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When I returned from Illinois the next weekend, I was anxious to
see what had transpired during my absence.  The actors had been
working on the fights every day, and their effort paid off.  I only
needed to make some minor adjustments when we transferred the
scene onto the set.  We were able to use the more stable points for
Stephen to slam and shake Eamon against.  I believe in
incorporating the set into the choreography whenever possible.
The scene is more realistic when the fight interacts with the
environment, rather than just being situated in the middle of it.

The major remaining task was to add the blood with the squirting
knife.  I have never liked squirting blood knives, primarily
because I have never found a good one.  This knife had its
problems too.  If it was held with the blade down, the blood leaked
out of it.  Arriving at the right amount of pressure was also a
problem.  Squeezing too hard resulted in the blood shooting past
the victim’s body, but too little pressure produced blood that was
inadequate for dramatic visual impact.  After determining the right
mixture of chocolate and strawberry syrup for the blood, we
dressed Ciaran up in a t-shirt and took him outside to get sticky.
Alto Essandoh and I explored several options before we
discovered a way to achieve the desired effect.  As it turned out,
the cast used blood in an infant’s aspirator, which Stephen palmed
during the first break in the fight with Laurence.  While Laurence
turned Stephen around upstage, Stephen released the blood
through his finger and onto his shirt.

I was able to watch several runs of the show and produce notes for

the actors.  An entire afternoon was devoted to polishing the
fights; now that the combat scenes were more engrained into the
actors’ bodies, I could offer more specific feedback.  I was pleased
with the results.  However hard the fight director might work,
stage fights can only be as good as the actors performing them.

A drawback to directing fights from out of state while working as
a professor is that you cannot stay and work with the cast through
opening night.  But I had no need to worry.  The opening went
splendidly, with the majority of the reviews being positive about
the play, the cast, the director, and the fights.

Anytime I get to work in theatre, I always feel blessed to be able
to do something I love so much.  I had a challenging and
rewarding collaboration with the actors, director, and playwright
on this production and look forward to the future when our paths
might cross again, whether in New York or elsewhere.

���

Molly (Susan B. McConnell, center) threatens Eamon (Colin Hamell, left) with Stephen (Ciaran
Crawford) holding her back in Ronan Noone’s The Blowin’ of Baile Gall. Directed by David Sullivan.
Presented by Julian Pelenur and Aidan Connolly in association with Gabriel Byrne and the Irish
Arts Center. Photograph by Richard Chambers. 



n the summer of 2004, I flew into Reno, Nevada for the
weekend Master Intensive and the 7th Annual Fight
Director’s Workshop with Gregory Hoffman and Dueling

Arts International.  Touted as the California equivalent to boot camp
for fight enthusiasts, the workshop made me more than a bit
anxious, but arriving at the Reno/Tahoe International Airport
proved an amusing distraction.  Reno is only forty-five minutes
from the Sierra Nevada and Tahoe, California.  The crystal blue
shores of Lake Tahoe sit squarely over the border of two states that
could not be more literally and figuratively separated; flying into
Reno always seems like a guilty pleasure.  Even at noon, the airport
has the ambiance of dusk in the casino and as you stroll down the
walkways the whir of buzzers and twirling lights entice you to
“loose” slot machines while baggage claim screens advertise the
best in “exotic” Irish Step Dancers.  It’s all a bit heady for a 25-cent
gambler such as myself.  If Las Vegas is the legal equivalent of
Babylon in America, Reno must be the suburbs.

The sense of entering another world was only intensified by a quick
introduction to two female cohorts in the workshop, a stunt coordi-
nator from Las Vegas and a theatre director from Japan.  Compared
to these two women with their intense knowledge of weaponry and
love of the fight, I was the Yankee in Greg Hoffman’s Court.
During our quick ride to South Lake Tahoe with Karl Ramsey,
Hoffman’s partner in crime, we chatted about great workshops of
the past (with master teachers I had never met) amidst the rarefied
air of the Sierra Nevada.  At Lake Tahoe, we were shown the
community college where the work would begin the following day
and then deposited at the lodge, our “boot camp base” for the next
sixteen days, with strolling proximity to Lake Tahoe, beachside
running paths, and an all-female-managed vegetarian deli and tea
shop that sports a mean bowl of organic oatmeal.

