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Nancy Cleveland The Society of American Fight Directors was founded in May, 1977, It is a non-

profit organization whose aim is to promote the art of fight choreography as
an Integral part of the entertainment Industry. Members of the Society of
American Fight Directors serve the entertainment industry by promoting the
aesthetics and safoty of well-conceived fight choreography.

Published January, May, September

at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas.

Ail Inquiries concerning the Journal should

be sent to: The Fight Master, ¢/o Linda McCollum,
Editor, Department of Theatre Arts, University of Nevada,
Las Vegas, 4505 Maryland Parkway, Las Vegas,
Nevada 89154.

EDITOR’'S COMMENTS

I am honored to have been selected to serve the
Society of American Fight Directors as editor of The
Fight Master, and | am challenged by the opportunity
to carry forth with the traditions and format implemented
by the previous editors, David Boushey and Joseph
Martinez. The University of Nevada, Las Vegas has also
recognized the growing importance of the Society to the
collaborative arts and has agreed to house the publica-
tion of the journal and to handle its distribution for the
forthcoming year. )

For an organization that is so specialized and yet
so geographically disbursed, the dialogue between the
members of the Society is dependent on the journal.
The Fight Master is a forum for the dissemination of
ideas, experiences and information on all facets con-
nected with stage combai from the theoretical,
historical, and interpretive to the practical application
in the entertainment industry. But the journal is also a
reflection of the Society to the broader academic and
professional theatre communities. With the growth of
the Society and the gradual expansion in the journal’s

content, The Fight Master will serve not only the needs
of the fight choreographer and actor/combatant but will
eventually reach the needs of the other collaborative
artists who are so necessary to the realization of well
integrated fight choreography.

The review and evaluation of fight choreography
is a valid format for promoting the aesthetics and safe-
ty of the well conceived and executed stage fight as well
as furthering an exchange of information and develop-
ing a clearer understanding of the significance of stage
combat. The review of fight choreography, either by our
members or by others outside the Society, is being im-
plemented as a regular feature in this edition and will
continue with your support.

For The Fight Master to be an active forum of the
Society and to remain open and vital, it is absolutely
necessary that all members continue to share their ex-
perience and expertise. Letters to the Editor that allow
our members and readers to make comments, share
additional information or raise pertinent questions will
be encouraged. Accepting the responsibilities of editing
the journal of a new and fast growing organization is
a commitment on my part to the SAFD and its members.

My family is also making a commitment by creating time
for me to assemble, print and distribute the journal three
times a year. But my isolation geographically coupied
with my being a relatively new member finds me
decisively dependent on the input and commitment
from the members of the Society. As | begin assuming
the responsibilities of Editor, | find myself confronted
by a vast territory to explore whose depths are un-
fathomable at this moment.

Linda Carlyle McCollum, Editor H

PRESIDENT'S REPORT

This issue finds us gearing up for the annual SAFD
workshop and I’m happy to report that it looks as if Liam
O’Brien and Joseph Martinez are off and running with
what promises to be another highly successiul
workshop.

Also our thanks to Joe for the job on the magazine.
In the all too short time that he was able to have it, a
number of attractive changes were made. Again, our
appreciation for the work.

Our congratulations to Linda McCollum who is now
taking over the vacated spot of Editor. We want to keep
the format and some of the attractive ideas initiated by
Joe and at the same time attempt to reach the member-
ship with a little less expense. As most of you know, we
are not able yet, due to our size, to reap the benefits

of mass mailing, so one of our major outlays is always
the mailing expense, which in turn is directly related to
the size of the magazine. Other organizations such as
the National Fencing Coaches Association of America
have the same problems. | look forward to Linda’s ideas
and management of the magazine and am certain that
under her leadership we can maintain the quality and
at the same time address some of the cost factors.

Again, | remind the ' membership that the magazine

is only as good as the input of our members and urge
all of you to share your vast and varied talents with us
as we continue to grow.

Erik Fredricksen, President M




TREASURER'S REPORT

To date, less than half of the Society’s total
membership have paid their annual dues. | asked
everyone to pay their dues by April 1st this year, but
it is now necessary to extend the deadline so that the
remaining members can pay their dues and continue
to be members in good standing with the Society.

| have stated in the past how important it is to the
Society that we collect our dues on time. It is our work-
ing capital that allows us to produce our magazine The
Fight Master as well as to pursue other fiscal
responsibilities.

| must inform those members of the Society that
this will be the last deadline. Any members not having
paid their dues by July 7st will be removed from the
Society’s roster. The Society must stand quite firm in
regard to this new deadline. | do not like playing the role
of the hard-liner but as | am the treasurer of the Socie-
ty and responsible for its financial solvency | must and
will remain adamant about the issue.

