

  
[image: cover]





  

    

      

    




    [image: cover]


  




  

    

      

    




    




    For Tina.


    The greatest thing to happen to me.


    Thank you, my love, for always.
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Foreword





    Nigel Boyle




    I first met Roger during my actor training at Birmingham School of Speech and Drama (BSSD) – now Royal Birmingham Conservatoire. I was on the intensive postgraduate course with twenty students in our year. Everyone was particularly excited for the stage combat module and, having done a little bit as part of short courses and workshops while preparing for drama school, I couldn’t wait to get started! Roger was our teacher and we all looked forward to his class every week. It was something different to the usual voice, movement, singing and scene-study classes that we were all used to. Here, we got to play in a different way – in a safe, fun environment!




    The things that really stuck out when learning stage combat, and the three things that I’ve taken with me and used in my career to date are: safety, distance and eye contact. I’ve worked with actors on stage and screen in the past and you can tell when an actor has had stage combat training because you always feel safe working with them. This is not to say that actors who haven’t trained in stage combat are dangerous; it’s just useful when your fellow actor knows the ‘rules’ of stage combat and you’re both singing from the same hymn sheet, as it were.




    Early in my career, I was performing a stage fight as part of a play where the other actor was constantly trying to make it ‘realistic’ and was using way too much energy and in the wrong way. I didn’t feel safe at all. More recently, for a TV programme, I was performing a fight as part of a stunt, but there was no fight coordinator and the director choreographed the fight. It was clear that neither the director nor the other actor had any stage combat training. So, drawing on the knowledge I had gained from those classes with Roger, I took time to explain how to make it safe and effective and, in turn, more realistic for the audience. It’s about choreographing a staged fight and selling it to the audience in a safe way.




    The first few sections of this book cover these points excellently. In my opinion (and I know Roger will agree with me), we should do safe stage combat or no stage combat! It covers the importance of footwork, distance, preparation, repetition, eye contact, dealing with stage weapons in a safe manner, before it goes on to other fundamentals such as targeting, attacks and defending with the various parries, before putting it all together like an expertly choreographed dance!




    This book is an excellent guide to armed stage combat. It has a wonderful layout with extremely helpful photos, diagrams and video links, and is written in a concise, easy-to-understand tone. I would recommend it to any actor, either starting out in the business or as a reference for those who have been in the industry for some time.




    Nigel Boyle is an actor of Irish descent, who grew up in Birmingham. He is best known for playing series regular Superintendent Ian Buckells in the multi-award-winning police drama Line of Duty for the BBC.


  




  

    




   

      

        

          
Introduction:


          Playing Safe



        


      




      This book is about portraying a safe and dramatically effective staged fight using the rapier and dagger.




      It is not a description of historical sword-fighting techniques, but rather an explanation of techniques used in theatrical combat, many of which may be based on historical reality but are adapted to make them safe for actors to use in their staged, choreographed performances.




      This book – and the techniques and exercises described within it – is aimed at anyone who wants to learn how to use these weapons safely and effectively on stage. Whether you are a student currently learning these skills in a class with a qualified teacher, or an actor preparing for a theatrical show in which you are required to perform a sword fight, this book will give you an understanding of how to execute the various techniques described, build your confidence, help you look like you know what you are doing and keep you safe.




      For those with any existing experience, you may well find the descriptions and explanations given differ from those you have previously learned. This does not mean that either version is wrong or better, they are just different. Anyone who teaches with the British Academy of Stage & Screen Combat (BASSC) or has studied on a course with the BASSC will be familiar with these concepts and techniques. What follows in this book is simply my way of teaching these techniques and concepts, but there is always more than one way of doing anything. Variety is the spice of life after all. Every teacher and fight director strives towards the same goal – training performers who are capable of telling a dramatic story during the fight whilst being safe. Some of us simply take slightly different routes to reach that end goal.




      This book is meant as a guide only. I would always recommend that you train in a class with a qualified professional. If you have already had some training then you should use this book as a reminder of what you have learned, or to supplement your ongoing training. If you are in amateur or fringe theatre then this book should give you an understanding of practical techniques and how to perform them safely. It should give you a good basic grasp of the practicalities of staging a fight, and hopefully it will help you to recognise when you need to call upon the services of a qualified professional.




