminology, applying 
principles such as means of proportion, angles, movements, changes of line, disarms 
(conclusión), and even the atajo concept. This can be considered as one of the main 
exponents of the Spanish sabre school.  

A brother of Jaime, José Merelo y Casademunt, also a teacher in several military 
academies, published a small oblong manual on Spanish sabre (Merelo 1878). He follows 
the same principles as his brother with Destreza-related terms and techniques, disarms 
(conclusión), and atajo. 

A third Merelo, Alfredo, the son of José, also wrote a book on sabre fencing, the Manual 
de esgrima de sable y lanza (Merelo, 1880), intended for military officers. He also recorded 
the diagonal line changes and atajo as recommended techniques. 

Some fencing books were presented as booklets in miscellaneous popular collections, 
achieving considerable success and several reprints in new editions. The Manual de 
Esgrima (Heraud, 1864) by Antonio Heraud y Clavijo de Soria was published again in 
1877, 1892 and 1912. It includes several weapons: sword, sabre, fleuret, stick, and even 
dagger, cape and knife. It follows the standard divisions of cuts and parries and offers 
some council on duelling. 
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In Portugal the work of Francisco Adolfo Celestino Soares appeared twice in a popular 
collection (Soares, 1883, 1898) 

A small pamphlet from a divulgate collection includes very short comments on sabre 
fencing (Lorca, 1896).  

Federico Gerona y Enseñat, a cavalry officer, wrote a book on sabre fencing (Gerona, 
1877). In a second edition he added a chapter on horseback fencing (Gerona, 1882). The 
author was a pupil of Master Nicolas “el Zuavo” (Gerona, 1877: 10), an old French soldier 
established as a fencing master in Spain. The book is a simplification of current fencing 
techniques, eliminating any references to Destreza or its terminology. 

In Portugal authors such as Adolfo Augusto Nandin de Carvalho, a naval officer who 
received education from the naval schools of Spain, Portugal and England, offered some 
aspects of military sabre in their writings. Carvalho specifies the use of naval sabre and 
bayonet sabre (Carvalho, 1878). 

Liborio Vendrell y Eduart wrote a small treatise on sabre (Vendrell, 1879) where he 
disclaims all of the old schools, adopting modern and simplified ways of fencing. 

Luis Cenzano y Zamora, an army officer, wrote the small Manual de esgrima de sable, 
(Cenzano, 1882). The scope of the book is instruction for military use, but he still uses 
Destreza terms like acute, obtuse and right angles, nails up, down, and in the air, and 
concepts like atajo and disarms (conclusion). 

The same year appeared another manual of sabre, Enseñanza general de la esgrima del 
sable by José Cortés y Dominguez (Cortés, 1882). This author is credited with a 
manuscript regarding sabre fencing on horse (Cortés, 1883), but even today it remains 
unknown.  

In America there were several books on sabre fencing, most of them written by army 
officers and directed towards its use in warfare or duelling. In Cuba an army officer, 
Luciano Aneiros Pazos, is said to have published a sabre fencing manual, Método de 
esgrima del sable (Aneiros, 1882). Although there are bibliographic references, I have not 
seen any copies. 

A Spanish officer, Mariano Sabat y Fargas, emigrated to Uruguay where he joined the 
army, reaching the degree of colonel: he also taught fencing at the military college. He 
published a book on sabre fencing (Sabat, 1883). 

In Habana, Don Eduardo Cuevas published a small treatise on sabre (Cuevas, 1887). 

Sofanor Parra, a Chilean military officer, published a fencing manual for military use 
(Parra, 1889). 

There is a further sabre fencing treatise from Chile (Esgrima general de sable, 1894). 
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The Baron of Bischoffshausen, a military man of German origin also active in Chile, 
published Reglamento de esgrima de sable i lanza (Bischoffshausen, 1895) for the 
instruction of cavalry soldiers. 

In Portugal appeared a manual for the army’s fencing instruction by Antonio Domingos 
Pinto Martins (Martins, 1895). There are sections on sword, sabre, and fleuret but for the 
most part they are sport oriented. 

