Stage Combat Horror Stories
From Fight Direction for the Theatre by J. Allen Suddeth, published by Heinemann, 1996

1. On opening night of King Lear, an actor playing Edgar “went up”, and improvised a full speed slashing head cut to Edmund, which narrowly missed beheading him. (The audience gasped!)

2. Trick arrows, supposed to arrive on target from offstage, stopped unerringly four feet from the victim’s back. 

3. A sword literally shattered into all its component parts and flew through the air. The fight was finished with the actor holding the bare blade. 

4. An actor playing Macbeth forgot to wear his “secret” dagger, thereby preventing Macduff from killing him as staged. The brave Scott allowed himself to be strangled. 

5. A full lunge with a spear, supposed to be off target, arrived neatly between another actor’s legs millimeters from a sensitive area! 

6. Another actor of my acquaintance received a full blow in the face with a trash-can lid during a television fight, from a star actor full of red-light fever whose apology was, “Sorry, but you guys are used to it!” The result was six stitches. 

7. During an active fight rehearsal one actor overreacted to a shove, crashed against a wall, and loosed his sword, which then flew through a window and landed on the street three stories below in a shower of glass, missing (thankfully) passerby.

8. On one o the television network’s shows, a strong young actor was supposed to rehearse a fistfight in slow motion, but chose to attain the speed of light. The result of his actions left his leading lady, an innocent bystander, with a blackened eye. 

9. An actor in drama school was tied to a chair in a production and was being threatened with a loaded gun held by another actor. Unfortunately, the actor who was holding the gun had no instruction in this use and pulled the trigger at the wrong moment. The resulting discharge burned the face of the actor tied to the chair, partially blinding him. 

10. A “hot”, young, strong, handsome, daytime television actor always refused to wear any kind of padding during fight scenes, scorning them as “silly”, even though the studio floors are of cement. During a particularly violent combat, he forgot his choreography and improvised a fierce grappling hold, throwing himself and his partner to the floor. Afterward, he mentioned to me that he thought he’d come close to breaking his arm when he landed on the floor. 

11. An often-told story in the theater is the one about the actor who was to sneak up behind another actor and conk her on the head with a foam rubber pipe. One night the prop was mislaid; and in her rush to complete the scene, she picked up a real pipe and bashed the unfortunate victim on the head, sending her to the hospital in a coma. 

12. I remember speaking to a charming lady, Lois Kibbee, whose family had been traveling performers in the early part of this century. She told me that the stage manager had always carried a loaded gun on tour in case of trouble. One night the loaded gun had been mixed up with a prop gun, with the result that during a performance her grandfather was shot dead before her eyes. 

13. The following story is typical, but nonetheless unfortunate: An amateur production of Romeo and Juliet hired two young men who were sport fencers and who put out each other’s eye while bouting without masks during rehearsals!

14. A famous actor once admitted to me that during the run of an off-Broadway play, she was supposed to be slapped in the face by another actor. Although there was no fight director, the rehearsals went well. On opening night, the actor was hit so hard that her jaw dislocated, and she passed out onstage. When she woke up, she threw everything she could lay her hands on at the actor who hit her, and the next day she quit the show.

15. On the day of rehearsals of a new play, an actor was to be pushed to the floor by another actor. As she fell, she placed both hands behind her to catch herself. The result was that the actor who fell broke bother wrists and lost her job. 