I soon discovered I would need such refuge, for within hours into
the Saturday morning fight workouts, the Master Intensive pushed
every button in my inferiority complex and the fun component had
diminished considerably.  I was no master by any stretch of the
imagination.  When I contacted Gregory Hoffman about entering
the course as a fight director, I had been honest about the fact that I
had not recertified with the Society of American Fight Directors
(SAFD) for over ten years.  David Boushey, known to many for his
excellent work and infamous teaching style, had been my master in
graduate school, and I had not taken a workshop since.  Although I
had been asked to choreograph over thirty major fights within those
ten years with no more credentials than an MFA and an expired
actor/combatant certification, the jobs had clearly come to me
because I was cheap, available, and blessed with a creative eye for
visual staging, movement, and acting.  Most of all I openly adver-
tised that I loved authentic violence, so opportunities presented
themselves, particularly when the production could get a package
deal of either actor/fight director or director/fight director.  I felt like
a lucky fraud.

I suspected my skills were weak in every area outside of rapier and

dagger, unarmed combat and quarterstaff, but the weekend crystal-
lized that fact.  The workshop was populated by actors whose
primary interest in performance was fight choreography.  They had
specialized in various weapons and styles of combat, had been to
multiple SAFD and Dueling Arts workshops, and seemed to know
the correct placement of the reinforced parry in every position.  It
was disarming.  Nonetheless, I was instantly fond of a rebel actor
name Orion, who chuckled good-naturedly at my fumbles; an
elegant fighter named Gwen, who displayed consummate poise;
and the Japanese director Noreko, who politely corrected my tech-
nique by moving the weapon to the right position without a word.
I dreaded the showing of each of our partnered weapon sequences
to the attendant master but managed to pick up the pace by Sunday
morning.  The two days flashed by with fast, intense technique
work in rapier and dagger, smallsword, kitana,  Talhoffer
broadsword, warrior-spirit katas.  A high point was a visit from my
old master, David Boushey, who promptly tore up the room with his
unarmed combat and colorful language.  Who cannot appreciate a
man like that?  I was exhausted and humiliated, but had survived.

The next two weeks were astonishing.  They remain the formative
moments of my training as a fight director.  The Dueling Arts
International Fight Director’s Workshop provided me with an
epiphany that had little to do with those first two days of technique
intensives.  A year of stage combat in graduate school and thirty
choreographed fights ranging from simple events involving two
people to a war waged by twenty-five had not prepared me for the
change.  Gregory Hoffman was a revelation.  For the first time in
my fight directing career, I began to understand what had disturbed
me about the false mystique of stage violence and the nature of so
many fight personalities across America.  I also realized why I had
never attended any of those workshops even though I loved staging
combat.  And I began to see what truly engaged my creative flair.

The problem with so many advertised workshops lay in their
emphasis on technical execution and accuracy of style to the exclu-
sion of all else.  In many cases I had spent ten years writing out my
creative ideas for a requested fight on paper and choreographing the
actors in my head before I had even met them.  I had developed
fight notation for the steps and moves and double-checked my
vocabulary before imposing the piece on the wary actors.  And I had
tried to be as exact as possible when assigning an original fight
technique to an actor during rehearsal.

But in every fight, an inevitable moment came when the actor
baulked at a proposed move and felt compelled to change the
choreography or argue over its “innate flaw.”  And interestingly
enough, the actor rarely disagreed with the simple moves but rather
the sexiest of bits that promised to make him or her look like a mas-
ter fighters in the sequence.  I inevitably won him or her over in the
end, but the    suspect moment drove a small wedge between the dis-
gruntled  fighter and me several times over the years, and I suspect-
ed that I had consistently done something wrong.  Conversely, the
best moments in my fights had been related to spontaneous move-
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ment inspired by the Suzuki training method and my own creative
collaboration with the fighters themselves.