Remember that all dues are $25.00 except for stu-
dent members’ whose are $15.00. Also, those members
joining the Society after July 1, 1983 owe half of the an-
nual dues ($12.50).

Regarding certification fees, remember that if you
are having your students adjudicated by a full member
of the Society, you must inform me of the number of
individuals being adjudicated and submit to me the
money in advance so that we can pay for the judge’s
transportation and other expenses. Certification is
$20.00 per applicant. For such a valuable certificate, the
fee is minimal. Please inform me when your students
are to be adjudicated. | will then contact a full member
in your area to judge your students. When | have re-
ceived the fees | will have a full member get in touch
with you. Please follow this procedure as we have in
the past spent significant amounts of money to provide
a service to individuals who more often than not have
no ties to the Society. The Society simply cannet fund
the travel, etc. to provide non-members of the Society
such a luxury as the certification test. We hope our cer-
tifications continue to grow as they have in the past
years. We simply must become more specific about how
we fund them.

D.L. Boushey, Treasurer M

SECRETARY'S REPORT

As we approach the upcoming summer months, |
expect some changes in addresses. Please keep me
informed as to your whereabouts so that The Fight
Master and other pertinent information can be for-
warded to you with as little delay as possible.

Thank you for sending your dues to me. This
enables the Society to continue to produce the journal
at the same level of quality that has been maintained
over the past few years. Remember that the majority
of the dues is set aside for the production of this source
of information.

Most of you should have already received the cur-
rent roster of the SAFD membership. | am aware that
many changes will need to be made in the roster. This
was the principal reason for sending it out. During the
past few weeks | have received changes and expect to
get more. At my earliest convenience, | will update this
and send it to everyone.

Please keep in mind that the summer months are
coming up and this means that things will probably slow
down somewhat. | will be in and out of town for most
of May, June, July and August but | will answer your
letters. | may take a little longer than usual, so please
be patient.

| hope the Society is able to enlarge its member-
ship during the next few years. | have some ideas as
to how we can continue to maintain the high standards
of the SAFD and at the same time increase the number
of people in the organization. In the next few months
you'll be hearing from me about my ideas but in the
meantime, please contact me with your input.

Lastly, | encourage you to spread the word about
the Society and its workings; i.e. the National Stage
Combat Workshop, the certification program, The Fight
Master We need to continue to reach out to the furthest
points of this continent to make people aware of the
wonderful people that make up this organization.

Your comrade in arms,

David Leong, Secretary M

UKRAINIAN LANCE FIGHT

TECHNIQUE IN THE
XVI-XVIII CENTURIES

by Edward Rozinsky

Due to the growing curiosity in America concerning European literature
and theatre, the areas of interest in European Theatre Arts is also rapidly
increasing. There is now a growing demand for historical combat techniques.
Therefore, some information concerning the reconstruction of Ukrainian
lance combat practiced during the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries
could prove useful to those choreographers dealing with this time period.
The technique that foliows is versatile, in that it may be used as the basis
for spear combat of the Roman period and for peasant stick fighting of
Western Europe.

Unfortunately very little historical material deals with combat technique.
However, through close examination of period materials and a little com-
mon sense some very sound conclusions concerning combat technique
may be drawn.

Cold steel weaponry and ammunition were being produced in mass
quantities during the beginning of the sixteenth century. At this time Ukrain-
ian peasants began to overthrow Polish enslavement. The center of the
movement was known as the Zaporozskaia Sech, a union of thousands of
peasants-cossacks encamped around the Dnieper River. Having a very
active battle zone, the cossacks were able to obtain a great number of
weapons from the dead. Eventually, however, it did become necessary for
them to produce their own weapons.

The production of weaponry reached a climax during the 1648-1654
Ukrainian War of Liberation. The weapons used at that time in Western
Europe were not very popular among the Ukrainians, therefore the Eastern
troops had a great influence upon the shape and use of the weaponry.

The two. major types of cold steel weaponry were the sabre and the

~lance (see picture 1). The sabre was an honourable cossack’s weapon. They

respected it and even poeticized it in their songs:

Oh dear my girl-sabre
You met the conqueror
And kissed him not just once

Ukrainians produced two types of sabres: the Turkish sabre in which
the-blade widened toward the end, and the Iranian sabre which made use
of a light thin point. The sabre, worn sheathed and held to a holster by two
rings, bore one sharpened edge.

Rather than just copy their Eastern neighbors, local armorers would
also impose new features and designs to their sabres. To please the
aesthetic needs, sabres were ornamented with traditional design patterns
and thus they were quite expensive. A considerable part of a cossack’s in-
come would be spent to purchase a good weapon. In the sixteenth through
eighteenth centuries such a sabre was not just the privilege of the officer
_alokr;e. IEven' the poorest might obtain a nice weapon, for many were won
In pattle.

