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The seed for this book was sown in 1990, when I met Samuel Jacobs on the first day of our Chinese and Japanese studies at the University of Leeds, and he began to tell me about the world of the martial arts. Three years on, it was his frustrations when writing his bachelor’s thesis on the history of a particular martial art that led me to wonder how many of them had similarly precarious pasts. A decade later, my marriage to Kati Mäki-Kuutti, now a third-degree black belt, exposed me to the inner workings of a martial arts organisation, and formed my first encounter with many of the daily logistical issues that turn out to concern most schools of unarmed combat.


Many others have offered vital help and food for thought, in a variety of unexpected ways. Lisa Lau was an invaluable, illuminating guide at the Shaolin Temple in Henan, China; David Lei helped me break in to a San Francisco Wing Chun hall; my teacher in Taiwan at National Cheng Chi University, Shu Wen-wu, first pointed out the political uses of Buddhism; the Morikawa family were generous and informative hosts at the Rakutō Dōin in Kyoto; Ellis Tinios, honorary lecturer in history at the University of Leeds, has offered much help and advice on matters oriental. Any martial artist I have met may have involuntarily said things that informed my research, regardless of whether they were neophytes or black belts – thanks are due at very least to Melanie Feeney, Justin Jennings, Simon Jowett, Kirsi Mäki-Kuutti, Gilbert Mackay, Adrienne Roche, Adrian Starr, Alexander Tilly, Stephen Turnbull and the two fifth-dans, Kari and Timo, to whom this book is dedicated. I have probably forgotten many others. None of them knew I was writing a book, because at the time we talked, I wasn’t; conclusions herein are all my own.


Mike DeMarco at Via Media offered valuable tech support in accessing archived articles from his Journal of Asian Martial Arts. The library of the London School of Oriental and African Studies provided the modern equivalent of a mountaintop retreat. In the process of bringing this manuscript to fruition, my agent Chelsey Fox and my editor Duncan Proudfoot were instrumental in championing the proposal. My friend Andrew Deacon was my first reader and proofer. Tony Kehoe read through the manuscript and offered comments, but refused on ethical grounds to take any money for labour involving the martial arts. His editorial fee was instead donated to the charity of his choice. Emily Kearns rode shotgun on the final edit, diligently arguing many fine points of interpretation and nomenclature.


My appointment from 2013–16 as a visiting professor at Xi’an Jiaotong University (I much prefer an English translation of tepin yanjiu-yuan as ‘visiting research fellow’, but cannot fight the bureaucracy) exposed me to much more of the martial arts and all-important access to massive Chinese bookshops. This came courtesy of Professor Li Qi, whose brother Li Shaohao in Chongqing turned out to be the Li Shaohao, master of the 66 forms of Dragon Style taiji.




INTRODUCTION


The Invention of Tradition
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It was supposedly a translation of an ancient Japanese text, revealing important underground connections with the world of the martial arts. But even in the opening lines, I could see it for what it was: a shoddy pastiche of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, knocked up by a retired samurai and forgotten in an attic for a couple of hundred years. Opening a facsimile of the original seventeenth-century document, I could see where the over-eager translator had rushed to fill in spaces and added invasive annotations, dragging the meaning far away from the original author’s intent. Already cited as a modern proof of esoteric connections in the Japanese martial arts, the English-language text was corrupted beyond all meaningful use, drawing just as heavily on twentieth-century movies as on the ruined original.


This happens more than you might think. East Asian organisations are rooted in a respect for elders and authority; they cling to a guild-like secrecy of learning materials and jealously guard their inner knowledge from outsiders. No martial art tests its upper grades by giving them a fake ‘secret scroll’ and waiting to see if they doubt its authenticity. Instead, initiates advance through access to new manuscripts and techniques, taught by elites that appeal to ancient authorities, bogus or otherwise. By the time one knows enough about a martial art to truly understand it, one has usually sworn never to reveal its secrets. Questioning authority runs counter to Confucian culture; as a result, rumours and Apocrypha abound and multiply.


What are the martial arts? A lot depends not on whom you ask, but on when. ‘Studying the “traditional” martial arts,’ observe the authors of a recent book, ‘is actually a quintessentially modern activity.’ Wing Chun, for example, a form of kung fu with worldwide name recognition today, had barely a thousand practitioners when its most famous student, Bruce Lee, studied in Hong Kong in the 1950s. And when Lee’s own teacher, Ip Man, was himself a student in Foshan, Guangdong province, fifty years earlier, he was one of only two dozen.1 How many other forms have been refined, perfected and then forgotten over the centuries, for want of a film-star poster boy?