What I learned in those two weeks cannot be quantified or put in
simple terms.  Much like his Taoist persona, Hoffman taught the art
of spontaneous, organic fight creation.  I know no other way to
describe it.  His legacy is really a method and style of collaboration.
I could mention the excellence of his smallsword technique (he may
be the best in America today) or talk about the incredible
opportunity to work with such accomplished fighters for each day’s
scene.  We covered every weapon from knife to blank guns and
looked at every scene style from physical comedy to domestic
violence in the course of those two weeks.  Or I could even discuss
the freedom for exploration in the workshop.  Occasionally we were
given more than a day to build a complex fight scene with the actors,
and I experimented with period settings, choreography, movement
work, and fascinating pictures.  But the real and undeniable artistry
of the workshop lay in Gregory Hoffman’s subtle mentoring.

Every day, while Karl Ramsey was off with the actors, Gregory
Hoffman met with us and before we began working a few sequences
with the chosen weapon of the day, commented on the nature of
direction, the progression of our scene work, and our personal fight-
directing challenges.  During the rehearsal he would stop by my
work with the actors and whisper something pertinent about my
style, and slowly I began to evolve.  The change was almost imper-
ceptible at first, but could be traced through conversations I had
each evening.  Having befriended the two actors Orion and Cory,
with their bachelor-pad tent across the road in the South Tahoe
campground, I would usually sit with them and chat about the day’s
events over beers around a campfire.  Often I would note thoughts
and ideas for the next day’s work between sips and anecdotes.  One
night it occurred to me that I was writing less and less on the
notepad.  The last three fights I created for the workshop involved
no preconceived moments or techniques, but instead relied on
spontaneous collaboration with the actors in rehearsal.

Since that summer I have choreographed nine major fights, none of
which I developed before I had met the actors.  I simply taught the
technique of certain weapons when a natural target and moment
arose in our work together.  As a result, I have cut my rehearsal time
in half while instructing actors from ages nine to twenty-five
without a moment of friction.  And my fights have been universally
praised for their realistic and comic edge, passion and creative
styling.  Each time I have been able to attribute some of the best
work to the fighters themselves.  And all I have ever prepared was
an arsenal of moves related to the style of fight work needed for the
production.  I showed them the organic targets, and they did the rest.
Nothing could be more simple or sublime.

I had watched Hoffman’s fights for years throughout the Bay Area
and been fascinated by the precision and unique styling of the
moves for each piece.  I mused over how he had achieved such an
organic look.  I had even been perplexed when I witnessed his work
in rehearsal.  But now I am certain Gregory Hoffman gave me the
answer.  It was in the gentle suggestion, the wink of his eye, and the
well-placed remark.  He taught me something other than technique:
he taught me the Way of Fight Direction.                             

✦✦✦
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My Cheesesteak for a horse!

The 5th Annual
Philadelphia
Stage Combat 
Workshop

FALL 2004
sponsored by

SAFD and 

THE UNIVERSITY OF THE ARTS
PAST FACULTY
Chuck Coyl, SAFD Fight Master; John V. Bellomo, Payson Burt, Charles Conwell,
Jeff A.R. Jones, John McFarland, SAFD Fight Directors; Ian Rose, John Paul
Scheidler, Robert Westley, SAFD Certified Teachers; Anthony Matteo, CWC
Professional Wrestler; Samantha Bellomo, Arthur Murray Dance Instructor

PAST CLASSES
Professional Wrestling, Bullwhip, Running with Sharp Objects, Cratehook & Knife,
Sword & Axe, Kali Stick, Katana, Multiple Attackers, Gratuitous Spins, Full Contact
Smallsword, Mambo Italiano, Skills Proficiency Renewal Class (additional $75.00)

WORKSHOP FEE: $235
Fee includes continental breakfast & Philly cheesesteaks for lunch (veggie cheesesteaks available).
$210: SAFD members, union affiliates or early registration (paid in full by 9/1/03).
$185: SAFD members, union affiliates with early registration (paid in full by 9/1/03).

Call 215-888-4172 or email 
philascw@yahoo.com for more details

The 77th AAnnual
Philadelphia
Stage CCombat
Workshop

Fall 22006
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or the first time in its fifteen-year history, the Fight
Director’s Workshop was not held at the Celebration Barn
in Maine. Instead it moved to the campus of the North

Carolina School of the Arts in my hometown of Winston-Salem,
North Carolina. Partly because it was a good excuse to take my
family across the country to visit relatives and partly because I
wanted to get more involved with the SAFD, I applied to the
workshop. This was not a simple process. Slots in the Fight
Director Workshop fill up fast, sometimes a year in advance, and
when I contacted Allen Suddeth in March, no space was available.
Suddeth signed me on for the actor workshop and agreed to put
me on a waiting list for a fight directors spot. Lucky for me, some-
one got a film and I was bumped up.

