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Wh at was the fi rst thing you learned in stage combat—footwork? Th e parts of 
a sword? A brief history lesson? Th ink back—did anyone explain what violence 
was? Probably not—violence is inherently understood, to the peaceful and 
aggressive alike. Yet we, as actors and choreographers, live in a strange limbo 
where we create safe violence. We are taught to go off -line, watch our thumbs, 
and those of us who know how to break wrists and smash bones are conditioned 
not to when it comes to our fi ght partners. To do this successfully, we must un-
derstand the nature of violence as it relates to our craft .

Th at sounds easy, and it is deceptively so, because each of us has a diff erent 
interpretation of the fundamentals. For some, violence breaks the moral contract between 
individuals and sends us backwards. For others, humanity never truly moved forward, and 
violence is simply sewn into the nature of man. Neither of these points of view is wrong, 
though advocates would argue loudly for their side. Consider the fi rst-time fi ghter who does 
not necessarily want to hit her opponent, or the male fi ghter who has been socially con-
ditioned against hitt ing women. Compare them to the competitive fi ghter learning stage 
combat, not wanting to unleash the full power of an att ack. How you understand violence 
impacts how you look at choreography. Wh at is the basic level of a fi ght, and what determines 
a character’s relationship to the core concept of being violent?

Th is Spring issue is all about basics. How do we, as choreographers, research the reason 
for a fi ght? How do we, as actors, fi nd the motivation in a character to end the life of another 
human being? How do we, as performers, keep ourselves malleable and healthy so that we 
can play all the types of characters we wish? It is my hope that in reading these articles you 
take an opportunity to fi nd your own fundamentals, and see where you stand. It is a healthy 
exercise, both in terms of understanding potential character motivations, as well as where to 
start when you look at piece of fi ght choreography.

Th e SAFD welcomes the newly elected members of the governing body, as well as the new 
regional representatives selected to keep the channels of communication running smoothly. 
We hope that you will continue advancing the goals of the SAFD, to get more theaters to 
recognize the need for skilled fi ght choreographers, and to encourage performers to improve 
their combat skills to ensure safe fi ghts on stage. We also welcome the recently established 
Diversity Committ ee. Th is committ ee’s purpose is to improve inclusiveness in the SAFD, and 
we wish them luck with this noble goal.

    Be well. Fight well.

Jean A. Monfort, Editor
fmeditor@safd.org
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SUBMISSION GUIDELINES
Editorial and graphic content featured in The Fight 
Master is the product of contributions from SAFD 
members of all levels as well as from the global 
stage combat community. Participation is greatly 
encouraged and submissions are accepted on a roll-
ing basis, with deadlines for the Fall and Spring edi-
tions occurring on June 1 and December 1 respec-
tively. For submissions by traditional mail, please 
send a shipping address request by email.

Articles
Submitted material will be edited for clarity and 
length with the assistance and approval of the au-
thor. Articles should include a short biography 150 
words or less, as well as contact information. By sub-
mitting material to The Fight Master, it is assumed the 
author agrees the following:

"  All submissions are subject to editorial discretion
"  All work submitted is assumed to be the original 

work of the author, and The Fight Master will not 
assume any of the author’s copyright liabilities 
and publication rights.

"  Submissions must include any and all necessary 
supporting documentation (bibliographies, etc.)

"  Before publication, author must approve all 
changes beyond grammar and conventions

"  Submissions must be written in a clear and  
professional manner

"  No submissions defaming individuals  
by name will be published

"   Authors are assumed to be working toward 
the betterment of the SAFD and, thus, will  
not be paid for submissions

Please forward submissions and questions to:
Jean A. Monfort, Editor
fmeditor@safd.org 

Graphics
Both digital and traditional photographs are accept-
ed; however, resolution will play a factor in where, 
or if an image is used. All photos should be accom-
panied by the names of the performers w/ roles (if 
fewer than five are pictured), photographer, play, 
playwright, fight director, theatre company, and 
year of performance. Without this information, we 
can not give proper credit to the contributors and 
the picture will not be used.

Traditional images/negatives submitted by mail 
should be sent in an envelope clearly labeled 
“Photos—Do Not Bend,” with larger photos se-
cured between cardboard or foam core. Submis-
sions should also include a return self-addressed, 
stamped envelope.

Digital images must be submitted in an uncom-
pressed format (RAW, TIFF, PNG or TGA) on a CD 
or DVD if possible. Images that have been reduced in 
size to send by email will also be considered as long 
as a larger version exists that can be requested later. 
Please do NOT crop or alter photos. Touch-ups and 
color correction will be performed as needed.

Please forward submissions and questions to:
Jonathan Wieder, Art Director
fmartdirector@safd.org

Meron Langsner, PhD has composed violence for over 150 productions, tours, and 
films and has published extensively on the subject of stage combat.  He recently taught 
a dramaturgy workshop for the Choreographers’ Track at the NY Summer Sling.  
Meron is also an accomplished playwright, scholar, and educator.  More at www.
MeronLangsner.com.

Randy Messersmith (AAC) is currently proficient in all eight SAFD weapon 
styles with Recommended status in six of them. He has been a professional actor, 
director, playwright, fight director, educator and producer for over thirty-six years. 
He is the co-founder of Southwest Shakespeare Company based in Mesa, Arizona, 
and served as its Artistic Director from 1992-1996. In 2006, he was hired as the 

Theatre Arts Director at Scottsdale Community College and currently teaches classes in Acting, 
Directing for Theatre and Film, Combat for Stage and Screen, Voice and Diction, Shakespeare, and 
Acting for TV and Film. He holds an M.F.A. in Acting/Directing from the University of Missouri, 
Kansas City.

Andrew Joseph Perez (AAC) is an AEA actor and fight choreographer based  
in Los Angeles, and has performed across the US and internationally with Armed 
Forces Entertainment. He has been choreographing fights for theatre since 2005  
and specializes in teaching young performers. www.andrewjperez.com

 
Jay Peterson (AAC) is a fight choreographer and tactical advisor from Atlanta, 
GA. Best known for the hit fan film Deadpool: A Typical Tuesday. His recent film 
work includes Poker Face, Public Enemy #1 and the award-winning CHARGED. He is 
also an instructor for the SAFD’s Theatrical Firearms Safety program. He fought in 
the battles of Ramadi and Now Zad as a U.S. Marine and finds it rather surreal that 

they now have Wikipedia pages.

Danielle Rosvally is a 2015 Graduate Institute For Teaching Fellow at Tufts 
University and a project coordinator at the Folger Shakespeare Library.  She holds a 
B.A. from New York University, an M.A. from Rutgers University, and is finishing her 
Ph.D. at Tufts University.  In addition to her formalized education, she has also 
trained as an actor at the American Globe Theatre, The Actor’s Institute, The 

Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, The Royal Shakespeare Company, and Shakespeare & Company.  She 
works as a fight director in Boston.

Eugene Solfanelli (AAC) has been a registered Advanced Actor Combatant and 
professional combatant and fight director since 2001. He has a MFA in Acting from 
Brooklyn College and a BA in Education from St. Joseph’s College. A martial artist for 
over 25 years, he has been teaching stage combat at Brooklyn College since 2008, in 
the stage combat department at AMDA NY and stage combat workshops at 

Swordplay. He assists Joe Travers and Nathan DeCoux at Swordplay. More information available at: 
www.actorcombatanttraining.com

Joseph Travers (SAFD FD/CT) has been fight directing and teaching stage 
combat for over twenty-five years. Recent fight directing work includes the Broadway 
production of Bronx Bombers and the world premier of Billy Porter’s While I Yet Live at 
Primary Stages. He teaches stage combat for the Columbia University MFA Acting 
Program, heads the stage combat program at AMDA, NYC, and is the Managing 

Director of Swordplay, NYC’s longest running stage combat school.

Heidi Wolf (CT) is based in Seattle. Recent fight direction credits: the world 
premiere of Red Earth, Gold Gate, Shadow Sky, and a revival of Kittens in a Cage. Recent 
teaching credits: Cornish College of the Arts, University of Puget Sound, University 
of Washington School of Drama. Recent interview credits: “Stage Combat: Not Just a 
Man’s Game” (Amarante, 2015). Recent performance credits: Romeo and Juliet 

(Seattle Immersive Theatre), and Stage Combat Arts (DuVal, 2016).

 On The Cover
  Randy Messersmith as Duke of  

York and Andrea Robertson as  
Joan of Arc in Southwest Shakespeare  
Company’s   Blood Royal: An Original  
Adaptation of the Henry VI Trilogy  
by Dr. Michael Flachmann.  
Photo courtesy of Larry Stone.

Contributors

Neither The Fight Master nor the Society of American Fight 
Directors is responsible for any claims made by advertisers, 
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By Meron Langsner, PhD

W
hat follows is a breakdown 
of one methodology of 
approaching a text as a 
fight director and/or a 
movement specialist. 
While it’s obvious that 
the play must be read be-
fore any other work is 
done, what one is look-
ing for when they read 

and how one’s findings are utilized hasn’t had a whole lot of public 
discussion. Like any other design discipline, fight directing begins 
with the text.

This is primarily a discussion of pragmatically applied dramatur-
gy (specifically what I have come to call “fightaturgy.”) The goals are 
to be able to solidify the fight director’s understanding both of how 
they might be of service in any given production, and also to be able 
to communicate with the director, production staff, and performers.

While reading the script, a fight choreographer must look for 
moments wherein they might expect to be of service and create 
a list for themselves of those moments with page, scene and line 
notations for reference. A modified version of this list should be 
prepared to present to the director so as to help guide the conversa-
tions that follow regarding how such moments will be composed 
and rehearsed. Some scenes in a script contain clear fight references 
and might include a stage direction that reads something like, “she 
draws her sword, running at the bandits and dispatching three of them 
before facing off for a duel to the death with the bandit king.”  Others are 
less blatant and may be moments wherein a line of dialogue such as, 
“Stop that! You’re hurting me!” might leave room for interpretation 

ABOVE LEFT: Angel Veza and 
Eugene Solfanelli in Meron 
Langsner’s production of 
Legacies in 2014.

ABOVE RIGHT:  Meron Langsner’s 
Legacies in November, 2014.  
The reading starred Michael 
Jerome Johnson, Eliza Orleans, 
Eugene Solfanelli, Robert  
Tuftee, and Angel Aguilar  
Veza. Director Lucy Gram. 
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From Page to Stage & Pen to Sword
Script Analysis for Fight Directors
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benefit from a dramaturgical note. I highlight which incidents I 
perceive as needing priority and/or greater intensity, as well as 
questions about props, costumes, and directions that the narrative 
might take because of the violence, or that might influence how the 
violence might be executed.  Each piece is notated with the page/act/
scene where it appears in the play, and may also include comments. 
The list I send the director is an edited version of the list I generate 
for myself, streamlined for easier understanding. This usually forms 
the basis for the next conversation I have with the director, regarding 
how they would like the fights to take shape, as well as serving as an 
aide to planning rehearsal and fight call times.

Like any other design discipline, fight directing begins with an 
analysis of the script. That analysis becomes the foundation for any 
work that takes place in the rehearsal room, and later, on the stage 
itself. 

This article is adapted from a blog post on MeronLangsner.com from April 14, 2014

in the staging. I make a special point for looking for slaps and falls, 
as very often these can be overlooked, even though they cause safety 
and narrative issues if not addressed. Other, sometimes less obvious 
areas where the fight director might be called in include sex scenes, 
moments where weapons are handled but not engaged in combat, 
seizures/heart attacks, and people being transported under duress 
(such as prisoners being brought before judgment of some kind). 
These are often not “fight scenes” per se, but are moments wherein 
the fight director might be asked to “just take a look.” It’s better to 
be prepared for this ahead of time.

Identifying the moments in the script that will (or may) require 
attention is only the first step. One must also read for clues and refer-
ences for how and why those scenes happen. A play may have a single 
slap as the only fight, but that slap is very likely an emotionally loaded 
movement based on other events in the play.  To cite an example 
most will be familiar with, in Act II, Scene IV of Romeo and Juliette, 
Mercutio gives a disparaging account of Tybalt’s fencing. This is both 
an opportunity for composing comic movement for that moment, 
and an indication of what might happen when the fight itself takes 
place later. Also important when reading the play and preparing for 
the subsequent discussion with the director is to get an idea for how 
emotionally intense the violence itself should be. One production 
may call for very disturbing gritty altercations, where another might 
be better served by more flashy choreography.

Additionally, I read for fightaturgy clues that are NOT related to 
any physical altercations, but add to character and narrative. This 
includes proper handling of prop weaponry, regardless of whether 
or not said props are used in a fight scene. I recommend collaborat-
ing with the costume and prop designers when you can. Examples 
where characters have weapons but do not directly use them include 
how the US Marines in Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo handle their 
rifles, or how any armed character in The Mikado might handle a 
sword should it be part of their costume. It is up to the fight director 
to handle these moments, even though they are less obvious. 

Fightaturgy gets especially important with older texts, and plays 
that involve dueling traditions in any way (regardless of whether or 
not a duel actually takes place). Much of Elizabethan, Restoration, 
and Spanish Golden Age drama is full of references to dueling tradi-
tions. These are all elements that should go both into choreography 
decisions and be put on the radar of the director, dramaturge, and 
other production team members. It is not unlikely that the first or 
second read of a script will open up an avenue of research that the 
fight director will have to work on before getting to their first com-
position rehearsal.

Once I have read and analyzed the play, the document that I 
send the director is a notated list of scripted incidents of violence/
movement, potential incidents of violence/movement that are not 
explicitly scripted but may add to the narrative, and notations of 
moments when the characters reference violent practices and might 

From Page to Stage & Pen to Sword
Script Analysis for Fight Directors
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Fighting 
Over 
Fifty
Meditations on not  
getting down  
about getting gray
By Randy Messersmith

As an Advanced Actor Combatant with 26 
years experience, studying off and on with 
Society of American Fight Directors and 
other martial arts disciplines, I vividly 
remember the beginning of my stage com-
bat journey. In 1989, I attended my first 
NSCW in Las Vegas. I was 28 years old. 
Since then, I have experienced two knee 
surgeries, a broken thumb, osteoarthri-

tis in the joints, corrective lenses, and a few extra pounds to carry 
around. At present, I am on sabbatical from my position as Theatre 
Arts Director and Residential Faculty at Scottsdale Community 
College in Arizona, taking the opportunity at the ripe old age of 54 
to “take a break” and attend the 2015 National Stage Combat Work-
shop (NSCW) at the North Carolina School for the Arts.

In The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, author Stephen R. Covey 
tells a story of a man who was walking through a forest who came 
across a frustrated lumberjack. The lumberjack was trying to cut 

Fighting Over 50.indd   6 2/10/16   8:22 PM
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Mental Health
When I attended my first NSCW I was young, thin, and in relatively 
good shape from navigating the New York City life where I had been 
living since 1985. In high school, I played almost every sport: foot-
ball, track, basketball, cross-country running, and swimming, all 
while participating as a member of the drama club. I thought I was 
immortal. Although the grueling schedule at NSCW, including 8-10 
hours of fighting each day six days a week for three weeks took its 
toll, there still seemed to be plenty of time for alcohol consumption 
and late nights on the weekends and maybe even a weeknight or two.

Flash forward 26 years. I anticipate my approach to this NSCW 
will be wildly different, at least from a mental strategy. My goal is 
not only to survive the grueling schedule, but to thrive. For stage 
combat practitioners of any age there are four mental hurdles that 
I think we need to be aware of as we pursue this intrepid journey of 
practicing the Art of the Sword. The art of theatrical violence can be 
a very physically demanding discipline, but it is equally mentally de-
manding. Avoiding some of the pitfalls that sabotage the enjoyment 

down a tree with a saw and was swearing and cursing in frustra-
tion. When the man asked what the problem was, the lumberjack 
replied that the saw was blunt and wasn’t cutting properly. The man 
suggested he stop and sharpen the saw to make the job easier, but 
the lumberjack said that he was on a tight deadline and he didn’t 
have time to stop. (p.187) The story is metaphorical, of course, but 
the message is clear: if we do not take time out of our crazy, over-
committed lives to develop and improve our own skill sets–no mat-
ter how much experience we may have–we too will find ourselves 
sweating and grunting (and cursing) the symbolic trees. For the first 
time in many years, I am taking the time to have a seat on a stump 
and sharpen the saw.

Throughout my work at workshops across the country, I’ve taken 
time to reflect on age and how it affects my work as an actor combat-
ant. In these “long thoughts” (as James Taylor likes to call them), 
some nagging questions keep popping up. Are we ever done earning 
our stripes? Do those of us with our AARP membership actually 
stand a chance at getting hired in this profession?

