
School of Historical Defense Arts:  
Of Playing the Prize 

 In the School of Historical Defense Arts (SHDA), the final part of the grading 
of the ranks from Scholar and upward is a mechanism called the “Playing of the 
Prize”. For many people in the Historical European Martial Arts (HEMA) community 
this will be a familiar mechanism, but for some it will not be, as such this document 
provides some explanation of this form of examination and also some pointers for 
both candidates and examiners. 

Explanation 
 The origin of the Playing of the Prize can be found in sixteenth-century 
England and the Corporation of the London Masters of Defence who were 
recognised by King Henry VIII in 1570. They used the mechanism of the Prize to test 
their various students at various ranks for suitability for elevation to the next rank. 
This is quite well-documented. This mechanism consisted of a series of passes 
using a set of weapons against a set of opponents to prove the skills of the 
candidate. 
 A similar system has been adopted by some other groups in the re-enactment 
and HEMA communities for the same purpose. The SHDA has also adopted this 
mechanism, with a few changes in its method in certain circumstances for the 
evaluation of its students. This does not however give the real purpose of the use for 
the Playing of the Prize in the SHDA. 
 The purpose of the Playing of the Prize in the SHDA is for the candidate to 
demonstrate what they have learnt in a practical form. This is done in an historical 
format as per the method demonstrated by the London Masters of Defence in the 
sixteenth-century, clearly appropriate to the weapons and methods followed by the 
School. This is a much better way of demonstrating what a candidate has learnt as it 
is done under a certain amount of pressure rather than a simple practical 
demonstration where the candidate is presented with exact positions to present 
perfect techniques. 
 The format for the Playing of the Prize is much the same as was performed by 
the London Masters. The candidate presents himself and is examined by an 
examiner who is ranked of the same or higher than the rank than the candidate is 
attempting to achieve. This is examination is made at three passes to a single touch 
each. The examiner then may ask for additional touches if the candidate has not 
shown something that the examiner wishes to see. This process is repeated for each 
weapon form that the candidate is being examined in. Any member of the School 
who is of a rank sufficient may face the candidate for the examination.  

Where the School deviates is where there are multiple candidates attempting to 
achieve the same rank. In this situation they will be examined for each weapon form 
separately rather than in a row. This gives the candidates a little more time to rest 
and recuperate between their forms. Clearly if there is a single candidate going for a 
rank then the candidate will perform each weapon form in a row, but will be allowed 
a break somewhere to get recuperate. 



For Candidates 
 The first thing that candidates need to know about the process of Playing the 
Prize is that it is not a tournament setting. The amount of touches made against the 
examiner, or against them does not matter. It is not a matter of how many points is 
racked up for or against them but how the touches are achieved. 
 The Prize is about a demonstration of skill on the part of the candidate. It is 
designed to put the candidate to the test in a combative scenario so that they can 
demonstrate what they have learnt. What this means is that the examiner is there to 
present problems for the candidate to solve, and the candidate needs to solve these 
problems using what they have learnt and thinking tactically about them. 
 The Prize is about the demonstration of techniques which have been learnt, 
but it is also about the correct use of the techniques also. Credit will be given to the 
candidate for an attempt to use a technique even if it does not quite go the way it 
was planned. The attempt to use a technique and a variation in response is much 
more creditable than using the same technique against the same problem presented. 

For Examiners 
 The job of the examiner is not to simply go out there and beat up on the 
candidate. It is also not an opportunity to prove that the examiner is better than the 
candidate at the particular weapon form. The job of the examiner is to present the 
candidate with practical problems to solve which are at the level expected of the 
candidate for the rank which the candidate is attempting to achieve. It is especially 
important when the examiner is clearly above the rank that the candidate is 
attempting to achieve that he presents problems that the candidate is likely to 
achieve a solution for. There is little point to giving a candidate problems, which are 
too far above the rank of the candidate and thus there is very little chance that the 
candidate is likely to find a solution for the problem presented. 
 Being that the examiner is there to present the candidate with problems to 
solve, there is nothing wrong with not matching weapons with them. A change in 
weapon form is a problem to solve in itself. This allows the candidate to present a 
different set of problem-solving skills. It is even more important where the examiner 
may be lacking in some fashion in a particular form and thus cannot present 
sufficient capacity for the candidate to learn from. In this case it would be better for 
the examiner to change weapon forms and use something that they are more 
familiar with. 
 The examiner should take some time and examine what the candidate is 
doing and how they are responding to what they are presented with. This should give 
them an idea of what sort of actions they should be presented with. There is no issue 
with going up to the candidate and telling them what the examiner would like to see 
in the next pass. This gives the candidate an idea of what to do. An examiners job is 
not to attempt to fail the candidate but to present problems and to assist the 
candidate to present what they have learnt so that they may attempt to achieve their 
next rank. 

Success and Failure 
 Finally, we arrive at the end-point of this discussion and something which 
needs to be discussed. The success in achieving the Prize is the result of hard work 
on the part of the candidate through the Prize, but also through the learning process 



which has come before-hand. This means that those who have taught the candidate 
have managed to impart the knowledge in a fashion that the candidate has managed 
to pick up and use. The success of the Prize means that the candidate should be 
looking forward to what comes next in their career, but they should also be looking 
back at what they should also re-affirm, correct and reinforce to make them a better 
swordsman. 
 Failing a Prize is never a good feeling. It is a natural process which is a test of 
the system it happens when the candidate is not ready to achieve the next rank. It 
also happens when those who have taught the student have not managed to 
successfully impart the knowledge required for their progression. There are many 
other reasons for failing in the Prize, but these are often the main two ones. What it 
means for the candidate is that they need to go back and learn the lessons again. 
Learn from the experience and make them better from it rather than taking the 
experience as a hit.  

The process of going through the Prize itself is a good learning process to see 
exactly what a person has and has not learnt. It has similar pressures to a 
tournament, but is also different. Regardless of the result of a Prize it should be seen 
as a learning process and a test of skill. This is one of the best ways to see exactly 
what a person knows especially as a person gets more tired, they will have to rely on 
their mental rather than their physical agility. 