Another integral part of a Zaporozsky cossack’s equipment was his
lance. There was a playful saying at the time:

Cossack without lance like a girl without necklace

P a r t
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Picture 1

\Turkish sabre
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He fashioned his lance out of a light but strong wood. Usually about twelve
feet long, the lance was painted red and black in a spiral pattern. The end
of the lance bore a sturdy metal tip measuring about two feet (see picture 2).

The lance was used both in mounted and unmounted combat. When
used by a horseman, the lance had a leather loop affixed to the lower end
in which the cossack placed his foot. Then he banded it to his knee in order
to bring the lance to a horizontal position. Some lances were designed with
a metal cross behind the blade in order to keep a pierced enemy at a safe

distance (see picture 2).

Though of littie popularity, the Battle Axe was also used by the Ukrain-
ians, The Ukrainian name for it was kelep. This weapon which was adopted
from the Middle Asian troops had a handle two feet in length. It was used
primarily in close combat to break through a knight’s armour. This weapon
was much more popular in earlier years when it was known as a weapon
of the cossacks of Stepan Razin, and the Turkish and Polish Army.

Other weapons used in the period were the Sickle and the Mace, not
to mention countless types of daggers and knives. Peasants would even
adapt farm tools to be used for battle. It was very common for two enemies
to fight using different types of weapons. For instance, one could be armed
with a sabre, and the other with a lance.

MAJOR POSITIONS AND MOVEMENTS IN LANCE COMBAT
For the sake of convenience | shall divide the lance into three parts:

1. The wooden “‘shaft”
2. The “metal tip"”
3. The “butt” of the shaft at the lower end

STAND EASY POSITION
The lance is held in the right hand at chest level with the metal tip of the
lance pointed upward. The butt is placed beside the right foot (see picture 3).

STAND EASY SET |
The body weight is placed on the right leg and the left leg is to the side
and flexed. The arms are extended downward, with the lance held parallel
to the ground, the metal tip to the left. The right hand grasps the lance in
pronation, the left hand is supinated (see picture 4). To move from Stand
Easy to Set | position, straighten the right arm, while sliding the hand down
the lance. Swing the lance to the left, stopping it in a horizontal position
with the supinated left hand. Remove the left foot aside at the same time.
To resume the Stand Easy Position, the lance is brought to a vertical posi-
tion with both hands. Then the right hand is moved to chest level and the
left hand is dropped. At the same time shift the left foot toward the right foot.

STAND EASY SET |l

Leaning on the lance, the metal tip upward, the left heel twelve inches from
the right foot, the lanceman places his right hand on the lance at chest
level and his left hand at eye level (see picture 5).

MARCHING POSITION

The lance is held on the right shoulder. The right hand, with arm slightly

bent, supports the shaft. The metal tip of the lance is pointed back and up.
To move from Stand Easy to Marching, slip the right hand down the lance,

lifting it onto the shoulder.

GREETING

Greeting is made from the Stand Easy Position. Without moving the hand,
straighten the right arm with the lance to the side, simultaneously placing
the left hand on the hip and turning your head toward the person being
greeted. The butt of the lance remains in place (see picture 6).

P ———— Y \[EM-— ————

ST T T J‘E‘M_d- T

Picture 2

Picture 3
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FIGHTING POSITION

From Stand Easy Position, slide the right hand down the shaft until the arm
is fully extended. Stepping forward with the left foot, abruptty throw the lance
forward with the right shoulder and arm, and at the same time catch the
shaft with the supinated left hand. Both arms should now be in a half-bent
position, right hand next to the waist, and the left hand below the chest.
The tip of the weapon should be pointed above the opponent’s head, with
your left foot pointed forward and your right foot to the side, with about a
two foot distance between them. Also, the legs should be kept flexed as
in the fencing positions (see picture 7). To return to the Stand Easy Posi-
tion, place the left foot back into the Easy Position, returning the butt of
the lance to the ground beside the right foot.

MOVEMENTS

The movements in lance combat are similar to those in fencing. Holding
the lance in a Fighting Position, regular steps are used to reach the enemy.
Steps, thrusts and closings remain the same as in foil fencing, although
when using the lance a thrust may be executed with either the right or left
foot forward, depending on the distance to the opponent,

To switch from left set (Fighting Position) to right set, take a large step
forward with your right foot, while bringing the lance to a vertical position.
Now quickly exchange hand positions and return to Fighting Position (right
set).

ENGAGEMENTS

Although engagement, as understood in foil fencing, is not necessary for
lance combat, when in an engagement position the upper one-third of the
weapons touch, the metal tip of the lance pointed above the head of the
opponent. The opponent’s lance is then in contact with yours on the left
side or inside line (see picture 8).