Opposite: Randy Messersmith (left) and Ed Baker (right)  
in rehearsal at NSCW 2015. Their quarterstaff fight received  
a “Best Scene” award.
Above: Winter Wonderland Workshop, 2014.
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This is a young person’s profession!” While there 
is a certain amount of harsh truth to the reality 
of the young person’s game, it is important to 
remember that there are opportunities in the 
industry that are available to older actors with 
up-to-date skill sets. Fight Masters work profes-

sionally with film actors or opera singers that have little to no training 
of any kind, and it is a welcome relief when a seasoned performer is 
cast in a play or a film that can safely handle a prop weapon.

Third, while there might not be as many roles out there in film 
and theatre for the “AARP/SAFD” actor, they do exist, and directors 
are looking for trained combatants to fill them. I was recently cast in 
Southwest Shakespeare Company’s Blood Royal, a condensed version 
of the Henry VI trilogy, which had as many as thirteen individual 
fight scenes and over twenty-three moments of choreographed vio-
lence. I was involved in several of the scenes as the Duke of York, but 
because of my training I was asked by the fight director to throw on a 
tunic and appear as a soldier in several more. In the last three years, 
I have been in several productions that required staged violence of 
some kind, and I was cast because of my continual training. Age 
did not play as large a factor as I thought, because I kept up on my 
technique.

of the journey, or even cause you to give up the practice, must be 
avoided at all costs.

First, resist the allure of the pinnacle, thinking “I’ve got this,” 
or “I have arrived.” Those of us who have had several years (or 
decades) of experience may feel at times that even though we still 
have more to learn, that perhaps an instructor is moving too slow 
or that too much time is being spent on basic techniques. We forget 
that the musician practices the scales repeatedly before she plays the 
concerto, and she does it every time. It creates muscle memory and 
dexterity. I remember receiving my 1st degree black belt in 2003 
after ten years of study. I was incredibly proud of the achievement. 
I was 42—the oldest member of the dojo at the time. But as I was 
tying on my new belt with my name embroidered on it, I had an 
epiphany. I had mistakenly made the black belt the goal, the culmination 
and final curtain. I realized that the black belt was just the beginning 
of the journey. While having a goal and striving to achieve it gives 
me energy and purpose, I always try to remember the importance of 
mini-successes and failures along the way. This is something I share 
with my students all the time–the best learning takes place outside 
of our familiar comfort zones.

Second, it is important not to judge oneself too harshly. Watch 
out for statements of self-doubt, such as, “What am I doing here? 

Equivocation  
by Bill Cain  
at Southwest 
Shakespeare 
Company, 2015  
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training, while very important, is not sufficient to override the decay 
code, even if you are in great shape from running or swimming. Lift-
ing is therefore required to keep our muscles from getting “sloppy.”

Then there is pain. It’s a reality and there’s no avoiding it. After 
three weeks at NSCW (or any workshop of length), the younger 
participants who may not have been in the greatest shape to begin 
with start to get stronger, whereas those of us with the older joints 
and muscles start to feel the effects of the ten-hour days. The recovery 
time for sore muscles is longer for older combatants, but there are 
things you can do to accelerate the process. Drink protein shakes 
containing almond milk, hemp protein, peanut butter, bananas and 
L-Glutamine, which counteract the hit your muscle-skeletal system 
takes after a hard day inflicting imaginary wounds and swinging 
about cold steel. The L-Glutamine, an amino acid, helps to speed 
up the recovery process by re-synthesizing carbohydrates, and helps 
to replace the glycogen reserves that have been depleted after a hard 
workout or a mass battle scene.

One of my absolute essential tools to assist in the recovery of sore 
muscles and to break down the lactic acid that has collected in them 
each day is a foam roller, the sort you can purchase from almost any 
department store, sports store or yoga studio. Foam rolling consti-
tutes what is known as Self-Myofascial Release (SMR), and targets 
tired and overworked muscles and improves function, flexibility, 
and reduces injuries. If you are not using these in addition to your 
stretching regimen, I highly suggest you get one and stick it in your 
fight bag.

Another reality with which fighters of all ages contend are inju-
ries. Not including surgeries, which are meant to help yet can create 
secondary problems, we all must handle our physical challenges. 
These include osteoarthritis, torn ligaments, knee, neck, back, and 
elbow pain, and general physical limitations based on one’s body 
type. My personal bane is what I lovingly refer to as my “Hamlet 
Thumb.” On an opening night of Hamlet, the actor playing Laertes 
missed his target in the final duel and tore three of the ligaments 
and tendons in my right thumb with his rapier. Since there was no 
understudy, I performed the remaining three weeks of performances 
with my hand wrapped.

Twenty-six years later, in rapier and dagger classes, I am not-so-
gently reminded of my Hamlet Thumb by the constant throbbing 
of arthritis every time I perform a beat parry, or any parry for that 
matter. Accidents happen, of course, and there are many stories 
like this in our profession. The thing to remember is to be kind to 
yourself as you continue to study this demanding and rewarding art 
form. Accept your physical limitations, whatever they may be, with 
grace, dignity, pride, and with a grateful heart. I’m not advocating 
stopping training, or hanging up the sword in the face of injury. 
It’s a matter of balance—keep working, but respect that the body 
changes as we age.

Food is fuel for living, and in our case, fighting. It is as the adage 
goes: “You are what you eat.” I know this means that I cannot eat 
the same foods that I did in my twenties and have the same amount 
of energy or stamina. Nor do I want to eat the same foods that I ate 
when I was younger. While a discussion of diet and nutrition could 
encompass another article entirely, and I am not a professional 
nutritionist, I think it is important to remember that older combat-
ants have different nutritional needs than our younger counterparts. 
Some of us have different metabolisms that burn fuel at a slower 
pace. Our bodies are complex machines that require the right com-
bination of fuels to keep them running at peak efficiency.

I have found the switch to a plant-based diet of nutrient-dense 
whole foods to have considerably increased my energy levels. 

Finally, the last mental hurdle we encounter is to be accepting of 
our physical limitations that may have eroded our elasticity, stolen 
our speed and dexterity like a thief in the night, and created that 
beautiful snap-crackle-pop in our knee and ankle joints when we lunge. 
But it is imperative that we also celebrate our strength of will. This is 
my favorite definition about the difference between an amateur and 
a professional: an amateur artist performs well when they feel like 
it; a professional artist performs well whether they feel like it or not. 
It is this reliance on years of training and technique that pulls you 
through a performance in front of an audience when your bones are 
aching, your voice is hoarse, and you have just finished the eighth per-
formance of the week. It is how the ballet dancer performs on pointe 
on her broken ankle, the Broadway musical theatre artist sings past 
her laryngitis, and how the professional fight combatant executes 
choreography with precision and excellent partnering skills, endur-
ing bruises, sore muscles, creaky joints, and mental exhaustion.

One of the advantages that we of the Silver Hair clan might have 
over some of our younger and more athletic members of the SAFD 
fight family is our willingness to risk, to fail, and to be OK with fail-
ing. We just don’t care what people think of us (at least, not as much 
as we used to). Our experience allows us to be able to work with a 
variety of fighters from the novice to the advanced and to meet them 
at their skill level without frustration. We are better partners than 
when we started because we are more relaxed, but mentally tougher. 
We work smarter, not harder. We conserve energy. We take naps.

We can remain mindful of some of these mental booby traps and 
avoid them by constantly working on the basics, seeking training 
in a variety of weapons styles and disciplines, constantly exploring 
new and innovative ways in fight choreography, and accepting and 
loving our current physical machine with all of its worn parts and 
mileage. In order for this machine to continue to be efficient and 
effective, we must first look at how to repair it and to keep it in good 
working order.

Physical Health
From Younger Next Year, by Chris Crowley and Henry S. Lodge, 
M.D. (2004)

Nature balances growth with decay by setting your body up with 
an innate tendency toward decay. The signals are not powerful, but 
they are continuous, they never stop and they get a little stronger each 
year. Whatever you call it, in our forties and fifties our bodies switch 
into a “default to decay” mode, and the free ride of youth is over. In 
the absence of signals to grow, your body and brain decay, and you 
“age.” So how do we keep ourselves from decaying? By changing the 
signals we send to our bodies. The keys to overriding the decay code 
are daily exercise, emotional commitment, reasonable nutrition 
and a real engagement with living. But it starts with exercise. (p.22)

The authors of this book advocate for some form of exercise at 
least six days a week. Not three days, thirty minutes a day, which may 
be the accepted minimum to maintain fitness for those under fifty 
years of age, but six days a week to help override the decay code and 
actually increase strength and stamina. If we look at the definition 
above, attendance at the NSCW and training in all forms of theatrical 
swordplay and martial arts disciplines contributes to all of the keys 
to overriding the decay code.

Another recommendation by the authors is for those of us over 
forty or fifty to do strength training at least twice a week (p. 155). 
Muscles atrophy as they get older, and it is never more important 
to hit the gym and lift those weights than it is as we age. Hate weight 
lifting? Too bad. The goal is not to audition for the Hulk. Cardio 
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me of a cartoon in The New Yorker magazine 
years ago. It depicted two Zen monks, one 
young and one old, who were sitting on 
the floor, cross-legged. The young monk is 
looking quizzically at the older monk, who 
has turned toward him to say: “Nothing 
happens next. This is it.”

When we take on a task it is only natural that we desire some kind 
of result for our efforts. When we practice the art of mindfulness, 
we do not mean practice in the sense of rehearsing to get better and 
better so that a performance will go as well as possible. In my view, 
mindfulness simply means a mental state whereby we are continually 
present with experience, and without judgment.

Jon Kabat-Zinn, in his book, Wherever You Go, There You Are, 
describes it this way:

Mindfulness practice means we commit fully in each moment to 
being present. There is no “performance.” There is just this moment. 
We are not trying to improve or get anywhere else. We are not even 
running after special insights or visions. Rather, we are simply invit-
ing ourselves to interface with this moment in full awareness, with 
the intention to embody as best we can an orientation of calmness, 
mindfulness, and equanimity right here and right now. (p. 22)

This can include substituting hemp protein for whey protein, 
and eliminating all dairy products and animal proteins (with the 
exception of salmon). In my own physical experience, I no longer 
have stomach pain or digestion issues, and I am no longer on any 
medications. I don’t feel sluggish after meals, and I don’t have to 
rely on caffeine in the afternoons to keep my energy level up during 
a ten-hour day of fighting or rehearsing for a production. I don’t 
intend to brag, or to suggest everyone go and change his or her 
diet. I do say this–listen to your body. Only you can decide what 
kind of fuel to put in the tank before you run out of gas. The Art of 
the Sword is not a sprint for the actor, but an endurance race. We 
would do well to make sure we have made smart choices to get us 
to the finish line.

Spiritual Health
Thus far I’ve addressed the mental and physical challenges when 
navigating the aging process in the study of theatrical swordplay. 
I believe there is a deeper meaning that goes to the heart of why we 
practice this art form, and continue to practice it for many years. I 
would like to conclude by contemplating some of the deeper ques-
tions asked at the beginning of this article. Are we ever really done 
earning our stripes? Should we want to be? This discussion reminds 

Titus Andronicus 
(Messersmith in  
the role of Titus)  
at Southwest 
Shakespeare 
Company, 2013. 
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appeared on the younger participants as well. Also, Epsom salts will 
now be included in my fight bag along with the foam roller.

Second, I had an epiphany. As I mentioned, my fight partner 
at NSCW for knife and quarterstaff was about my age. The final 
morning of testing I was so sore I limped into warm ups to see him 
wrapping his ankle, which had become painfully swollen. While I 
was wrapping my elbow, we looked at each other and smiled. We 
knew two things: that adrenaline is a magical elixir of pain removal 
in performance, and that we had something going for us that our 
younger combatants did not. Age. Experience. The acting of the fight 
would be far more important than the physical fight itself.

We would just act as if we weren’t in pain. We received Recom-
mended Passes in both weapons.

I also discovered the meaning of momentum; with every work-
shop, class, certification test, book or article read, I am filled with 
more joy, determination and rejuvenation to relish the productive 
struggle for years to come.

The saw is sharp; bring on the trees. 
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In Theatre there is a term–the illusion of the first time. A perfor-
mance must give the audience the feeling of discovery. It asks actor 
combatants to fully commit in each moment to “being present.” It 
is mindfulness. Our fight mentors have spent years and years train-
ing their minds, bodies and spirits in this pursuit. We aspire to the 
mental agility, the physical strength and flexibility, and the awareness 
of the deeper connections to humanity that the continued study of 
this art form brings. I find that practicing meditation for even five 
minutes a day helps to cultivate an appreciation for the present mo-
ment. It protects me from taking my life for granted, and my abilities 
as a given. Here is a simple 5-minute meditation practice:

Turn off the ringer on your phone. Set the timer for 5 minutes, 
so you won’t be tempted to worry about missing appointments. Or, 
use calming music selections of 5 minutes in length if you prefer.

Sit in a comfortable position for you. Close your eyes and relax, 
and take a few deep breaths from your diaphragm to release the 
tension from your body.

Clear your mind of thoughts. When thoughts do enter your mind, 
gently acknowledge them and let them go, returning your focus to 
the present moment again.

Don’t worry about “doing it right.” This actually makes medita-
tion more stressful. Thoughts may often enter your head; the process 
of redirecting your focus to the present moment is where the benefit 
comes.

We breathe naturally, preferably through the nostrils, without 
attempting to control our breath, and we try to become aware of 
the sensation of the breath as it enters and leaves the nostrils. This 
sensation is our object of meditation. We should try to concentrate 
on it to the exclusion of everything else.

Meditation can be used for short-term calming and long-term re-
silience. For best results, try fitting in longer sessions of 20 minutes 
twice a week and then you will be more practiced with meditation 
in general, then these 5-minute sessions will have more of an impact 
when you need them.

As a professional educator with 26 years experience, I have come 
to the realization that one of the reasons I find such joy in the study 
of theatrical violence is it allows me to be reborn daily in a new role. 
I am no longer the teacher, the giver, or the professor of wisdom. I 
am the student again. I have a passion for learning, and it is a path 
that I am on that will only end when that worthy opponent called 
time defeats me. It is about the journey, which at its core is not about 
trying to improve myself or get anywhere. It is to do this one thing 
simply for its own sake.

Epilogue
Two weeks have passed since the close of the 2015 NSCW. With 
elbow and knee braces, I stand victorious. My partner (also an 
AARP/SAFD combatant) and I received a Best Scene Award for our 
Quarterstaff fight. More importantly than any accolade, the mental, 
physical and spiritual lessons I received will last a lifetime. It has been 
said that there is no learning without reflection. As I look back on 
my experiences at the NSCW in the comfort of my own home, two 
things become painfully clear (pun intended).

First, the physical demands of the workshop far exceeded my 
preparations. By the third week my knees and right elbow were 
screaming at me to stop. At one point, my elbow would not allow 
me to pick up an aluminum broadsword, let alone one of steel. In-
stead of pushing through the pain (as I would have done when I was 
younger) and perhaps damaging myself further, I took a step back 
and sat out some classes and came back stronger in two days. I took 
great comfort in seeing I was not alone, as elbow and knee braces 

fill it.

the empty space.
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especially in America.  It became equated with static gesture without 
content and with “statue posing”– things he in fact deplored.  But 
kept alive by his most dedicated students, his ideas and theories 
were carried forward in the world of dance, and inspired the work 
of such movement pioneers as Isadora Duncan, Ruth St. Denis and 
Ted Shawn.

For us, the question becomes: can the ideas of this misunderstood 
19th century Frenchman have bearing for our work now?  Is it pos-
sible that his understanding of how movement and gesture can effect 
an audience, and of how specific and universal the language of the 
body can be, will help us to stage moments of physical conflict and 
turmoil more believably and powerfully? 

Delsarte formulated the principles he discovered in terms of 
scientific “laws,” the most important of which he called “the law of 
Trinity”.  Briefly, the effect of the law and its application through 
the body manifests in the interplay of three elements - the mental, 
emotional, and physical (or in Delsarte’s words, “vital”).   Each 
movement is an expression of the balance of these three.  The body 
is divided into its vital, emotional, and mental zones:

 Head: Mental
 Upper Torso and Arms: Emotional
 Lower Torso and Legs: Vital
Each zone is subdivided in a similar manner.  The arm will serve 

as a simple example:
 Upper Arm: Vital
 Forearm: Emotional
 Hand: Mental

The subdivisions continue.  In reality of course, the manifesta-
tions of the qualities of emotion, thought, and vitality are subtler 
than it may sound from such a clinical division.  This Delsarte 
understood well.  Every movement expresses a balance of all three 
qualities. In looking at gesture and posture scientifically, Delsarte 
was able to show how knowledge of the specific qualities of each 
area of the body could make possible a tremendous range of physi-
cal expression. Just as knowing all possible chords in all possible 
keys gives the musician the power to play whatever he pleases, so 
Delsarte believed that the body could be played with as much variety 
and accuracy as music.

