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RICK SORDELET causes an awful lot of fights to break out. But for the most part no one gets hurt. 

Whether a Broadway, Off Broadway or regional theater production contains a few slaps, a scrappy fistfight or a full Shakespearean battle, Mr. Sordelet, 48, is likely to be the fight director who choreographed it. His work is currently featured in four Broadway shows — “The Lion King,” “Curtains,” “The Homecoming” and “The Little Mermaid” — and two Off Broadway productions — the Red Bull Theater’s “Edward II” and “The Devil’s Disciple” at Irish Repertory Theater. His fighting has also appeared in film (most recently “Dan in Real Life”), opera and television. 

Recently, between rehearsals in New York for the productions of “Crimes of the Heart” and “Oroonoko” and before a trip to Milan to work on “Cyrano de Bergerac” he squeezed in a conversation with Steven McElroy. Here are some excerpts: 

Q. What kind of training did you need for the fight work?

A. I had a background in fencing. And then in martial arts with Uechi-ryu, which is an Okinawan style of karate, and aikido, which is Japanese, and tai chi, which is Chinese. The martial arts and the fencing act as a sort of base, but the real important stuff is understanding how to translate the base into an illusion that’s theatrical. It has to be about real actors doing something eight shows a week that’s safe.
Q. Do directors consider fighting ability during casting? It seems like one could realize too late that Tybalt can’t handle a sword. 

A. I’ve directed “Romeo and Juliet” 70 times, and I can only point to a handful where we ended up with the kind of fighters where you go “wow.” If the director is smart, and most of them are, they’ll consult with the fight director. I’ll always argue for a really strong Tybalt. Tybalt has 15 lines and three sword fights, so let me have a really strong Tybalt. Then Romeo is not such a big deal.
Q. You must have to improvise, based on the actors in the show.

A. The director’s been very clear about what they want the battle or the fight to look like, and then we’ll have an assessment or a vocabulary session where I’ll just take the actors through a series of moves, and I’ll go “O.K., I know what I’ve got.” And then everything just comes.

Q. But do you sometimes work with an actor who can’t do the physical moves? 

A. All the time. But you find his strengths and you enhance what he can do, and you stay away from what he can’t do. 

Q: What are some favorite shows?

A: “Cyrano,” the opera with Francesca Zambello, is just a blast. And we’re working with Plácido Domingo again. This guy is as lovely as they come. I mean you live up to your name when your name is placid Sunday. This is a world superstar who will show up at an understudy rehearsal to be of assistance. You look at a person like that, and you realize, “Wow, I am in the presence of a true master who is all about the passion of the work.”

Q: How do you think you’d do in a real fight?

A: I’d be that guy throwing punches and making knaps [sound effects], and someone would be like, “You never laid a hand on me, but I think I got beat up.”

