by Anthony DeLongis

Gillian Horvath is the executive story editor for a new series called
MythQuest. The premise is the importance of myths to the mod-
ern world view and personal moral code. Horvath was associative
creative consultant for Highlander: the Series, season two through
five and played a large part in making the episode “Duende,” with
its close sword’s point stylings of the Spanish Mysterious Circle
training system so successful. Horvath polished the characrers like
a razor sharp blade. Sword Master Braun McAsh co-choreo-
graphed the sword encounters with Anthony De Longis, including
the climactic and rreacherous duel in the rain. It was a magical
combination on Highlander and now this collective talent was
assembled to give it another go on M)

Horvath has intimate knowledge of the difficulties ufcpi.su-dr
ic television, especially trying to highlight a story with action
when time is of the essence in filming, When she wrote an episode
involving Arthurian Knights, and extensive sword action, she sug-
gested casting actors with the training and experience to deliver
the performance no matter what the obstacles were,

Fights are dialoguc with action instead of words. An actor can-
not give his best performance if he does not understand the lan-
guage or know his lines. That is what training and rehearsals are for,
to acquaint the actor with his new vocabulary of expression. Action
ean be one of the most powerful story tools in a performer’s arsenal,

It is a lot easier to get rehearsal time in film than episodic
television. The production manager will still resist paying for
rehearsal but compare the tally. Pay three people to rehearse and
the actors progress beyond mechanical moves into an effective
visceral performance thar grabs the audience imagination. If one
does not, then a crew of 30-50 is kepr standing around, on salary,
while one struggles to get something mediocre on film. The

Arthurian characters Maleagar (. Braun McAsh, let) and Sir Lancelot (Anthony Delongis) battie on the television show MythQuest. Photo provided by Anthony Delongis
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author trained Michelle Pfeiffer for six weeks for her role as
Carwoman in Batman Retwrns, As a result, she did all her own
whip work without any doubles. A strong actress had another
powerful story-telling tool ar her command, and she wok Full
advantage of it. This made shooting her scenes far easier and her
portrayal even more effective.

In television time is always the enemy. The actor must
assume responsibilicy for his own training, The actor has the
skills he shows up with on the day of the filming. He must be
able to turn adversity into advantage. The set is not the place 1o
hone one’s craft. The more skills the actor has developed, the
greater his range of choices to tell the character’s story.

Fortunately, McAsh and De Longis have fifry-three years of
experience berween them, working under conditions from ideal
to adversarial and were ready for the organized chaos and last

minute changes that are the norm in television.

GETTING STARTED

The collaborative team of McAsh and De Longis agreed to pull
out all the stops for the big fight. The unnecessary was eliminat-
ed. No special effects, no wires and no camera tricks would be
used. Just an intelligent, well executed, character-driven fight.

As sword master for the episode, McAsh had many other
responsibilities besides the fight, choreographing and coordinat-
ing most of the action for the episode. The collaborative tcam
decided that the climactic fight must be finished and rehearsed
before McAsh left for Calgary, knowing that locations and shoot-
ing schedule could change at a moment’s notice. With the story
set, the ream felr confident it could adapt to whatever was
thrown at it on the day of the shoot.

The fight evolved by incorporating the seed of combative
truth into the work. McAsh initated an attack and a series of
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defensive pptions and a variety of offensive responses were
offered. The team choose the ones that were the most dynamic
and which flowed as a logical reaction to the immediate danger.
McAsh responded to this jeopardy with an answer of his own.
Then tempo and speed were played with to clarify and accent the
story until a well-crafted phrase was approved.

Good choreography is a conversation berween characters
given greater voice through action. The actor must react and
respond organically to his partner’s energy. Thar is life, char is
drama; that is combar. Staged combat is the attempt to create the
illusion of reality while maintaining safety for the actors and crew
as the character's story is told. The episode was called Sir Caradoc
at the Round Table. This author played Sir Lancelot and McAsh
played Maleager, a king of old Britain chafing under his oath of
tealty to King Arthur. Since the story involved myth, historically
accurate sword technique was not required, leaving the team to
freely mix styles and weapons for the greatest effect. It was decid-
ed that Maleager start the encounter with ar unfair advantage, a
sccond weapon, say an axe. For Lancelot to accept this incquity,
shows his confidence and echoes Maleager’s comment when he
captured Queen Guinevere, * T finally got you out in the open,
away from your brave, undefeatable Lancelot.” The playing field
was leveled with Lancelot disarming the axe at the end of the see-
ond phrase and Maleager retrieving Carodoc’s lost sword, This
gave Phrase Three the double weapon complexity of sword and
axe versus double swords,

From collective experience, it was decided to have a maxi-
mum of five phrases and that would be pushing it. The charac-
ters had logically accumulated four weapons, but for the climax
it would be easier to divest the characters of the extra hardware.