Delsarte arrived at his method of assigning qualities to various 
body zones and regions through a lifetime of observing people in a 
wide range of circumstances and noting their movements literally 
from head to toe.  We need not take him at his word, however.  Let 
us examine what organs are contained in the regions mentioned 
above, and what actions each performs:

F
or the fight director, this might 
be a familiar scenario: a fight has 
been staged and rehearsed.  The 
actors are reasonably comfortable 
with their movements, and execute 
them well.  The work is almost com-
plete.  Yet here and there something 
is missing—an indefinable quality 
of gesture or posture that the fight 
director seeks, but the actor does 
not bring forth.  Perhaps it is not 
quite clear to the fight director what 
this gesture or posture may be - it is 
merely apparent that it is not there.  

Try though the struggling fight director might, the actor cannot be 
coaxed into bringing forth exactly what is needed.  Perhaps he or 
she has not the training to do so. The performer forgets or is not 
aware of the way to express - with body, hands, face, or voice - what 
is sought.  The fight director (who must seek to bring to the table 
what the actor does not) tries several options that never quite 
work.  The problem is never solved, and is finally forgotten.  The 
fight reaches completion, but not fruition.  It is good craft, but not 
art.  It does not precisely convey the intended meaning or effect.  
It is not perfect.

Of course, perfection may be impossible—but it can still be 
sought.  If only in those accidental moments when the precise 
right movement expresses so powerfully the essence of Romeo’s 
rage at Tybalt, or Macbeth’s despair and defiance of the man not 
born of woman, we are amazed at how expressive the body can 
be, how universal and effective its language.  Since it is the body, 
and not the sword, that tells the whole story to the larger audi-
ence, our desire then becomes to learn this language, and make 
it speak beautifully and precisely to all.  The learning, translating 
and teaching of this language of expression was the life’s work of 
Francois Delsarte.

Francois Delsarte was born November 19th, 1811 in Solesmes, 
France, and died July 22nd, 1871 in Paris. He spent the better part of 
his life working to discover, codify and teach others the principles 
he believed governed all aesthetics, especially the expressive arts 
of singing and acting.  So successful was he, so powerful were the 
principles he professed, that his scientific approach and exacting 
methods were indirectly responsible, in this country, for an in-
creased awareness of the need for “ physical culture,” for the advent 
of formal acting training, and for the revolution now known as 
Modern Dance.

As seminal as it was, his work quickly became misunderstood, 

Francois Delsarte and the Language of the Body
By Joseph Travers, FD/CT, SAFD
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Zone Organs Actions

Head     Brain             Thought 
(Mental)
Upper Torso     Heart and Lungs Circulation of Blood 
(Emotional)    and Oxygen 

(Warmth and Breath) 
Lower Torso   Viscera and  Digestion, Procreation,  
(Vital)  SexualOrgans  Elimination
Legs Large Muscles  Standing, Walking, 
(Vital)  and Supportive  Running 

Bones
Arms:
Upper Arms   Large Muscle Lifting, Carrying
(Vital) Groups
Forearms Mid -Sized Embracing, Holding
(Emotional) Muscle Groups
Hands Small Muscles Operating Machines,  
(Mental)  Instruments, Repair
  and Manipulation

Interestingly, the expressive possibilities of specific parts and 
their subdivisions can be seen clearly by comparing relative sizes of 
muscles.  The hand, for example, has its relatively large, mid-sized, 
and small muscles and also its vital (heel or thenar/hypothenar), 
emotional (palm), and mental (fingers) zones.  Not surprising for 
one of the body’s most expressive parts!  Consider the difference in 
quality between the vital power of a punch and the raw emotion of 
a slap.  Think about how the source or “root” of aggressive actions 
(as Maestro Suddeth says in his work, “from the groin,” “from the 
heart,” “from the head”) is often delineated by the mass and size of 
muscle groups engaged.

Adding another dimension, compare these ideas with the use of 
some of the weapons with which we often work.   Rather than quibble 
about the variety of ways any one weapon can be used, I’ve stuck to 
our common associations with how each operates:

Weapon Associated  Coming Quality
 with from 

Broadsword Large heavy Legs and Vital
 cuts Lower Torso
Rapier Cuts and Arms and Emotional
 thrusts Upper Torso
Small Sword Intricate  point Wrist and Hand Mental
 work 

Francois Delsarte and the Language of the Body
By Joseph Travers, FD/CT, SAFD

Francois Delsarte, 1864
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some enticing possibilities for our reflection. Through 
the framework of his system, we see these weapons as 
reflecting the social and psychological qualities of the 
periods with which they are associated. 

Our modes of expression as choreographers include 
not only the movements of swords and bodies, but the 
dynamic relationship of the fight to the space around 
it.  Delsarte’s principles help to illuminate meanings 
in movements across the stage as well.  He defines 
lengths as “passional” (emotional), heights and depths 
as intellectual, breadths as “volitional” (vital).  In terms 
of movement across the stage: 

Dimension On Stage Quality

Lengths Directly upstage Passional
 or downstage (Emotional)
Breadths Right to left or Volitional 
 vice versa  (Vital)
Heights and  Vertical with Intellectual
Depths respect to the floor  

Diagonals are representative of conflict.   Straight 
form is vital, circular form is mental, spiral form is 
moral or mystic.

Surely, some of these concepts described are not new 
to us.  They are part of our training as directors, actors 
and choreographers.  But their origins may indeed be 
the work of Delsarte.  As choreographers, we borrow 
much from the world of dance. American modern dance 
was built on the principles of Delsarte, through the work 
of pioneers like Ted Shawn and Ruth St. Denis.  The 
concept of formalized training for actors in America, 
as well as the country’s first real drama schools, were 
organized by Steele Mackaye, founder of what became 
the American Academy of Dramatic Art, Delsarte’s only 
American pupil, and the man Delsarte himself named 
the heir of his studies.

Even if we know some of these ideas, we may employ 
them rarely, and perhaps sometimes wrongly.  In his 
book Every Little Movement, dance pioneer Ted Shawn 
insists that Delsarte’s principles mean that the body’s 
movements are always expressing something whether 
we intend it or not.  He points out that often choreog-

raphers who wish to communicate a particular message or meaning 
actually express the opposite through ignorance or misuse of these 
principles and ideas.

The advantage in reaching back to the source of these ideas lies 
not only in acknowledging where these principles came from, but in 
having the original principles with which to work.  It is then possible 
to clarify their true content and meaning and to apply them directly 
to our work in fight direction.  There are many more principles and 
details to explore, the result of a lifetime of work by Delsarte, as 
well as expansions from Steele Mackaye, Genevieve Stebbins, Ted 
Shawn, and others.  Study of these ideas can only help to broaden our 
means of expression and our ability as artists and teachers to tell our 
audience stories filled with meaning and clarity. 
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It is interesting as well to compare the development of these 

weapon forms through time (and their qualities) with the period 
characteristics of western civilization that we associate with their 
use:

Weapon  Quality Period
Broadsword Vital/physical Medieval/ Dark Ages
Rapier, Rapier Dagger Emotional/moral Renaissance
Small Sword Mental/ Restoration/Age 

 intellectual  of Enlightenment

Delsarte maintained that the laws and principles he was formu-
lating were universal – they explained and applied to everything. 
Why not apply them to the choice of weapons?  Of course, such a 
choice is always the product of a number of factors – the play, design, 
production setting, etc.  Nevertheless, Delsarte’s system offers 

From Genevieve 
Stebbins’ 
Delsarte System 
of Expression, 
1887
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“I hated every minute of training, but I said, ‘Don’t quit. Suffer now and live 
the rest of your life as a champion!!” 

—Muhammad Ali 

Some of the physical qualities that a successful stage combatant 
should posses are: advanced footwork, balance, coordination, 
agility, explosiveness (especially in Act V), strength, endur-
ance, static strength (hold that shield in place, please), and 
movement allowance. These physical skills can be developed, 

nurtured, and cultivated through time and consistent, hard effort. How 
you train prior to the audition will separate you from the competition and 
help you get cast. Your weapon skills and your body’s physical limitations 
will determine if you book that stunt job, play Cyrano, Zorro, or Tybalt.

This article is an introduction into the workout tools, exercises and 
training methods that I have found beneficial to the stage combatant, and 

STAGE  
PHYSIQUE
THE SHAPE OF THINGS TO COME

By Eugene Solfanelli

 COMBAT
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addition of a handle to the cannon ball added more control and ver-
satility, eventually resulting in the modern version of the kettlebell. 
Kettlebells lend themselves to versatile workouts and the multiple 
benefits: an individual can get a whole body workout (strength and 
cardio training, increased mobility and full body/muscle coordina-
tion, and no impact on joints from repeated usage) in a relatively 
short period of time. It is also an inexpensive piece of equipment 
that takes up little space.

How does the kettlebell address stage combat skills? First, it 
corrects any strength imbalances. Imagine the ability to work with 
strength and stability on both sides of the body: how would that 
impact a stage combatant’s sword and shield skills, broadsword 
technique, or quarterstaff work? Think what this could do for un-
armed work, as a combatant has to grapple, strike, or block with 
their non-dominant side. The stage combatant will also develop 
strength at an extreme range of motion. The further one reaches 
away from the body the weaker they become. Throwing a cut with 
a heavy broadsword puts our body in a weak position, as the guard 
moves away from our core center and towards our opponent. Incor-
porating kettlebell training increases strength and stability, making 
every cut stronger and improving targeting skills, critical with any 
heavy weapon.

Kettlebell training will also increase endurance, which is crucial 
when, for example, the actor combatant needs to play the Scotsman 
and have the fight against MacDuff at the end of Act V. The body will 
also learn how to absorb force. Imagine preparing the body, through 
kettlebell training, to absorb every shield impact, every broadsword 
clash, every fall and grapple exchange. The stage combatant will also 
develop dynamic resilience. Every cut, parry, block, or attack has 
negative effects on joints. Kettlebell training strengthens the joints, 
ligaments and tendons, which will protect them from the strenuous 
activities that stage combat (or life for that matter) will subject them 
to. Muscle coordination will also increase. As we swing the kettlebell 
with each different exercise, the body’s ability to control and coordi-
nate it through its range of motion will also increase. More muscle 
coordination means better control throughout any weapon and/or 
shield movement. This additionally develops upper and lower body 
muscle coordination. The chain link between the hands and feet here 
are the focus as each lower body pass, advance or retreat will be better 
coordinated to each parry, cut or thrust.

culminates in a workout guide that is easy to follow and adjustable 
to various physical levels. My focus is to create a training methodol-
ogy that will establish a strong foundation for physical athleticism 
needed to be a better overall stage combatant working in the profes-
sional world. This is Stage Combat Physique and we are training for 
the shape of things to come!

My training journey spans 25 years of martial arts practice as well 
as eight years as a certified personal trainer. About 10 years ago, I 
began cross training outside of my martial arts classes in order to 
improve my martial arts skills. The exercises I thought would make 
me stronger (bench presses, back rows, shoulder presses, bicep curls, 
skull crushers and dips with free weights) led my body in the wrong 
direction. My body became bulky and slow with a limited range of 
motion, diminishing my martial arts and stage combat skills greatly, 
two skills I connect often. Sure I was stronger, but this strength 
was not functional; I hadn’t gained strength in the craft that I was 
seeking to improve. I concluded that this new ‘shape’ and physical 
result was not conducive to my goals and that I needed to change my 
workout methodology to find both the functional strength I sought 
that complimented the other physical skills applicable to both my 
martial and stage combat needs. It wasn’t until I became a certified 
MMA strength and conditioning coach that I found a possible op-
tion through MMA cross training.

Originally designed to develop the skills of the professional 
martial arts fighter, MMA cross training can be easily adapted to 
the needs of the stage combatant, which in my opinion are often the 
similar. When you look at an MMA fighter, their training encom-
passes working on specific martial arts skills (boxing, Brazilian Jiu 
Jitsu, wrestling, judo, etc.) while also doing a cross training program 
which enhances their physical foundation that pushes their martial 
arts skills to new heights. As a parallel, if we consider the eight Skills 
Proficiency Test weapons as an equivalent to the martial arts that 
an MMA fighter studies, the correlation between cross training to 
enhance physical skills with the development of martial weapon ap-
plications becomes evident. Now, obviously MMA and stage combat 
seek different results, but with the need to develop a similar set of 
physical skills, it is possible to devise a training methodology where 
the knowledge from one will benefit the other.

My favorite proponent of MMA Cross Training was Bruce Lee. 
According to legend, Bruce was challenged to a famous fight, which 
turned into a chase around Bruce’s dojo. Bruce finally got his op-
ponent to submit but not without getting winded and exhausted 
in the process. The epiphany that resulted from this event was that 
he needed to improve his conditioning, as his martial arts training 
alone would not be enough. He needed to find a way to win the fight 
quicker and limit potential variables of a longer fight, variables such 
as one’s own strength and conditioning decreasing over time, the 
discovery or use of a weapon by the enemy or the arrival of additional 
opponents, which would result in defeat (this was the conceptual 
birth of Jeet Kun Do).

Fast-forward forty-five years, we will now look at the different 
cross training tools and exercises that can help you develop your 
physical foundation and improve your stage combat skills. For the 
purposes of this article, I will focus on three options I have found 
helpful: the kettlebell, jump rope, and body weight exercises. Please 
note that these are exercises that I have found to be beneficial, but 
consult a physician before attempting any new training regimen.

Kettlebell Training
The kettlebell originated in Russia when athletes began training with 
cannonballs in order to increase their overall body strength. The 
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above, but there are a great number of exercises with the kettlebell 
that one can do, regardless of body type. When working with a 
kettlebell, make sure to start at a low weight in order to assess how 
your body adapts to the training. Remember: starting with weight 
that is too heavy may cause injury.

Examples of these exercises are readily available in both print 
and online sources. Some specific kettlebell exercises for the stage 
combatant are:

Kettlebell Swing
Kettlebell Clean/Jerk
Kettlebell Snatch
Kettlebell Squat
Kettlebell Lunges
Kettlebell Dead lift

Moving on, there is the development of the core and posterior 
chain (hamstring, glutes, lower back) that will make us more explo-
sive and dynamic with movement. With the lower body, development 
from kettlebell training results in lower, wider, and stronger en garde 
positions. I’ve personally noted how not only have my stances gotten 
lower, but I’m comfortable at that lower placement, using less mus-
cular effort, which has increased my endurance with the extra energy 
reserve. I have also developed much more mobility in my stances. 
Lastly, kettlebell training enhances grip and forearm strength. Grip 
strength is especially improved, as the kettlebell swings through 
exercises and one must have a combination of squeeze and release so 
that it can swing. What a great way to develop hand and finger fluidity 
in one’s grip that is essential to all of our sword and weapons work!

Olympic power lifting using a kettlebell (cleans, clean and jerk, 
and snatches) is a great avenue to the improvement mentioned 

LEFT: The starting position for kettlebell exercises 

ABOVE: Proper body position for the mid-way clean jerk  
exercise.

OPPOSITE: Eugene Solfanelli, along with the equipment 
necessary for both physical strengthening and stage combat
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manipulate their body weight with more strength, power and ef-
ficiency? With this type of development stage falls become easier. 
Going down to the ground and up again becomes quicker and 
more efficient. Developing more core strength in motion and the 
posterior chain decreases the effort required to manipulate a sword 
and shield or broadsword. This is the stage combat definition of 
functional fitness. Body weight training develops the overall body 
strength, power, muscular and cardiovascular endurance, speed, 
balance, coordination, and flexibility (Lauren 9-10). Now, there is 
a long list of these types of exercises that exist under the umbrella 
of body weight exercises. For the sake of efficiency, I want to offer 
two exercises that will focus on enhancing the stage combat skills 
listed above.

Squat Thrusts—A squat thrust is an exercise in which the hands 
are kept on the floor with the arms held straight while the legs are 
straightened out behind and quickly drawn in towards the body 
again. Similar to mountain climbers, this is another excellent 

Jump Rope Training
The second type of training I would offer to the stage combatant is 
jump rope training. Inexpensive to own and requiring little or no 
space to store, this longtime staple of boxing conditioning has many 
health and physical benefits to the stage combatant. Specifically, 
hand and feet coordination increases the body’s ability to coordinate 
our upper and lower body movements. Jump rope training works on 
the speed of movement within that coordination, whereas kettlebell 
training focuses more on the upper and lower body coordination of 
the traveling, sending, and absorbing of weight. The development of 
agility, quickness, footwork and endurance, in my opinion, makes a 
great actor combatant or martial artist.

It’s important to look at ourselves like a pyramid, with our core 
strength being the foundation that supports us. One’s mobility, 
quickness, lower body stability, and coordination gives one a su-
preme advantage in the field. Developing endurance is also vital for 
those long mass battles. Jumping rope is a great way to develop these 
attributes. It also strengthens the heart and develops one’s cardio 
conditioning and lung capacity/strength. Starting this training is 
simple enough: coordination must occur first before one can experi-
ence the training effect of jumping rope. After getting accustomed to 
the rope, attempt to train with 30 seconds on (jumping), 30 seconds 
off (rest) in sets of 3 to 5 (times). Remember both intervals can be 
adjusted based on individual health and fitness level. Don’t be afraid 
to raise or lower either based on body response and skill level.