Brian Kennedy and Elizabeth Guo, the authors of Jingwu: The School that Transformed Kung Fu, stress that:


Up until about 1900, Chinese martial arts training was conducted either in the military by active duty soldiers or in villages, where martial arts were practiced as either a recreation for children or by adults who were involved in village defence as part of militias . . . Learning martial arts was not an adult hobby, recreation or pastime; it was a practical skill, a manual trade.2


A soldier, now just as much as then, will regard martial arts as a vital skillset for combat – fighting, grappling and weapons training. But our term ‘martial arts’, only recently translated by the Chinese themselves as wushu, sits at the midpoint of several unrelated fields. Various practitioners have sought to downgrade its aggressive stance, into a non-violent form of self-defence. Others have emphasised the martial arts as an exercise regime or a competitive sport. Some emphasise a philosophy, not merely of combat techniques, but of a way of life. Others take this even further, demanding a code of conduct that goes beyond philosophy into actual religion. I hope that this book will inform and entertain many disparate readers, from the pensioner serenely rehearsing slow-motion taiji moves, to the kung fu film buff, to the newly minted black belt.


Many times in the research for this book, I have uncovered claims in official histories that require a religious suspension of disbelief – the master who is led to his practice by a divine vision, or tall tales of run-ins with brigands and thugs. As Kennedy and Guo observe: ‘. . . discussions of martial arts in both Asian and Western publications too often tend to slip off into the realm of fantasy. It seems that when discussing . . . martial arts, common sense is quickly left behind. Things are often written, and thereafter generally accepted as fact, that a four-year-old child would not, and should not, believe.’3


As befits a history of the martial arts, I approach the materials here not as a believer or practitioner, but as a historian. This has often led me into frustrating dead ends and quagmires as paper trails go cold or evaporate into hearsay. Many times, I have had to force myself to bear in mind a comment made by Stephen Turnbull, who has similarly struggled with the contradictions of martial arts history: ‘All invented traditions have a basis in fact, no matter how tenuously the links may be made between the developed tradition and recorded history.’4


In other words, there is no smoke without fire. But it does not matter what I believe, or want to believe, it only matters what I can prove, and what I can prove with historical documentation does not go back past the 1560s.5 Nor am I alone in this: even in China, a healthy scepticism about the historical provenance of the martial arts has been part of public debate since the 1920s.6 Meanwhile, in 1998, Stephen Vlastos’ landmark work Mirror of Modernity applied the concept of ‘invented tradition’ to a number of Japanese sacred cows, including sumo and judo, suggesting that much of their contemporary form is indeed a contemporary creation.


Modern trends, favouring overheard ‘conversations’ and allusions in the historical record, allow us to push back our sense of the origins of martial arts a few years earlier than that, but only by citing legends and assumptions. There was a strong temptation to draw a line through everything before the Ming dynasty, and begin with what is now my third chapter, with the martial arts already fully formed in Qi Jiguang’s New Manual on Military Efficiency, but I realised that doing so would merely leave too much empty space, both in my narrative and in the critical knowledge that my readers would be able to bring to their own subsequent arguments. It is not that you need to know these details in order to understand the real-world existence of the martial arts, but you will require them to hold off the debates of others who are less informed. As a result, this book begins with two chapters of Apocrypha and tall tales, matters of religious belief rather than historical fact, muddled half-truths and extrapolations derived from archaeology.


I maintain this attitude in the chapters that follow, in the understanding that it is possible for a martial art to exist – to have a materiality and a physical presence – even if its true origins are shrouded in doubt. As noted by the historian Sugie Masatoshi, our contemporary sense of the martial arts is often created by ‘the conflict between tradition and modernisation’.7 The phenomenon is all around us, in television, in books, in sports halls, but its means of formation is worthy of investigation. Nobody is disputing the right of Hatsumi Masaaki, holder of multiple black belts, to set himself up as the teacher of a martial art that he calls ninjutsu. But we might question whether he really learned his skills from the last survivor of a secret army of wizards.