      The techniques are arranged in a format based on the progression I use when teaching a course, and I recommend that you follow this progression. You are of course at liberty to jump around and dip in and out as you wish, but you may then need to refer to other chapters to fully understand the concept or technique you are currently looking at.




      Above all, I hope you will be inspired to come and learn this beautiful art form for yourself.




      

        
Dominant Sides





        I am right-handed. The majority of actors and students I encounter are also right-handed. But there are numerous people who are left-handed or even ambidextrous. The illustrations in this book show the techniques being performed by a right-handed fighter, but I have tried to keep the written descriptions as neutral as possible so that anyone who is using their left hand can follow and understand what is being described and practise with the minimum amount of confusion.




        I will always encourage people to use the hand they are most comfortable with as their dominant hand. If you are left-handed and do everything with your left hand then I suggest you use your left hand as your dominant hand. If, however, you are left-handed but play tennis or snooker using your right hand then you may want to consider using your right hand as your dominant hand when working with the rapier and dagger.




        If you are in doubt, then feel free to try both options. Whichever side feels most comfortable and gives you the most confidence is the side you should use as your dominant side.


      




      

        
Partnering





        Stage combat is an acting skill and requires both combatants, or partners, to work together to tell the story. When you are acting with someone you cannot just say your lines. You must speak to another human being. You must hear what the other actor has said and respond to it. A good actor is often described as a giving actor or a generous actor. These qualities are important in stage combat too.




        When learning the skills in this book you should always strive to be the best partner you can be. This means being sensitive to the person you are working with, being aware of their needs, supporting and encouraging them. It also means being as accurate and precise as possible with every technique to ensure the cues you give are clear and that you are doing everything you can to keep your partner safe, comfortable and happy.




        To be a good partner you should:




        

          •   Be patient with yourself and your partner.




          •   Respect your partner and their work.




          •   Do your part of the technique as well as you can.




          •   Check what you are doing first to make sure it is correct before trying to correct your partner.




          •   Be positive in any feedback you give to your partner.




          •   Ask your partner if there is anything you can do that will help them be more comfortable, confident and secure in their work.


        




        To be a good fight partner you should always pay attention to your fellow actor, watch them closely, give them the right physical and emotional cues to respond to and work towards making the whole fight as good as it can be – not just your part in it. Be a giving and generous actor in your fight scenes as well as in your other scenes.


      




      

        
Eye Contact





        Two things keep us safe in stage fights. One of those things is distance. Quite simply, if you are too far away to actually hit your partner then you cannot hurt them. I will talk more about distance in Chapter 3. The other thing that will help keep you safe is eye contact.




        Eye contact is a method of communicating with your partner (the person with whom you are performing the fight). It is a means of checking that they are ready for what you are about to do and for them to see that you are ready for the next action. It is an essential part of the cueing system used when performing fights. It helps ensure an ongoing connection between you and your partner and it also helps to communicate your character’s thoughts and emotions, not just to your fellow actor but also to the audience.




        Different teachers will tell you different things when it comes to eye contact. Some say that you should maintain constant eye contact throughout the fight, but I prefer regular and frequent eye contact rather than constant. I believe this is more natural and aligns better with the idea of hand–eye coordination. It also allows the actor to pull focus from one place to another when required to help highlight certain moments of the story.




        Eye contact is a hugely important aspect of stage combat. It helps you connect and engage with your fellow actor, and it helps you communicate thoughts and intentions. It is my belief that eye contact should be regular and frequent to maintain that good connection and tell an effective story.




        Above all else, eye contact is there to help keep you safe.


      




      

        
Using This Book





        In this book we will be learning how to use the rapier and dagger for a theatrical staged fight. I realise that not every reader will necessarily want to learn how to use both weapons. You may be involved in a production that just requires you to fight with the rapier, for instance. Let me reassure you and say that the sword techniques described are the same whether you are fighting with both rapier and dagger or just the rapier. So any of you who just need to fight with the rapier can still benefit from working through this book. Follow the progression, but just work on the techniques you need and ignore the ones you don’t.




