
 
Excerpted from  

French Gymnastics or method to be used for physical education 
By 

Hugues Coudol, 1864. 
Translated by P.T. Crawley, 2017 

 

Principles of French Boxing 
 

 

 

First lesson 

One must first exercise the arms and legs, giving them great movement; 

close the fist and thrust it with great vigour horizontally towards an object 

which one aims at; frequently raise the knee into the air, whip out the leg 

while lowering it quickly; one must practice these principles for as long as 

possible, especially in the beginning. 

These actions must be done alternatively by the left leg then the right leg, 

left arm and the right arm, thus to well loosen the parts of the body; this is 

to be done morning and evening. 

The pose shown in the first plate serves to explain what someone must do, if 

they have stiffness in the legs, to be able to obtain flexibility with the aid of a 

parent or friend, who tires out their legs by raising and lowering them 

rapidly. 

 

 



 

Second lesson 

The principle is to learn to place the feet in such a way to keep balance 

when one throws a kick at a man’s chest; turn the heel of the foot which is 

on the ground, beside the leg which you would throw while raising it up as 

far you can. 

To find this facility to well loosen your legs, place one hand to a chair or 

some object which is at hand, and in this position, you launch the leg as 

high as possible. 

We know to observe to not let fall your leg when it is extended; it must 

therefore be given with a sharp blow, and that it returns to where it came 

from like an elastic band, it then comes to strike your posterior with the 

heel. 

By doing this exercise with both legs, each in turn, your obtain strength and 

suppleness of your nerves; at the end of five or six days you will make them 

without forming sensitive spots; it is only by frequent repetitions that you 

will find perfect balance. 

 



 

 

Third Lesson 

This lesson has the aim of obtaining and developing suppleness in the arms. 

Close the fist as much as possible and pay attention to hold the thumb well 

along the second knuckle; strike with the closed fist into a hand; but instead 

of striking with the fingers, as it commonly done, bend forward strongly and 

strike with the bones that align with the forearm; in this way you will protect 

your knuckles, because to do otherwise would be to crush something. 

If you are alone in doing this exercise make a cushion which you pad with 

horsehair, hay or wool as you choose; wrap it in a solid piece of canvas and 

place it against a wall, within reach; then hold both fists against your chest. 

Strike several times with your fists on the pad sometimes with the right arm, 

sometimes with the left arm and with the greatest vivacity; continue to strike 

with both fists alternating, in such a way that both blows are delivered as 

fast as you can think. Progress up to eight blows, such that the fore-arm 

becomes tired; by frequently repeating this exercise one obtains a great 

flexibility and a great strength in the arms. 

 



 

Fourth Lesson 

For the fourth lesson we demonstrate the way to attack a man with a kick to 

the chest, or to stop him when he throws himself at you. 

You must, as we have already explained further up, make a whip of the leg 

as much as possible so that you are not seized by the foot with both hands; 

immediately the blow is delivered you must leap backwards while conserving 

your balance always ready to strike again with a second kick, or punch to 

the head, to stop your enemy in his tracks when he comes back at you. 



 

Fifth Lesson 

When one is on guard in the presence of an adversary, one must take up the 

guard well so as to not be surprised and to assist the blows which you will 

deliver, because, as soon as the foot is placed, you are exposed to receiving a 

kick to the shin or leg bone; since this is a very dangerous blow, you will 

make a sort of slip by shifting your leg and placing it on the opposite side 

from where the blow came: in a single action, and without falling into a 

retreat, your stop your adversary with a punch to the head, after which you 

leap backwards to always regain your balance. 

 

 

 



 

Sixth Lesson 

We believe that one must observe that one must pay very serious attention 

to this lesson, which is one of necessity, importance and of the greatest 

utility, either when one makes the first attack oneself, or one encounters in 

a melee the presence of an adversary and one intends by means of a solid 

defence and energetic slipping of the blows which he delivers. 

It is necessary to accustom oneself to moving about: place your feet in a 

manner that finds your body in perfect balance; advance, withdraw, profile 

to the side with leaps to the right and left; make false attacks; then with 

your attacks seek to surprise your adversary and deliver a punch with the 

left hand at him; but instead of striking with the fist, place the same hand, 

held open, above his eyes, and benefit from this action, as quick as thought, 

by delivering a punch at him with the right hand to the flank which will put 

him out of the fight for an instant and stop his breathing. 



 

Seventh Lesson 

This lesson, for us personally, is that which we love most above all others, 

either because it costs us much study and effort to create, or more that is 

obtains good results. With strength of patience and pain we have come to 

perform this with such ease that it always raises heated applause on the 

part of the public. Here is the means to learn it oneself. 

 

Make a ball of hay or horsehair wrapped in canvas; attach firmly to it a cord 

which you hook to a beam in your room at around the height of your chin: 

practice striking it from above with the underside of the foot, but before 

striking at the ball which is suspended in the middle of the room and un-

supported, place a chair close by you, on which you place your left hand: 

push your back against a wall such that the right hand is held a little away 

from the body; hold in front of you the left foot, heel turned to the right side 

of the body: in this position you will cross, in front of the left foot, the right 

foot with which you must strike at the wall, as high as possible, without 

shifting the left foot from the ground. 

It must be the underside of the foot strikes flat as if one strikes with the 

palm of the hand. When you have worked for some hours in this fashion, 

you will succeed in arriving at the ball while making a leap and while 

making a semi-circle with the leg which you launched with. 

When you are in the presence of an adversary, if you wish to perform this 

lesson, you will pass your foot over his parry since the blow comes in high, 

between the neck and chin, and immediately leap backwards. 

 



 

 

 

Eighth Lesson 

The object of this lesson is to learn how to conduct yourself when you are in 

discussion with someone who insults you with coarse words and you would 

seek to calm; it will render him insensible and render him reasonable and 

conciliatory to your pleas, if in a word he has pushed you to your limit. 

Keep your calm, and with a unexpected and very fast action, send the palm 

of the hand onto his nose and hold the fingers open; you can then throw 

him to the ground, at a distance of two or three paces, and you can 

immediately return to continuing on your way, as if you have had the least 

difficulty. 

 



 

Ninth Lesson 

When a man rushes at you, seeking to seize you around the body, because 

he believes he is stronger than you, instead of opposing him you must hold 

your arms up in the air a little in such a way as to free yourself from the 

clinch. 

 

He will not be slow in seeking to lift you up: you must then, by a very quick 

action, place both your hands on his eyes then wrap around with the other 

four fingers while delivering at the same time both thumbs into his eyes. 

If you find resistance, press a little stronger, and soon the pain will result in 

him abandoning his grip: by this method you will escape from a man who 

seeks to do you ill. 

 

 



 

Tenth Lesson 

We beseech the reader to pay the greatest attention to this last lesson, 

which can serve in several occasions either as distraction among comrades 

or to protect oneself if required. 

Observe well the poses represented in the above plate; if in the countryside a 

man comes to find himself unwell and there is no one nearby to give him 

care, one can, in the manner which you see placed, transport him, with all 

softness and safety, for a great distance.  

Here is the method to take someone to place him in this position: take hold 

of him with your left hand on his right side, and at the moment he is not 

thinking, you throw his hand strongly to the rear as you lower yourself with 

a very quick movement: delivering your head against his right flank, you 

pass your second arm between his legs, and you encircle his right thigh with 

the same hand while throwing strongly to the rear with your left hand: in 

this way his body is found tilted the opposite way, which gives you a great 

opportunity to raise yourself up; as soon as you have risen, guide his right 

hand toward the hand which wraps his thigh, and you will understand that 

it is easy for you to carry him without penalty. 

 