Body Weight Exercises
A third workout style that is beneficial to the stage combatant and 
compliments the aforementioned exercises is body weight exer-
cises. By this I mean exercises that only use the body’s weight as 
resistance, without any additional equipment (as an added benefit, 
these exercises can therefore be done anywhere at no cost).. As 
opposed to free weight exercises, which isolate individual muscle 
groups, these exercises have the added benefit of being much 
more demanding of core strength and usage. Body weight exer-
cise movements are easier on the joints and will protect you from 
chronic injuries. The direct effect of these exercises is the ability 
to manipulate one’s body weight with greater ease. What could 
be better for the stage combatant than to raise his/her ability to 
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It is im
portant at the beginning to allow

 the body to rest in be-
tween each set and only m

ove onto the next exercise when physical 
energy has been restored. As the trainee gets accustom

ed to this type 
of regim

en, the body will recover quicker and will allow itself to m
ove 

onto the next exercise with less rest tim
e.

O
rganization is just as im

portant as the exercises listed. The 
pattern of exercise/rest/exercise/rest is an attem

pt to prepare the 
body to function a certain w

ay. Th
ink about the physical rhythm

 
patterns associated w

ith stage com
bat. Physical effort on stage is 

not constant as in a m
arathon; it has a start/stop/start quality to it. 

As with boxing, M
M

A, or a wrestling m
atch, the stage com

batant 
needs to be able to go from

 zero to one hundred and back to zero 
again in the blink of an eye. Th

e physical rhythm
 pattern of stage 

com
bat perform

ances should be the goal of all training and prepar-
ing. If the actor com

batant is working on a show and understands 
the physical rhythm

 pattern that exists in it, he or she can feel free 
to create a workout pattern that m

atches the physical rhythm
 found 

in the show. Trust m
e, w

ith this type of physical training and body 
education the body will be better for it.

W
ith the developm

ent of strength and increase in cardio com
es 

better perform
ance results overall. Also, as the trainee gets m

ore 
advanced, m

any things can be altered to m
ake the regim

en m
ore 

challenging. Tim
e the entire w

orkout, w
ith the goal of low

ering 
the recorded tim

e every session. And, w
ithin the fram

ew
ork 

above, if a com
batant needs to w

ork on a specific physical skill, 
the exercises can be sw

apped out and new
 ones plugged in that 

w
ill focus on specific needs. For exam

ple, taking out squat thrusts 
and replacing them

 w
ith push-ups (plyom

etrics or regular) focuses 
on upper body strength. Adding an extra w

ork out day a w
eek can 

be another w
ay to enhance the challenge. And there are a host of 

variations w
hen using the jum

p ropse that can raise the diffi
culty 

if you need m
ore of a challenge there (see double unders, w

alking 
the jum

p rose, etc.).
Th

e workout should be done two to three tim
es a week in order to 

have am
ple rest days between workouts. Resting is very im

portant 
because it is during the rest period w

hen the body w
ill heal, grow

 
and develop.

Th
e workout program

 I’ve detailed is a great way to address the 
stage com

bat physical skills m
entioned at the beginning of the ar-

ticle. O
verall, the goal is to develop functional strength to enhance 

stage com
bat capabilities. Rem

em
ber, knowledge is only the begin-

ning. You w
ill need hard w

ork, dedication and focus to im
prove 

the physical skills needed to be a better stage com
batant. W

ithout 
developing strength, balance, stability, and control, how

 can you 
confidently be safe and take care of a partner? W

ithout m
obility, 

endurance and energy reserves in the tank, how effectively can you 
tell the physical story that w

ill reflect the sword m
astery of Tybalt, 

C
yrano, or the legendary blade of Scaram

ouche.
If nothing else, I hope that this article will spark interest in search-

ing for supplem
ental training m

ethods that can enhance the stage 
com

bat craft. M
y suggestions are only a few

 of the m
any options 

available, but I hope they m
ight challenge you to be m

ore physically 
engaged as a stage com

batant and work toward the shape of things 
to com

e! N
ow that is Stage C

om
bat Physique! 
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exercise to develop overall 
body strength and coordina-
tion, lung capacity, endur-
ance and the posterior chain.

B
urp

ees—
A burpee is a 

squat thrust that ends in a 
standing position. For the 
stage com

batant, the bur-
pee provides overall body 
strength and coordination 
as w

ell as the needed devel-
opm

ent of the im
portant 

posterior chain for explo-
siveness. It w

ill also strengthen your cardio endurance as w
ell as 

increase lung capacity
Th

e follow
ing sim

ple yet com
prehensive w

orkout program
 is 

geared toward im
proving the stage com

batant’s physical condition. 
H

owever, when an individual is not used to regular physical exercise, 
I recom

m
end starting at a basic level to assess how the body will react 

to the workout. D
iffi

culty variables can then be adjusted based on 
that assessm

ent.
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K
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K

ettlebell C
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Jum
p Rope–30 reps

K
ettlebell Snatch–10 reps

Jum
p Rope–30 jum

ps
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for validation or recognizable benchmarks at every turn. Believe in 
yourself, but don’t turn around and demand recognition for every 
moment you’re performing.

What does that mean when it comes to staying safe in a stage 
combat scenario? I firmly believe it means openly and honestly com-
municating with your partner, director, choreographer, and stage 
manager about what you need to both stay safe and tell the story 
effectively. One of the most detestable and dangerous sentences 
in the English language that I hear uttered far too often is: “It’s 
fine. I’m fine.” If your partner is actually shaking you (or hurting 
you in any way) night after night, you’ve got to communicate with 
them politely and respectfully that the way that they’re perform-
ing that move is causing you pain and that you’d like to work it in 
isolation with the fight captain, stage manager, choreographer, or 
whomever your designated safety net happens to be. Real world 
confrontation can be difficult, because we are constantly mindful 
of the self-esteem vs. ego challenge. Not only that, we’ve dealt with 
our partner’s negative responses when they feel like we’re saying 
“you’re doing it wrong.”

So how does one avoid firing up the ego of one’s partner? The 
resource I find most useful is Stephen R. Covey’s The 7 Habits of 
Highly Effective People.2 In his book, he outlines a clear strategy for ef-
fectiveness in business and life. His fourth and fifth habits are “Think 
Win/Win” and “Seek First to Understand, Then to be Understood,” 
respectively. In brief, thinking “win/win” means to find the option 
that will let everyone be the victor in any kind of deliberation (even 
fixing a challenging moment of fight choreography). To do so, one 
must “seek first to understand, then to be understood,” which pig-
gybacks on a great concept from Winn Claybaugh’s book Be Nice 
(Or Else!): and what’s in it for you3 called “Go in asking.” Essentially, 
rather than assuming that your partner or director or choreographer 
is wrong and telling them so, ask for the chance to understand their 
side before making any judgments.

To your choreographer: “Is it necessary that he do this slap full-
contact?”

what do I do when the other actor 
actually starts shaking me?”

This is probably not an unfa-
miliar question if you’ve taught or 

taken more than one class on stage combat, but that doesn’t mean 
that it ever becomes an easier one to answer. Every actor brings to the 
table a unique set of skills, personality, energy, and ability. They also 
bring a different levels of predictability, consistency, and etiquette. 
Whether that level is high or low depends entirely on the actor, and 
can almost never be anticipated without getting the inside scoop on 
them from someone who’s worked with them before.

“Oh [name deleted]? Yeah, he’s one of those, ‘I was just in the 
moment, bro!’ types of guys.”

The problem here isn’t the rampant disregard for the need for 
trained, professional fight choreographers in any show with any 
amount of violence. Nor is it the callousness with which many direc-
tors treat sequences of stage combat. It’s the lack of communication 
across the board on stage and on set that sets up this personality 
conflict.

So what do you do when the other actor is actually shaking you? 
When your director doesn’t understand the need for safe, trustwor-
thy, and comfortable conditions in a stage fight; when your chore-
ographer asks too much of you and suggests you just get out there 
and take your licks; when your fellow actor is just “in the moment” 
night after night, what do you do?

There are a few resources I have encountered via the various 
“day jobs” I’ve held which have become touchstones for me both in 
and out of performance and rehearsal. One is the widely renowned 
Bonnie Gillespie (casting director, author, coach, and all-around 
champion of self-management). In an interview with a student 
reporter from her Alma Matter, the University of Georgia, she was 
asked what kind of mindset it takes to be successful in Hollywood. 
Her response? “You have to have high self-esteem and low ego.”1 

In other words, you have to believe in the work you do and believe 
that you have what it takes, but you can’t be constantly searching 

When “It’s Fine” 
Means It Isn’t
How we can talk around our egos

BY ANDREW PEREZ

“So,
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to manage the safety and storytell-
ing of the violence, it gets tricky.

That being said, whether you’re 
at the Lincoln Center or in your col-
lege drama director’s home garage, 

the same philosophies of win/win, going in asking, and “seeking first 
to understand then to be understood” apply. If you can allow yourself 
the permission to take care of yourself (as Fight Master Mark Guinn 
so eloquently once put it to me, “If it hurts, don’t do it.”), and you 
take it upon yourself to open those communication lines rather than 
hiding behind “It’s fine, I’m fine,” then you can keep yourself safe 
from being “actually shaken.”

How about when the director of the play has “a vision for this fight?” 
Not to disparage visions; I’m all for a director having a clear and well-
thought-out vision. But every now and then, you get a director with 
some ludicrous idea that you know can’t possibly work. What then? 
B.H. Barry tells a wonderful story in “Fights For Shakespeare: Book 
One: Romeo and Juliet”4 wherein the director wanted Mercutio to 
be bitter and crippled by a limp until when, in tech, said director de-
cided to cut the idea. Well, the fights had been choreographed around 
it so, as Barry says it, he “went home thinking evil thoughts about 
killing directors who could not make up their minds. The next day 
I re-choreographed and my solution was to wound Mercutio in the 
leg on the first pass. The bigger the problem the better the answer!”

In a somewhat more outlandish but certainly less last-minute 
instance, I was choreographing a “King Lear” wherein the director 
had Goneril and Reagan fight onstage, a fight which would culmi-
nate with Goneril killing Reagan and then herself. Very fun, very 
exciting, except the director wanted us to somehow (not kidding) 
find a way for Goneril to break a wine glass and shove the pieces of 
glass down Reagan’s throat to kill her. That one was easy to nip in 
the bud (and the fight turned out to be wonderfully brutal in spite of 
not slicing our actress’ esophagus to ribbons). In the end, I went in 
asking. I asked, “What is it about the glass down the throat that you 
like?” It turned out he wanted the notion of poisoning her wine, 

To your director: “Would it be possible to set aside ten minutes 
of rehearsal time this week to set this bit of violence?”

To your partner: “How’d you feel about the fight last night?”
You’ll likely be surprised by the responses you’ll get, and it will 

help to keep your partner’s or director’s defensive ego from flaring 
up. If you can avoid that tension by going in asking, then you will 
likely find a win/win scenario where both parties get what they need. 
You protect yourself (after all, having high self-esteem does mean 
that you put your own safety first and foremost), the audience still 
gets to experience the full story, and no one’s ego gets riled.

Is all of that easy? Will you nail it the first time you try and every 
time after that? No. But like anything, the first thousand times are 
the hardest and it gets easier every time. It takes practice, but com-
municating openly is essential to keeping yourself safe, your partner 
safe, and the audience happy. (I won’t even get into the audience’s 
sudden disconnect from the play when they sense that the actors 
themselves, rather than the characters, are in danger in a fight!)

Putting it to the Test
Whenever I’m choreographing or captaining a play, or even when 
I’m simply a day player stuntman, I strive to understand the com-
mon language of the other performers who are involved with the 
sequences of violence. If there is no common language, or if I’m 
choreographing and it’s up to me to set it, I set it very clearly from 
the first minute.

I’m a big fan of the tried and true “Prep, Set, Play” model of build-
ing a sequence. I’m also a huge fan of the version of calling “hold” 
I was first introduced to in Fight Master Dale Girard’s class at the 
NSCW in 2012: it doesn’t matter what the safe word is, if anyone in 
the room shouts the specified word, everyone stops right where they 
are, shouts it back, and waits.

But let’s be honest, a lot of the time we’re on low-or-no-budget 
film sets, we’re in garage theaters, and we’re working for copy/credit 
and some new reel material or a resume booster. So when there isn’t a 
union there to protect you, and there isn’t someone specifically hired 

Andrew Joseph Perez and 
Scott Divine walking through  
a fight at a stage combat  
class at Big Idea Theatre.
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from scratch during tech. And with my 
Lear, all I had to do was be willing to go in 
asking rather than off ending the director 
and kindling his ego by telling him that 
his idea wouldn’t work before we’d even 
entertained it. Th at simple act opened the 
conversation and allowed us to find the 

win/win for the show, actors, and the director’s vision.
Perhaps the most challenging experience is when the project is 

your baby, when you’ve got ownership and it means something to 
you personally. If you’re the director, choreographer, and in the show 
or fi lm as well, for instance. As diffi  cult as it is, you must keep yourself 
in mind and continue to fi nd the win/win, even if it means sacrifi cing 
some of your own vision for the sake of your safety. It is easy to see a 
danger to someone else and prevent or correct it, but I fi nd that most 
people are more likely to fall into the “It’s fi ne. I’m fi ne” trap when 
they themselves are the ones in danger. It is a lot easier to just “take 
your licks” when you’re the only one it aff ects.

But even –especially!– in that situation, it is vital that you take 
the time to have the conversation with yourself, and that you go in 
asking, “Wh at is it from this scene that I want, and how else can we 
achieve it without gett ing legitimately hurt?”

Communicating at this level can feel unnatural for some, but the 
more you practice it, the bett er at it you can become, and the easier it 
will get. So oft en in the theatre, and especially on set, we are expected 
to just get out there and do it, but if we make a concerted eff ort to 
be proactive, and appropriately and professionally communicative, 
we’ll not only keep ourselves and our coworkers safer, we’ll lead by 
example and show the rest of the cast and team how much more 
can be accomplished with an open line of communication. 

Endnotes
1 Gillespie, B. (2010, April 5). High Self-Esteem, Low Ego. Retrieved 
December 12, 2015, from http://bonniegillespie.com/blog/high-self-esteem-
low-ego/
2 Covey, S. (1989). The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. New York, NY: 
Fireside.
3 Claybaugh, W. (2004). Be Nice (Or Else!): And what’s in it for you. Laguna 
Beach, CA: Von Curtis Publishing.
4 Barry, B. (2010). Fights for Shakespeare, Book One, Romeo and Juliet. 
B.H. Barry. 

but he wanted it to be far more gruesome. Aft er a longer series of 
questions and answers with him, it turned out that a few brutal 
hits back and forth and some simple strangulation was suffi  cient 
to satiate his sensational interpretation of the scene.

B.H. Barry’s story is a perfect example of the win/win that 
Covey is talking about. Th e director got to try Mercutio’s limp all 
the way until he realized it just wouldn’t work for the story they 
were telling, and Barry didn’t have to re-block the entire fight 

The cast of Romeo 
and Juliet at Sacra-
mento Theatre 
Company, directed 
by  Barry Wisdom, 
2014
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theatrics, is often a matter of knowing too much, then peeling down 
to a level that will serve the art. Why read all those books if what you 
really need is only a few paragraphs of condensed information? Love 
your dramaturge and your dramaturge will love you.

Using the Text
As with every Shakespeare project, the text is where you need to start 
in order to understand the big issues that you’re reading for. There 
are a few huge textual issues at stake in the fights of Romeo and Juliet 
that you, as fight director, need to be aware of. Since the flavor of 
your production will change based on the choices that you and the 
director make concerning these issues, I will address them in the 
most general terms possible simply to bring them to your aware-
ness rather than create any pre-conceived notions about “correct” 
choices you might make.

First, and perhaps most famously, is the conflict of fighting style: 
Tybalt is frequently referenced as being a rapier fighter in the new-
to-Shakespeare’s-London Spanish style. In addition to being the 
“Prince of Cats,” Mercutio calls Tybalt “the very butcher of a silk 
button a duellist, a duellist; a gentleman of the very first house, of the 
first and second cause!” (II.4.1181-1184). No matter what choice you 
make with how to deal with this text, you need to address that Tybalt 
is characterized as a fighter of great rhythmic capabilities, precision 
with a blade, and knowledge of courtly graces (i.e. Mercutio’s line 
about Tybalt being a “gentlemen of the first and second cause”; a 
reference to courtly dueling behavior and conduct manuals).