Not every martial art scrambles for old-world connections and divine portents. Bruce Lee’s Jeet Kune Do openly borrows from two thousand years of Chinese tradition, drawing on the established practices of Wing Chun kung fu and several previous years of Lee’s teaching of his own derivative, alluding with mottoes such as ‘Be Like Water’ to the ancient writings of Laozi. But it is also proudly modernist, founded in 1967 and priding itself on its ‘non-classical’ techniques and its openness to experimentation. Many other martial arts are similarly recent retellings of older traditions, such as judo, a nineteenth-century reworking of the old samurai grappling of jujutsu.


Jeet Kune Do also demonstrates all too well the fragility of so many systems that have surely been created and lost in the past, leaving no record of their existence. The security of transmission of certain styles and forms has often been tantalisingly flimsy, relying on a set of conditions for training, pupillage and access that are rarely all in alignment. The American classes that Bruce Lee taught in his invented Jeet Kune Do lasted for barely four years before he shut them down himself, having decided that the very notion of separate styles was an unnecessarily confrontational and exclusive notion, as pointless as trying to learn to swim on dry land.8 After his death two years later, his students revived his work, but split into two contending factions based on matters of interpretation and form, and how they thought the martial art would have evolved if Lee had lived. Now there are two kinds of Jeet Kune Do, but there could have very easily been none.


Even well-established martial arts are often rooted in unsure pasts. Patrick McCarthy’s Bubishi: The Classic Manual of Combat has achieved a status as something of a karate bible, and contains information from many documents that link Japanese karate to the martial arts styles of mainland China. McCarthy himself cautions his reader that his book, cogent and sensible, with numbered pages and rationalised spelling, is the result of an extensive editorial process, imposing meaning and narrative on piles of jumbled papers. ‘I am sure it may come as a surprise,’ he wrote, ‘to learn that the original document I received from the Konishi family was unbound and in a random order . . . As such I found it necessary to reorganise the articles in which I received them for the sake of producing a coherent publication.’9


Even by attempting to sort things into some sort of order, we run the risk of imposing what historians call a mode of emplotment: an unjustified fallacy of order and progression. It would be convenient if martial arts had a single narrative arc, in which one development led to another like a well-told story, but sometimes we must present things out of order, or leap between unconnected locations, in order to present a fuller picture.


Much of the history of the martial arts is in the hands of writers who want to place their own memory in the centre. They want to commemorate the achievements of their own practitioners, often within a narrative that suggests the superiority of a particular tradition. As noted by the historian Matsuda Ryūichi: ‘ninety per cent of books about martial arts history are inaccurate because authors tend to make their teacher and their school sound better than they are. These authors exaggerate things or make up stories entirely. Oftentimes they create stories that establish a well-known figure as the founder of their school. They then go on to conjure up stories about that fictional founder.’10


They want to tell a story that is aesthetically pleasing, with a suitably Hollywood storyline that would make a good movie. And they are often ignorant, wilfully or otherwise, of any information that would bring any of the above errors into question.11 For Stanley Henning, most accounts of martial arts are ruined by the assumption of:


. . . two widely accepted, deeply ingrained and hard to quash myths: one attributing the origins of Chinese boxing to the Indian monk, Bodhidharma, who, according to tradition is said to have resided in the famous Shaolin Monastery around 525 AD; and the other attributing the origins of taiji-quan, or Chinese shadow boxing as it is sometimes called in the West, to the mythical Taoist hermit, Zhang Sanfeng, whose dates have never been confirmed . . .12


Henning stresses that martial arts have their origin in the brutal and sadly universal matter of killing people. It is only later that they become ingrained in political or moral philosophies, as the tactical realities of a fight to the death are subsumed beneath the strategic ideals of running a state or becoming a better person. Archaeology alone makes it abundantly clear that the Chinese, like everyone else, were busily murdering each other in battles long before the alleged arrival of Indian mystics or sorcerous hermits. It is hence merely common sense to begin an account of martial arts with actual fighting. What makes ‘the martial arts’ different from a list of simple twists and holds is the incorporation of these many other ideas – particularly the clash of rival philosophies and beliefs.