To change engagement, lower the lance by raising the right hand and
lowering the left hand, moving your lance tip under your opponent’s to the
opposite side. A double and triple engagement may also be employed in
combination with stepping forward. With each step use only one engage-
ment change. For a double step use two engagement changes, and so on.

ATTACK AND DEFENSE IN LANCE COMBAT
Lance attacks are chiefly thrusts. However, blows from above, from the left

and from the right are also possible, as is the use of the butt.

THRUSTS

Thrusts, which are directed toward the chest, abdomen and legs, are
generated from the Fighting Position. A thrust to the face on stage is very
dangerous and is not recommended. To execute a thrust to the chest, ab-
domen or right leg you must make an engagement change (with one step).
Without moving any other part of your body, point the metal tip directly
toward the chosen target by extending your left arm (right arm remains slight-
ly bent). Through this movement you are showing your partner exactly what
part of his body you are going to attack. This is called “Show the Touch.”
The next movement is the actual thrust (see picture 9). The thrust to the
left leg is done without an engagement change.

BLOWS

1. A Blow From Above

A blow from above may be used to strike your partner’s head or left shoulder.
This attack is produced by swinging the lance upward over your head so
that the butt of the lance is pointed forward. This will indicate to your part-
ner the area you are about to strike, i.e., his head. Now, thrust forward and
swing the weapon downward. Aim for the center of your opponent’s head,
but stop a foot above the head. Your partner must be sure that you are swing-
ing for the exact center of his head so that he can safely take the correspon-
ding defense (see picture 10). A step forward with the right foot can be used
when a distance is larger than usual at the time of attack.

" Picture 7

Picture 8

Picture 9

Picture 10




2. Right Flank Blow and Right Shoulder Blow

This blow is begun in the same way as a blow from above, although when
you swing the lance downward, stop your left hand above your left shoulder
{not above your head as before). You can also specify what part of the body
is going to be attacked by pointing the butt of the lance to the flank or to
the shoulder prior to swinging the lance downward. Avoid sweeping the
lance far out to the side for a flank or shoulder blow. It is extremely
dangerous for other students or actors working next to you. Actually, Left
Flank Blows and Left Shoulder Blows may be produced from the same posi-
tion as a Blow From Above. Just show your partner the target with the butt
of the lance.

DEFENSES

There are five defenses in lance combat: two upper defenses, which pro-
tect the upper body (third and fourth), two lower defenses, which protect
your lower body (first and second), and the fifth defense which protects your
head and shoulders.

First Defense-Repulse

This protects the lower left part or inside line of the body. From the Fighting
Position, with one sharp movement, quickly bring your lance to the slanted
position to the left of your body, the metal tip pointing down, the butt up.
Thus the right hand should go up and stop slightly above your head (see
pictures 11 and 12).

Second Defense-Repulse

This protects the lower right portion or outside line of the body. From the
Fighting Position shift the lance to a slanted position to the right of your
body, the metal tip pointing down. Your right hand is next to your ear and
your left arm is extended (see pictures 13 .and 14).

Third Defense-Repulse
This protects the upper right part or outside line of the body. From the

. Fighting Position extend your right arm downward while raising your left

hand, so as to bring the lance to a slanted position with the metal tip point-
ing forward-and-right (see picture 9).

Fourth Defense-Repulse

This covers the upper left part of the body. From the Fighting Position move
the lance to your left while raising your left hand. The lance should stop
in a slanted position with the metal tip pointing forward-and-left (see pic-
ture 15).

Fifth Defense-Repulse

This protects the head and shoulder from attack. With both arms raised
and bent slightly, hold the lance in a horizontal position (the edge a bit
higher) above and in front of the head, the butt pointed to the right (see
picture 16).

Picture 16

Picture 13

Picture 14

Picture 15

STAGE COMBAT VIEWS OF
THE DANCE OF VIOLENCE Part 1

by Rob Hall

An actor, given the task of creating strong emotion on stage, generally
attempts to tap into an inner resource that will atlow that energy to flow
through him. But that process is basically psychological and is manipulated
by his intellect. When his body becomes involved in an extremely physical
manner, the process, and its manipulation, changes. The actor is now caught
between release — and control. He must summon and release effectively
violent emotions, while at the same time maintaining a strict adherence to
a designated technical process of that release. He must commit his body
to a violent action with enough freedom to effectively convey the. illusion.
The cultivation of this ability requires much training and practice. Erik
Fredricksen, President of the SAFD, addressed this matter in an article that
appeared in The Fight Master, and | quote:

[ firmly believe that the inclusion of sport fencing should be a requisite
in the training of theatre students who anticipate any involvement in
acting or directing. The fencer must maintain a relaxed but highly
‘informed’ physicality, balance, and highly specific concentration under
the stress of a simulated combat situation. The fencer is constantly
dealing with maintaining an optimum physical state and an effective
sensory-awareness frame in a very highly charged emotional
environment.