You need to deal with the fact that there is an interrupted honor 
duel in III.i; Tybalt, infuriated, comes to find Romeo in the streets 
to challenge him to a duel of honor. Romeo denies Tybalt, Mercutio 
picks a fight instead. When Tybalt kills Mercutio in this conflict, Ro-
meo finds himself compelled (either by anger or honor) to intervene 
and fight Tybalt himself, killing him. What this establishes is that 
the play happens in a world where there are some codified behaviors 
surrounding fights and dueling; this is a world where Tybalt would 
understand his recourse with Romeo and would reasonably expect 
to be able to execute it. This is also a world where such conflicts, for 
whatever reason determined by your director (though hopefully 
informed by the text), have been barred (Romeo says: “the prince 
expressly hath forbidden bandying in Verona streets” (III.i.1589-90). 
You and your director will have to discuss some way in which your 
Verona (be it in ancient Italy or the Wild West) can justify this text. 
Whatever choice you make, the fights need to reflect this.

o, you’ve been asked to fight direct Romeo 
and Juliet. Statistically speaking, it had 
to happen sooner or later. The play has 
been performed so much that it’s almost 
a cliché unto itself; a staple of high school 
theatre, regional Shakespeare companies, 
and truly any institution that fancies itself 
“cultural” while simultaneously wishing 
to appeal to an audience of romantics. 
Approaching Romeo and Juliet can be as 
daunting for the FD as it is for the actors. 
The self-same reasons why we feel so sick 
and tired of talking about Romeo and Juliet 

make it difficult to work on; it has a (almost too) rich performance 
history that spans hundreds of years and thousands of geographic 
locations. There’s a high likelihood that the majority of your audience 
has seen the show at least once before and thereby has already drawn 
their own conclusions about it. Perhaps worst of all in terms of story 
telling: the audience already knows how it ends. Your job, as the fight 
director, is to tell a riveting, compelling, physical story the audience 
already knows intimately and to make it fresh, exciting, and surprising.

I first became explicitly concerned with the matter of Romeo and 
Juliet during a 2006 trip to the archives of the Shakespeare Birthplace 
Trust in Stratford Upon Avon. I was conducting research on the 
violence as staged in Trevor Nunn’s 1976 production (starring the 
then young-and-fresh-eyed Ian McKellen in the role of Romeo). 
Ever since, I have had my eye on Romeo through my work as a scholar, 
as well as my work as a Fight Director. Over the course of my actor 
training at such institutions as Shakespeare & Company (Lenox, 
MA), The Actor’s Institute (New York, NY), and the American Globe 
Theatre (New York, NY) as well as my years in the academy complet-
ing an MA and a PhD, I’ve kept a finger to the pulse of the textual 
issues that surround Romeo’s swordplay. Over the years I’ve found 
that my experiences on all three fronts (as scholar, fight director, 
and actor) have been vital to approaching Shakespeare on any one 
of them; and each lend their own dimension to the issues at hand.

So where do you start? As theatre-makers, we are drawn to these 
theatrically impossible tasks. Before you begin researching, you’re 
going to want to go over the “usuals” with your director. In addition 
to the questions of rehearsal time, actor training, and the more 
practical aspects of fight direction, you’ll want to get on the same 
page with the director as to the larger issues that will deeply affect 
your research process: is the production set in “period”? How closely 
is the production adhering to a “period” or “original practice” per-
formance style? For what type of audience are you performing? The 
answers to these questions will inform not only the type of research, 
but also the amount of reading that you’ll need to do. For a strictly 
period production meant for educational theatre, you’re going to 
need to do a lot more historical preparation than for a production 
simply attempting to capture a general period “flavor.”

Now is the time to think deeply about your research. There is 
always the danger that if you do too much reading, the history will 
stifle the fight. While informing yourself about the basic necessities 
of period sword-craft is a smart move for the savvy FD, there will 
come a point when enough is enough. In essence: you will want 
to do just enough research that you have the facts to adhere to the 
world of the play, but not so much reading that the world of the play 
chokes your creative process. A dramaturge can be a huge resource 
for this. Since the dramaturge’s job is to know everything pertaining 
to the play, they can often help condense the useful knowledge and 
dispense with the extraneous stuff. History, in terms of practical 

S
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required reading for anyone trying to authentically replicate an 
Elizabethan combat model.

Something else to remember is that, while Shakespeare “set” 
plays in places other than Early Modern England, it is a gener-
ally understood convention of the Early Modern stage that 
these settings provided a thin veil for the true setting: England 
herself. While Romeo and Juliet ostensibly takes place in Verona, 
the costumes, mannerisms, and habits of its characters would 
have been much more English than Italian when performed 
on Shakespeare’s stage. As such, an “authentic” recreation of 
a Shakespearean production’s fighting style would mimic this; 
the characters (other than Tybalt) would be fighting in English 
styles rather than period Italian or Spanish rapier styles. This is 
perhaps best demonstrated by the First Folio note that Sampson 
and Gregory enter in I.i with “Swords and Bucklers”; distinctively 
English weapons. Because of this delineation, it would be a very 
strange “dead end” to research period Italian styles directly rather 
than what Englishmen knew of period Italian styles. While many 
cultures and creeds have attempted to naturalize dear William 
over the centuries, it cannot be forgotten that he was, after all, 
English.

History of the Sword
There are a multitude of volumes about the history of the sword 
and martial combat, but two I would recommend for this specific 
purpose are:

Cohen, Richard. By the Sword: A History of Gladiators, Musketeers, 
Samurai, Swashbucklers, and Olympic Champions. New York: The 
Modern Library, 2003.

Kiernan, V.G., The Duel in European History: Honour and the Reign 
of Aristocracy. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988.

As you continue to think about these fights and the history that 
can support them, there are several texts that will help. The breadth 
of your research will vary depending upon your goals, and you 
likely don’t need to read all of these texts cover to cover. However, 
depending upon what questions you have and how deeply you want 
them answered, you will likely find your answers in one (or more) 
of these texts. For clarity and ease of recognition, I’ve grouped the 
texts by subject.

Elizabethan Dueling Manuals
At the time Shakespeare was writing, there were three dueling manu-
als available in print in England in English. It is therefore reasonable 
to assume that Shakespeare’s knowledge of the duel (and his audi-
ence’s knowledge of the duel) either came from (or is documented 
by) one of these three manuals: Giacomo di Grassi’s His True Arts of 
Defence (1594), Vincent Saviolo’s His Practice (in two books; 1595), 
and George Silver’s Paradoxes of Defence/Brief Instructions Upon my 
Paradoxes of Defence (1599). Saviolo’s vocabulary is clearly referenced 
by Shakespeare in several instances, and Silver’s long tirade against 
Italian Rapier schools is particularly poignant in light of Romeo and 
Juliet. All three manuals can be accessed freely online, but they are 
also available in print in:

Jackson, James L. Ed. Three Elizabethan Fencing Manuals. New 
York: Scholars’ Facsimiles and Reprints, 1972.

Turner, Craig and Tony Soper. Methods and Practice of Elizabethan 
Swordplay. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1990.

Turner and Soper go through the Elizabethan manuals in an 
attempt to recreate an “authentic” Elizabethan fighting style, 
“unpacking” the manuals for the modern audience. Their volume, 
much more readable than the manuals themselves, provides practical 
explication for the modern combatant. As such, I’d consider them 

Actors (Front L-R) Michael Levin and 
David Rounds in a scene from the 
American Shakespeare Festival’s 
production of Romeo and Juliet.
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credit reading”; read it if you’re curious or if it sounds relevant, but 
skip it if it doesn’t.

Craig, Horace S. Dueling Scenes and Terms in Shakespeare’s Plays. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1940.

This is an extremely useful resource for any work on combat in 
Shakespeare. In a slim article at the front of the volume, Craig first 
addresses the context of Elizabethan swordplay, then establishes 
Shakespeare’s working dueling vocabulary. He continues on to dis-
cuss this vocabulary in its historical context, as well as the context 
of the plays in which it can be found. Craig then provides a handy 
bibliography of books on swordplay and dueling extant during 
Shakespeare’s time (though it is unknown whether some/all of these 
would have been available to him in translation or even in England). 
He uses Shakespeare’s outlined dueling vocabulary to mark those 
certainly familiar to Shakespeare.

Peltonen, Markku. “Francis Bacon, the Earl of Northampton, and 
the Jacobean Anti-Duelling Campaign.” The Historical Journal. 44, 
no. 1 (2001): 1-28.

———. The Duel in Early Modern England: Civility, Politeness, and 
Honour. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003.

In examining two of the most pivotal works of the Jacobean 
Anti-Dueling campaign, Peltonen also contextualizes Dueling in 
Jacobean England. This piece of personal violence history, though 
it occurred towards the end/after Shakespeare’s writing career, was 
brewing throughout the course of Shakespeare’s tenure onstage. It 
can shed vital light upon societal views of dueling during the period 
of Shakespeare’s career, which in turn helps to contextualize the 
stigma against dueling that plays out in Romeo and Juliet.

Peltonen’s second book is the most exhaustive modern treatise 

While research for Romeo and Juliet will not require you to read 
these volumes in their entirety, parts of each of them can help to 
inform the period in which you might find yourself working. Both 
these volumes take into account the cultural history surrounding 
violence and martial arts, which is quite important when crafting a 
living stage picture. The Cohen volume deals with a certain teleologi-
cal element to how sword violence manifested through the ages. This 
particular information will be helpful if you’re dealing with a strict 
period piece, since so much of the conflict in Romeo and Juliet relies 
on an old vs. new mentality wherein traditional styles are being forc-
ibly challenged by “newfangled” engagements. Understanding why 
Tybalt’s Spanish Rapier style is such a threat to English sensibilities 
is a huge part of understanding some of the underlying tensions in 
this show.

The Sword During Shakespeare’s Time
Coming directly to the topic, there are several books and articles 
that specifically address this particular subject. While some of these 
sources might be overly scholarly for your purposes, for the sake of 
being thorough I will include them in the reading list.

Anglin, Jay P. “The Schools of Defense in Elizabethan London”. 
Renaissance Quarterly, 37. No. 3 (1984): 393-410.

Anglin examines the (literal) schools where an Elizabethan 
gentleman might learn dueling. This source is perhaps the most 
historically thick and least practical to the performance of Romeo 
and Juliet, but can help to contextualize how Shakespeare might 
have known anything about the art of the duel (and certainly helps to 
contextualize how Shakespeare’s audience might have known about 
it). I would recommend that a fight director view this piece as “extra 

Actors (L-2L) Courtney B. Vance and Rob Knepper dueling in a scene from  
the New York Shakespeare Festival’s production of Romeo and Juliet.
OPPOSITE: Actors (L-R) Armand Assante, Paul Rudd, Ray Wise and 
David Rounds in a scene from the Circle in the Square production  
of Romeo and Juliet.
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about history, but recognize that there are limits to what 
can: a) be defi nitively proven, and b) serve the practicality 
of theatre. As fascinating as these dueling manuals are, I 
would never encourage a fi ght director to review them in 
hopes of att aining any kind of “authentic period style”. 
Th e trouble here is several-fold: as anyone who has ever 
att empted to annotate choreography can att est, the wis-
dom of the body cannot be thoroughly communicated 
using words alone. Additionally, the few sources we 
have are simply a handful of men’s perspectives upon 
an age-old art; an oligarchy, if you will, of annotation. 
There is no guarantee that these writings comprise 
the “full picture” of period dueling practices. Th ey are 
guides of things that might have been, but are not canon 
of things absolute and unyielding. Read them as such; 
and read the other texts as such. Let these texts fuel the 
basis of your imagination, but don’t let them limit your 
possibility. Do only as much reading as will make you feel 
comfortable in the text as well as the world of the play, 
without doing so much that you feel burdened by the 
history. Th eatre is a creative art, and one that can educate 

and inspire; but it should never become enslaved to something so 
fragile as a history that cannot be defi nitively proven.

I say these things not to discourage you from doing the kind of 
research that I’ve spent the previous pages discussing, but rather to 
encourage you to conduct this research in a healthful and productive 
manner. As much as your work will suff er from a lack of reading, it 
can also suff er from too much reading. Do your research. Don’t let 
it strangle your art. 

that I have found on the topic of dueling. Chapters One (“Th e rise of 
civil courtesy and the dueling theory in Elizabethan and early Stuart 
England”) and Two (“Th e Jacobean anti-duelling campaign”) are the 
most pertinent to your work with Romeo and Juliet. Peltonen’s treat-
ment of the duel covers historical context, changes in law, changes 
in technology, and determining social factors, all of which can be 
used very practically in a stage show.

Quint, David. “Duelling and Civility in Sixteenth Century Italy.” I 
Tatt i: Studies in the Italian Renaissance. 7 (1997): 231-278.

Th ough Quint’s main focus is Italy (and I have already warned the 
reader against focusing too much on Italian dueling), I am including 
this article for context. Wh ile the wary FD will not tread too far down 
the path of Italian methods, some small amount of research (say, that 
which might be contained to a single article) might be worthwhile 
to establish a base level of understanding about Italian dueling 
practice of the time. Perhaps most importantly, Quint discusses his 
theories in the context of Shakespeare; aft er having established his 
basic premise, he then strays into Shakespeare’s works (most notably 
Romeo and Juliet and Henry V) in order to discuss more “practical” 
applications of his ideas.

Rossi, Sergio. “Duelling in the Italian Manner: The Case of Romeo 
and Juliet.” In Shakespeare’s Italy: Functions of Italian Locations 
in Renaissance Drama, edited by Michele Marrapodi, Marcello 
Cappuzzo, and L. Falzon Stantucci, 112-124. Manchester: Man-
chester University Press, 1997.

Rossi’s intellectual analysis of the fi ghts in Romeo and Juliet helps 
to contextualize this violence from a textual space. This would 
make great reading if you’re working on a project that doesn’t have 
a dramaturge, but does have a director who needs a litt le help under-
standing why your job is so important to the show. Th ink of this one 
as a “secret weapon”; a way to prove to the people who write checks 
and might have an appreciation for looking at your work from an 
intellectual bent why it is that they hired you.

A Few Closing Thoughts and a Warning
As a scholar and intellectual, research is the lifeblood of my work. As 
a Fight Director, it helps to establish a fi rm basis for my work, but is 
never something that I allow to interfere with my art. In this way, re-
search can simultaneously be your best friend and your worst enemy.

It is absolutely important to understand what we think we know 

 

Danielle Rosvally 
Fight Director; Dramaturge; Text Coach 

 

 
http://www.DanielleRosvally.com 

Actors (L-2L) Courtney B. Vance and Rob Knepper dueling in a scene from 
the New York Shakespeare Festival’s production of Romeo and Juliet.
OPPOSITE: Actors (L-R) Armand Assante, Paul Rudd, Ray Wise and
David Rounds in a scene from the Circle in the Square production 
of Romeo and Juliet.
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student at the fencing school of Nicolas Texier de la Boëssière, the 
inventor of the fencing mask. La Boëssière’s school emphasized 
good character and academic excellence as emphatically as skill in 
swordplay. Saint-George flourished in this environment, winning 
championship bouts against the best fencers in Europe from age 
15 onward.4

BY HEIDI WOLF

oseph Boulogne was born a mixed-
race slave on Christmas Day in the 
French Caribbean colony of Gua-
dalupe, to a young slave girl named 
Nanon who had been captured at 
age 6 in Senegal by slave-traders 
and shipped to the West Indies. 
Joseph’s birth year is given variously 
as 1739 and 1745, and his pater-
nity has been attributed to various 
French slaveowners on Guadalupe.1 

In this article I accept the genealogical research of 
Alain Guédé, who concluded that Joseph’s father 
was Guillaume-Pierre Tavernier de Boullongne, 
a minor French noble who owned a Guadalupe 
sugar plantation. Guillaume-Pierre purchased 
Joseph’s mother when she was 14, so it is plausible 
that he sired her child.

In the 18th century, most slaves on a sugar 
plantation performed backbreaking manual labor, 
though some slave children were trained to play 
music for their owners’ entertainment. Joseph 
was especially favored; he was taught to read and 
write, as well as to play the violin.2 When Joseph’s 
father sold his plantation, he traveled home to 
France with Nanon and 8-year-old Joseph, of 
whom he was evidently fond. Guillaume-Pierre 
settled in Paris, near the royal court at Versailles, 
and acquired considerable influence in French 
upper-class society and politics.

