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Anthony De Longis and Zen Gasner in Sinbod, “The Gryphan’s Tale. Phot

E PREPARED is not just a motto

tor the Boy Scouts. It is an

absolute necessity if one hopes to
achieve success in the murky and wrbu-
lent waters of a show business carcer.
Every performer will eventually face the
unique demands of an action scene, often
one that includes weapons, Such opportu-
nities can dynamically define character
and story, providing the actor has the
skills necessary to create and deliver a safe,
exciting performance. | juggle two full
time careers. On camera, | have been for-
tunate enough to play a variety of villains
on series television, including Sear Trek
Voyager, hrr;g'f.la"armf:r. the Series; Sinbad:
Babylon 5; Renegade;, and Conan, the
Adventurer, In a host of feature films |
have battled Tom Cruise, Patrick Swayze,
U:.‘ri]J]l [-undgrcn. David Carradine, Ellen
Barkin, Richard Grieco, Don Wilson, and
Joe Lewis. Behind the scenes, | have been
a professional weapons coordinator and
choreographer for twenty-four years,
training and staging action for such lumi-

naries as Michelle Pleiffer, Anjelica
Huston, Charlton Heston, Richard
Chamberlain, Dolph Lundgren, Placido
Domingo, and literally hundreds of others.
BE PREPARED, because one is going to
need every skill one has ever cultivated o
make the best of what is invariably an
impossible situation.

Performers and choreographers must
be story tellers and problem solvers. We
transform difficultics into opportunities
that articulate character and drive our story
forward, Action probes the visceral realm,
[}“: liccp ﬂ:“]{jti.“l'lb' al'l.l:[ l}ﬂggﬂgﬂ: c\r-cr}'ﬂ}nﬂ'
carries. All that is needed to seduce an
audience into actively participating in
one’s fantasy is one’s own unique creative
perspective, an intimate knowledge of
camera angles and story presentation, and
superb execution of superior technique.
That is just for starters. Like a great nov-
elist, choices guide the audience, enticing
them o supply the details that arc personal
and most affecting to them. They are no
longer in their heads, one is tapping well-
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springs of emotions deep in their guts,
And they will love it. That is the goal, that
is the plan. But beware. Working in film
and television is a miasma of distractions,
delays, and last minute changes that must
be turned to advantage.

The greatest enemy is  time.
Essentially, there is none. Somchow one
must beg, borrow, and steal what one can,
but no martter what they promise, one will
always end up with far too litde to do the
job the way one would like. I got my start
in theater choreographing action for
dozens of productions at the Old Globe
Theater in San Diego, the Ahmanson
Theater and Mark Taper Forum in Los
Angeles and a variety of sites up and down
the coast of California. 1 have kept my
stage chops up by maintaining my position
as fight director for the Los Angeles Music
Center Opera since its inception in 1985,
I have drunk the heady waters of prepara-
tion, training and rchearsal that only
working on stage can offer. | have savored
the luxury of carefully constructed safery
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protocols and the cultivation of sensitiviry
te distance and timing. Granted, the
schedule is always harried, but one gets to
evaluate, then develop the techniques one
can optimistically expect onc’s performers
to perform on opening night. It is always
a challenge, bur the growth is palpahle
and the rewards eminently satisfying. Kiss
this goodbye on any television ser and
most film locations.

I remember how arrogant T used to be,
I could do better than the junk I saw on
television and was happy to tell anyone who
would listen. Then I got my first taste of
life in the fast lane. Two coordinators,
Ronny Rondel and Snuffy Harrison were
juggling the action for a series of projects
including Fantary filand (As 1 have said,
this was a long time ago). They asked me
to stage the sword action for a Don Juan
rapier duel. I met Ricardo Montalban and
Fernando Rey at abour 10 p.m. It was the
end of their work day so no rehearsal was
possible. | arrived on set at 7 a.m. the next
morning and the first thing the direcror
wanted to see was the actors performing the
finished fight. Now I have had no chance
o train or even evaluate the performers,
and the director wants to shoor rthe finished
product. Incredibly this is more often the
norm than the exception. The standard
quick fix is to double the actors. Never
mind the added dimension and credibiliny
an actor enjoys when the audicnce realizes
he is really wiclding the weapon himself,

Michelle Pfeiffer performed all her
own whip work as Catwoman in Barman
Retwerns. Our training dramatically changed
the way she moved and afforded her a
range of additional choices to dynamically
articulare her characrer. Her achievements

gave her portrayal an enormous boost, |
have never understood why most producers
would rather pay forty crew members to
stand around and wait while the director
struggles to get something mediocre on

“Make a plan,
but be ready to
abandon everything
and start from scratch
when its the only way
to get it done. This
happens all the time.
One can only wing it
when one has the

skills to fly.”

