An Introduction to Albrecht Dürer’s Fechtbuch- James Roberts, Medieval Armed Combat Society, South Africa

(The accompanying pdf copy is of the book by Friederich Dörnhöffer, first published in 1910. The book is now in the public domain. These scans were obtained from the University of Michigan Library, which kindly made scans of each page available on its website. This pdf copy was made to make the images from the fechtbuch more widely available)

Albrecht Dürer is not a name many people outside the WMA community associated with fighting and violence. Noted both for his artistry and his humanist ideas, Dürer was based in Nuernburg (Nuremberg) at the turn of the 16th Century. He was well- traveled, pursuing his interests in the arts and mathematics, and visited much of Germany, Italy and the Netherlands during his life. At a relatively early stage in his career (1512), Dürer prepared two sets of sketches which we now refer to as the Dürer fechtbuch. 

Strictly speaking, the “fechtbuch” is neither Dürer’s, nor is it finished. The sketches were prepared as a commission (for an unknown patron, most likely a wealthy burger judging from the content of the manuscripts), and we can only assume it was never finished owing to problems with this patron (death or defaulting on a payment would both result in the commission being abandoned). My understanding is that two copies of the manuscript are extant- one in Breslau (now Wroclaw in Poland, but still in Germany when Dörnhöffer was writing) and the other in the British Museum (previously Vienna, if I understand correctly). 

The manuscript contains 120 sketches of wrestling, accompanied by text, but the rest of the sketches are unglossed. The text is in handwriting tentatively identified as Dürer’s, though it is quite possible a scribe was employed for this purpose. One set of sketches is just that- rough sketches outlining the pictures to come. The other set of sketches has been inked, and shows Dürer’s mastery of perspective and his understanding of human anatomy. One misapprehension that usually accompanies the manuscript is that Dürer himself was involved with one of the fighting guilds of the time. There is no proof that I can find that Dürer fought, though his father is known to have been a goldsmith, an occupation often associated with the fighting guilds. What is for certain is that Dürer had knowledgeable men pose as models for the sketches. There would have been no shortage of such men in Nuernburg at this time, a growing centre of commerce and humanist thought.

Dörnhöffer makes much of the fact that some of the sketches in the manuscript are identical to those found in Codex Wallerstein. However, as he seems to have considered the Wallerstein manuscript the oldest German manual existing, Dörnhöffer appears to overstate his case in many ways. For instance, some of the dagger moves are identical to those in Fiore de Liberi’s Flos Duellatorum, and there are other sketches similar to those in Talhoffer’s fechtbuche. The strongest correlation put forward by Dörnhöffer (Table, pages LXXX and LXXXI) relate to the wrestling sequence, where 82 of the 120 images have counterparts in Wallerstein. This success rate is much lower with the weapon related images.

The images of weapon usage cover both familiar and unfamiliar territory for those of us who study the European martial arts, and the German traditions especially. The first set of images is of longsword (starting on Tafel 41). These sketches are perhaps the most difficult to interprete, but cover halfswording and wrestling on the sword, as well as more normal sparring. The distance between the combatants is extremely close, and it would appear that Dürer is representing the resolution of a pass, i.e. the movement from the bind in which one or the other of the combatants is struck.

The dagger section (starting on Tafel 48) is easier to interpret than the longsword section. Many of the moves are reminiscent of moves from Fiore’s Flos Duellatorum. Unlike Fiore’s figures, in which the handwork preparatory to a throw or disarm is generally shown without the leg positioning, Dürer shows the leg positions involved in the throws clearly. The manuscript also contains Dürer’s solution to the over-the-shoulder armbreak (sketch 18), in which the dagger wielder steps back from the break, toppling his attacker backwards.

The messer section of the manuscript is the largest collection of messer images in the German tradition, prior to Paulus Hector’s work on the dussack some 30 years later. Numerous differences can be discerned from the messerplay described by Leckuckner/Lebkommer in earlier German sources, though many similarities exist. For instance, Dürer depicts not only the Leckuckner guards of Luginslant (Look- into- land, the messer held above the head, long edge to opponent), Stier (Steer, arm above the head but long edge facing up and point at opponent’s face), Eber (Boar, messer at waist, point at opponent) and Pasteien (Bastion, messer point directed at ground), but also guards similar to the 1st and 2nd wards from I.33 (the tower fechtbuch on sword and buckler). Also show is a guard in which the messer is held at the waste, but with the long edge up and the point on line with the opponent. The messer plays themselves involve a number of short edge blows from the bind, and reflect strokes like the Enrüsthaw mentioned in Leckuckner, as well as numerous halfsword and wrestling techniques.

The last few sequences in the book are unusual. They depict messer and dagger (in which the dagger is moved in a similar manner to a buckler, the messer countering and the dagger then controlling the opposing blade. The next section shows messer against longsword, which shows the longsword’s vulnerability to halfswording and cuts at the hand, as well as the messer’s defensive frailities (one sketch shows a longsword cut “blowing” through a messer parry). The last section shows messer against dagger. Here, the dagger wielder is shown cutting at the opponent’s wrist, both from the inside and outside, in a manner reminiscent of Silver’s dagger play.

In short, the manuscript contains a wealth of information for those of us studying the single sword, dagger, wrestling, or the German tradition in general. Hopefully, as more people work with these sketches and Dörnhöffer’s covering material, I will be able to expand and improve this essay (comments to james@armoury.co.za).

