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By T. Fulton Burns

It is so deceptively easy stating who your character is but it is over looked more often than you may think. A good

character analysis is important in the actor/character relationship and here we will look at the key elements of
character research and their specific relationships to the stage combatant.

If you want a great source to consider | highly recommend Uta Hagen’s Respect for Acting because it has one of the
most concise research options available. She lists her character analysis as follows:

The ideas listed above are universal for any production or
character research. Still, if you wanted other choices, then |
would head to the number one source being Stanislavski
himself with the ABC'’s of acting An Actor Prepares, Building
a Character, and Creating a Role. Since some of the things
such as time and location were addressed in the last article,
entitled “What a World — What a World” and identified script
analysis needs, we will move forward with the needs for
character analysis in the fight world. It is important to make
these connections and know that from time to time you will
want to reference and re-reference these issues as your fight
scenes develop.

1. Who is this Guy (or Girl)?

“I try to glean what the level of martial training the character
may have had previous to the fight. Is it likely she or he has
received instruction in sword play or hand to hand fighting
from an early age or does the fight erupt out of passion and
have a feel of chaos or randomness? Maybe neither
character is trained, but is one character experienced with
violence and the other is a novice?” CT — Jill Matarelli
Carlson

In the fight play we are often defined by our abilities and how
they relate physical conflict but the actor should also look at
the background of the character such as family, environment,
financial levels, etc. All of these things play a role in regards
to who our characters are as individuals. These issues can
also relate to our abilities in violence too.
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Characters in Romeo and Juliet have
training in combative techniques and this
level of expertise even reveals social status.
Tybalt is a wonderful example because he
prides himself on his fighting abilities. One
could even argue that fighting and pride are
all that he knows. The hatred he holds
towards another family (Montagues) based
upon principle and/or teaching, also molds
him as a character. Also, how he fights is
based upon the training he has received in
his formative years. There is some room
here for discussion as to whether the
character is formed through nurture or is
violence in his nature. His training is
nurtured but his psychological connections
may be nature. The key point is that his
ideas must be justified to him in order for
the audience to believe in the character.
Still, no matter how these actions are
carried out for Tybalt, whether they are
emotional or thought based actions, they are all handled with
great skill because he has been raised to be a talented
combatant.

While one character may be well versed in a martial art
another may possess fire and angst, but very little formal
training. In Marsha Norman’s Getting Out, Arlie has become a
fighter as a result of her environment. The style of violence she
exhibits is raw and to take a chapter out of FM K. Jenny
Jones’ book “scrappy.” Here an actor must tackle a
combination of aggressive and defensive fighting all at once. In
Arlie’s case anything will serve as a weapon and the slightest
things set her actions into motion because in many ways she
is always on the defense.

The following are some things to consider when looking at your
character:

Take a look at the level of training the character may or
may not possess

Note how the social environment molded your character

Determine those things that may or may not be
instinctive to the character’s actions

Justify the thoughts/emotions held by the character with
their actions
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3. Tell me all your wants and desires

“l always hope that students use the Fight Scene to explore
how the movement of stage combat can put them in touch with
‘inner acting values and emotional magma’ that will help them
access these things to create huge volcanic acting work when
the swords are no longer part of the equation.”

CT - Bill Lengfelder

A character objective is the main driving force behind what they
must do and accomplish within the story. The decision must be
made towards what this character wishes to gain; an, although
the goal may never be achieved, the character must still fight
for this objective as though they will reach it with great
success.

One of my favorite swashbuckling epics is 1937’s The Prisoner
of Zenda featuring Douglas Fairbanks Jr. who portrays Rupert
and Ronald Coleman who plays Rassendyll. This is not the
type of film where you will learn incredible stage combat skills ,
as with FM Richard Ryan’s work in Troy, but the reason | love
this particular fight is that the objectives for both characters are
so clear. In some fights it is simple to assume that both fighters
wish to kill the other, however in Zenda the situation is actually
more complex. In the classic approach to a fight objective
Rupert does wish to defeat and end his opponent Rassendyll.
However, Rassendyll is not concerned with killing Rupert but
instead is fighting through Rupert in order to let down the
drawbridge. In this situation Fairbanks’ character is actually
more of an obstacle than the immediate objective. Because of
the clear goals for the characters it is a wonderful piece of
stage combat that should be viewed when teaching the skills of
acting and stage combating.