In accordance with French law at that time, 
Joseph and Nanon gained freedom and French 
citizenship the moment they set foot on the French 
mainland. Children of slaves were barred by 
French law from inheriting their white parent’s 
titles of nobility, so Guillaume-Pierre invented 
a title for his mixed-race son. Joseph was given the courtesy title 
Chevalier [“Knight”] and the surname “Saint-George” from a sugar 
plantation near his birthplace.3

Young Saint-George was educated in all of the arts and skills 
considered appropriate to a French nobleman. An excellent athlete 
as well as a talented musician, he was enrolled at age 13 as a boarding 

“None Ever Saw His Equal”
Joseph Boulogne, Chevalier de Saint-George
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was hampered by racism and 
professional jealousies in the 
music world, Saint-George nev-
ertheless composed, played, 
and conducted his own works 
for the crème de la crème  of 
French aristocracy, billed on 
concert posters as “the black 
Mozart” in recognition of his 
musical gifts.10

Saint-George traveled wide-
ly, visiting London on multiple 
occasions. He made time while 
there to train and compete at 
Henry Angelo’s fencing stu-
dio, where his portrait and a 
pair of his fencing shoes had a 
place of honor on the salon wall, 
as documented in a 1787 wa-
tercolor by the English artist 
Thomas Rowlandson.11 In that 
same year, Saint-George took 
part in a demonstration fencing 
match at the Prince of Wales’ 
residence, when the Chevalier 
d’Eon, a 59-year-old cross-dress-
ing French spy, needed a fenc-
ing partner for the occasion.12 
The older man won the match, 
perhaps due to Saint-George 
having torn an Achilles tendon a 
few years earlier;13 though some 
of their contemporaries hinted 
that in deference to his elderly 
partner, Joseph allowed d’Eon 
to win.14

Saint-George’s political ac-
tivities demonstrated a strong 
sense of responsibility toward 
those less fortunate than him-
self, and to his adopted country. 

He advocated for the abolition of slavery and was featured in a po-
litical cartoon in the London Morning Post in 1789, after subduing a 
gang of anti-abolitionists who attacked him in a London alleyway.15 
The cartoonist included fencing foils and masks, an image of “Saint 
George” fighting the “Dragon” of the slave trade, and a “dukes-up” 
d’Eon in the background, supporting Saint-George against his pro-
slavery adversaries. 

After the 1789 French Revolution, Saint-George served with dis-
tinction as the first mixed-race French Army colonel, commanding 
a segregated battalion of hundreds of men of color. Alex Dumas, the 
mixed-race father of novelist Alexandre Dumas and the inspiration 
for The Count of Monte Cristo, served in “the Legion of Saint-George” 
as a young man and later became one of the most successful French 
generals of the Napoleonic Wars.16

Saint-George became celebrated as the non pareil among master 
fencers, pointed out as the ultimate example of superb swordsman-
ship and earning the sobriquet, or nickname, of “the famous Saint-
George.” Nicolas La Boëssière wrote a poem about Saint-George 
with the opening line, “In arms, none ever saw his equal.”5 Nicolas’ 
son, Antoine La Boëssière, author of the 1818 fencing manual Traité 
de l’art des armes (Treatise on the Art of Weapons), included a seven-page 
memoir of Saint-George which began: “Perhaps the most extraordi-
nary man ever known in fencing, and indeed in all forms of physical 
training, was without doubt the famous Saint-George; one could say 
of him…: ‘Nature made him and broke the mold.’ “6 The American 
founding father John Adams noted admiringly in his diary, while 
visiting Paris in 1779: “[Saint-George] is the most accomplished 
Man in Europe in Riding, Running, Shooting, Fencing, Dancing, 
Musick. He will hit the Button, any Button on the Coat or Waistcoat 
of the greatest Masters. He will hit a Crown Piece in the Air with a 
Pistoll Ball.”7

Stories abounded of Saint-George’s kindness and liberality. An-
toine La Boëssière wrote: “With his sensitive heart he was bound to 
be generous, and he was extremely so; taking his wealth lightly, what 
he had belonged to his friends…. I myself knew elderly people to 
whom he brought the most touching assistance and care…. His gifts 
were the more valuable because of the tact with which he arranged 
for them to be accepted.”8 Stories were also told of his anger when 
his mixed-race ancestry was denigrated. On one occasion, hearing 
a snide remark that he was “badly bleached,” , Saint-George dunked 
the offender headfirst in a filthy gutter and retorted, “Now you’re as 
badly bleached as me.”9

Simultaneously, Saint-George received praise as a musician.  
In addition to his career as a virtuoso solo violinist and an orches-
tra concertmaster, he made a name for himself as a fine composer 
of string quartets, concertos, and operas. Although his success  

ABOVE: “Assaut d’Armes 
Chevalier Saint-George / 
Chevalier d’Eon donné à 
Carlton House le 9 avril 1787 
en la présence de son Altesse 
le Prince de Galles (Wales), la 
Noblesse et plusieurs célèbres 
Maîtres d’Armes”. Engraving by 
Gosselin, after April 9, 1787.

OPPOSITE: William Ward  
(1766-1826), “Monsieur de  
St. George, from an original 
picture at Mr. H. Angelo’s 
Academy” after Mather 
Brown’s oil portrait  
of same. Mezzotint, 1788.
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When the French Revolution dis-
integrated into the Reign of Terror 
in 1793–94, Saint-George’s good 
fortune suffered an abrupt reverse. 
Imprisoned like General Alex Du-
mas on a trumped-up pretext, his 
finances and physical wellbeing de-
teriorated. Following his release, 
Saint-George’s health and spirits 
were further damaged by a sojourn  
in France’s Caribbean colony of 
Saint-Domingue, where he wit-
nessed the brutal aftermath of a 
failed slave revolt. He died in 1799 
after a brief illness, a few months 
short of his Christmastime birthday. 
Not long before his death, he said to 
a friend, “Ils ne m’ont pas pendu, mais 
perdu” (“They didn’t hang me, but 
they lost me”)17—a poignant play on 
words, referencing his obscure cir-
cumstances at the end of a life lived 
in the sunshine of well-deserved 
acclaim.

Joseph Boulogne, Chevalier de 
Saint-George, was a master of fence, 
of music, and of the military arts. He 
was an ardent abolitionist, a man of 
many devoted friends, and a patri-
otic citizen of France. He lives on in 
the stories of his legendary career as a 
duellist, and in the treasure trove of his 
music, still being performed today.

Some listeners to Saint-George’s 
music have remarked on a thread of 
melancholy running through his com-
positions18, and attributed it to his early 
years as an enslaved child on his father’s estate. Perhaps it was also 
a melancholy of loneliness: of being the only person of color (or 
one of very few) in his professional and social milieu.19 More than 
200 years later, we can write a coda to the story of the Chevalier 
Saint-George, one that honors his memory and remarkable ac-
complishments. Joseph Boulogne’s phenomenal talents as swords-
man and musician, and his actions as a change agent, provide an 
illustrious legacy to inspire current and future generations of stage 
combatants. 
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“W
as that right?” The trend of embracing what’s 
called a “realistic” aesthetic for cinematic 
violence, combined with my professional 
experiences in both the Iraq and Afghani-
stan wars means I often hear variations on 
the theme of, “did I kill him right?”

Here, the actor looked up expectantly 
at me from the dinner table, suppressed pistol in hand, raised in 
a “temple index” carry1. Across the table was his scene partner, 
slumped over and slack-jawed, three relatively neat holes about 
the solar plexus oozing blood down his shirt. I gave the gunman a 
thumbs-up as he handed off the pistol, clearing and holstering it at 
my belt while the crew set up for the next shot.

The problem with answering such questions was that I couldn’t 
find an actionable baseline that determined what a “right” kill looked 
like, whether onstage or in front of the cameras. Discussing details 
of my background was never an issue. The hurdle was putting said 
knowledge into dramatic terms an actor could actually use. I could 
go into copious detail what it was like for a twenty-something, 
linebacker-sized actor turned machine gunner, but that was going 
to be of limited help to someone playing Coriolanus, or Romeo, or 
Lady DeWinter.

I turned to the literature, but scholarship on the topic was less 
than helpful. Though the canon of dramatic literature is full of killers 
and killed, there are no common aspects of a story that determined 
whether or not a kill would occur, or for what reason. Between char-
acters, a kill is like a kiss. It can be aggressive or reluctant, clumsy 
or skillful, passionate, polite, or perfunctory. It can linger for what 
feels like eternity or begin and end in an instant. And no matter how 
professional or detached, kills always bear a personal touch. People 
kill for a multitude of reasons, and their motives run the length of 
the emotional spectrum.

Criminology texts dealing with murderers were understandably 
narrow in scope and only tangentially related to killing in general, 
murder being the more legally relevant focus. In legal terms, the act 
of taking another life is considered unlawful unless somehow justi-
fied, as in the case of self-defense or warfare. Focusing on murder, 
while viewing other types of kills as “murders with proper excuses,” 
wasn’t helpful for my purposes. I was working from a different 

direction-the idea of murder as an unlawful subset of killing. For my 
purposes, all murders are killings, but not all killings are murders. 
Therefore, studying killing where I believed I would find my answers.

The supposed seminal works on the topic, On Killing and On 
Combat, by Lt.Col. David Grossman and Loren W. Christensen 
respectively, proved unenlightening. While Grossman’s work has 
some worthy aspects (not the least of which the view that killing 
and murder are not synonymous), others fell short. His theory of 
“Universal Human Phobia,” or the theory that human beings have 
an innate resistance to killing each other, doesn’t hold up when faced 
with humanity’s bloodstained history (p. 2-7). Another of Gross-
man’s constructs, “Sheepdog theory,” posits that human violence 
breaks along three distinct personality types: those who have no ca-
pacity for violence (“the sheep”), those who can commit violence but 
possess empathy (“the sheepdogs”) and those who commit violence 
and feel no empathy (“the wolves”)(Grossman p.183-185) His aim 
was to attend to the psychological health of those who committed 
societal “good” kills: police officers, soldiers, and those who acted 
in self-defense. While such a goal is worthy, the theory itself is overly 
simplistic, ignoring both humanity’s capacity for violence in general, 
and the increasing divide between soldier and civilian, police officer 
and citizen. I’ve personally taken to replacing Grossman’s preferred 
terms with “peasants, heroes, and villains,” when discussing the 
theory to emphasize this point. After leaving a multitude of vulgar 
comments scribbled in the margins of my personal copies, I set both 
aside and began from scratch to come up with a realistic, teachable, 
and workable process for interpreting killing on the stage.

From the beginning, I established that I would explore killing as 
an action, rather than a killer’s state of being. I was convinced that 
there was no such thing as “bloodlust” or a “killing rage,” but that 
emotions surrounding the act of a kill were more from the environ-
ment surrounding the action, rather than the act itself. My approach 
focused on a search for a universal application of the killing action. 
Breaking down kills into “segments,” an actor could use the follow-
ing process as a rough guide for playing effective, character driven 
kills. A year and a half of research later, I explored my findings with 
a small group of volunteer actors. We followed what we named “The 
Killer’s Journey” in a series of improv experiments. The four seg-
ments of a kill were: Thresholds, Decisions, Effects, and Aftermaths.

The Killer’s
 Journey

By Jay Peterson
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Siward in Macbeth), an in-depth conversation (Clarence’s murderers 
in Richard III), or the bulk of a performance (Hamlet).

The first exercise in my exploration class handled both thresholds 
and decisions. My actors paired up, deciding who would kill, who 
would die, and what the killer’s threshold would be. To keep the 
focus on decisions and thresholds rather than choreography, the 
scenes took place in a world where one could kill with a simple touch 
or gesture. A house rule of “no Darth Vader Force chokes, please,” 
got the giggles out of everyone’s system. The first round of scenes 
focused on Reflexive kills, and all participants demonstrated a quick 
grasp of the concept: a girl trapped in a cave-in killed a companion 
who was hyperventilating and using up the air, a surprised mugging 
victim killed her attacker, and a travelling peddler killed a stranger 
from a hated neighboring village.

For the second round, everyone switched roles as killers became 
the killed (we were all walking the Killer’s Journey, after all). This 
time, scenes focused on Rational kills. A contested inheritance, a 
date gone wrong and a business plan gone worse all brought about 
the demise of various characters. The distinction between reflexive 
and rational kills codified itself swiftly. Reflexive kills seemed more 
visceral and animalistic. Movements in a reflexive kill were typically 
faster, and the scenes themselves picked up speed in leading up to the 
kill. Rational kills felt colder and more logical. The rational scenes 
kept an even pace or even slowed down while leading up to a kill, 
establishing tension.

Effects
Fighting for one’s life is such a high-intensity event that the human 
body instinctively drugs itself in the process, what self-defense 
instructors dubbed “the chemical cocktail” since at least the 1970s. 
Modern science remains unsure of what composes the effect. 
Adrenaline is a component, as are various epinephrines, but the exact 
composition is currently unknown to science. Given the logistical 
and ethical problems with taking blood samples during a firefight, 
it might remain so for some time.

What is known, however, are the various physiological effects: 
increased heart rate, increased blood pressure, tunnel vision, altered 
perception, memory gaps, and tactile dissonance. Modern science 
knows that some or all of these effects occur in combat, but no in-
formation is yet available on which ones manifest in which people 
under what circumstances, and why. Bringing this back again to 
the stage, it is rare that an actor’s choice determines the inclusion, 
duration, or nature of the reaction in a manner visible to the audi-
ence, because everything is internal. It is far more of a director’s 
choice, particularly in the world of film, where these effects can be 
more easily presented to an audience (POV camera angles, slowed 
photography, soundtrack dissonance, etc.).

After providing my students a quick review of the body response 
to combat, the actors once again paired off and were given a choice 
of deaths (a simple choke, a gunshot, and a stabbing). Each pair 
was allowed to rehearse first, and allowed to choose a threshold 
and decision. Pairs presented their work to the class when ready. In 
every case, rudimentary but believable and safe kills emerged from 
their scenes.

For the next phase, I kept everyone in with their current partners 
and gave them a minute to go over their scenes. All scenes were 
performed again, but with two key differences. The first required 
each pair to be silent. The second was the inclusion of outside 
sound, specifically natural sound. At the top of each pair’s second 
performance, I played a continuous natural sound: a thunderstorm, 
waves, a waterfall, etc. Deprived of vocalization, the sound of bodies 

Thresholds
Everyone has a “killing threshold,” a given set of circumstances that 
will cause a person to take a human life, or possibly more than one. 
It may not be acknowledged or admitted, but every individual has 
the potential to kill when a certain combination of circumstances 
falls into place. There is no one source for this threshold; it’s a mix of 
factors both external (culture, religion, law) and internal (personal 
ethics, instincts, and reactions to current circumstances). As an ac-
tor, this is where research of the character’s background is able to 
answer questions surrounding the “why?” of a particular kill.

The term “threshold” is a bit of a misnomer. The combination of 
circumstances acts more like tumblers in a lock. Certain ones have 
to turn in order to “open the lock” and for the kill to be attempted. 
Think of a S.W.A.T. team sniper. In one scenario, she is on duty, 
setting up her position. She acquires her target, is given clearance to 
fire, and pulls the trigger. In another scenario, a mugger steps out of a 
shadow in a grocer’s parking lot and threatens her child with a knife. 
She draws her own sidearm and shoots the mugger without hesita-
tion. In a third scenario, she is offered a stack of $100 bills four inches 
high to shoot a speaker at a podium, and she refuses. Her thresholds 
were reached in the first two scenarios, but not in the third.

My first sensei told me of a case he heard of during his time with 
the NYPD. A young mother was surprised by a home invader. He 
held her at knifepoint while her child was in the next room. The 
mother calmly followed the intruder’s commands, opening her 
safe, leading the intruder about the house to the locations of various 
valuables, and giving no resistance to an ensuing sexual assault. Dur-
ing the latter, the intruder threatened to kill her son, at which point 
the mother caved in the intruder’s skull with a lamp. Police arrived 
to find her in shock, not far from his cooling corpse. Assault on her 
home, her property, and her person did not cross her threshold, but 
a threat to her child did. Actors must look for similar thresholds in 
their characters, keeping in mind a character may not be aware of 
what their thresholds are, and may in fact react in horror or regret at 
crossing them, no matter how legitimate they seem. When my actors 
established a character’s thresholds, they gained an insight into why 
that character kills in that specific time and manner.

When exploring a character’s thresholds, the most common ob-
stacle was the reluctance to hold a character’s thresholds lower than 
the actor’s own. This is understandable. As civilized people, we like 
to think only the most dire of circumstances would cause us to take a 
human life. That said, the characters we play can both face those cir-
cumstances and have (sometimes extremely) lower thresholds than 
our own. Think of the conversation between Clarence’s murderers 
in Richard III. One stays his hand, not worried about legal punish-
ment but damnation. A reminder of monetary reward causes the 
murderer to cross his threshold and continue. One of my volunteer 
actors summed it up as, “don’t be afraid to be a villain.”

Decisions
Once thresholds are crossed, the character is willing and able to kill 
another person. This takes place in one of two ways. A Reflexive kill 
takes place with no conscious thought on the subject between the 
threshold being reached and the decision to kill being made. This 
decision is single-stage, with time for minimal dialog, but no pon-
dering the pros and cons of action. Reflexive kills are usually faster, 
more animalistic, and occasionally more brutal. Romeo’s killing of 
Tybalt, with minimal dialogue but no rational thought involved, is 
an example of a reflexive kill. A Rational kill takes place when there is 
conscious thought between the threshold being reached and the de-
cision being made. This can take moments (MacBeth killing Young 
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understanding of what questions need to be asked: What are the 
character’s killing thresholds? Is the character aware of them? How 
was the decision to kill made? How did the character experience the 
kill? What noticeable effects did the kill have on the character? These 
five questions give us a map to understanding what it is to kill for that 
character in that time and manner.