Too often the ‘soft’ movement approaches only teach the actor to
relax in a fairly atypical environment to the one in which he will be
working. A physical and emotionally complex scene will often yield
the straining, out-of-control actor; rounded, tight shoulders, tight neck
and resultant vocal problems — stiff, eratic lower body movement —
and the frequent inability to relate to specific stimuli from other actors.

Certainly other combative arts can often do the same, but frequently
with the chance of injuries. The non-contact nature of fencing makes
it a comparatively injury-free sport and thus an ideal one in this respect
for its inclusion where ability to perform is requisite.

Actors are generally trained to develop specific mental images, and
to use those images in their work on stage. It has been my observation
that actors rarely, if ever, receive specific training or coaching in the use
of violent images. How this can happen is easily understood. No one, with
the possible exception of a professional killer, wants to be regarded as a
violent person. Inevitably | find myself informing my students that I'm a
registered conscientious objector, and deplore violence in real life. | active-
ly combat assumptions that are made occasionally about combat
choreographers; | don't want anyone to see those things in me! But what
is hardest for me to deal with as a professional actor is “seeing” violence
in myself. For the full fleshing-out process of a character, an image is in-
valuable. For that image to fulfill its maximum potential, it must be person-
alized. We all have the potential of violence. Nonge of us likes to confront
that in ourselves. However, an actor is often called upon to do so. it is

" perhaps easier when the role has established and maintained a malicious

streak in the character. Again using Virginia Woolf as an example, in that
play the physical violence seems minor to the savagery wrought by words,
But what of cases in which there is no build or precedent set in the role?
The character may be given sufficient motivation, but the actor has had
no opportunity to develop and play with that trait of the character. Romeo,
for example, moves in the course of a few short minutes from embracing
Tybalt with the affection of a brother, to making a concerted effort to run




his rapier through his heart. Avenging. a friend’s death, or attempting to
murder someone is not something a contemporary actor can readily iden-

tify with. To carry that scene effectively, however, the actor must not only

be physically able to fight convincingly, but he must also be able to tap into
his own potential for violence to complete the character statement of the
moment. .

With what weapons should an actor be trained? There are several basic
types which should be studied. Having developed an understanding and
mastery of these types, the actor can then apply the principles of use to
almost any weapon he may be called upon to use. Modern drama often
calls for skill with knives and guns, both automatic pistols and revolvers.
Knowledge of the elements of knife fighting will enable an actor to effec-
tively handle a broken bottle. Many classics call for use of broadsword,
quarterstaff, rapier, and rapier and dagger. Knowledge of the elements of
quarterstaff and broadsword fighting will permit an actor to effectively handle
a two-handed sword. However, training in the use of these weapons should
come only after the actor has mastered the basics of unarmed combat. Use
of weapons must be firmly centered around those principles of unarmed
violence that minimize the inherent danger of stage combat. Eye contact,
distance, displacement, specific steps of each action, precision of
choreography — all maintain their vital importance in armed combat.

For the benefit of the directors and producers in the audience, | should
now like to address the subject of the Stage Combat Choreographer’s (SCC)
responsibilities to the production as a whole. Now that you've hired the mad-
man with the sword in his hand, what can you expect of him? A good SCC
understands that a director is working with a definite concept, and through
that concept is striving to maintain a consistency of production style. The
choreographer should have extensive discussions with the director and
should attend non-combat rehearsals, in order to develop a fuller under-
standing of the director’s intentions. With that as his base, he begins to con-
ceptualize his combat. A study of the actors will provide the most basic foun-
dation of the actual choreography: what the actors are physically capable
of. A study of the characters provides the next step in choreography. What
would a specific character do, and in what manner? The end result should
be stage combat that is consistent not only with the style of the characters,
but with the style of the show as well. If a show has been handled in an
impressionistic manner, the act of suddenly having someone’s throat cut,
resulting in blood gushing all over the stage, will have an extremely detrimen-
tal effect. Aesthetic distance will be shattered — it will jar. Likewise, if, in
a production of Streamers, a soldier is stabbed in the stomach, takes two
steps and falls down dead, the effect will be much the same.

What can good choreography do for your show? Well, there is a trend
in stage combat that is gradually developing momentum, one that | per-
sonally am very excited about. There is a move toward “authenticity”” in
both period and style of combat. More and more directors are demanding
that the form of combat staged in their production be as much in keeping
with the period as their sets and costumes are. They insist that their Romans
fight with Roman weapons in Roman fashion, that their Ancient Greeks carry
weapons of the Heroic Age — not from.the classical period, or from some
theatrical supply company’s fantasy. The days of Henry IV and Hotspur chas-
ing each other around with court swords or rapiers are rapidly drawing to
a close, and none too soon.