More choreography is not really the answer since three phrases
out of a possible five had already been composed.

MecAsh had kept Horvath up to speed with the progress. A
bit of dialogue to motivate the change of weapons was in order.
McAsh suggested it should be a point of honor. Horvath pointed
out that Lancelor was the hero and should be the first to discard
his weapon. When Lancelor discarded his axe, Alex (played by
Christopher Jocot) explained, “They're knights of the Round
Table, fighting fair is more important than winning.” Maleager
tollowed Lancelot’s example and tossed away his second sword,
The warriors offered a salute to God and each other and squared
oft tor the final battle,

The last two phrases featured the expertise of Maleager, reit-
crating his strengths by pressing Lancelot and nearly defeating
him. OFf course Lancelot triumphed in the final phrase. Tt was
decided not o wound or kill, incorporating instead lots of near
misses and p|cnty nrspcr:d and intensiry. Blood and wounds call
for costume doubles and changes in the middle nf.-:hnming as well
as creating time consuming continuity niglum:lrcs for reversals and
coverage. It was also decided not to squander time in that manner
because the story did not need it

Mary Gallien, the assistant, shot the rehearsals on both hi-
8mm and digital formats for easy viewing and review. Masters were
shot in profile and from above, as well as, over the shoulder cover-
age of each phrase favoring each performer. The digital footage was
e-mailed to Horvath so she could see exactly the story being told,
This resulted in a flow of ideas that improved the work and inspired
additions to the scripr, the perfect collaboration, A compact disc
(CD) was burned of the final fight and McAsh took it to show
direcror Steve Scaini and the director of photography (DOP) Rick

THyon wondered how a réal sword rooksd and,

you can (I a nice, iow Hnte mrachine,

1ol a niuseum, or buty one of these.

TCA's reps constantly travel the world searching for quality workmanship in edged weaponry.
We have succeeded in acquiring a unique line of weapons, with craftsmanship and attention to detail
far removed from the usual third world knock offs so commonly available. These reproduction picces

are manufactured by Mariano Zamorano, one of the very last of the masters of blade forging.

We went to the forge to verify that these beautiful, historically accurate weapons are indeed
individually forged, tempered, and finished just as they were 600 years ago, and we can
unequivocally guunm!n: af no finer piece is available al any price amywhere in the world,

101 East Main Street
Elkin, NC 28721
www.triplette.com

336-835-7774




The Chicago Mob

Presents

THE EIGHTH ANNUAL WINTER WONDERLAND WORKSHOP
JANUARY 26-24, 2003

Presented at Columbia College, Chicago, IL
Instruction from Beginning to Advanced by SAFD & BASSC
Certified Teachers, Fight Directors and Fight Masters
Angela Bonacasa John McFarland
Chuck Coyl Dr Robin McFarquar
Paul Dennhardt Richard Raether
Stephen Gray Nicholas Sandys

MNeil Massey David Woolley

Workshop Fee: $250

Early registration discount (received by December 15, 2001): 3210
Full time student discount: $210

SAFD member discount: 3225

Regional workshop participant discount (within past year): $225
SAFD skills renewal available (additional $75)

Mail registration information and checks payable to
John McFarland

1146 South Ridgeland Ave

Oak Park, IL 60304

Questions Call 708-660-0636 or E-mail chicagowww®@aol.com

Some clazses from the past include:

Running With Sharp Objects  Advanced Fallh  Case of Rapser  Blood Effects  Swathbuciling Domestic Viclence
Enie Fights From Falsom Prisen  Crate Hook Good Cop/Bad Cop  Hook, Rapser and Dagger  Blowa to the Head are Funny
Spanish Knite  Vocal Extremes  Kills and Deense From the Drew  Smalivword Smackdowns  Stuped Sword Trcks  Paychology of Killing

"Cl:'rimvut:.' (another ff{qf:.ﬂ-}rrrffr.' the Sertes alumnus). This gave them
a jump on planning their coverage and helped insure that the fight
would get o tell the story that had been |'-r:-p:md and rchearsed.

