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ou've walched ﬂuﬁﬂ’fu flicks all rau;' life. You're a regular at your dojo,
maybe evenra-black bell. Pérhaps you've taken your lumps rying lo
re-enact those crazy parkour clips on YouTube. Does that mean you're
readyior a career as a screen fighter, a performer who gets the pleasure
of eating one of Tony Jaa’s Kicks?

Mot npcessarily.

The attributes yol'need fo succeed in the martial arts/stunt world extend far beyond
exacuting high-flying wushu kicks and g'ramlur atido rolls. In fact, you don't even need
to be a master. -

“That is the lilwsion that the actor’s skill infuses into his or her rofe 1o make it convine-
ing,” slunt coordinator John Kreng says.®A screen fighter requires ditlerent skills than
what WEexpact from a real-lile martial artist.”

Prerequisites

Krang knows what he's lalking about. Aside from eaming black belts in fang soo do
and fe-katana jujitsy, he's been a scrgen fighter and stunt coordinator for two decades.
Recently, he penned Fight Choreagraphy: The Art of Non-Verbal Dialogue, a compre-
hensive textbook aboul stage and screen combat. The book's 12 chapters explain the
intangible aspecis of movie fight scenes that a karate studio or acting class just can't
teach you.

Kreng, who fought Jet Li three times as three differant characters in 1989's The Mas-
far, says that even though the best stuni fighters usually aren’t grandmasters, they must
be capable in al least two martial ans.

“The more diverse your training, the better because you never know what will be
asked of you,” Kreng says. "Back in the 1970s and '80s, you were able to get away with
belng proficlant in one style, but not today. The demands and expectations on a screen
fighter and fight choreographer are much [higher] than back then.”

S0 what are the best systems 1o learn for the silver screen? =>>
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Arrive on set early with the fight cho-
reggraphy memaonzed and your stunt pads
and gear in hand, Lew recommends.,

“This is not like clocking in to work at
a factory and walking through the doors
at exactly 8 a.m.,” he says. "Get to the
el at least 15 minutes earfier than your
call time— ‘on time' is late in my book.
Sometimes the director might want a walk-
through right at call timea betore you get into
wardrobe and makeup. The stunt or fight
coordinator would need you there ready to
do this walk-through.”

Prior to filming, the stunt coordinator
will tell you what you'll do while you prep
for the scene, Kreng says. Use this time o

5 Commandments for Screen-Fighting Rookies
Nothing screams “poseur” like an amateur who hasn't done his research. mmmwmwdmmm
it's especially true in the martial arts/stunt world of movies and television. If you want to become a screen fighter, follow
mmmmwmmmnmmw
Tell a Story. In real fife, a martial arfist fights for seil-preservalion, but in films and on television, i's to entertain and
advance the stary through the combal. You have 1o show the audience your intent, struggle and reactions nonverbally.
Learn New Moves. A screen fightar neads more than a handiul of techniques in his arsenal. “When real martial artists
gt their shot for a lead in a film, they get insecure and do what they know best,” Krang says. “It ends up being really boring

after the first two fights, Each fight should be different and better than the one that preceded it
huge ego. Bruce Lee never had a signature move, so why should you?”

from film to fiim is the mark of &

anﬁ-uammm

Telegraph. Martial artists are taught to hide their intent and mask their moves. “In film, it is the complete opposite,”
Kmm%uhmahhmnmmmhmmmmlhﬂdﬂrhﬂhham If the audience can't
see your techniques, how will they know you're any good?

Show Emotion. Acting like an unfeeling robot will get you nowhere, %mhuhmmnwﬁmm“m
world on-screen performing some of the most difficult technigues known to man,” Kreng says, “but if he or she does not
have any charisma or cannot communicate feslings and emotions whila making it look natural, it's no good.”

Study Movie Physics. Aspiring screen fighters must understand why ineffective self-defense moves can be dazzling
on-screen. “The reason for thrawing a technique [in movies] is much different than in real life,” Kreng says. —PV.

become a sponge.

“Keep alow profile and learn as much as
possible by watching olhers,” Kreng says
“If you are doubding an actor, you need 1o
learn to imitate how the actor moves [while]
walking, silting, standing, etc.”

There's a good chance you won't re-

ceive a screenplay to study, so Vitali offers
some no-nonsense advice: “Keep your
mouth shut at all times, stay out of the
way of the busy crew and when your time
comes, know where your mark is, perform
your moves exactly as the coordinator
wants [and] make the star shine with your

great reactions. Simple, isn’t it?”