        If you are new to theatrical sword fighting, then you should start at the very beginning and work your way through the techniques and exercises in order. This will allow you to develop a sense of control and confidence with each set of principles and techniques before moving on to the more advanced ones. If you have already studied some stage combat and are using this book as a refresher then you should be able to dip in and out to find the sections you need. But if you come across something that does not make sense to you or is unfamiliar or simply different, then I suggest going back to the beginning and working your way through, just to familiarise yourself with the way I teach and the way I ask students and actors to do things.




        This book is a cumulative learning experience. This means that the techniques and information develop and build as the book progresses. So what we learn in Chapter 7 calls on and develops what we learned in the preceding chapters.




        How to use the video footage




        This book is accompanied by video footage of each technique and exercise. Whenever this symbol appears [image: ] visit the companion website – www.stagecombatbook.com – select the online video content for this book, and enter the password FIGHTSAFE to access the footage. Here’s how to get the most from these videos.




        With an individual technique, such as the thrust attack or a cutting attack or bind, I strongly suggest you read the descriptions in the book and consult the relevant photographs, then watch the video for that technique so you can see it in action for yourself. Then you can practise the physical technique yourself, trying to make what you do look as similar to the photos and videos as you can.




        For each exercise, I suggest you read the description of the whole exercise before watching the video. Then you can work on the exercise with your partner. Only move on when you are both confident that you have achieved a good level of control and feel safe to do so. You should be able to perform the exercise confidently and smoothly as described without having to constantly check the book or video to make sure you have ‘done it right’.




        Each video shows the technique being performed slowly so that you can see the mechanics of the action. Feel free to have the book open at the appropriate page when you watch the video. See if you can follow the stages described in the book in what you are watching in the video. Try to make sure your actions match those described in the book and shown in the video as closely as you can manage. Use the video to help your understanding of the written word. After all, words and still photos are great, but sometimes a video can shed extra light on a tricky moment.




        The videos, like the photos, will show the techniques and exercises being demonstrated by right-handed fighters. That is simply because we are right-handed ourselves and trying to include videos of every permutation of right-handed/left-handed student would take too long to produce. The exceptions to this are the parry videos.




        Each parry video will show the parry performed by a right-handed fighter and a left-handed fighter. These videos are filmed face on to the performer. You can choose how to watch these videos: if you are left-handed, you can watch the left-handed fighter doing the techniques to see what it should look like; or you could choose to watch the right-handed fighter and imagine they are stood in front of you and that they are your ‘mirror image’. This should allow you to follow what they do and copy them with relative ease. It’s your choice.


      


    


  




  

    




    

      

        

          
Chapter 1:


          Footwork



        


      




      Before we can learn how to fight we must first learn how to stand and how to move. This chapter explains the basic on-guard (or ready-to-fight) stance as well as a number of different steps we can use when fighting.




      

        Stances


      




      With the rapier and dagger, we have two weapons to use – one in each hand. The rapier will be held in your dominant hand and the dagger will be held in the non-dominant hand. During the fight we aim to keep both weapons in front of us: between us and the person we are fighting. That way, both weapons can easily be used for defence as well as offence at any given time. To help us achieve this we must employ an off-line stance.




      An off-line stance is one where both feet are placed either side of the centre line that runs from in front to behind us, directly underneath our centre. I recommend placing the feet at least shoulder-width apart from left to right. The exact width will vary from one person to another depending on what is comfortable for you.




      

        [image: ]


      




      I tend to place my feet slightly wider than shoulder-width because I find that most comfortable for me, but your stance may be slightly narrower if that is more comfortable for you.




      Now take a step forwards with your left foot, keeping the toes of that foot pointing straight ahead, and turn the right foot out to an angle of about 45º. With your feet in this position you should still be able to keep your hips, torso and shoulders facing straight ahead of you. If you can’t, or if doing so is uncomfortable and places strain on your knee joints, then try adjusting the width of your stance. A wider stance usually helps keep that forward-facing position of the hips and body when standing with the feet in this off-line position. Now bend your knees as if you are perching on a stool. Keep your weight evenly spread over both feet and your body upright with the shoulders directly above your hips to establish a good balance.




      

        [image: ]


      




      This stance is called ‘off-line left’ because your feet are off your centre line and the left foot is in front. We often just call this ‘left foot forward’. If you simply change your feet around so the right foot is in front, toes pointing straight forward, and the left foot is back with toes turned out to 45º, then it would be called ‘off-line right’ or ‘right foot forward’.




