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A club with an edge’

othy Dawson

‘A club with an edge’

The image of medieval and Renaissance weaponry in Europe, just
as many other areas of life in the period, is the subject of many
widely accepted ‘facts’ of uncertain origin. The remark that gives
this article its title embodies two of the most widespread of these...

he two ideas it expresses are that
swords of the narrowly-defined
‘Middle Ages’ (that is pnor 1o

¢. 1400, 10 pick a somewhat arbitrary
figure) were clumsy, heavy bludgeoning
implements, and that, conversely, swords
(after ¢.1400)
and especially the late Renmissance,

This

dichotomy is by no means confined to

of the ‘Renmssance’

were light and dexterous tools

proponents of Renaissance pretension
over *Dark Age barbarism’, nor those
steeped uncritically in popular culture
IMagery
the Middle Ages hold to this view, noted
scholars have been heard to say such
things, and cven some medicval re-
enactment groups espouse it as part of
But how

thousands of

their performances true 1s 1?

There are many
surviving swords in collections around
the world, with the quantity increasing
as the peniod progresses, Unfortunately

s not yet the prevaling custom for
curators 1o weigh their weapons, et
lone to publish that information
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No, even some partisans of

The following information was
collected from published catalogues of
two collections, the Wallace Collection
in London, and the Subbert Muscum mn
Florence, and from the files of the Royal
Armourics Muscum in Leeds. The RAM

also kindly arranged for the weighing of

some pieces i its collection which had
prey l\‘u\l_\ not been so recorded

Enormous ‘bearing swords’ on
display in the Topkapi Palace,
Istanbul. The full-sized samural
armour on the right provides an
indication of the scale




Main classes of swords

In terms of contextualising the weight
of a sword, it can be assigned 1o one of
three functional categories of weapons
intended for combat use -

1: designed for use in one hand;

2: designed for use in one hand or in
two (referred to as “hand-and-a-half” or
*bastard’);

3: designed for use in two hands.
Obviously when a sword was custom
made, the size and strength of the owner
will have some effect, but even so, the
intended use is commonly reflected in
the length of the hilt. A sword intended
for single handed use will have a grip
little longer than the width of a palm,
~10cm / 4in. The grips of two-handed
swords range from two palms to more
than four palms, ~20-45¢m / 8-18in.
The category of hand-and-a-half swords
is a little less clear and tends to merge
with that of two-handed swords. As
its name suggests, the minimum grip

of a hand-and-a-half sword will be a
palm and a half, ~15cm/6in, with the
remainder of the second hand enclosing
the pommel. But many such swords,
particularly made in Germany, had a
grip long enough to fully accommodate
both hands while still being of such a
weight that they could be used in one
hand.

Swords of different eras

Single-handed swords run throughout
our period. Cut and thrust swords ranged
from 75 ¢cm / 29 in 10 around 120 cm / 46
in. Their supremacy was unchallenged
up to the later twelfth century and was
re-affirmed in the seventeenth century.
And, of course, they continued 10 be
made and used 10 modem times. The
swords sampled in this category range
from plain, cross-hilted Viking swords
of the cighth to tenth centunies to swept-
hilted rapiers and basket-hilted swords
of the sixteenth century. “Bastard’
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A characteristic hand-and-a-half
sword from the Royal Armouries
collection. The outlines of hands
give scale.

swords begin to be seen in use from the
end of the twelfth century. They persist
10 the end of our penod (1600), and
were particularly popular in the fiftcenth
century, but overall never © attained
the eminence of the other two forms.
Hand-and-a-had swords cluster at both
the upper weight and up length range of
single-handed swords, The development
of somewhat longer swords which could
deliver more force by the use of two
hands is associated with more protective
armour as the long-cstablished mail
became more widespread and was
supplemented by padded under- and
over-garments brought back from the
East, The evolution of armour continued
as from the thincenth century mail was
increasingly covered, then replaced, by
rigid picoes of armour. This led to the
creation of the two-handed sword in the

carly fourtcenth century.  Over the next
wo centunics the armour became more
protective and the swords longer until
size of around | 50cmy/' 51t in the sixteenth

century.

The results

i -
«Royal Armousies Collecion  « Wallace Collecsion

The weights of surviving single-handed swords plotted by

century.

* Red dots = Royal Armouries Collection, Leeds, UK. * Blue

squares = Wallace Collection, London, UK. * Green triangles =

Stibbert Museum, Florence, Italy.
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The weights of surviving
hand-and-a-half swords
plotted by century.

* Red dots = Royal Armouries
Collection, Leeds, UK,

* Blue squares = Wallace
Collection, London, UK.

* Groen triangles = Stibbert
Museum, Florence, Italy.

The weights of surviving two-
handed swords plotted by
century.

* Red dots = Royal Armouries
Collection, Leeds, UK,

* Blue squares = Wallace
Collection, London, UK.

* Green triangles = Stibbert
Museum, Florence, Italy.
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From these examples it can be scen that
the idea that medicval and Renaissance
swords were heavy, clumsy objects is
far from truc. Single-handed swords
could be very lightt and cven the
beaviest two-hander was amenable to
dexterous use. And the evidence is clear
that cven quite carly in the peniod there
were sophisticated techniques available
10 best employ such finely made tools ..
but that 1s another story!

So when next you hear anyone talking
about the great weight of medieval
swords, set them straight.

Dr Timothy Dawson
Editor MHM
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