However, I am also interested in the ‘stories they tell themselves about themselves’ – the legends and lore of the martial arts tradition.13 The historian Thomas A. Green agrees that: ‘Clearly, some of the claims made about martial arts systems are fraudulent, and a few stories are simply bad fiction composed by self-serving instructors.’14 But he argues for a more forgiving stance that recognises the formation and uses of ‘folk history’ as being radically different from the concerns of the ‘scientific’ history that picks at sources and attributions. Green suggests that the folk history of the martial arts performs the same functions as literal ‘legends’ in other communities: establishing credibility, telling stories of resistance against an oppressive enemy, and presenting parables about the lives of the founders, designed to teach lessons to their inheritors. This perspective on the martial arts sees them as a culture all of their own, with customs and legends, etiquette and taboos. Many of these are, indeed, very modern creations, as evolving, unclassified styles of fighting are suddenly forced to systematise, to develop credentials for progress and achievement, and to develop terminology and forms that can be transmitted and taught far beyond their original, localised places of origin.


One certainly gets a sense, in the 1940s and afterwards, of innumerable local trainers all over the world suddenly deciding to give a name and a history to what was previously simply ‘what they did’ when someone tried to punch them. We also see nationalist agendas, as governments seek to impose a unified identity – such as in Indonesia where the Javan fighting style of pencak and the Borneo/Sumatra style of silat, both with multiple origins and contentious histories, links and crossovers, not the least with Indian and Chinese influences, were suddenly combined in 1948 to create the ‘new’ fighting art of Pencak Silat. Pencak Silat is undeniably a symbol of Indonesian-ness, with a history that reaches back into the colonial past of secret resistance to the Dutch colonial powers, back into unclear origins of secret societies and simple village brawls. What is simply a name for ‘fighting’ on many islands of the archipelago is now capitalised and branded, as a specific artefact, even though seventy years earlier, locals could not even agree on its name.


Stanley Henning has decried what he calls ‘the appalling state of ignorance’ among the very people we might expect to preserve historical memory, ever ready to present myths as facts.15 But fiction has become an immensely influential element within the community of martial artists, sometimes accepted as a form of shared delusion. ‘While almost all of these stories are late inventions, dating to the end of the nineteenth century or the start of the twentieth,’ note the Wing Chun historians Benjamin Judkins and Jon Nielson, ‘the fact remains that they are meaningful to the communities that transmit them.’16 Modern visitors to the Shaolin Temple are told of all its folklore and legends, superstitious ways of gaining merit by walking on particular flagstones, and tall tales about the dents supposedly punched in the ancient ‘bachelor’ tree, but always prefaced with the caveat ‘some people say . . .’ as if leaving due diligence in the hands of others. Fictional influences can be seen not merely among modern children who emulate things they have seen in kung fu films, but ever since the Red Turban rebels of 1850s Foshan, who marched into battle dressed in the costumes of characters from Cantonese opera. We might even say that, somewhat fittingly for something that in English is called the ‘martial arts’, matters of theatricality, performance and fiction often seem second only to the martial element.


At a certain level, it doesn’t matter if you doubt that Kanō Jigorō, founder of judo, once fought a disguised Buddhist saint in his practice hall; that Ueshiba Morihei, founder of aikido, claimed to be able to dodge bullets; or that Bodhidharma, alleged founder of kung fu, meditated with such intensity that his shadow was burned into the wall of his cave. It matters that these are stories that their followers tell each other, only half in jest.17 This is not merely a book about the facts of martial arts; it is also a book about fictions – legends of great warriors and noble rebels, doubtful lineages of transmission from ancient immortals to the teacher standing before you in a draughty church hall, and the kung fu stories that often form the public’s first contact with Asian fighting styles.


Fictional influences become increasingly relevant in modern times, as cinema and television gain an ever-greater influence on how the public sees the martial arts. This is not merely a case of the privileging of certain styles above others, but can also lead to concrete developments. The 1982 movie Shaolin Temple not only multiplied tourist attendance at the temple itself by a factor of ten, but also led to the lifting of a Chinese government ban on monks wearing robes. As noted by the abbot, Shi Yongxin, this ‘signalled the thawing of the country’s policy on religion’. His own chronology of the temple’s development and renewal is consequently divided into periods before and after the movie’s release.18


Whose martial arts? Fashions come and go. In Edwardian England, the best-known Asian fighting style was jujutsu, famously adopted by the suffragettes in order to demonstrate the possibility of equality for the ‘weaker sex’. In 1980s New York: it was karate, adopted by many a fitness instructor as a means of self-defence. In 2016, walk into a bookstore in the People’s Republic of China and go to the sports section, where the martial arts books are usually shelved, and the most common sight is taiji quan, a fighting technique that has acquired an immense second life through its transformation into slow-motion callisthenics for pensioners.