      

        [image: ]


      




      These positions are your basic ‘on-guard’ stances. There are many other variations based on style, character and objective, but for simplicity, we will utilise these two stances throughout this book.




      

        
Moving





        I teach a system of movement called the ‘Star Footwork System’. This system is based on an original idea developed in the USA by a teacher called Payson Burt. I use it with my students to help them develop a sense of balance and control in their movement when fighting. It allows actors to move safely and confidently around the stage area whilst fighting, and helps them look like they really are trained fighters. It also provides a common language and terminology that we can use in class and when writing down our choreography.




        As I mentioned in the introduction, one of the things that keeps us safe when fighting is distance. How we move and the steps we use affect our distance greatly, so I encourage you to practise these steps and work on being precise with where you place your feet, maintaining a good sense of balance throughout the movement and developing a sense of confidence that comes from strong, balanced moves and a natural smoothness throughout.




        In my opinion you cannot practise this movement system enough. What we are trying to convey to the audience is that our character is a trained and skilful fighter, and nothing contradicts this more than an inability to move efficiently, effectively and gracefully. So practise, practise, practise.




        

          The Star System


        




        The star system is a framework within which we can practise the footwork steps we are likely to need. It works by stating the step to be performed and then the direction to step to. Let’s begin by having a look at the star itself.




        

          [image: ]


        




        This star shape is the framework for our footwork and the steps we perform. Imagine the star is on the floor directly underneath you. The centre point of the star where all the lines intersect should be directly beneath your centre. Wherever you move, the star will move with you so that its centre will always be underneath your centre.




        In your off-line left on-guard stance, your left foot will be on the front-left (FL) line and your right foot will be on the back-right (BR) line.




        To begin with, front is the direction you are facing. This is where your partner is. Eventually, front will be wherever your focus is. So while fighting, your partner is your front. But in the event you need to turn and run away, front will be where you are going to, as this is where your focus will be. I will talk more about this idea a little bit later on.




        For now, let’s have a look at the various steps we can perform within this star system.




        

          

            	

              Advance:


            



            	 



            	

              This is simply a step forwards, where the front foot takes a short step forwards, followed by the back foot moving the same distance. You should finish in the same stance (i.e. LFF/RFF) as you started in. This step can also be known as a ‘Traverse Front’.


            

          




          

            	

              Retreat:


            



            	 



            	

              This is simply a step backwards where the rear foot moves back first, followed by the front foot moving the same distance. You should again finish in the same stance that you started in. This step can also be known as a ‘Traverse Back’.


            

          




          

            	

              Traverse:


            



            	 



            	

              A traverse is exactly the same as the advance or retreat but is performed to any line or direction on the star. When traversing to any line on the left, the left foot moves first followed by the right foot. When traversing to any line on the right, the right foot moves first followed by the left foot. The stance should be the same at the end of the step as it was at the beginning (i.e. right foot forward/left foot forward.)




              The video shows the steps being performed in an off-line left stance, but they are also performed in the off-line right stance as well and are exactly the same.


            

          


        




        

          [image: ] Video 1: Traverses


        




        

          

            	

              Pass Forward:


            



            	 



            	

              This is very much like a walking step but in a nice wide off-line position all the way through. The back foot moves forwards, passes the front foot, and is placed down heel first then the toes. The toes of the foot that has just stepped should now be pointing straight forward as this is your new front foot. We then need to lift the new back foot and adjust it so the toes are turned out to about 45º.


            

          




          

            	

              Pass Back:


            



            	 



            	

              This is just the reverse of the Pass Forward. The front foot moves backwards, passes the back foot and is placed down toes first then heel at an angle of about 45º. We then need to adjust the new front foot so that the toes are pointing straight ahead of us.


            

          


        




        With both passing steps, make sure the moving foot travels in a nice straight line. Imagine walking along the rails of a railway line. You cannot swing your feet around in an arc or semicircle. They must move straight.




        You should also aim to keep your hips and torso facing as square-on to front as you can. Try to avoid letting the shoulders turn as you move your feet. Imagine you have headlights attached to each hip and you are trying to illuminate the path ahead of you all the way through the step.