What potential there Is in this movement for both the actors and the
audience! Picture if you will, the first troop movement across stage in
Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. They cross, marching in formation according
to their rank and function. The Velitez — the light skirmishers — lead, their
first file armed with shield, short sword worn on their right hip, carrying pilum,
their second file armed with long bow and short sword, their third file com-
posed of slingers carrying fustibalus. Following the Velitez comes the heavy
infantry — first the Principes, soldiers in the full strength of their manhood,
armed with helmet, front and back plate, shield, large sword resting on their
shoulder, short sword on their right hip, five javelins in their hand; then the
Hastati, younger men, equally armed, but with less combat experience.
Following them comes the Triarii — seasoned veterans who form the last
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body and are held in reserve, resting on one knee under the protection of
their shields. Their leaders are the Centurions, soldiers in charge of 100
men, who have proven themselves in battle and have advanced through
the ranks. The color bearer is no young boy, but a soldier who has seen
and emerged victorious from more battles than some of the Hastati have
years. He wears an animal head and cape, and carries with him half the
pay of the soldiers, so that there will be no desertion, and the colors will
be well protected. The officers are apart — officers by having advanced
through the ranks of hundreds of men by outshining them in battle. Wear-
ing their short sword on their left hip, they move freely, checking their troops.
These are no bored supernumeraries, wandering across the stage, waiting
for their pay and the cast party. These are well-disciplined Roman legion-
naires who know who they are, where they are, and what purpose they serve.
They have an identity, and a very real reason for being! How much more
you'll get from an actor then! Would not such a movement across stage
go far in conveying to an audience that this is, in fact, a nation about to
erupt in a war of armies, and not just the few actors they see onstage and
recoghize from previous scenes? All they've done is cross the stage. It wasn't
even stage combat. But a SCC could create that for you. Stage Combat
is a discipline that has been overlooked and taken for granted for far too
long by professional and academic theatres.

Italian buckler, 15th century, front and back views.
Ancient Armor




HOW TO FIGHT FOR REEL

by TJ. Glenn

The basic nature of film action involves hazards generally (but not
always) unheard of on stage: planes, skiing, horsefall, car crashes, fire and
water gags and, of course, the fight. These needs make the man (or woman)
who coordinates and performs these stunts part engineer, part cowboy, part
magician.

It does not make that person a fight choreographer, however. Since
the complicated and more highly paying stunts take up most of their time,
film stunt people seldom devote the attention to personal combat that a
Society member does. Fights end up fudged as a result — treated as a
necessary evil by many stunt people.

Conversely, most fight choreographers do not include car hits in their
repertory. On The Empire Strikes Back, B.S.F.D. member Bob Anderson was
called in to stage the elaborate and skillful light saber battle at the film’s
conclusion. He was the fight arranger to Peter Diamond, stunt arranger on
the film.

This kind of co-credit is rare — though a ‘“fencing master” is almost
always brought in for sword sequences. In any case S.A.F.D. members must
be able to address the film/TV world if the Society is to grow and prosper.
And to address these medias we must be prepared to speak the language
of film.

| am more than sure that in the lexicon of person-to-person combat
techniques within the Society the simple stunts of cinema are accessible
to us all. ('m leaving the high falls to Dar Robinson and the car flips to
Cary Loftin).

As there are differences between acting for the stage and the screen
— differences in both techniques (broadness, focus, projection and the non-
sequentiality of film) and intent (legitimate theaters, regardless of their at-
tempts to imitate cinema with K2’s sets, are all about fantasy, i.e. let’s pre-
tend we are in Scotland. Film is about creating the illusion of reality i.e.
we are in Scotland, see the trees etc.) There are differences between
choreographing combat for the two media.

| say media because television is just cinema’s little brother with only
half the budget and never even half the time. It is only a special considera-
tion because of the network censors who teil you what you can’'t do — no
throat shots, eye gouges, groin shots, etc.

The mentality in the film industry is very much geared toward hiring
pretty cattle and then protecting the beef from itself. If a script calls for a
fight, the automatic assumption is that it can be doubled or faked with
camera trickery, so often, even if an actor can do a fight, enough time is
not allowed for rehearsal. Catch-22!

Cinema is an instant industry. Weeks of rehearsal can be thrown out
the window to accommodate a light setting or a directorial inspiration. It
is the nature of the beast. Collaborative and conflicting, a lot of people have
to be pleased for both technical and artistic reasons. This makes the FC/SC’s
job that much more difficult because he has to think on his feet and be
willing to make the compromises of aesthetics that get the fight done safely.