film rather than pay three people to
rehearse and create a superior product that
everyone is proud of. Obviously there are
times when it is necessary to double an
actor, but Ricardo Montalban is a con-
summate actor and a product of the old
studio system's rigorous training regimen,
He was able and anxious w0 do the work
himself and quickly absorbed the simple
routine [ had planned. But, as the star of
the show, he was in nearly every scene.
Rehearsal was virmually nonexistent. Rey
had not enjoyed the prior training afforded

Montalban and was an absolute stranger to
the sword. The pressures of time were quite
his unduing. He had trouble mastering
the most basic combinations. | was called
on to double Mentalban for the fighe
scene master and for Rey's closeups and
over the shoulder coverage. As a former
collegiate sabre champion, 1 was confident
but appalled when I was reduced to saying,
"Just come at me, Fernando, try to hit me,
Don't worry, Il parry.” It was the only
way to get the shot. But I learned an
invaluable lesson, Never again would [
criticize another choreographer’s waork
when they were doing their very best in
the face of the impossible. And, if this was
how the game is played, there had ro be a
way to give myself an edge.

[ learned to never stop learning! That
was my edge and my only hope, One has
only the tools one possesses and can bring
with him to the set that day. Do the home
work. Feed the mind with research and
hone the physical skills with practice.
Investigate different weapons and study a
variety of styles, They will change the per-
ceptions and offer different timings and
syncopated rhythms to season the work.
The greater the knnwh:dgt. the more
options and choices one can draw on o
overcome the obstacles that will be thrown
in the path. Make a plan, but be ready 10
abandon everything and start from
scratch when that is the only way to get it
done. This happens all the time. One can
only wing it when one has the skills o fly,

Time will always be the enemy. | sug-
g:stcd a story and ﬁglujng style based on
the Spanish "Mysterious Circle” to the
producers of Highlander, the Series and
was rewarded with the guest starring role

Anthony De Longis wraps Jen Gosner as Sinbad in a scene for the television senes Sinbod. Photo By Val Adarmson, Courtesy Atlantis Films
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in a episode titled “Duende,” written for
me and filmed in Paris. Braun McAsh, the
sword master, and | evolved three rapier
and dagger duels culminating in an out-
door finale to be fought on the Mysterious
Circle itsell. The night before, Adrian
Paul had never seen the completed final
routine. He called a half-hour break in
filming, he is a producer so he can do
that, and Braun and | showed him the
final fight for the first time. The next day,
we filmed in a driving rain, on a surface as
slippery as ice with only the rehearsal we
could manage while standing in the
downpour. Braun pronounced it the most
complicated one-on-one combar in his
five-year history with the show. It was
tough, but the rain provided million-dollar
production value and the lack of rehearsal
gave the fight a real edge.

Similarly, when [ guest starred on
Conan, the Adventurer, an El Nifio hurri-
cane flipped our schedule and pushed our
final fight to the first day instead of the last.
The sword master, Kiyoshi Yamazaki had
shown me a rough version of his ideas an
hour carlier. He knew my background and
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welcomed my input but warned thar Ralf
Moeller, the star, would have no time w
rehearse. So [ kept my adjustments to a
minimum bur requested an addirional
phrase to enhance the story, [ met Mocller
when he walked onto the set in costume and
Yamazaki showed us both the newly
extended figh for the first time, We had five
minutes to walk our way through the chore-
ography while the whole crew warched
and waited. Then the director demanded
we start shooting before he got any farther
behind schedule. We literally rehearsed on
film, shooting a little more of the acrion
with each take, I wielded Conan's heavy
steel broadsword, the Sword of Atlants,
while Moeller was swinging a two-handed

aluminum monstrosity. Within five min-

utes, we were shooting the entire fight, in

its entirery, at an intensity that had the crew

cheering. But this was forced labor. We had

no time to discover a common rhythm o

build our character choices around. And

it required all my training and experience

to constantly adapt to Moeller’s energy

and changing distances so we could work

safely ar that level of performance.

Master the basics — distance, timing,
foorwork, and an unbroken sensitivity ro
the partner's energy. These are the build-
ing blocks and they must be razor sharp
and laser clean. One will almost always be
working with a stranger. One must possess
the skills to instantly adapt and constantdly
adjust both distance and technique in
order to maintain safety and lift the chore-
ography from simple survival and
mechanical execution, to the highest levels
of dynamic story performance. All action
should be characrer driven and story moti-
vated, Pay attention to detail. Einstein
says, "God is in the details.” The art is in
the choices one makes and one’s ability to
exccute the subtle differences each adjuse-
ment carves into the character’s story.

In spitc of my dire predictions,
every once in awhile, it all works like it is
supposed to. I had the opportunity this
summer to guest star on the series Sinbad,
It was one of the most pleasurable working
experiences I have ever had, We filmed in
Cape Town, South Africa, but thar was
just the beginning of the adventure, Here
are some of the highlights from my journal,
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