        

          [image: ] Video 2: Passing Steps


        




        

          

            	

              Lunge:


            



            	 



            	

              This is a long attacking step used to reach your ‘opponent’. The lunging foot lifts off the ground and is driven forwards by pushing the supporting foot against the floor. The rear leg finishes straight, with the rear foot flat on the ground and the front foot pointing straight along the line you are lunging on. The front knee is bent and above the front ankle. This step is used when a character is committed to an attack.




              When lunging to any line on the left, the left foot lunges. When lunging to any line on the right, the right foot lunges. When lunging directly to the front line or the back line, it is always the right foot that lunges, unless specifically told otherwise (e.g. ‘left foot lunge front’).


            

          




          

            	

              Recover:


            



            	 



            	

              A recovery is simply a bringing-back of the foot that has performed a step. The foot is brought back to the nearest and most convenient on-guard position, which may or may not be the same place that it came from. So, for example, if you are stood in an off-line right stance and perform a lunge to the front-left line, the left foot lunges out to that line. When you recover, the left foot is brought back to its nearest on-guard position, which in this case is in front, so you will now be in an off-line left stance.


            

          




          

            	

              Thwart:


            



            	 



            	

              This step is exactly the same physical action as the lunge, but this time it is used as a defensive step, often to avoid an attack coming at you, not an attacking step. As with the lunge, if you are thwarting to any line on the left it is the left foot that does the step. If you are thwarting to any line on the right it is the right foot that steps. When thwarting directly to the front line or the back line, it is always the right foot that steps, unless specifically told otherwise (e.g. ‘left foot thwart back’).


            

          


        




        In the video, you will see each step performed followed by a recovery to the nearest on-guard position.




        

          [image: ] Video 3: Lunges & Thwarts


        




        

          

            	

              Cross Step:


            



            	 



            	

              A cross step is where the moving foot crosses your centre line and travels in front of your supporting foot to reach the required line/ direction on the star. Therefore, when stepping to any line on the right, the left foot does the step, and when stepping to any line on the left, the right foot moves. It will usually be necessary to adjust the supporting foot by pointing the toes in the direction you are stepping to. This will help avoid damaging the supporting knee and ankle as well as allowing you to bring the stepping foot directly underneath your centre to help you maintain a good balance and control all the way through the step.


            

          




          

            	

               


            



            	 



            	

              In the video, you will see each step performed followed by a recovery to the nearest on-guard position.


            

          


        




        

          [image: ] Video 4: Cross Steps


        




        

          

            	

              Slip Step:


            



            	 



            	

              This is exactly the same as cross steps, but this time the moving foot travels behind the supporting foot. It will usually be necessary to adjust the supporting foot by pointing the heel in the direction you are stepping to, thus avoiding damage to knees, and to bring the stepping foot directly under your centre when stepping through.


            

          




          

            	

               


            



            	 



            	

              In the video, you will see each step performed followed by a recovery to the nearest on-guard position.


            

          


        




        

          [image: ] Video 5: Slip Steps


        




        When practising your footwork, I recommend you keep your focus aimed to where front is. This is after all the place where your partner is located, but it will also help you when we move front from one position to another.




        Focus your practice on achieving smooth, balanced movements. Keep your knees bent so you can keep your head level all the time so it does not rise up and down as you step. Remember, in the majority of sword fights we see on stage, the characters are trained and skilled fighters so we need to be able to move efficiently and with balance and grace. If you can do this, then it becomes easier when you need to portray a character who is untrained, but you will still be able to maintain your personal safety because you have the skill required.




        

          

            	

              Pivot:


            



            	 



            	

              This is where we simply change where front is located. It is a change of where you put your focus and does not necessarily require any movement of the feet or body. Pivots are normally given in multiples of 90º or quarter of the circle (e.g. pivot 180º) and there will always be a natural comfortable direction to turn in.


            

          


        




        The easiest way to describe a pivot is this: imagine you are in a fight and things get a little too hot to handle. You decide quite sensibly that discretion is the better part of valour and you chose to turn around and run away to a safe distance in order to regroup and have another go. The action of turning away from your partner is a pivot. Front changes location from your partner to where you are planning to run to.