Everyone talks reverentially about the “Barn.”  When I saw
certified teacher Angela Bonacasa at the Seattle Sockeye and told
her that I was going, her advice was simple: “Do your homework!
Whatever you do, do your homework.” I had also been told that
Suddeth, who created the Barn as “the workshop I wanted to go to
when I was starting out,” is a taskmaster who takes a sadistic
pleasure in ripping his students apart.  I awaited the homework
assignments with a mixture of excitement and trepidation. The
email that came surprised me with its length and complexity. We
were assigned our first four fights (all from Shakespeare) and told
to edit the scenes and prepare some starting-point choreography.
The scenes were the same for everyone but some were to be
developed according to different styles. The following were my
instructions for preparing the Macbeth fight:

Ted- Cowboy - Think John Ford version, starring John
Wayne, and James Stewart. Setting
can be outside or inside, with tradi-
tional brutal 1940s’ Hollywood punch
up. Weapons possible, too.

The email also outlined the requirements of what
is called “Battle Day”:

On this day, you each have a collabo-
ration partner to work with you. You
will both be responsible for staging
the entire battle from your designated
piece within four hours start to finish.
All battles take place in the theater,
and you are responsible for creating
your settings. There is a two-hour
break between battles, so that the
actors can rest, and the new set be
installed. Bring music! THINK EPIC!
You will have the entire company of
10 actors for each battle, and you
may recycle them.  Lights and sound

help, so plan ahead. You must contact your co-choreog-
rapher before arriving in North Carolina, to begin the
collaboration.

Jason Walsh and I were assigned the opening brawl from Romeo
and Juliet.  The instructions also included a long list of materials
we should bring: an abbreviated “stunt bag”;  personal weapons;
research books on fighting, acting, or comedy; videotapes of
inspirational movies; three rolls of black gaffer’s tape;  generic
costume pieces; stage blood; special props to share (trick knives,
capes, chain flails, antiques to show, etc.); music tapes and CDs;
notebooks, pens and pencils galore; aspirin; fighting gloves; a
sharp working knife; a lightweight complete works of
Shakespeare; and extra cash to buy set and prop items to enhance
scenes.

Suddeth’s last words of advice to us read

It is important that you treat all these assignments as
jobs, not as casual homework, and do your best to 
prepare for them.

I will be honest—I did not do my homework. Since I was direct-
ing a show that opened four days before the workshop, I only had
time to watch a few westerns, possible sources of material for my
John Ford style Macbeth fight.  I showed up at the Barn with noth-
ing on the list, not even a pen.  My lackadaisical attitude would
soon change as I began to appreciate the opportunity before me.
At the first morning table session, Suddeth and Dale Girard drilled
into us that the main purpose of the workshop was to make us

BARN RRAZZING:
A RReview oof tthe FFight DDirector’s WWorkshop

by Ted de Chatelet

F
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better fight directors.  This would not be a competition and the
entire staff would do all they could to help us improve.  The
challenges of the workshop would be to benefit us, not to indulge
anyone’s sense of superiority.  I was inspired and determined to
redeem myself for arriving unprepared.  In fact, all five of us in
the fight directors’ workshop put our egos aside to become a
supportive and tightly knit group.  My experience at the Barn
would not have been half as rewarding without the camaraderie
and support of Lee Soroko, Paul Molnar, Roger Bartlett, and
Jason Walsh.

The first two days were mostly a “getting to know you dance”
during which we evaluated each other as fighters and actors. In the
mornings we split up and the fight directors had table sessions
with Suddeth and Girard, while the actors worked with the mild-
mannered Mark Olsen on acting, mask work, and other subjects.
In the afternoons, we all met for master classes led by Suddeth and
Girard. This was a time for us to gauge who could fight, who
could act, who could do both, and who could not. One of our first
assignments was to write a brief psychological profile of each
actor based on our first impressions. We were encouraged to be
judgmental, but to modify each profile as we learned more about
the actors. The five fight directors were remarkably similar—and
mistaken— in their evaluations.  Some actors, identified as easy
to work with, were not. The affability, ability, and range of others
were underestimated.  Few of the evaluations remained
unchanged.  In the evenings, we worked on exercises designed to
get us thinking as “directors of scenes of physical dialogue”
(Girard’s phrase) rather than as someone who simply demon-
strates the fight moves. 