Few filmmakers give a hoot about correct form. It is part of the job for
a FC/SC to give them a correct form or inject-an element of creative strength
into the fight and to show the director just what he wanted all along (but
didn't know existed).

On stage the hard and fast rule is rehearse as often as is feasible and
stick to the choreography. The actor/combatants, on stage, are expected
(those whose characters survive, anyway) to keep a solid performance going.
No actor who is any good will burn himself out on a fight; no good fight
choreographer who is any good will let him. Rests will be designed into
the fight and the “non-survivors” will take the brunt of the combat.
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In film a stuntman abides by the dictum “go all out all the time when
the camera’s running.” The best stuntmen have found out this does not
mean lack of control, but it does mean an intensity to the edge of safety.
A static second on the screen becomes much more important than that
same pause would be on stage. That “movie timing” can be used to ad-
vantage as in the Alan Ladd/Ben Johnson fist fight in Shane. A rule of thumb
is: as big as the movement would be on stage, make it half as big, but twice
as intense, for the screen.

Also since combatants can wear padding under clothes during just the
fight scenes and mats can be hidden, fights can be more physical and more
bizarre. | choreographed a fight for one film in a barn which started hand
to hand and ended pitchfork to hunting knife. Along the way a horse harness,
a bottle, a hunting bow (minus arrow), a ladder and a lot of hay got into
the action.

The other main difference between stage and film work, of course, is
the shifting two dimensional plane. The camera becomes the audience and
the two dimensional plane shifts almost constantly, something even many
stuntmen seem to forget judging by the number of right crosses that should
have been straight shots and vice versa. Maybe they rely too heavily on
the editor and the sound man.

I've learned never to trust anyone to really have it figured out. A stunt
coordinator working on a car hit, a fire burn or a high fall demands and
gets a good deal of control of camera and crew because a) it’s a stuntman
or stunt crew doing the gag or b) they are all recognized as dangerous and
handled with caution. (Not always, however; Kim Kihana walked off the pro-
duction of The Thornbirds because he felt a fire gag was too dangerous
to use principals — the producers disagreed and went ahead. Fortunately
he was wrong and no one was hurt.)

Fights, even swordfights don't often get that much consideration. Most
filmmaking is a jobbed-in industry where stunt coordinators are only brought
in on a need-to-be-used basis. Unfortunately production managers don’t
always know just when to call in the choreographer for a fight. Often it's
just a day or two’s notice; sometimes not even that.

On the set of the yet to be released feature Hellspawn, a gap in com-
munication almost cost the production half a day’s work and lots of bucks.
In the day’s work {my first on the shoot) my character walks down a narrow
low ceiling corridor and is attacked from an intersecting corridor by a lady
zombie. | was supposed to dispatch her with a samurai sword | had sheathed
at my left hip. (How my character acquired a Katana is a book I’ll write
another time).

| had discussed the scene with the director and camera man and ex-
plained the Katana's one cut fast draw “kill” (ala Yojimbo) that the script
called for. Then | went off to makeup and costume.

When | came back on the set | was surprised to find my rotting Zom-
bie opponent (actually a very attractive lady under the latex) with a preset
cut on the wrong side of her body, the left side. Somebody down the line
had goofed in a big way. The close-ups had all been shot with the cut on
the wrong side. There was no room in the hall for a normal right hand draw
and cut that would leave a slash the way the appliance was situated.

Fortunately the eclectic “Sanjuro” left hand draw is part of my reper-
tory and it could safely put the cut where needed. | would have had to find
some other way to do the job safely if | was not in the habit of exploring
the exotic, but if it had been just an actor, taught just that cut for the scene
— fried ham! (or at least one ex-klieg light}.

More often than not when a FC/SC works with principals the main con-
cern has to be to keep them from hurting themselves. With the whole film-

" making process being like one long tech rehearsal a major concern is to

keep the “talent” (as actors are called to the satiric delight of the crew)
from exhausting themselves before their action is shot.

Also since the performers choices are so narrowed within the medium
— and by so many people — the F.C. should strive to present as many safe
solutions to the actor as will not confuse him and may advance the character.
A school marm from Kentucky is less likely to use a Kung Fu kick than a
“hip” fashion model from New York.
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Now that I've painted a dark picture of the medium, I'm going to do
an about face. Do not despair, some jobs are quite satisfying and some
directors are wonderful to work for/with. (They tend to be the ones who are
not absolutely sure they know it all).

The joy of sitting back after a fight sequence you’ve choreographed
is edited and music tracked is hard to express. If it all worked out even 50%
of the way you planned it, there is a great satisfaction in knowing that the
work will be preserved virtually forever. (Conversely the junk does live forever,
for certain. There’s only one defense. Be brilliant!)

