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    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
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