        As for which direction to turn, start by standing in an off-line left stance. From here, which is the easiest most comfortable way to turn? To the right (or clockwise). Now try standing in an off-line right stance. The easy way to turn now is to the left or anticlockwise. If you turn the other way you very quickly get tied up in knots and lose your balance.




        Now try this. Start off-line right. Pick where your front is. Now perform a cross step to the front-right line. Which way is easiest for you to turn from here? Figure that out then perform a Pivot 90º. You should now be standing in an off-line left stance facing a new direction that is quarter of a circle to the right from where you were initially facing. Congratulations, you have now got the hang of pivoting!




        Pivots happen a lot during staged fights. Generally they are quite small so we as fight directors don’t bother mentioning them. We only mention them in choreography when the movement is significant.




        

          [image: ] Video 6: Star Footwork Practice Sequence


        




        

          Summary




          •   Keep your knees bent.




          •   Make sure your head stays on the same level throughout.




          •   Aim for smooth, balanced movements. Controlled and efficient.




          •   Maintain the width in your stance and keep your weight centred over both feet.




          •   Remember that the star travels with you wherever you step to.




          •   String a few steps together so you get used to combining them then throw in the occasional pivot.




          •   Practise, practise, practise.


        


      


    


  




  

    




    

      

        

          
Chapter 2:


          The Weapons



        


      




      I think it is important for us to know a little bit about the props we are going to be using, so this chapter will take us through the parts of the weapons and their primary uses. The names and terms we learn here will be used consistently throughout the book so it’s important we know what they are. Feel free to come back to this chapter to remind yourself of any term and its meaning at any time.




      Rapier: A type of sword with a long narrow blade sharpened on both edges making it ideal for cutting and thrusting.




      The rapier was the first sword to be designed and used specifically as a civilian weapon. It was not really a battlefield weapon. It originated in Spain but quickly became common across Europe, and in England from around 1550 through to approximately 1630. This is an important period for actors, covering as it does the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods and the time that William Shakespeare was living and writing.




      Italian fencing masters in particular were in great demand by noblemen who wanted to learn this new style of fighting and the ‘Italian School’ became the preeminent style of rapier play across most of Europe.




      Let us have a look at a rapier and its various parts.




      

        [image: ]


      




      The rapier is divided into two sections: the blade and the hilt. Let’s start by looking at the parts that together comprise the hilt.




      

        [image: ]


      




      

        [image: ]


      




      The Handle (or grip) This is the part you hold in your hand.




      The Quillons These are the bars or arms that separate the blade and the handle. These are often straight but can be curved by design.




      Finger Rings These rings loop up from the quillons and around towards the blade. They are there to protect your forefinger when it is placed through the ring and hooked over the quillons.




      Knuckle Guard (or knuckle bow) This is the bar that sweeps down from the quillons and curves around your hand. When holding the rapier correctly it offers protection to your knuckles.




      The Guard This is the part that offers protection to your hand. It can come in many different designs, ranging from a simple small ring protruding sideways from just above the quillons to a completely solid piece of metal formed like a cup or bowl that encases the whole hand.




      Pommel This is the small part at the bottom of the handle. It is there to counter the weight of the blade, making sure that the centre of balance for the weapon as a whole is near the hilt, thus making it easier to carry and manipulate.




      All of these parts together are known as the hilt.




      Now let us look at the different parts of the blade.




      

        [image: ]


      




      True Edge (or cutting edge) This is the edge of the blade that is used for certain attacks but also for most of our parries or defensive actions. It is located on the same side of the weapon as the knuckle guard.




      False Edge This is the other edge of the blade, sometimes known as the back edge.




      Foible This is the third of the blade nearest the point. It is the narrowest and weakest part of the blade. It is the part of the blade we use for all our attacks.




      Forte This is the widest and strongest section of the blade. It is the third of the blade nearest the hilt. It is the section we use to make all our parries/defensive actions.




      Point (or tip) This is the very end of the blade and is furthest away from the hilt. It is the sharp pointy bit that you would try to put into the other person during a fight.




      Dagger: The short-bladed weapon held in the non-sword hand used in conjunction with a sword towards the end of the sixteenth century.




      The dagger is approximately 10–14 inches long with two edges and quillons. It can be used both offensively and defensively.




