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For anyone looking to get into the 
acting business there are numer-
ous skills that need to be learned 
and honed before one can take 
center stage or hit the mark. 
Whether its scene study, Shake-
speare audition pieces, improv-
ing singing technique or working 

on camera, the tools of the trade 
need to be learned from working 
professionals that have trained 
for years in their area of expertise. 
Very often though actors ignore 
an area of dramatic study that is 
integral to theatre and film, the art 
of stage combat. 

A Stab At Stage Combat
By Jon Ciccarelli

SHARE BUTTON
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By Jon Ciccarelli

The common perception of stage 
combat involves sword fighting 
on stage but this is only a portion 
of what stage combat covers. The 
practice also includes how to fall 
on stage, kick, punch, slap, shove, 
and grab another actor that when 
performed is convincing to an au-
dience. Actors need to perform 
the combat safely and still “sell” 
the action to an audience. The im-
portance of knowing the basics 
of stage combat cannot be over 
stressed as a fundamental tool in 
any actor’s toolbox as most proj-
ects will at times involve the need 
for some sort of physical confron-
tation.  
I interviewed Jared Kirby of Leo-

nia, NJ who has been working 
in Stage and Screen Combat for 
almost 20 years and is a Certi-
fied Fight Director with the Art of 
Combat (AoC), an international 
stage combat organization. Kirby 
and professionals like him are 
hired by a theater or film compa-
ny when any type of unarmed or 
armed sequence is needed to be 

staged, similar to when produc-
tions hire dance choreographers 
or musical directors.
Unarmed stage combat, the 
practice of knowing how to do 
falls, throw stage punches, kicks, 
slaps, etc., is the most common 
type of stage combat. How im-
portant is it that all actors know 
these skills? Absolutely impera-
tive. I am disappointed that so 
many professional training pro-
grams these days under empha-
size this important skill. Conflict 
is the essence of any good story-
telling and therefore many pro-
ductions will include some sort 
of violence. It may be a simple 
push, fall or slap, but every actor 
will be involved in some sort of 
violence early in their career. It is 
in these little moments that we 
have a tremendous opportunity to 
tell the audience more about the 
character and express something 
that can’t be shared in words. 
Many times I see this opportu-
nity glossed over because people 
don’t understand how to use vio-
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lence as a dramatic tool. They will 
simply really push, pull, slap or fall 
down. Not only is this dangerous 
for the actor receiving that vio-
lence, it also does not help to tell 
the story. Using violence as a dra-
matic tool is such a powerful aid 
to enhance the story. The best di-
rectors/actors I have worked with 
understand this and even find less 
obvious opportunities in the script 
which unlock an element of the 
character that hasn’t been seen 
before. I would tell any actor look-
ing for advanced training in the 

dramatic arts to ask the training 
program about combat for stage 
and screen. If they don’t offer it 
then I recommend finding a pro-
gram that does.
What’s the biggest issue you 
find in teaching actors that are 
new to combat or don’t think 
they need to know stage com-
bat? Common mistakes? One 
of the most common mistakes is 
confusing proximity with angula-
tion. Most people who don’t know 
stage combat think that you need 
to be close to the person you’re 

Jared teaching a swordfight in Hamlet
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hitting, or even that you need to 
really hit them. Nothing could be 
further from the truth. Whether it’s 
for stage or screen you need to be 
at the right angle for that violence 
to look real. I can do a right cross 
with 4 feet between me and my 
partner with the audience only 10 
feet away and they will believe he 
got hit. You don’t have to be near 
them, you just need to make sure 
the audience or camera doesn’t 
see air.
Another common mistake is 

thinking it looks better when 

done faster. The truth is that a flu-
id, targeted fight will come across 
better to the audience than a fast, 
choppy, inaccurate fight. By inac-
curate, I mean it is imperative that 
the targeting is correct. If you’re 
meant to punch someone in the 
face and it looks like you hit them 
in the chest, even if the victim re-
acts as if punched in the face, the 
audience will know that some-
thing is wrong. I don’t mean con-
sciously; they will feel something 
is wrong. We are not trying to en-
gage their mind anyway. We are 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uuLbNI7uBA8
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engaging their heart and soul with 
this dramatic presentation and it 
is on that level that the violence 
must affect them.
Can you briefly describe a fight 
using “found weaponry”? Found 
weapons are when you turn what-
ever happens to be lying around 
into a weapon. For example, an 
umbrella can easily be used as a 
sabre and a screwdriver or news-
paper has similar properties to a 
long knife. When characters pick 
up what’s next to them and use it 