Of course, we encountered some surprises.  During the morning
session of the first day, we were informed that we would be
presenting an hour-long lecture on the history of weapons to the
acting company that evening, followed by a critique.  Each of us
was assigned a period, such as Greco-Roman, Medieval, or
Renaissance, and told to prepare ten minutes of material.  I knew
next to nothing about Greco-Roman weapons (my assigned topic)
or for that matter, those of any other period.  So I received my first
lesson from the workshop:  review the history of weapons.

Unfortunately, that was not immediately possible.  To com-
pensate, I tried to remember everything I could from
Gladiator and Spartacus and then did my best eight-minute
song-and-dance routine.  At the first critique, we learned that
honesty would be the letter of the law.  I may have baffled
some of the actors, but Suddeth and Girard saw right
through me.  “You’ve got great energy, but you need to calm
your inner ferret and stand still!  And you gave all kinds of
misinformation.  The short sword was made of copper, it’s a
cutting and thrusting weapon, and that wasn’t a short sword
you were holding!”

On the third day we directed our first fight. Three hours
were allotted for rehearsal in the afternoon; we then broke
for dinner and had one last hour of rehearsal before the
scenes were presented for taping and critique.  We were
restricted to a two-phrase fight that was not to exceed fifteen
moves and needed to include a “surprise kill.” This is a pat-

tern that would be repeated for the next three days, with a new
scene being substituted each day.   

The results were far from impressive. Most of us tried to put in all
the fancy moves we knew and ignored ideas of character and
story. That evening’s critique was lengthy and abrasive. As a
group we failed to include the passion and intensity of the fight,
the story being told, and the previous action in the play. A popu-
lar phrase heard again and again was that our work was “too much
like a certification test.” The majority of our collective experience
had been in the classroom, either as instructors, assistants, or stu-
dents. In class countless hours are spent practicing skills and
fancy moves that are then performed as the required moves for the
Skills Proficiency Test (SPT). Not surprising, the fights looked
like SPT fights—too many moves, set starts, and pointless circling
to set up the next phrase. In my own fight, Romeo screamed at
Tybalt then stopped the scene to run back and pick up his
weapons. I also well exceeded the fifteen-move limit. Still, the
fight had a feeling of desperation and some impressive floor work.
That night I went home feeling good about myself and my fight.

Such was not the case on the next day.  The assigned fight was that
between Joan and the Dauphin from Henry VI Part I, for which
we would again rehearse four hours and then preset, tape, and cri-
tique in the evening.  The actor for my scene was less skilled than
the one I had worked with previously, and once again I over cho-
reographed the fight.  Although I had some good ideas, they did
not translate very well.  In fact, I was surprised by how much of
my scene did not play.  Suddeth and Girard had much more criti-
cism for me that night, so much I wondered if I had simply been
lucky the day before.  

I thought that day five would be easy for me. We were working on
the Viola/Aguecheek fight from Twelfth Night, which I knew well
since I had acted in three productions of the play and directed it
the previous January. The night before the fight, the actors and I
filled a duffle bag with props to use in the scene—props that ulti-
mately proved to consist of too much junk and not enough sub-
stance.  During the dinner break I developed an elaborate scene
involving a toy airplane, some light sabers, a game of “quarters,”
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and a stuffed dog named “Grey Capilet.”  I even managed to work
myself into the scene, though I could not tell you why or even
which character I was supposed to be.

The actors realized the scene would never work.  When we
returned from dinner, they revolted and said they could not play
the scene as it had been rehearsed because there was no
relationship between the characters.  Of course, they were right,
but the last thing I wanted to do an hour before the taping was to
redo the scene.  I fought them for about five minutes, conceded,
and we started from scratch.  In an hour we had a completely
different scene, this time between two characters; we cut most of
the added props and my pointless cameo.  I would love to say this
was my “best scene” or even a “pretty good” scene, but I would
be lying.  Although decidedly better, it was still rough and
woefully under-rehearsed, and, of course, gave Suddeth and
Girard much to scrutinize.  Sometimes they would simply freeze
the picture on a particularly awkward moment and look at me in
silence.  But it was the first time I had not over-choreographed the
fight.  Maybe I was learning something.