      The dagger has many of the same parts as the rapier. It has a blade and a hilt. The blade has a point, a true edge and a false edge. It doesn’t really have a foible but instead we generally say that it is all forte. It has quillons and sometimes it may even have a guard to offer more protection to the hand. It has a handle and a pommel.




      

        [image: ]


      




      

        
The Golden Rule of Stage Combat





        This is a good opportunity to tell you the most important thing I can teach you. I call it the Golden Rule. If you remember nothing else from this book I urge you to remember this one thing:




        NEVER LET THE POINT OF YOUR WEAPON CROSS IN FRONT OF ANYONE’S FACE.




        Having a pointy piece of metal coming at your face is very scary and can be very dangerous if it connects. Trust me, I know this from personal experience and I would not wish it on anyone. Also, as actors, our face is our career. We spend a lot of money getting headshots and sending them out to casting directors and agents in the hope of getting work. It can be expensive and inconvenient to have to redo those headshots just because someone did not follow this simple rule. As you work through this book and learn and practise the techniques, you will see that everything is designed so that the point of the weapon moves around the face, either above the level of the face or below it. But we do not take the point of a weapon through the space in front of someone’s face.




        Whenever you pick up a weapon, please make sure you have enough space around you, pick it up by the handle, keep the point aiming down towards the floor and keep it in front of you so you can see where it is at all times. The same is true for those moments when you stop rehearsing or practising, when you are talking to your partner, or any other time you are not actually engaged in a fight action or practising an exercise. Be aware of where you are, what space you have and please keep each other safe.




        The weapons we might encounter in the theatre




        It would be simple if every rapier looked the same. We would all know immediately what we are dealing with. But the truth is there are many different styles and designs, and what we end up using in our production will depend on a number of factors including the budget, whether the production has employed a fight director, what suppliers are available to us in our region and what the director’s vision is. And this is all as it should be. Rapiers did come in many different shapes and sizes after all and it would be unrealistic to have every character using exactly the same style of rapier, just as it would be unrealistic having them all wear the same shoes or jackets.




        Let’s have a look at just a few examples. The choice to use one style over another could be artistic or it could be purely financial.




        

          [image: ]


        




        These weapons are actually a hybrid made up of different parts of modern fencing weapons. Both have a foil grip and pommel, and both use an epee-style blade. The rapier has a sabre guard whereas the dagger has a foil guard (or shell). Variations on this theme may include different grips, different pommels, and you may also see the smaller foil guard from the dagger used on the rapier.




        These are often more affordable than other weapons, but they can easily be used to represent a character who may not be as wealthy as other characters, or maybe they have fallen on hard times, and so they can only afford a simple style of weapon.
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        These weapons are copies of actual historical designs but they are made specifically for use on stage by actors. They come from a company in Chicago, USA, called Rogue Steel. They give you an authentic look and are incredibly durable and reliable.




        The two rapiers on the right of this display (the dish hilt and the side ring) are perhaps the least expensive. I use these in class all the time and I have used them in several productions as well. They have a double-wide epee blade known as a ‘musketeer’ blade, which makes them relatively light for students and actors to work with over a prolonged period.




        The rapier on the left (the cup hilt) is a little more costly. I may use this in a production for a guard or soldier/police/authority-type figure, or maybe just to differentiate between ‘good guy’ and ‘bad guy’.




        The other two weapons here are more flamboyant in design and can be used to represent a wealthier, higher class character. One is a double ring and the other is a swept-hilt rapier. They both have a different type of blade which is a little wider and flatter than the musketeer blade. This is known as a ‘schlager’ blade and has two very distinct edges. It is also a little heavier than the musketeer-bladed weapons.




        Although these particular examples come from the USA there are suppliers in the UK as well. A quick internet search will throw up all kinds of options for you. If you are working with a fight director then ask them about sourcing weapons. If you are talking to suppliers yourself make sure you explain to them that you need weapons that can withstand the stresses of being used on stage in a theatrical fight.


      




      

        
How to Hold the Weapons





        The rapier will be held in your dominant hand and the dagger will be held in your non-dominant hand. This will be true for the vast majority of people, but occasionally it doesn’t work like this. For example, if you are left-handed – you write with your left hand, do most activities with your left hand – but do some things with your right hand, such as play tennis, then you may find it more comfortable to hold the rapier in your right hand.