Another great fight scene is in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night. In
the comical sword fight, Viola, who is currently playing her
male alter ego Cesario, and Sir Andrew Agucheek have been
coached into a fight based upon the words of the servants and
clowns. While each character’s honor is on the line, the
objective for both characters is their desire to not fight, to avoid
pain and ultimately live.
When looking at a fight first consider what this person wants
from this fight. The following are just a few options that a
character may want:

You want the death of the other person

You want to survive

You want something returned that was stolen

You want to delay the character for a reason

You want respect

You want money

You want your honor returned

You want love p - N
Theonlineformatis ‘I
I great...nicejob! |
I -Caryn Flanagan I
\ 7
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5. And...ACTION!!!

“What am | trying to do with this move? Kill? Defend? Deflect?
Distract? Humiliate? Taunt? Etc.” CT — Jill Matarelli Carlson

You can’t play angry because this is a state of being, but an
actor could choose to “terrorize” and the audience will interpret
this as anger. | am not saying emotional connections for actors
to their characters are not important but instead | wish to point
out the importance for choosing a verb in order to achieve your
goal. Actors must play verb/actions to achieve their objectives
and overcome obstacles, and as the scene progresses so
should the verb choices.

Edmund Rostad’s classic Cyrano de Bergerac features one of
my favorite duels of all time, between Cyrano and Valvert. The
fight has a fantastic build of action and dialogue. One of the
strengths of this piece is that the objective is clear and the
scene requires the use of multiple verbs to obtain the goal.

Cyrano’s ultimate objective in the scene is to kill Valvert at the
end of the poem he is creating while dueling. Following the
acknowledged objectives, the actions in this scene are
fantastic to consider and play. One thing that Cyrano performs
is return the insults that are being directed at him but in raising
the stakes (an important factor in any scene or play) he has to
“insult” Valvert in a far more intelligent manner. These insults
lead to the decision for Cyrano to “duel” with Valvert. He raises
the stakes of this duel by “declaring” to all that surround the
scene that a poem will be created while dueling. This dueling
performance is intended to show that Valvert lacks creativity as
seen with his simple insult towards Cyrano’s nose; an insult
that Cyrano has heard time and time again. This “declaration”
of a Ballad Extempore’ provides an obstacle for Cyrano in that
he must survive the duel for the entire poem and not kill Valvert
before the declared time. While “dueling,” Cyrano “delivers” a
grand performance of words in addition to “revealing” his
superior skills as a fighter. During the course of this duel our
hero has to “evade,” “attack,” and “destroy” his opponent like
no one else in this kind of forum. All of these actions build to a
wonderful climax that is the death of Valvert which meets the
precise statement declared by Cyrano at the beginning of the
scene.

The verbs should change throughout to entertain the audience
and improve the scene. As the scene grows stronger so should
the intensity of the verbs. For example, if a person chooses to
flit early in the scene it is appropriate that, as the scene
progresses, the actions may build up to the verb seduce.
Stronger verb/actions will lead to stronger moments in the
scene. The actor must consider the verbs in the scene and
their relations to the choreography as well as the character.
Possible verb/actions that one could play are as follows:




Final Thoughts

Your character must be more than just a fighter or a person who delivers words. The character must be a living being in the story. By
using these tools your character will possess three dimensional qualities and you will succeed in creating a more dynamic fight scene.

Special thanks to the following people for their contributions to this article: Jill Matarelli Carlson, Brian LaTraunik, Bill Lengfelder, Ted

Sharon, & Lee Soroko

Hagen, Uta. Respect for Acting. Hoboken, New Jersey. John Wiley and Sons, Inc. 1973

(Fulton Burns is an Advanced Actor Combatant and the Director of Acting & Performance at the University of South Alabama’s

Department of Dramatic Arts)
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“Ildownloadedthe [three] segments of The Cutting
Edge thismorning, and thought!'d mention to you that
inorder forme toactually downloaditsolcankeepit
(andIWANT to-it'sREALLY gorgeous!) lhadtogo thru
anextrastep foreachsegment. Otherwise
downloadingdidn't take allthatlong. It might [also] be
easiertodeal with the membership applicationifit was
aseparate file. Greatjob onbringing this online!”

- CathyBrookshire
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