Killing is rightly considered one of the darker aspects of the 
human condition. But portraying a killer should be neither overly 
simplistic nor hopelessly complex. Above all else, killers are human, 
with all of the compassion and cruelty that status entails. They are 
humans who have crossed their thresholds and made a decision. 
And their journeys are what have made our stories since we began 
to tell them. 

Endnotes
1 Current name for a recently developed pistol carry where the arm is tucked 
against the body, elbow bent, muzzle facing upwards, and the pistol held 
parallel to the shooter’s temple.
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moving became the only punctuation on the aural landscape. Each 
movement became sharper, crisper, and in many cases slowed down.

Breaking for discussion, several actors pointed out how the 
sound altered their perception, heightening their own focus on 
the moment. This was also true for the actors in the audience. It 
was understood that sound was more a director’s choice than a 
performer’s, The recent Judge Dredd film made it into a plot point, 
where certain characters used a drug called “slo-mo,” which altered 
a user’s perception of time. The in-universe acknowledgement that 
the characters are experiencing time as slowed down is used to 
great visceral effect when a crime lord forces rebels to take this drug 
before killing them. The actors agreed that such special effects are 
not feasible for theater, but that sound and light effects can alter the 
audience’s perception of action.

More importantly, I argued that for performers, understanding 
how altered perception happens comes more into play further on in 
a performance. It affects the character’s memory. In some scenarios, 
it may even have bearing on the story (How did Fleance manage to 
escape? How did Tybalt screw up badly enough to wound the wrong 
opponent?).

Aftermath
Concluding the evening was a brief discussion of the aftermath of a 
kill. This alone is a subject worthy of a separate article. For the pur-
poses of application, however, aftermath is limited to exploring what 
can follow the outcome of a scene. This is somewhat of a return to the 
beginning, as some of the same factors that influence a kill to begin 
with can also influence the reaction to it. Law, society, and religion 
all have doctrines surrounding kills in general, as well as leniency 
for certain types of killing We see these in play outside the theater, in 
our reactions to “killers” who make the headlines in the real world.

Science is beginning to recognize the effect of killing on common 
urges such as appetite, sleep, and libido. Life-or-death combat is an 
exhausting, rapid calorie-burning activity, which in a number of an-
ecdotal cases has an aphrodisiac effect (Grossman and Christensen 
p. 276). Differentiations between how the character considers the 
“rightness” of their kill may be tracked by their indulgence in these 
urges (or reluctance to do so). Macbeth’s difficulty in sleeping is a 
classic example of the latter, if one considers it originating in and 
derived from Duncan’s murder. These are “broad strokes” reactions, 
however. A character who kills and then goes home hungry, horny, 
and sleeping like a log is a very simplistic shorthand to indicate a 
good kill. By the same token, sleeplessness and lack of appetite alone 
are not indicative of a “bad” kill in the eyes of the killer themselves.

Takeaways
I began the journey searching for what I could tell an actor to let them 
know they’d made a “right” kill. I found the human experience of 
killing (as opposed to the narrow focus on murders and battlefield 
actions) still in its infancy as a field of study. However, there have 
always been killers among us, perhaps more than we realize. The 
FBI’s unified crime report claims that there were over 13,000 justi-
fied homicides in America between 1993 and 2013. The recent Iraq 
and Afghanistan wars were fought by over 2 million Americans, and 
many more Iraqis and Afghanis. If only one soldier in a hundred 
killed on the battlefield, then that’s another 20,000 “legitimate” 
killers. That is 33,000 people who know what it is to take a life and 
see their experiences reflected in our stories.

My workshop actors didn’t find a simple determination that 
made a depicted kill “right” one way or another. But the journey 
gave them questions to explore the process and give them clearer 
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Fight Matters 

Why We Fight
BY  JO SEPH  T R AV ER S ,  S A F D  F D/C T

Over the last few decades, those of us who 

work as fight directors have struggled 

to be considered by directors, designers 

and producers as creative collaborators, 

and not merely as helpful craftsmen 

brought in to keep actors safe and 

teach period sword fighting. We 

have sought to be treated as artists in 

our own right, with our own place 

at the table, and our own voice in 

the creative process that gives birth 

to the theatrical event. Fortune 

has smiled upon us, and more and 

more, it is beginning to happen. TH
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Along with claiming our place as “co-creators,” as artists we 
must also acknowledge a certain level of responsibility.  We must 
take the measure of the effect of our work on the audience and on 
society as a whole.  We must begin to ask ourselves not only How?, 
but Why? ; Why this moment of violence?  Why now in the play?  Why need 
it be seen?

It is sobering to remember what it is we are actually doing - cre-
ating the imitation and illusion of violence.   While we all know it is 
indeed illusion, and while our goal of “safety first” is the opposite of 
the goal of real violence, we have to admit we often strive mightily to 
make this violence have as “realistic” an effect as possible.  In these 
cases, we want the audience to be as chilled, as frightened and as 
shocked as they would be if they were in the room during an actual 
violent act.   When we pursue such a goal, we seek to place an already 
receptive audience into a vulnerable and impressionable state.  This 
is a powerful thing we are attempting!  As we work to open the door 
to the hearts and minds of our fellow men and women, do we ask, 
“To what end?”  What must we do, as we hold these hearts and minds 
in trust? 

Often the work of those who create action and fights aims at 
nothing more than providing excitement or thrills.  Millions of 
dollars and countless hours are invested each year in the creation 
of moments of dramatic violence on stage and screen for just this 
end, and it is undoubtedly true that a little escapism is good for 
us all.  Audiences do not always seek self-examination and reflec-
tion when they go to the theatre.  Yet not all of our work fits into 
this category.

I’ve borrowed the title of this essay from two works – Frank 
Capra’s World War II era film series, designed to encourage and 
inspire the war effort, and Eugene Jarecki’s 2006 documentary 
about the effects of America’s military involvement around the 
world.   From one point of view, both are works about our na-
tion’s relationship to violence.  They are serious references for a 
serious subject, for as we consider our work as fight directors, we 
must admit that violence on stage and screen can have profound, 
far-reaching consequences. Studies exist, for example, on the ef-
fect of television violence on the aggressive tendencies of young 

Fight Matters 

Why We Fight children, and on the effect of violent video games on such tenden-
cies in young adults.

We live in a violent world, and we are reminded frequently of that 
violence, without needing to see a film or a play.  We are bombarded 
daily with news of horrific events, from wars around the world to 
shootings in our neighborhoods.  In the context of our work as fight 
directors, it would be foolish to wrongly disassociate ourselves from 
these events, as if their occurrence in the world should not affect 
what we do.  As if we needn’t bear in mind (and heart) the world in 
which we live.

It is right for us to question, as we create a scene of violence, 
“What effect does this have on the audience, in light of the violence 
that they see and hear about outside the theatre?” Our efforts can 
either serve to further desensitize a seemingly increasingly numb 
population, or they can strike a cautionary note as we hold the pro-
verbial mirror up to the violence within us all.  Sometimes it becomes 
our job to terrify, and when it does we should be sure to know why, 
and what for, so that ultimately the audience’s finer parts—as Abra-
ham Lincoln put it, “the better angels of our nature”—are stirred, 
encouraged, or even (when it’s right) enraged by what they see and 
hear, and not merely marginalized so that other parts of them can 
be titillated.   

Of course, there’s only so much we can do about what an audi-
ence takes from a chillingly violent moment (Gloucester’s blinding 
in King Lear or Lavinia’s cruel rape and dismemberment in Titus 
Andronicus come to mind), but what we can do, we must do.   In the 
end, it matters how we hold up the mirror.  Let us not forget, as we 
reflect the violent within us, all the rest of what makes us human.  
As we reveal and expose the coarse, let us do what we can to awaken 
the fine. 

It is perhaps doubtful that those of us with careers in fight direct-
ing began them because we sought an opportunity to make social 
statements.  Just being able to work at what we love, and do our work 
well, were strong enough motivators at first.  Nevertheless, here we 
are, with the mirror in our hands, and the hearts and minds of the 
audience open before us.  

Let us be artists. 
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Cincinnati, OH
kj_jones@msn.com

DAVID S. LEONG  
Richmond, VA
(804) 986-4890
dsleong@vcu.edu 

SCOT MANN 
Macon, GA
(478) 787-7691
mann_sj@mercer.edu

Emeritus
J.D. MARTINEZ
Lexington, VA
H: (540) 463-3756
W: (540) 463-8005
martinezj@wlu.edu

RICHARD RAETHER 
Rockford, IL
(815) 540-4717
rraether@me.com
www.rraether.com

IAN ROSE 
Philadelphia, PA
(215) 802-3885
rosefights@comcast.net

RICHARD RYAN 
Charlotte, NC
(323) 209-5240
richard@stagefight.com
www.stagefight.com

J. ALLEN SUDDETH  
Glen Ridge, NJ
H: (973) 748-5697
C: (973) 223-5056
nyfgtdirctr@aol.com

DAVID WOOLLEY 
Chicago, IL
C: (312) 560-5448
W: (312) 344-6123
guido@theswordsmen.com
dwoolley@colum.edu
www.theswordsmen.com

GEOFFREY ALM 
Seattle, WA
H: (206) 365-3870
C: (206) 920-1047
gbald@juno.com

AARON ANDERSON
Richmond, VA
(804) 683-3483
adanderson@vcu.edu

JASON ARMIT  
Atlanta, GA
(404) 964-1957
jasonarmit@gmail.com
www.jasonarmit.com

JOHN BELLOMO 
Philadelphia, PA
H: (215) 334-1814
C: (215) 262-1591
jvbellomo@verizon.net

J. DAVID BRIMMER 
Yardley, PA
(347) 512-3932
jdavidbrimmer@aol.com

PAYSON BURT 
Norristown, PA
(610) 389-7898
paysonburt@gmail.com 

BRIAN BYRNES  
Houston, TX
(713) 446-4004
bbyrnes123@yahoo.com

JAMIE CHEATHAM 
Racine, WI
(262) 595-2522
cheatham@uwp.edu

MICHAEL G. CHIN 
New York, NY
646-246-4061
chinmichaelg@gmail.com

CHARLES CONWELL
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware
cconwell@uarts.edu

PAUL R. DENNHARDT 
Stanford, IL
(309) 530-3069
prdennh@ilstu.edu

DEXTER FIDLER
San Francisco, CA
(415) 810-3476
dexfid@yahoo.com

BRENT GIBBS 
Tucson, AZ
 520-906-9497
brentg@email.arizona.edu

Emeritus
MICHAEL JEROME JOHNSON 
Jackson, WY
(202) 258-1177
jjohnsonmichael@gmail.com

JEFF A.R. JONES 
Raleigh, NC
(919) 325-2842
jarjones@nc.rr.com

k. JENNY JONES 
Cincinnati, OH
kj_jones@msn.com

COLLEEN KELLY 
Staunton, VA
(540) 849-8870
colleenkhome@gmail.com

GEOFFREY KENT
Denver, CO
(303) 877-2670
geoffrey@thefightguy.com
www.thefightguy.com

RICHARD LANE 
San Francisco, CA
(415) 336-8765
richardlane@pacbell.net
www.academyofthesword.org

BRUCE LECURE 
Miami, FL
(305) 903-9250
Blecure@aol.com

DAVID S. LEONG  
Richmond, VA
(804) 986-4890
dsleong@vcu.edu 

Emeritus
RICHARD LANE 
San Francisco, CA
(415) 336-8765
richardlane@pacbell.net
www.academyofthesword.org

ROBERT MACDOUGALL 
Seattle, WA
(206) 522-2201
clanrdmacd@aol.com

MIKE MAHAFFEY 
Hollywood, CA
(818) 749-8393
mike_mahaffey@hotmail.com

Fight Directors

College of Fight Masters
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GEOFFREY ALM 
Seattle, WA
H: (206) 365-3870
C: (206) 920-1047
gbald@juno.com

LACY ALTWINE
Los Angeles, CA
818-749-8394
lacy_altwine@hotmail.com

AARON ANDERSON
Richmond, VA
(804) 683-3483
adanderson@vcu.edu

MICHAEL ANDERSON 
Bloomington, MN
(612) 759-9711
JackMikeAnderson@gmail.com

LERALDO ANZALDUA
Houston, TX
(281) 732-4708
leraldo_a@hotmail.com

JACKI ARMIT  
Gretna, LA
(404) 408-2221
jackiarmit@gmail.com

JASON ARMIT  
Atlanta, GA
(404) 964-1957
jasonarmit@gmail.com
www.jasonarmit.com

DANETTE BAKER
Wichita, KS; Mid-America Region
danettemariebaker@gmail.com

JONATHAN BACA 
Cincinnati, OH
(513) 295-4788
jbaca@newedgecliff.com

TIM BELL
New Orleans, LA
(954) 401-3445
TBellStunts.com
Stuntbell@earthlink.net

JOHN BELLOMO 
Philadelphia, PA
H: (215) 334-1814
C: (215) 262-1591
jvbellomo@verizon.net

ANGELA BONACASA 
Castine, ME
(207) 610-9970
goodhouse@hotmail.com

IAN BORDEN 
Lincoln, NE
(616) 826-3506
ianmborden@yahoo.com
BOB BORWICK 
Athens, TN
(423) 381-9972
bobbyborwick@yahoo.com

J. DAVID BRIMMER 
Yardley, PA
(347) 512-3932
jdavidbrimmer@aol.com

H. RUSS BROWN 
Whitehouse, TX
(903) 360-1026
hruss@revengearts.com
www.revengearts.com

JAMES N. BROWN
Wyomissing, PA
610-796-0288
jnb20@psu.edu

JAY BURCKHARDT 
Chicago, IL
(312) 450-4173
jkchoreography@yahoo.com

T. FULTON BURNS 
Mobile, AL
(251) 460-6202
t_fulton_burns@yahoo.com

PAYSON BURT 
Norristown, PA
(610) 389-7898
paysonburt@gmail.com 

BRIAN BYRNES  
Houston, TX
(713) 446-4004
bbyrnes123@yahoo.com

JILL MATARELLI CARLSON
 Greenville, NC
(252) 328-5489
 carlsonj@ecu.edu  

JOHN CASHMAN
Ridgefield, CT  
johncashmanjr@me.com
352-208-2449

GINA CERIMELE-MECHLEY
Cincinnati, OH
(513) 200-5866
swordlady@zoomtown.com

Certified Teachers

SCOT MANN 
Macon, GA
(478) 787-7691
mann_sj@mercer.edu

JOHN MCFARLAND 
Brookfield, IL
(708) 955-8767
mcfarland.john@sbcglobal.net

DR. ROBIN MCFARQUHAR 
Urbana, IL
(773) 398 9500
rmcfarqu@uiuc.edu

ADAM NOBLE 
Houston, TX
(812)272-4148
nobledynamic@gmail.com

TIM PINNOW 
Grand Junction, CO
(575) 496-2369
tpinnow@mesastate.edu

RON PIRETTI 
New York, NY
(917) 385-9750
ron.piretti@gmail.com

RICHARD RAETHER 
Rockford, IL
(815) 540-4717
rraether@me.com
www.rraether.com

RICKI G. RAVITTS
New York, NY
(212) 874-7408
rickifights@yahoo.com

IAN ROSE 
Philadelphia, PA
(215) 802-3885
rosefights@comcast.net

RICHARD RYAN 
(323) 209-5240
richard@stagefight.com
www.stagefight.com

NICOLAS SANDYS 
Chicago, IL
(773) 274-0581
Voice: (773) 398-3034
npullin@depaul.edu

JOHN TOVAR 
Geneva, IL
(630) 330-4293
john_tovar@sbcglobal.net

CHRISTINA TRAISTER 
Eaton Rapids, MI
(310) 213-2558
traimez@gmail.com

JOSEPH TRAVERS 
New York, NY
(212) 726 2400
swordplay98@hotmail.com

ROBERT “TINK” TUFTEE 
Brooklyn, NY
(718) 788-4957
Tink@fights4.com
www.fights4.com

STEVEN VAUGHAN 
Buffalo, NY
716-474-1160
svsv55@yahoo.com

ROBERT WESTLEY 
New York, NY
(617) 620-5057
rtwestley@gmail.com

DAVID WOOLLEY 
Chicago, IL
C: (312) 560-5448
W: (312) 344-6123
guido@theswordsmen.com
dwoolley@colum.edu
www.theswordsmen.com

JACK YOUNG 
Houston, TX
(610) 737-5092
jackyoung59@hotmail.com
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BARBARA CHARLENE
Macomb, IL
(703) 216-7532
bseifert82@gmail.com