THE CLOSE-UP

The growing trend in film and television is to shoot everything
with lots of close-ups. The prevailing wisdom thinks the audience
will be drawn in by the contortions of the actor’s face rather than
the drama of the action. It is a way to hide the physical short-
comings of the leads but it distances and confuses the audience
more than it pulls them into the story. To be involved, one must
understand what is going on. Who is in danger? How do they

Detongis and McAsh balonce action and the d:ﬁ-ﬂ.p Phado provided by Anthorsy Deonges
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avoid it? Is it through skill or luck or the over-confidence of the
bad guy? These are all possible choices with character elements to
be mined. Bur the audience must be able to follow the narrative
story of the action in order to appreciate each individual’s jeop-
ardy and care about them as people in conflict.

Fred Astaire had the right idea. His contract stated thar
when dancing, he would always be shot head 10 to¢, full figure.
He wanted his whole body to tell his story. This mania for o
close coverage robs both the performer and the audience of the
actor’s most powerful story tool, the body. The story is told from
the ground up, each movement motivated by the feet and the
hips, each action accented by the power of the entire physical
unit. The intelligence and dexterity of the characrers is lost when
all one can see are straining faces. Often an important story beat
such as a clever disarm or reversal goes unnoticed. It just looks
like magic or bad continuity that the hero or villain is suddenly
unarmed. The hero is lessened because one cannor appreciate
whart one does not see.

Accommodations were made for film, raising the low-line
parrics and cuts so thar the action was always in the frame, even
when the camera moves in close. Artacks to the legs were accent-
ed by dropping the whole body during delivery to insure the
camera would follow. Story beats were choreographed into the
action and accentuated by varying the tempo, and changing dis-
tances from long to medium to grappling range corps-a-corps.
This encouraged the cameraman and editor to move Auidly into
closer coverage. Facial expressions were revealed as a logical pro-
gression of the acton. Tight two-shots allowed both performens
to react to the dramatic moment at the same time,
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ALL EQUINES ARE NOT BORN EQUAL

The seripr called for Lancelot to ride past a guintain with a lance.
Y purnzanis a shield mounted on a revolving torso with a ball
2 cman in his other hand. Ride wo slow and the ball smashes
2z mider in the back of the head, knocking him senseless. The
morse had probably never seen a guintain or a lance (horses hare
mew things), so options were considered in case the horse did not
want any part of Plan A.

The horse was a huge shire horse, used to pull wagons on
Lonesome Dove. Since he was experienced wearing elaborate har-
ness, it was thought this would be helpful with the decorative
armor Valentine Armouries was providing. It should cur down
on his panic flight mode. The wrangler set up some hay bales and
the horse was trotted towards his intended task. After a few tries,
he got the idea but he did not seem too promising as a jumper.

Two days larer was the horse’s riding test in front of McAsh,
and one more effort was made with jumping training. The horse
cleared one bale pretry well so two were stacked 1o get him to
pick up his feet. He jumped once, then decided it was easier to
crash through the bales. It was pretty much decided ro abandon
the jumping since it was not good for the horse to quit on a failed
atternpt. Patches of ice and snow were in the arca where the
wrangler set up the bales On the last attempt the horse fought
the turn, splaying his feet and yanking his head away ar the last
instant. It was a perfect lay down which recalled the old adage,
“Unless it’s on camera, a stunt is only an unfortunare accident,”
This horse would not be jumping comfortably by show time.

On the day the training sequence was shot, the horse handled
the armor with ease, but hated the fluttering banners, was freaked
by the nearby sword-wiclding extras and danced away from the
camera tracks laid practically under his feet. The guintain did not
work ar all bur the property master had been warned to have a
head of cabbage standing by. The cabbage was mounted on a pell
(wooden post for sword training) and the author sliced it in two as
he trotred by. Not as dramatic as one would have liked, bur with-
in the capabiliries and comfort level of the horse.

When Lancelot returns from France and meets Guinevere,
he is dressed in full armor with all the trimmings. An addition-
al treat for the author was the chance to wear a full suit of well-
mide armor. Rob Valentine made all the armor for the show. It
wis made one piece at a time in the historical manner. His
craftsmanship is excellent. One may visit his web site,
www.valentinearmouries.com. The pieces fele grear and articu-
lated easily: quality work.

R S
Two swords lake on sword and axe o MythCheest. Phate prosided by Anthornye Delongis
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THE BIG DAY
Before the climactic fight could be shor, the following had w0
be accomplished, all on the same day because it was the last
day of shooting,

1. The queen and her ladics wander through the idyllic for-
est picking spring flowers next to a babbling brook. Cameras had
to be arranged ro hide the ice and snow left from last weeks bliz-
zard covering both banks, ice flows big enough for Simon Legree
to chase Lirtle Eva across.

2. Also shot was the capture of the queen by Maleager and
his men. This included a two on one sword ﬁgh: with
Maleager and the queen’s guard, followed by Maleager defear-
ing Sir Gareth. The scene pmvigh:g[ strong visual proof that
Maleager was a force to be reckoned with, He also revealed his
purpose. “Your ransom will release me from my oath of fealty
to Arthur.”