Another Manual de esgrima was published by the Portuguese army the same year 
(Portugal, 1895).  

C. León Broutin, a fencing master of French family origins, includes a chapter on sabre 
in his book on fencing (Broutin, 1894). It follows the French school and includes advice 
on duelling. 

The book of Gegorio María Dueñas is a very brief treatise including some basic cuts and 
parries (Dueñas, 1895). It is intended mainly for use in duels, although the author shows 
he is not completely favourable towards them: he argues that in some cases it could be 
justified, even going so far as to state that is more humanitarian to kill a man than to maim 
him for life (Dueñas, 1895: 6). 

Also focusing on the duel is the work of Adelardo Sanz, Esgrima del sable y 
consideraciones sobre el duelo (Sanz, 1886). 

In the last years of the nineteenth century Antonio Álvarez García, an army officer who 
saw service first in Spain and later in Cuba, wrote several fencing treatises. Many of them 
are devoted to the sabre (Alvarez, 1882; Alvarez, 1886; Alvarez, 1892; Alvarez, 1896), and 
as the author explains in the introduction (Alvarez, 1892: 19), the sabre is a weapon most 
convenient for the defence of an officer using his regulation weapon or a civilian his 
walking stick. At the end of the book (Alvarez, 1896: 61) there is some advice on duelling, 
although the author discourages its practice as an outdated social convention. 

The translation of French fencing manuals was a means of introducing foreign schools 
to Spain and other countries. In Argentina was published a translation of a book by F. 
Roussel, Tratado sobre la esgrima, florete y sable (Roussel, 1893). 

Some French fencing manuals were translated very soon after their first appearance, as in 
the case of the Manual de esgrima florete espada y sable by Emile André (1897), published 
one year after the original French edition (Andre, 1896). There are reflections on the use 
of the sabre by soldiers, either as a weapon of war, or for the duel, although it was 
becoming less common by this time. The use of lighter sabres was favoured for sports 
training (Andre, 1897: 231-3). 

At the same time translations of the Italian sabre manuals by Massaniello Parise were 
published in Mexico (Parise, 1898). 
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IV. TWENTIETH CENTURY 
Many fencing manuals included a section on sabre. Pedro Carbonel, master of arms of 
King Alfonso XIII and very active at the turn of the century, wrote a book on fencing, 
Teoría y práctica de la esgrima, where every notion of Destreza is absent (Carbonel, 1900). 

In Argentina the Italian master Scipione Ferretto published a book on sabre fencing 
(Ferretto, 1901). During the course of the century there was a growth of fencing and 
duelling in Argentina. Several Italian masters were established there, and the Jockey Club 
and Club de Gimnasia y esgrima become centres for the practice and learning of fencing 
(Gayol, 2005). 

Although the duel was becoming less common, there were works focused on its practice 
with different arms, including the sabre, which were still being published. A book by a 
Spanish infantry captain was edited several times during the first years of the twentieth 
century (Sánchez-Melgar, 1902a, 1902b, 1904, 1907). 

Several divulgative publications included sections on sabre fencing. This included a brief 
text by Felipe Navarro Izquierdo (Navarro, 1901), one by Antonio Viada, and another is 
to be found in Creus (1917). Other texts were published later in the twentieth century but 
focused on the sabre only as a sporting weapon. 

V. CONCLUSIONS 
The sabre made its appearance in Hispanic countries comparatively later than in other 
countries, mainly as a military weapon. There were attempts to incorporate the sabre into 
the Destreza system and so we can speak of a specific school of sabre fencing based on 
Destreza during the nineteenth century The influence of foreign books and translations 
were also introducing new systems of sabre fencing to Hispanic countries. The purpose 
of these books was oriented to the personal defence of military officers or duelling.  

For the military use of sabre during the nineteenth century there are several published 
official regulations where the sabre is taught to soldiers, and directions as to its use are 
given. 

By the end of the nineteenth century and during the twentieth century, the sporting 
application of sabre fencing was increasing, relegating the military sabre to a ceremonial 
use only. 
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