JAMIE CHEATHAM 
Racine, WI
(262) 595-2522
cheatham@uwp.edu

MICHAEL G. CHIN 
New York, NY
(546) 246-4061
chinmichaelg@gmail.com

JONATHAN COLE 
Salem, OR
(503) 798-2783
jon@revengearts.com
www.revengearts.com

CHARLES CONWELL 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware
cconwell@uarts.edu

J. ALEX CORDARO
Philadelphia, PA
(267) 496-1497
jalexcord@yahoo.com

CHUCK COYL 
Chicago, IL
chuckcoyl@prodigy.net

BRUCE CROMER 
Yellow Springs, OH
(937) 775-2430
bruce.cromer@wright.edu
www.brucecromer.com

TED DECHATELET
McMinnville, OR
(503) 560-0636
ted@revengearts.com
www.revengearts.com

NATHAN DECOUX 
New York, NY
(718) 683-0303
mrfightguy@yahoo.com
www.gothamarmory.com

PAUL R. DENNHARDT 
Stanford, IL
(309) 530-3069
prdennh@ilstu.edu

CHRISTOPHER DUVAL
Salt Lake City, UT
(208) 310 - 2828
c.duval@utah.edu

ROBERT RADKOFF EK 
Champaign, IL
(850) 322-4577
radkoff@yahoo.com

MATTHEW E. ELLIS 
Norman, OK
(405) 204-7156
mellis@ou.edu

CHRISTOPHER ELST
Milwaukee, WI
www.christopherelst.com

BRIAN EVANS
Athens, OH
323-397-4952
evansb1@ohio.edu

DEXTER FIDLER 
San Francisco, CA
(415) 810-3476
dexfid@yahoo.com

AL FOOTE III 
New York City, NY
(917) 719-0433 
 alfoote3.com  
 alfoote3@gmail.com

DREW FRACHER 
Highland Heights, KY
(859) 760-6230
vern10th@fuse.net

ERIK FREDRICKSEN 
Ann Arbor, MI
(313) 944-0116
hannis@umich.edu

TIZA GARLAND
Gainesville, FL
(407) 256-9215
TizaG1@aol.com

BRENT GIBBS 
Tucson, AZ
 520-906-9497
brentg@email.arizona.edu

DALE GIRARD 
North Carolina
336.403.6434
dale.girard@ncstunts.com
www.dalegirard.com

DAN GRANKE
Richmond, VA
(734) 340-0602
Dan.granke@gmail.com

DR. STEPHEN GRAY 
Chicago, IL
(312) 420-0197
sgray@Elgin.edu

MARK D. GUINN 
Ruston, LA
markguinn@mac.com

ROBERT HAMILTON 
Venice, CA
(310) 367-7396
ftnv21@gmail.com

ANDREW HAYES
Greencastle, IN
(765) 658-4596
amhayes@depauw.edu

MICHAEL HOOD
Indiana, PA
(724) 357-2282
mhood@iup.edu

ROBB HUNTER
Fairfax, VA
(917) 604-3008
robbhunter@preferredarms.com
www.preferredarms.com

DENISE ALESSANDRIA HURD
New York, NY
(212) 243-4867
DAHurd2000@gmail.com

Rocky Mountain Representative
KEVIN INOUYE
Laramie, WY
action@fightdesigner.com

JONATHAN JOLLY
Waco, TX
jonathancjolly@gmail.com

JEFF A.R. JONES 
Raleigh, NC
919-539-7674 (m)
919-325-2842 (h)
jarjones@nc.rr.com

k. JENNY JONES 
Cincinnati, OH
kj_jones@msn.com

CASEY D KALEBA 
Washington, DC
(703) 568-7657
casey.kaleba@earthlink.net
www.toothandclawcombat.com

COLLEEN KELLY 
Staunton, VA
(540) 849-8870
colleenkhome@gmail.com

GEOFFREY KENT 
Denver, CO
geoffrey@thefightguy.com

DR. MICHAEL KIRKLAND 
Virginia Beach, VA
(757) 226-4730
michhil@regent.edu

MARIANNE KUBIK
Charlottesville, Virginia
(434) 825-1071
marianne@virginia.edu

MICHELLE LADD 
Los Angeles, CA
(818) 438-8342
HRHmladd@aol.com

CRAIG LAWRENCE
Fairfax, VA
(240) 277-3850
FightGuyCL@gmail.com
fightguycl.weebly.com

BRUCE LECURE 
Miami, FL
(305) 903-9250
Blecure@aol.com

BILL LENGFELDER 
Rockwall, TX
(214) 768-3539
lengfeld@smu.edu

DAVID S. LEONG  
Richmond, VA
(804) 986-4890
dsleong@vcu.edu 

BRIAN LETRAUNIK
Beaumont, TX
773-805-0926
brian.letraunik@gmail.com
www.brianletraunik.weebly.com

GREGG C. LLOYD
Newport News, VA
fightdirection@gmail.com

ROBERT MACDOUGALL 
Seattle, WA
(206) 522-2201
clanrdmacd@aol.com

MIKE MAHAFFEY 
Hollywood, CA
818 - 749 - 8393
mike_mahaffey@hotmail.com

JENNIFER M. MALE
Columbia, MD
(410) 428-5482
female_fights@yahoo.com

SCOT MANN 
Macon, GA
(478) 787-7691
mann_sj@mercer.edu

NEIL MASSEY  
Brookfield, IL
(708) 485-2089
neil@roguesteel.com
www.roguesteel.com

JILL MARTELLI-CARLSON
Greenville, NC
(252) 412-7887
carlsonj@ecu.edu

JOHN MCFARLAND 
Brookfield, IL
(708) 955-8767
mcfarland.john@sbcglobal.net

DR. ROBIN MCFARQUHAR 
Urbana, IL
(773) 398 9500
rmcfarqu@uiuc.edu

ADAM MCLEAN
Boston, MA
(804) 938-2222
mcleanadamb@gmail.com

ADAM MILLER-BATTEAU
Austin, Texas
734.476.5529
abatteau@gmail.com

NATE MITCHELL
Los Angeles, CA
natemitchellaction@gmail.com
natemitchellaction.com

MICHAEL MUELLER
Grand Rapids, MI
208-570-3096
mjmueller3@gmail.com
www.mjmueller3.com

DOUGLAS MUMAW 
Statesville, NC
(704) 880-0819
drmumaw@gmail.com
theswordsmen.com

ROBERT NAJARIAN
Ann Abor, MI
617-413-7817
najarian@umich.edu

MARTIN NOYES 
Savannah, GA
(714) 473 6279
bignoyes@hotmail.com

DAN O’DRISCOLL 
New York, NY
(646) 228-6878
Dan35051@aol.com
www.swordandtherose.com

Emeritus
MARK OLSEN 
New York, NY
Meo1005@aol.com
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The Society of American Fight Directors is a not-for-profit organization 
dedicated to promoting safety and fostering excellence in the art of stage 
combat. The SAFD is committed to providing the highest level of service 
through initiating and maintaining guidelines and standards of quality, providing 
education and training, promoting scholarly research, as well as encouraging 
communication and collaboration throughout the entertainment industry. 

Whether you are a producer, director, actor or teacher, we can help accelerate 
your stage combat skills. SAFD members gain access to a world class 
networking organization, high caliber stage combat training and mentorship 
designed to expand your career. Our members include professional actors, 
directors, producers, educators, dancers, singers, stunt performers, historians, 
scholars and armorers working in theatre, film, television, all levels of 
academia, stunt shows, opera and the video gaming industry.

The SAFD Recognized Membership Levels

Actor Combatant

Any individual who has passed an 

SAFD Skills Proficiency Test and is 

current in Unarmed, Rapier & Dagger 

(or Single Sword), and another 

discipline. The SAFD considers Actor/

Combatants to be proficient in 

performing staged combat safely and 

effectively.

Friend

One need not be a stage fighter, 

teacher, or choreographer to join and 

be active in the SAFD. Any individual 

who has an interest in the stage 

combative arts who wants to keep 

abreast of the field and receive all the 

benefits of memberships may join as a 

friend.

Certified Teacher

Any individual who has successfully 

completed the SAFD Teacher 

Certification Workshop. These 

individuals are endorsed 

by the Society to teach staged combat 

and may teach the SAFD Skills 

Proficiency Test.

Fight Director

Any individual who has held the status 

of Certified Teacher of the SAFD for a 

minimum of three years and has 

demonstrated through work in the 

professional arena a high level of 

expertise as a teacher and 

choreographer of staged combat. These 

individuals are endorsed by the Society 

to direct and/or choreograph incidents 

of physical violence.

Advanced Actor Combatant

Any individual who is current in six of 

eight SAFD disciplines, of which at 

least three (3) must be recommended 

passes and is a member in good 

standing. The SAFD acknowledges 

Advanced Actor Combatants as highly 

skilled performers of staged fighting.

Fight Master

Individuals who have successfully 
fulfilled the requirements of Fight 
Master as established and published by 
the Governing Body and awarded 
recognition by the current body of 
Fight Masters (College of Fight 
Masters). Individuals must be members 
in good standing and engage in 
continued active service to the Society.
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CORY ROBERT PIERNO 
New York, NY
(516) 993-7915
Corey.Pierno@gmail.com
CoreyPierno.com

TIM PINNOW 
Grand Junction, CO
(575) 496-2369
tpinnow@mesastate.edu

RON PIRETTI 
New York, NY
www.ronpiretti.net
email. ron.piretti@gmail.com

CHRISTOPHER PLUMMER
Suffern, NY
845-574-4471 (w)
845-598-1501 (h)
cplummer@sunyrockland.edu (w)
Shaxpear@me.com (h)

NIGEL ADAM POULTON 
New York, NY and 
Brisbane, AUSTRALIA
US: (212) 941-7696 
AUS: 61-423-865-839
kaboom@powerup.com.au

AARON PREUSSE
St. Paul, MN 
773-209-9101
ampreusse@gmail.com
www.aaronpreusse.com

RICHARD RAETHER 
Rockford, IL
(815) 540-4717
rraether@me.com
www.rraether.com

RICKI G. RAVITTS 
New York, NY
(212) 874-7408
rickifights@yahoo.com

CARA RAWLINGS 
Blacksburg, VA
(540) 449-2877
crawlings@vt.edu

ANDREW DYLAN RAY 
Shreveport, LA
(859) 552-8785
ard612@gmail.com
a-rayfights.blogspot.co.uk

DAVID REED
Waco, TX
(214) 458-0866
davidandreed@yahoo.com
davidreed-director.com

ANDREA ROBERTSON 
Phoenix, AZ
(602) 384-7775
andrea@fightcall.com
www.fightcall.com

RAY A. RODRIGUEZ
Far Rockaway, NY
(646) 373-8106
ranthrod66@yahoo.com

IAN ROSE 
Philadelphia, PA
(215) 802-3885
rosefights@comcast.net

DARRELL RUSHTON 
Frostburg, MD
(301) 687-4487
dsrushton@frostburg.edu

RICHARD RYAN 
(323) 209-5240
richard@stagefight.com
www.stagefight.com

NICK SANDYS
Chicago, IL
773-398-3034
npullin@depaul.edu
nsandys@remybumppo.org

JOHN PAUL SCHEIDLER 
Staunton, VA
(646) 337-7124
jpdoe@earthlink.net

EDWARD “TED” SHARON 
Fredonia, NY
(716) 673-3597
edwardbsharon@gmail.com

LEWIS SHAW
Towson, MD
(410) 340-1461
Lonniesc@aol.com
www.lewisshaw.com

LEE SOROKO 
Miami, FL
(305) 458-9306
lsoroko@miami.edu

KC STAGE 
Raleigh, NC
(859) 492-8215
SERegRep@safd.org

JIM STARK
Hanover, IN
(812) 866-7262
stark@hanover.edu

PAUL STEGER 
Lincoln NE 
402-304-3541
psteger2@unl.edu

ZEV STEINBERG
Urbana, IL 
847-207-7607
zev@zevsteinberg.com
DAVID STERRITT 
Atlanta, GA
(770) 883-0168
dsterr20@gmail.com

ELIZABETH STYLES
Chicago, IL
combat-ebeth@comcast.net

J. ALLEN SUDDETH  
New York City area
email:  nyfgtdirctr@aol.com

STERLING SWANN
Putnam County, NY
914-474-1848
sswann9@aol.com

JASON PAUL TATE 
Lexington, KY
(502) 330-7299
jasonpaultate@gmail.com
www.jasonpaultate.com

JASON TIPSWORD 
Eastern Iowa
319-530-0416
Jason.tipsword@gmail.com

JOHN TOVAR 
Geneva, IL
(630) 330-4293
john_tovar@sbcglobal.net

CHRISTINA TRAISTER 
Eaton Rapids, MI
(310) 213-2558
traimez@gmail.com

JOSEPH TRAVERS 
New York, NY
(212) 726 2400
swordplay98@hotmail.com

ROBERT “TINK” TUFTEE 
Brooklyn, NY
(718) 788-4957
Tink@fights4.com
www.fights4.com

STEVE VAUGHAN 
Buffalo, NY
716-474-1160
svsv55@yahoo.com

BRAD WALLER
Springfield, VA
(571) 334-7060
GlobeFG@aol.com

ROBERT WALSH 
West Newton, MA
(617) 448-5083
robertwalsh@rcn.com

ROBERT WESTLEY 
New York City, NY
dpwestley@yahoo.com

MATTHEW R. WILSON
Oxford, MS
347-247-0755
WilsonMatthewR@gmail.com
MatthewRWilson.com

HEIDI WOLF
Seattle, WA
(206) 548-9653
comrades@bookrats.net

DAVID WOOLLEY 
Chicago, IL
C: (312) 560-5448
W: (312) 344-6123
guido@theswordsmen.com
dwoolley@colum.edu
www.theswordsmen.com

D.C. WRIGHT
Macomb, IL
(309) 333-3438
DC-Wright@wiu.edu

MIKE YAHN
New York, NY
(832) 928-7577
yahn.mike@gmail.com
www.mikeyahn.com

DAVID YONDORF 
Chicago, IL
(773) 983-5156
davidyondorf@hotmail.com

JACK YOUNG 
Houston, TX 
jyoung59@uh.edu

BRET YOUNT
London, UK
44-020-8881-1536
IntlRegRep@safd.org
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The Society of American Fight Directors is a not-for-profit organization 
dedicated to promoting safety and fostering excellence in the art of stage 
combat. The SAFD is committed to providing the highest level of service 
through initiating and maintaining guidelines and standards of quality, providing 
education and training, promoting scholarly research, as well as encouraging 
communication and collaboration throughout the entertainment industry. 

Whether you are a producer, director, actor or teacher, we can help accelerate 
your stage combat skills. SAFD members gain access to a world class 
networking organization, high caliber stage combat training and mentorship 
designed to expand your career. Our members include professional actors, 
directors, producers, educators, dancers, singers, stunt performers, historians, 
scholars and armorers working in theatre, film, television, all levels of 
academia, stunt shows, opera and the video gaming industry.

The SAFD Recognized Membership Levels

Actor Combatant

Any individual who has passed an 

SAFD Skills Proficiency Test and is 

current in Unarmed, Rapier & Dagger 

(or Single Sword), and another 

discipline. The SAFD considers Actor/

Combatants to be proficient in 

performing staged combat safely and 

effectively.

Friend

One need not be a stage fighter, 

teacher, or choreographer to join and 

be active in the SAFD. Any individual 

who has an interest in the stage 

combative arts who wants to keep 

abreast of the field and receive all the 

benefits of memberships may join as a 

friend.

Certified Teacher

Any individual who has successfully 

completed the SAFD Teacher 

Certification Workshop. These 

individuals are endorsed 

by the Society to teach staged combat 

and may teach the SAFD Skills 

Proficiency Test.

Fight Director

Any individual who has held the status 

of Certified Teacher of the SAFD for a 

minimum of three years and has 

demonstrated through work in the 

professional arena a high level of 

expertise as a teacher and 

choreographer of staged combat. These 

individuals are endorsed by the Society 

to direct and/or choreograph incidents 

of physical violence.

Advanced Actor Combatant

Any individual who is current in six of 

eight SAFD disciplines, of which at 

least three (3) must be recommended 

passes and is a member in good 

standing. The SAFD acknowledges 

Advanced Actor Combatants as highly 

skilled performers of staged fighting.

Fight Master

Individuals who have successfully 
fulfilled the requirements of Fight 
Master as established and published by 
the Governing Body and awarded 
recognition by the current body of 
Fight Masters (College of Fight 
Masters). Individuals must be members 
in good standing and engage in 
continued active service to the Society.
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THE SOCIETY 
OF AMERICAN 
FIGHT DIRECTORS

NATIONAL 

STAGE 
COMBAT 
WORKSHOPS

June 21–July 10
University of 
North Carolina 
School of the Arts
Check the SAFD website 
for updated information: 
www.safd.org/training/nscw

photo:  Alex Miles Orellana

coming summer 2016
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