This book lacks the space to deal with the minutiae of every single splinter and sub-group. If you are actively involved in a martial art, I doubt I will have anything new to tell you about your personal style, although hopefully there will be much new information on everyone else’s. There are sure to be readers who are disappointed that their individual school does not receive an entire chapter to itself. In painting the development and history of the phenomenon in necessarily broad strokes, there will inevitably be omissions and edits – no space for Muay Thai; no time for Choy Li Fut. Instead, I have concentrated on important points of transformation in the nature of the martial arts, in what often amounts to a cultural history of East Asia told from the point of view of the unarmed and marginalised. Although there is some mention of armed combat, my interest is largely in the field of martial arts that do not involve weapons.


Chapter One includes the fundamentals of Chinese military manuals, and the origins of key concepts in early philosophy. We know almost nothing about unarmed combat in the China of two millennia ago, but the philosophers of that time form the bedrock of much East Asian discourse, and often form touchstones in later debates and materials. Rare indeed is the military work of the last two thousand years that does not at least mention Sun Tzu and The Art of War, for example. The Daoist thought of Laozi is deeply ingrained in all the ‘internal’ martial arts. The ideas of Confucius are nothing to do with combat, but usually form the basic organisational structure of any East Asian institution, including a school of martial arts.


Chapter Two deals with the rich intercultural contacts of China’s medieval period, the height of the Silk Road, and the impact made by Indian ideas on Chinese religion and military practice. Particular weight here is accorded to stories of the Shaolin Temple, cited with varying degrees of credulity by many later martial arts as the root of their traditions.


After a preamble through the Song dynasty and the century-long Mongol interregnum, Chapter Three deals with the first real documentary evidence of martial arts from the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), when particular strategic conditions on the northern border caused the authorities to cast around in search of paramilitary assistance for defending the rest of the country from pirates and bandits. The requirements for sourcing and training soldiers, and for providing the common man with the means to defend himself in a time of increasing outlawry, created the first true materials from which so many martial arts are likely to have sprung.


Chapter Four examines China’s all-important Qing dynasty (1644–1912), a period of stern and censorious domination by what was then regarded as a foreign elite, in which internal and external threats to the regime both nurtured and occasionally culled underground organisations that may have studied certain martial arts. It explores the martial arts in both fact and fiction, as a sporting or exercise activity, or as a ritual of rebellion, at first in the face of two centuries of Manchu rule, then against invaders from Europe and America, and sometimes both.


Chapter Five moves to Japan to approach a similar diversification in the Tokugawa and Meiji periods (1603–1912) as the practical bujutsu crafts of the samurai battlefield evolved into the budō of sporting or ritual events, and an immense publishing industry of military manuals for the armchair samurai.


Later chapters must, by necessity, overlap in terms of their geographical and chronological compass, as the martial arts become a multinuclear, contending series of topics. The true origins of many modern martial arts arise in the ferment of the twentieth century in Chapter Six, with a rich hybridity of contacts between Japan, China and Korea.


Chapter Seven deals with the migration of martial arts to the English-speaking world. This chapter also deals with the sad truth of the mass extinction of much Chinese martial arts knowledge as the result of a century of unrest and war, and the awful purges of the Cultural Revolution. This is a vital element in understanding the development of the culture of the martial arts, not the least because it reverses the earlier northern bias of the Jingwu school from the 1910s and 1920s, creating a massive, irreparable gap which has largely been filled with the legends and lore, rituals and forms of southern Chinese martial arts traditions, as preserved by overseas communities and film producers. Fictional influences come to the fore as mainstream culture comes to understand martial arts solely through its depiction in unreal cinematic forms, thick with wire-work and digital effects.


Chapter Eight deals with the problems facing the martial arts in a global environment, as evolving disciplines face new issues of diversification, diversity, succession, recruitment and competition, legal status and doctrinal disputes over sportification and marketing. The chapter includes the last martial art to be covered in this narrative – ninjutsu, which sprang into being in the latter half of the twentieth century and yet which claims a tradition far older for itself.