The reality is that it's extremely difficult
fo break inlo Hollywood, Krang says.

Think about it: Screen fighters regularly
put thelr lives at risk. If you were in their

‘ ‘ There is no [single hest stylel. You have to be proficient in
different styles—or at least understand Idifferentl techninues,
their applications in real life and how you could stylize them to
work on-screen. ”
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formance with all the emaotional content
and truth of a real fight situation,” says
Lew, who staged the fight choreography
for 2008's Get Smart. °l look for technical
skills, but just as critical is seeing the mar
tial spirit in your eyes and soul.”

Even with a flawless demo resl, you
can ruin your chance at nabbing that first
stunt-fighting gig il you talk like a clue-
less amateur. A rockie screen fighter who
doesn't know the difference between “cen-
terline” and “crossing the line” is like a med
student who doesn't know a scalpel from a
stethoscope.

So here's a look at the basic stunt-fight-
ing hierarchy, according to Krang, starting
at the top of the totem pola:

Second-unil director: The person in
charge of filming action sequences; handles
the technical aspects of lighting and setting
up the action scenes with the stunt coordi-
natar; often a former stunt coordinator.

Stunt coordinator: The person who

heads the stunt department; hires all stunt
personnel and answers 10 the producer
and director.

Fight coordinator: The person who
comes onto a project when a stunt coor-
dinator doesn’t specialize in fight choreog-
raphy or doesn't have time to set up the
fights; also known as a fight choreogra-
pher.

Screen fighter: A specialized stunt
performer who appears on-screen as an
atlacker or stunt double; different from a
stuntman, who performs high falls or gets
lit on fire, and from an aclor who performs
his own stunts.

It you've studied and trained hard, it's
time o graduate to the "reel world.” Unlike
an actor who wants to be an action star,
stunt performers don't have agents to gel
them roles. They have 1o chase after gigs
themseives. The job hunt starts with hav-
ing a solid résumeé, an 8-by-10 head shot
and a short demo DVD.

PHOTO BY JIM STEINFELDT

Kreng encourages people 1o include
on their five-minule demo reel non-martial
arts skills—such as car stunls, motorbike
riding or skateboarding—when possible.

At a recent panel on action movies,
stunt performer and coordinator Will Le-
ong urged aspiring stunt players not to lie
on their réesumes or exaggerate their tal-
ents. *Don’t tell the stunt coordinator you
can do [a specific stunt] and then wait
until the moment you get on the set and
the cameras are ready 10 say you can’i
do it,” he said.

Leong, whose credits include The Ma-
frix Reloaded and the upcoming Tekken,
says you'll effectively blacklist yourself i
you're dishonest because word will spread
through the stunt community.

Keep your resume accurate, your head
shot presentable and your demo profes-
sional looking. Then “hustle the set.”

Find out where an action movie is being
filmed and ask 1o meet the stunt coordina-
tor. Of course, that's easier said than done.
It you're lucky enough to get past the gate-
keepars and actually meet him, consider it
a job interview.

“You really need to have your act 1o-
gether because slunt coordinators will
remamber you,” Kreng says. “You usually
have one shot at meeting them [and show-
ing] them what you've got.”

Sometimes, there might be a casting
call for screen fighters. Vitali recommends
coming with something in addition o your
resume, DVD and head shot: “Bring a
friend you have rehearsed [with],” he says.
"I've seen this work many timas versus just
showing up and asking the casting director
what they want 1o see.”

You've done il. You've beaten the odds
and secured your first screen-fighting rala.
Mow what?
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Arrive on set early with the fight cho-
recgraphy memaonzed and your stunt pads
and gear in hand, Lew recommends

“This is not like clocking in to work at
a factory and walking through the doors
at exactly 8 a.m.” he says. “Get to the
set at least 15 minutes earlier than your
call time— 'on lime’ is lale in my book.
Sometimes the director might want a walk-
through right at call time betore you get into
wardrobe and makeup. The stunt or fight
coordinator would need you there ready to
do this walk-through.”

Prior to filming, the stunt coordinator
will 1ell you what you'll do while you prep
for the scene, Krang says. Usea this time to

5 Commandments for Screen-Fighting Rookies

Nothing screams “poseur” like an amateur who hasn't done his research. While that adage applies to aimost all fields,
it's especially true in the martial arts/stunt world of movies and television. If you want fo become a screen fighter, follow
the five guidelines that fight coordinator John Kreng has identified: :

Tell a Story. In real lile, a martial artist fights for sell-preservation, but in films and on television, it's to enfertain and
advance the story through the combal. You have to show the audience your intent, struggle and reactions nonverbally.