There are other rewards to film/TV work, the foremost being money;
it pays more than stage. While there can be no hard and fast rules for
transferring S.A.F.D. skills to the screen there are four points to keep in mind:

First: Be prepared to change anything and to push your aesthetic
senses to the limit, but dig in your heels about safety. Regardless of
the “Twilight Zone” fiasco, there are some pretty callous types in posi-
tions of power out there in movieland.

Second: Work for intensity with control. Keep it alive for the camera,
use the pauses in action sparingly. Film fighting has a different rhythm
than stage combat.

Third: Keep the lines of communication open to the people who need
to know. The aesthetic chain of command involves the director, the
assistant director (who functions as the eyes and ears of the inner
involved director), the unit production manager and the effects person. -

That order can be reversed in terms of safety priorities. The ef-
fects man (or woman) is certainly the most important person in terms
of safety on a set, especially if bullet hits or explosives are being used.
The effects man can literally kill you if he makes a mistake or you
don't listen explicitly to his instructions.

The unit production manager is the person who controls acquisi-
tions of equipment and allocation of personnel on a film set.

The production manager will often be shuttling between the pro-
duction office and the location, so on the set the assistant director
may be the one to talk to if there is a problem.

The director, on a film of any size, will really not be able to con-
cern himself with the details the FC/SC finds vital. Unless the prin-
cipals are involved, just say hello to Mr. Director, ask what he wants
artistically and then forget him for the day to day of it all.

Fourth: The final point is one not much different from stage work: know
the medium. This is a broad, apparently self evident point, but vital.
Most S.A.F.D. members know the stage forward and backward but
have little or no exposure to the mechanics of fitm. The reasons are
many, the paramount being sheer logistics.

The New York/Hollywood dominance is breaking down and more and
more film productions are originating regionally. S.A.F.D. members have
to be ready to take advantage of this decentralization.

Since martial arts have entered the general vocabulary and Conan and
Star Wars have spawned a whole wave of low budget imitators, S.A.F.D.
members could be very much in demand if we could let the film companies
know we exist. -

A few film theory or editing classes and a little library research can
go a long way. it’s not hard to know more about movie action than most
directors, and if you can idiot proof (actorfeditor/director proof) your
choreography you’ll make them look good. That means more work.

S.A.F.D. members are not stuntmen, but stuntmen are not fight choreo-
graphers either. As a former member of the Professional Stuntmen’s Federa-
tion | can assure you that stuntmen increasingly are studying what we do
because our training is more systematic and complete than what is available
to them.

| look forward to the future when S.A.F.D. are the initials that are as
Familiar as A.S.C. on the end credits of films — not too far in the distant
future either.
© 1984, T. James Glenn.
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STAGE MANAGER’S
FIGHT-CALL CHECKLIST

by Tony Soper

The following letter is intended to be photo-copied and given to your
stage manager when leaving the rehearsal process (usually at opening).
Most SM’s are very conscientious but quite in the dark about what their
responsibilities are, in running the half-hour fight call for example. This let-
ter is intended as a handy reference for them once you leave, and as a
‘good-will’ gesture during the rehearsal process. All SM’s appreciate ad-
vance warning, of anything! In the next issue, look for a handy letter you
carr copy and send to your SM before the first rehearsal, detailing for him/her
the FD’s special requirements.

Dear Stage Manager,

Please excuse the “form” nature of this letter, but | was originally ask-
ed to write this by a concerned SM who'd never worked with a Fight Direc-
tor before and it’s my hope that this may be of use to you in dealing with
some of the unique problems arising from working with that troublesome
breed. If this covers old ground, please don'’t take it personally.

On to the meat of the matter. Some things you'll want to be forewarned
(forearmed) about, in no particular order:

FIGHT CALL: For any show involving combat, you must call a fight rehear-
sal before each performance (though usually one fight rehearsal will suf-
fice on a two-show day, providing it's before the matinee).

Even for heavy fight shows (like some of the Shakespeare histories)
the fight call should take no more.than 30 minutes.

The basic idea behind the fight call is twofold: (1) to physically warm
up the actors, and (2) to provide them a feeling of “security” by reviewing
the fights before performance. Both are equally important, but the
psychological element in particular must be stressed. If the actors are secure
in the fights before the curtain, the chances of someone’s “‘going up” dur-
ing the fight are greatly reduced, and the actors will be able to better handle
the little things that always seem to go wrong. For this reason you should
be very strict about attendance of the fight call and enforcement of the rules
and guidelines herein.

In my experience as both actor and FD I've found it’s best to call fight
rehearsal before the half-hour call. Much earlier t