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Welcome to topic # 028…  
Today, Master Paget and I will 
look at the sport of fencing 
during the Victorian period.



Shortly after moving into 221B 
with Sherlock Holmes, Dr. 

Watson provided a list of his flat 
mate’s characteristics.

Sherlock Holmes–his limits 

1. Knowledge of Literature.–Nil. 

2. ” ” Philosophy.–Nil. 

3. ” ” Astronomy.–Nil. 

4. ” ” Politics.–Feeble. 

5. ” ” Botany.–Variable. 

6. Knowledge of Geology.–Practical, 

but limited. 

7. Knowledge of Chemistry.–

Profound. 

8. ” ” Anatomy.–Accurate, but 

unsystematic. 

9. ” ” Sensational Literature.–

Immense. 

10. Plays the violin well. 

11. Is an expert singlestick player, 

boxer, and swordsman. 

12. Has a good practical knowledge of 

British law. 



Among them was his expertise as a 
swordsman and later, Holmes noted that 

fencing and boxing were his athletic 
tastes during his two years at college.



At the time of Holmes’ studies in 1874 
(when the case of the Gloria Scott occurred) 

fencing was still taught in colleges and 
special schools because of its role in dueling.



The shift to being only a sport, 
instead of determining a question 
of honor between two men, was 

not completed until 1890.



Fencing and swordplay 
date back to the 

Egyptians.



A bas-relief in a temple built 
in 1190 BC depicts a 

competition using sticks with 
bronze plates at the end.



Some combatants are shown wearing protective 
masks. Four centuries later, the sport appeared in 

the Greek Olympic games and was introduced into the 
Roman camps about a hundred years after that.



Sword fights continued 
through the centuries 
as a way of settling 

disputes.



During the age of chivalry, 
loyalty, bravery and truth 
were also determined by 
combat between knights.



In the late 1400s, 
swordsmanship exploded across 
Europe, the epicenters being in 

Germany and France.



Fencing guilds and academies taught the use 
of the rapier, and the French Fencing 

Academy formalized the positions used as the 
Prime, Seconde, Tierce, Quatre and lunge.



A romantic view of swordsmanship 
developed, emphasizing it as an art 
and as a means of defending one’s 

honor through dueling.



A man’s masculinity was 
determined in part by how many 
duels he had been involved in.



Dueling declined sharply in the 
mid-nineteenth century, and 

fencing moved to being a sport. 



The first Olympic games in 1896 included 
fencing with the foil (a flexible, light —

under one pound — sword with a 
rectangular cross section)…



…and the sabre (a weapon 
thirty-five inches long, 

stiffer than the foil with an 
“I” or “V” cross section). 



The épée (the stiffest sword with a 
triangular cross section and a “V” 
shaped groove in the middle) was 

included in the 1900 games.



The 1924 Olympics included 
women’s foil competition, 
but women’s épée was not 
introduced until 1996.



Because fencing with the foil had 
been taught in schools and most were 
skilled in its use, it became the first 
weapon used in sporting competitions.



A judge and four 
witnesses determined 
the victor in a “blank 

duel,” or match.



They would count the number 
of hits by the foil’s button 

end as well as the manner and 
relative speed of the strikes.



While not specified in the Sherlockian stories, 
given his participation in the sport during college, 

Sherlock was mostly likely as formidable an 
opponent with this weapon as with his fists.



… yes, but we’ll be 
back with another 

topic soon…

So we have completed 
topic # 028 in our 

series… 



References for this topic:

• Doyle, Arthur Conan; Ryan, Robert. The Complete Sherlock Holmes (Kindle Edition).  
• http://www.fencing.com/NewTFC/Fencing_History.html
• https://www.olympic.org/fencing-equipment-and-history
• http://www.swordsmen101.com/historyoffencing.html
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