Learn New Moves. A screen fighter needs more than a handful of techniques in his arsenal. “When real martial artists
get their shot for & lead in a film, they get insecure and do what they know best,” Kreng says. *It ends up being really boring
after the first two fights. Each fight should be different and better than the one that preceded i, Having a frademark move
from film to film is the mark of a huge ego. Bruce Lee never had a signature move, so why should you?”

Telegraph. Martial artists are taught to hide their intent and mask their moves. “In film, it is the complete opposite,”
Kreng says. “You have 1o throw a technique so the camera can see it in order for |t to be effective.” If the audience can't
sea your techniques, how will they know you're any good?

Show Emotion. Acting like an unfeeling robot will get you nowhere. “You can have the greatest martial artist in the
world on-screen performing some of the most difficult techniques known to man,” Kreng says, “but if he or she does not
have any charisma or cannot communicate feelings and emations while making it look natural, it's no good.”

Study Movie Physics. Aspiring screan fighters must understand why ineffective self-defense moves can be dazzling
on-screan. "The reason for throwing a technique [in movies] is much different than in real life,” Kreng says. —PV

become a sponge. ceive a screenplay to study, so Vitali offers  great reactions. Simple, isn't it?"
“Keep a low profile and learm as muchas  some no-nonsense  advice: “Keep your

shoes, would you want to work with a nov-
ice who had yet to pay his dues?

“Stunt coordinators have a regular set
of stunt people they use all the time, and
they would rather use someone they know
as opposed to one they are not sure of,”
Kreng says.

He managed to parlay his natiomally
ranked karate-tournament record Inlg a
screen-fighting career, but it ook Leong
months of knocking on doors, handing out
resumas and shaking hands bafore he got
his first stunt role.

For stuntwoman April Weeden-Wash-
ington, the path to success was much lon-
ger—it took her 10 years to get her first big
break. Since then, she's slunt-doubled for
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—Monica DeLecuw | Microlilmmaker.com

evaryone from Halle Berry to Jennifer Lo-
pez and is known for her precision dnving,
horseback riding and screen fighting.

"You have to believe in yourself, have
a strang faith base and believe you can
climb 1o the top of the mountain,” Weedean-
Washington says. “There wasn't a day that
went by when | wasn't in a dojo or driving
on the track.”

A screen-fighling career is hard to ob-
tain and perhaps even harder o maintain.
The pay can be great—almost $800 for a
day’s work is the minimum if you're a mem-
ber of the Screen Actors Guild—but it's also
sporadic. Plus, the hours are seldom nine
to five; late-night filming, weekend shoots
and commuting are constanls, and they
can wreak havoo on your personal life.

And let's not forget that a screen fight-
ar's life—lat alona his livelihood—is at risk
any time he participates in a big scene
*For the money we get, [it's clear] we're
doing it for the love,” Weeden-Washington
says.

About the author

Patrick Vuong s ane of Black Belt's
contributing editors. For more informa
tion about him or John Kreng, visit www
blackbelimag.com/archives/who
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learn how great fight sequences are made s

possible by watching others,” Kreng says.
“If you are doubling an actor, you need to
learn to imitate how the actor moves [while]
walking, silting, standing, etc.”

There's a good chance you won't re-

mouth shut at all times, stay out of the
way of the busy crew and when your fime
comes, know where your mark is, perfarm
your moves exactly as the coordinator
wants [and) make the star shine with your

The reality is that it's extremely dilficult
o break into Hollywood, Kreng says.

Think about it; Screan fightars regularly
put their lives at risk. If you were in their

‘ ‘ There is no [single hest stylel. You have to he proficient in
different styles—or at least understand [differentl techniques,
their applications in real life and how you could stylize them to
work on-screen. ’ ’
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About the Author

Awhor John Kreng has been studying martial arts since 1973 and holds black belis in

Fang So0 Do and Te Kaana Jujitsi, As a stuntman, lght choreog wlfor stunt
i Hark, Steven Spielberg, an

Yen. His love of martial ansfaction films led him o become a con

coordinator he has worked sith Tet Li

several martiol ans and lilm review mugazines
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