3. The critical scene ar camp between Maleager and the
Queen Guinevere was filmed: “Why do you want to bring war
back to our land?” Maleager: “Where’s glory withour "
Followed by a rather important dialogue scene berween Alex and
Guinevere before he slips away to bring help.

4. Lancelot arrived to challenge Maleager and his entire
army: "l am the queen’s champion. Who dares to face me?”
Three soldiers swarmed Lancelor. He takes on two, while Alex
protected his back and got his first taste of combar. This
encounter gave the series star the chance to prove his mettle with
the skills he had learned from the previous day's training scene.

5. In berween shots, in their sparc time the cast answered
questions for the local paper and conducted relevision interviews.

6. The Second Unit borrowed one of the cameras and shot
Lancelor galloping to the rescue, Arthur galloping to the rescue,
Arthur's knights galloping to the rescue, all flmed on ashphalt
paths hidden bur made extremely :{lippd.:r}- by snow and ice.

7. Maleager held a sword 1o Guinevere's throat. “Drop your
sword and she lives.” Lancelor: “Release the queen and you live.”
They bargain back and forth and Maleager accepts his challenge.
The final fight is almost there.

8. The first phrase of the fight is shot. Then while the cam-
eras are faci.ng this direcrion, the final phrase and disarm ar the
end of the fight were shot. Maleager yielded. Lancelor freed the
queen. They collapsed into each others arms. They kissed, The
king arrived and caught them. It was the end of Camelot. As one
might imagine, this sequence ook awhile.

9. Now it is time to shoot the rest of the fight. The chosen
location is next to the brook. It is ar the bottom of a ravine with
high walls and tall trecs. The sun is setting. The light is failing,
The scene is in erouble, This is not a toral disaster. God is a great
art director. Shafts of golden light blasted through the rtrees.
Stunningly beautiful but only for abour another hour and
change, if luck holds. Time is needed to finish the fight, clear
video village and all the other equipment and reposition cameras
to shoot the reversals to cover the action. After sunset the cam-
eraman loses one Fstop of light every five minutes, Steve Scaini,
Rick Wincenty and producer David McAsh huddle, Talk of cur-
ting the fight circulated.

Thanks to years of experience and an understanding of
how camera angles tell the story, MeAsh and De Longis come
forward with an idea of using the camera as another characrer
in the scene with the combatants. “We can give you your cov-
erage and you won't have to cut the fight. Leave the cameras



where they are. We'll provide the reverse angles. Trust us.”
Director Scaini and DOP Wincenty assigned cach of their
three camera operators to a different task. One would follow
each actor in a medium shor, racking in for close-ups where
appropriate. The third camera would cover the action as a full
figure master. The fight started from the top, rehearsing each
phrase once for cameras, then shooting it twice, covering the
fight one section at a time. The intensity always accelerated ar
the end of each phrase, climaxing in a stalking action as the
characters broke apart to regroup and search for a new opening.

Next phrase: Rehearse and Shoor.

Here is how it worked, On “Action,” the final blow of the
previous attack was repeated before the fighters broke apart,
Then the characters would stalk cach other, slowly pivoting 180
degrees before exploding into action once again. The acting bear
motivated the change. The story beats built, such as when
Maleager pinned Lancelot against a tree while trying to pressure
both blades into his face, that allowed the cameras to push in for
a tight two shot or close-up. When Lancelots counter-artack
exploded him away from the tree, the editor had a natural story
break to mortivate his change of shot.

As Maleger and Lancelor alternated positions, camera one and
two would change who they were covering, or more precisely, the
actors change and the camera would cover in the same over-the-
shoulder relationship with a new character. Camera number three
recorded the action in profile as a full figure master to cur back to.

All five phrases were filmed, with full coverage in 1:38 minutes.
The actors were rewarded for their efforts. Shafes of light slanted

through the trees to form long shadows that bartled in support of the

struggling figures. Sunlight glinted off the furiously slashing blades
at just the right moment. It could not have been planned nearly so
well. Even the setting sun framed itself perfectly berween the strug-
gling figures when Maleager pinned Lancelor to the ree. When one
is prepared, the rewards will happen. That is why one rehearses, that
is why one trains. When one is ready for anything, magic happens.
MythQuest will air in the US beginning in April on PBS.
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The sun sets on the final moments between Sir Lancelot (Anthony Delongs, left) and
Maleagar (F. Broun Mcsh) on MythQuest. Photo provided by Anthony Delongis




