Course Notes:

Body Mechanics from Primary Sources
Presented by M. Christian Fournier
at the Arts & Sciences Faire of TRM Radagaisus et Ceinwen, May 29, AS XLV

About the Course: Martial arts is, in some fundamental way, about control. Control of a situation, control
of an opponent, control of your own body and its movements. The European martial artists of the 15th
and 16th century understood this, and they were lucky to have some of the greatest masters of illustration
the world has ever known to document it. Working through active exploration of visual evidence from 3
primary sources, we will develop an understanding how those authors understood body mechanics, and
apply that understanding to our own fighting.

Course Agenda:
I. Introduction to sources:
1. Fabian von Auerswald (1539),
wrestling master in the court of the
Elector Count Johanes Friderich von
Sachssen; woodcuts from the shop of
Lucas Cranach the Elder
2. Albrecht Dürer (1512), three sets of
sketches (numbered 1-120, 1-22 and
1-58-- 180 sketches in all) dated at the
beginning of Dürerʼs four-year hiatus
from painting (brought on by his dismay
at the inadequate prices for which his
paintings were selling)

3. Paulus Hector Mair (1542), compilation of
fechtbucher from his collection, made at
exceptional cost using fund heʼd embezzled
through his position as a civil servant in
Augsburg (he was hanged for his crimes in
1579); paintings by Jörg Breu the Younger,
whose best known work is shown here.

II. Stance.
Whatʼs desired in a stance?
Auerswald 8: Frames and broken frames!!

!

!

Dürer 26: Effortless force

A good stance provides a frame for your defense, and a platform from which to effortlessly
launch offensive actions.
Auerswald 24: Power chain!!

!

!

!

!

!

Dürer 18: Strength of structure

Dürer 1-7 & 1-10: Feet and hips

Consider how the directions of the feet affects the ability to access power in the hips.
Consider how the use of the heel (raised or planted) affects the power of the frame.

Mair 7: Hands in open spaces! !

!

!

!

!

!

!

Dürer 1-5: Coordination of forces

Notice the hand positions: both players" " " " "
have their hands in the open space in front of them,""
creating a right triangle with their feet." " " " "
" " " " " " " " " " " " " " "
" " " " " " " " " " " " " " "

"
"
"
"
"

The player on our right is acting.
What is he doing? What elements
are part of that action? It only works
if he coordinates his handwork and
footwork!

III. Leverage.
"

What does “leverage” mean to a fighter?

Why does it matter?

Dürer 1-58: Long levers

Auerswald 2: Short levers

Which is better, to have a long or short lever?

(Hint: Itʼs a trick question).

Dürer 3-1: Power & Structure in motion

Dürer 3-5: Chambered and spent

Consider how movement deforms structure.
How can you use that deformation, rather
than fighting it?
How can you ensure you end your motion in
a new and useful structure?

One of these fighters has just initiated an
aggressive action. The other is about to.
What are the signs of this? What does this
tell you about the structures each is using?

Mid-Course Exam: Mair 98: Exploiting Leverage

Which fighter has a structure that is chambered, and which is spent?
Considering all of the plates weʼve seen so far, which are reflected in this plate?
Which lines of attack are open to the figure on our left, who finds the enemy at his back?

IV. Application.
"

Time to put it all together, and make it our own so that we can use it in our fighting.

Dürer 1-41: Charging in!!

!

!

The figure on our left is charging, "
with forces coordinated and solid""
structure.

Mair 4: The foot

Look at the rear feet of both players. Why are their heels
up off the ground? How does that change their structures?

Dürer 2-1 & 2-4: Swords over and under! !

In plate 1, the figure with the sword above his opponentʼs sword has the advantage. In plate 4,
itʼs just the opposite. So, since mere height doesnʼt seem to determine advantage, what does?

Mair 9: Strong and Weak

Who has more leverage in this bind? (Hint: look at the feet)

Dürer 37: Binding with the shield! !

!

!

Mair 50: Winding

What makes this shieldman powerful? " "

"

Why did the figure on our right win this fight?

V. Final exam
"

Who has more leverage in each engagement below? How can you tell?

Dürer 3-21 & 3-22 !

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

Dürer 2-9

Mair 12

Comments on sources and notes:
You can find Fabian von Auerswaldʼs book, 85 Plays of the Art of Wrestling, translated by
myself, at http://www.klocktower.org/ringen/auerswald/ . Originals are available at the Newberry
Library (accessible to the public) and the Yale University Library (contact a Yale librarian for
public-access policies).
Albrecht Dürerʼs Fechtbook was published in facsimile, with extensive commentary (in German)
by Friedrich Dörnhöffer, apparently in the late 19th century. A full copy is available in five parts
at http://www.fioredeiliberi.org/topics/ ; the original is at Michigan State University (contact MSU
Library for public access policies).
A copy of Paulus Hector Mairʼs book (with text in Latin) is at the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek,
and digital images are available through their website; Iʼve created a simple link to find it at
http://tinyurl.com/phmair . Another copy (with text in German) is at the Sächsiche
Landesbibliothek in Dresden. Digital copies have recently been made available on their
website; an easy link is at http://tinyurl.com/phmair-de . I do not know the access policies for
either of these libraries.

IMPORTANT NOTE:
Images presented here may be under copyright, and are used here without permission,
under educational fair use rights under United States copyright law.

In the notes above, bold face is most often used to refer to plate numbers within a primary
source; commentary with those references was created by myself, based on my own
interpretations of what is depicted, and specifically in reference to the use of that image in this
course. As such, the descriptions in this document should not be used to interpret these images
in any other context: Many of these images, when considered in the context of the images
around them within each book, clearly emphasize important concepts that are not highlighted in
this course.
In other words: you should go read the entirety of the book youʼre interested in, and when you
do, you should forget the titles I gave to these images here!

This course was created and first presented in 2010, by James Klock of Chicago, IL. Any
original materials herein to which I hold copyright are hereby released for use under the Gnu
Public License (GPL)

Finally, Iʼd like to express my appreciation to Sydney Anglo, whose 2000 book The Martial Arts
of Renaissance Europe (Yale University Press) was a tremendous inspiration for this work.