Critique sessions with Suddeth and Girard were as much about the
play as the fight. They studied the script for every clue about the
characters and how they fight, as well as offered opinions on the
choreography. I learned that I focused too much on the fight
moves as if they existed in a vacuum. Although I thought I always
considered character and the script, I was wrong. Going to the
Barn showed me just how mistaken I was about my own work.

The Macbeth/Macduff fight was scheduled for the sixth day and
we had the entire afternoon and evening sessions to rehearse for
our presentation the following day. Each fight director had been
assigned a different production style (Kurosawa, Punk, Feminist,
and Traditional as well as my Cowboy) and told to scour the cam-
pus for the best location.  I had a couple of great actors for
Cowboy Macbeth.  One was big and brawny; the other came with
his own bullwhip.  Despite my initial reservations, the fight for
Cowboy Macbeth turned out to be my favorite.  I had never done
much “punch-em-up stuff,” but my actors were both very adept.
The scene played well on the film school’s street-front location;
the set even included a cheap wooden rain-barrel in which to sink
Macbeth’s bloody head.  But my favorite part of the fight
followed Macbeth’s line “But get thee back!”; with a bullwhip, he
then snapped a gun out of Macduff’s hand.  For
the first time at feedback session Girard
suggested adding a couple of moves to one of
my fights.

Other fight directors were not so lucky. The
Macbeth conflict was one of the most stressful
experiences of the entire workshop. I started
smoking again that day, something I had not
done in more than two years.  The pressure-
cooker atmosphere at the Barn can be over-
whelming at times, and one actor, in the middle
of the evening rehearsal, hit the wall figuratively
and literally. She stomped up and down in the
middle of the rehearsal hall, screaming that she

could not do it, then stormed out of the scene and workshop, only
to return somewhat sheepishly the next day to finish her assign-
ments.  But the fight director was still short an actor with very
little time to finish his scene.  Fortunately intern Alex Cordaro
filled in and the Kurosawa Macbeth, set in and around an Asian-
style fountain, was as beautiful as it was haunting. 

The eighth day was a much-needed day off. The fight directors
could use this time to plan for battle day, the actors could work on
lines, and everyone could do some laundry. I had planned on
having folks over to eat some North Carolina BBQ and to share in
some R&R, but Suddeth and Girard changed those plans. They
arrived at the apartments around mid-day to leave more homework
for us that included the casting for our last two rounds of scenes.  I
cancelled the barbeque and spent the rest of the day re-reading my
newly assigned plays, Orphans and The Taming of the Shrew.

The second week began with one of the most intense experiences
of my theatrical career: —Battle Day. The fight directors were
paired and the day was split in half. Jason Walsh and I had sixteen
actors and four hours to stage the opening brawl from Romeo and
Juliet. While we worked onstage in a three-quarter thrust theatre,
the three other fight directors—Soroko, Molnar and Bartlett—
were busy in the back of the house making the final preparations
for their own battle that afternoon. They would have the same six-
teen actors and four hours to stage the rumble from West Side
Story. Usually at the Barn, you are hidden away in the safety and
relative obscurity of the rehearsal room; only occasionally will
someone drop in to check on your progress. Battle Day, however,
was like working in a fish-bowl with Suddeth, Girard, Olson,
Cordero, and new arrivals A.C. Weary, Michelle Ladd, and Jacob
Snodgrass all sitting in the house, taking notes, chatting among
themselves, and (I suspect by their laughter) mocking our mis-
takes.  Despite our angst, Battle Day went well. Walsh and I
sketched in rough blocking for the entire scene then split it into
featured and background fights. We divided up choreography
duties and worked the fights individually before putting it all
together.  We were even able to run the entire fight a few times
before final taping at the four-hour deadline.

Still, however good our scene was during the taping, Suddeth and
Girard’s critique made me realize it could still be better.  Walsh and
I had overlooked many opportunities to reemphasize the personal-