as a weapon you can create some 
extremely visceral fights. It is not 
difficult to understand how to do 
this either. In fact, one of my fa-
vorite classes to teach is called 
“Found Weapons Made Easy.” In 
this seminar I ask the participants 
to bring different items that don’t 
seem like weapons and then they 
learn how to identify the catego-
ries each will fall into. After that, 
with a little combat training, they 
can start to work on choreogra-
phy utilizing each. That may be an 

Western Martial Arts Film Combat Demo
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Australian flag versus a belt or a 
remote versus a banana - both of 
which I choreographed!
Is there a basic approach to cho-
reographing all armed stage 
combat? Not really. There are 
certainly tricks of the trade that 
can be used to create quick cho-
reography when necessary, but 
each weapon has a very different 
approach to it. That said, here are 
the criteria I follow when creating 
a fight for stage or screen:

1) Will it fit seamlessly into the 
production? 
The fight must serve the direc-
tor’s concept for this production. 
The best moments of violence will 
make sure that the scene has a be-
ginning, middle, climax (the vio-
lence) and an end. This will make 

it a fluid part of the whole and no 
audience member should feel like 
it was choreographed. 

2) Will it be safe? 
If it’s not safe and replicable, then 
it shouldn’t be done. 

3) Will it be well-acted? 
This is why it’s so important for ac-
tors to get training in this art. No 
matter how wonderful the chore-
ography, at the end of the day the 
actor must make the audience be-
lieve it. 

4) Will it entertain? 
It must keep the audience in-
volved in the story and envelop 
them in the illusion. Whether com-
edy or serious, it must entertain.

We are engaging their heart and soul with  
this dramatic presentation and it is on that 

level that the violence must affect them.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r0tgNEu9ddI
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Do you mostly work on Shake-
speare and classical shows or do 
you also get to work on more 
modern productions? It covers 
the gambit. I love Shakespeare so 
I am always excited to dig into the 
Bard. This year I got to work two 
of my personal favorites to watch/
read: King John and The Winter’s 
Tale. If you had thrown in a Titus 
Andronicus I would have had a 
trifecta! 

I also love working on modern 
stage works and films. There is 
always an opportunity to use vio-
lence in a way that enhances the 
production and tells the charac-
ter’s story in a way you can’t ex-
plain in words. Oftentimes with 
modern works I can collaborate 

with the director and/or writer to 
show how to convey emotions 
through a moment of violence. It 
takes a lot for the common person 
to escalate to violence so when a 
character finally does in a produc-
tion, it’s a raw moment of expres-
sion which can give the audience 
a glimpse into the nature of that 
character. In fact, some of my fa-
vorite actors/directors to work 
with will show me a scene and get 
to this moment where they just 
say “I want to... grrrrr…” and from 
the way they wave their hands I 
can start to give them possibilities 
to express that emotion. That cre-
ative time of exploring the possi-
bilities is my nirvana.

If you are interested in learning 
more about how to become  

certified to teach stage combat  
or interested in learning more 

about the classes taught by  
Jared Kirby, CLICK HERE.

        NEVERMORESHOW.COM  
 TELECHARGE.COM OR 212.239.6200    NEW WORLD STAGES  ·  340 W 50TH ST     

PERFORMANCES 
BEGIN JANUARY 14

PHOTO:DAVID COOPER     LOGO DESIGN: KURT FIRLA

“STARTLING, BEAUTIFUL AND HAUNTING!”  
- TheaterMania

        NEVERMORESHOW.COM  
 TELECHARGE.COM OR 212.239.6200    NEW WORLD STAGES  ·  340 W 50TH ST     

PERFORMANCES 
BEGIN JANUARY 14

PHOTO:DAVID COOPER     LOGO DESIGN: KURT FIRLA

“STARTLING, BEAUTIFUL AND HAUNTING!”  
- TheaterMania

 

http://NEVERMORESHOW.COM