        Start off by holding the rapier in your dominant hand. If it does not feel natural or comfortable then try it in the other hand. Ultimately you should hold the rapier in whichever hand feels more natural, makes you feel most comfortable and like you have the most control.




        Holding the dagger




        Put the handle into the palm of your hand and wrap your fingers around to close the hand. Your thumb will rest on top of your closed fingers in a natural and comfortable position. It will be exactly the same grip you would use to hold a hammer or a club of some description. Keep your fingers and thumbs below the quillons. The quillons should be aligned with your forearm.
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        Holding the rapier




        If you are using weapons with finger rings, such as those shown above from Rogue Steel, then the grip you use on the rapier is very similar to the grip you use for the dagger. Start with the rapier in a position where the knuckle guard is aiming to your dominant side (or the side you will be using to hold the rapier in). Bringing your dominant hand down from above the hilt place your bottom three fingers though the knuckle guard and your forefinger through the finger ring directly above that. Close your fingers around the handle and let your thumb close around and lie comfortably over your closed fingers. The handle should be lying across the palm of your dominant hand.
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        If you are using the other style of weapon shown (the hybrid fencing sword), then the grip you use will need to be slightly different.




        Start with the weapon upright (point to the ceiling) and the knuckle guard facing away from you. Place your thumb against the back of the handle so it is facing the knuckle guard and right up at the top of the handle inside the guard. Place the forefinger around on the opposite side of the handle so you are ‘pinching’ the handle between forefinger and thumb.
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        Now bring the remaining three fingers though the knuckle guard and allow them to close around the handle.
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        The same kind of grip can be used to hold the matching dagger.




        

          Hand Positions


        




        There are three basic hand positions when holding the weapons that we should learn. The first is known as ‘pronation’.




        Pronation: The position of the sword hand with the palm facing down.




        When using a rapier, this is the most common position for the hand. It allows us to control the rapier without having to grip the weapon too tightly. When your sword hand is in pronation the knuckle guard should be to your dominant side, outside your knuckles and so protecting them from harm.
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        The second hand position is known as ‘supination’ because your hand is supine (it is laying on its back).




        Supination: The position of the sword hand with the palm facing up.




        This hand position is especially useful in some situations as we will discover, but it is not as commonly used with the rapier as pronation.
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        The final hand position is known as half-supination. It is halfway between pronation and supination with the thumb uppermost, palm facing to the side. There is only one attack we will learn in this book which requires us to hold our hand in this position. It is generally not used very much.




        

          On-Guard Position


        




        On Guard: The basic ready position of combatants.




        There are many, many different on-guard positions we could adopt when fighting and I have no intention of going through every possible option here. I will limit myself to describing a basic on-guard position that is simple and common and fairly neutral, one which we will use throughout the exercises in this book.




        

          •   Stand in one of the off-line stances that we learned in chapter one. It can be either off-line left or off-line right.




          •   You should be holding the weapons in your hands with your arms relaxed down by your sides. Keep your shoulders relaxed.




          •   Bend your elbows to raise your hands up to waist level. Keep them just outside the line of your body.




          •   Keep your hands in pronation (palms facing down).




          •   The points of your weapons should be about chest height and they should be angled in slightly as if they were both aiming towards the chest on your imaginary opponent.




          •   Your hands should now be at waist height, just outside the line of your body and in front of you. There should be a gap between your torso and your elbows so the hands are very definitely in front of you and not held against your hip bones.
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        For an on-guard stance, it does not matter whether you have your left foot or your right foot in front. I use the very generalised thought that standing with your dominant-side foot forward will be a more aggressive or offensive stance as it pushes your rapier point even further forwards towards your opponent, whereas having your non-dominant-side foot forward is a more defensive stance as it pulls the rapier point back to be more in line with your dagger point, thus creating a more formidable barrier between you and your opponent. So you see already that even with our on-guard stance we can be thinking of what story we are telling and whether that may fit with our character in any given situation.




        Different exercises in this book will require you to start either left foot forward or right foot forward. Take a moment now to practise each stance and try to get the feel of the offensive and defensive qualities of each one.
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