A closing Chronology allows for an overview of key events in the timeline of the martial arts, including verifiable destructions of the Shaolin Temple, revolutions and rebellions, and the first introductions of many elements that are now widespread, such as belts and ranks. I lack the space to include every single media appearance of the martial arts, and, indeed, every split and spat that sees prominent schools dividing and subdividing into rival disciplines, but I have done my best to hit the high points here, even when there was no space for them in my main text.





Note on Translation and Spelling
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For an English-language author attempting a clear and readable account of the martial arts, editorial consistency is a problem. Romanisation of Asian languages often requires an anachronistic application of acceptable spellings. In the case of jūjutsu, for example, general use in the English-speaking world usually drops the macron accent that denotes a long ‘u’. Even as I type it here, Microsoft Word insists on correcting it to jujutsu before we can even start discussing variant spellings over the last hundred years, which have often rendered it as jyujutsu or even jiujitsu. In the interests of preserving editorial sanity, I have generally given the correct romanisation in the first instance, and thereafter used the most popular version in my text – for popular, assume that if the word appears without diacritic marks in a standard English dictionary, it will usually appear so here as well. Hence, jūjutsu is normally rendered as jujutsu; a dōjō (training hall) as dojo; gongfu (‘diligent practice’ – not applied specifically to the martial arts until the twentieth century) as kung fu; Sunzi as Sun Tzu. However, when it comes to quotes from the writings of others, I have preserved the authors’ variants, hence there are references in the quotes of others to Taoism, although in my own text it is called Daoism.


A single letter can make all the difference. Here is John Stevens in his excellent book The Way of Judo, offering a human glimpse of the colourful language of Kanō Jigorō:


It may come as a surprise that the favourite saying of the dignified grand master of Kōdōkan judo and principal of the Tokyo Teacher Training College was literally ‘What is this shit!’ (Nani kuso). By this, Kanō was saying to his students, ‘Shit happens. Deal with it!’1


This may even be true. But surely a simpler explanation would be that Kanō’s most common utterance was the far less exciting ‘What’s this?’ (Nani koso)? Kanō the cussing educator makes for an interesting anecdote, and has been spun here into a doubtful extrapolation of a deeper intended meaning. Stevens’ ability in Japanese is certainly not in question, but I wonder whether his informants were bending the truth for aesthetic purposes, in order to make a funny story to tell over a bottle of sake.


We must remain wary, even of native sources and even of ‘authorities’. In Japanese, the term ‘karate’ is usually used to describe fighting forms that reached Japan, supposedly from China, up through the Ryūkyū Islands. The term kenpō (a calque of the Chinese quanfa) is used to denote fighting forms thought to have migrated directly from China. This fact, however, seems to have eluded Ed Parker in 1954, when he decided to call his new martial art American Kenpo Karate. The term is legitimate because it is what Parker decided to call the thing he did, but to a Japanese speaker it sounds somewhat tin-eared.


Even the terminology used to describe the subject of this book is a matter of some debate, and has been ever since Sun Tzu’s Bingfa was first translated from Chinese as The Art of War, rather than the more accurate Military Models or Army Methods.2 The Japanese language, too, contains multiple terms translatable as ‘martial arts’, each of them with a slightly different nuance. Bujutsu is the basic samurai craft of killing people; budō is its Tokugawa-era refinement for a warrior aristocracy with nobody left to fight, adding a degree of ritualisation and ethics; kakutogi is the modern word for combat as a sport, occasionally incorporating elements of the previous two, as well as foreign imports like boxing. But Japanese also distinguishes bugei, which is a performance with martial elements, such as spear-bending or brick-smashing, intended for entertainment and usually for money; and there is also bukyō, a term for heroic fiction concentrating on martial artists, exported in the twentieth century into Chinese, where it is pronounced wuxia.3


Since the text requires a large number of foreign words, I have done my best to use the minimum number possible in the chapters that follow, which often requires me to avoid specific jargon like jūdōka (a practitioner of judo) or kareteka (a practitioner of karate). In order to prevent many proper nouns from arriving with an entire entourage of alternative readings, I have also tried to simplify certain names. I use, for example, anachronistic Pinyin romanisation when referring to the Pure Martial Athletic Association founded in Shanghai in 1909 as the Jingwu Callisthenics School, not the Jing Mo by which it is known in Fist of Fury, or the Chin Woo one often hears in South East Asia and among overseas Chinese.4 I refer to Bodhidharma’s most famous pupil as Huike, his later honorary title as a monk, rather than his original given name of Shengguang, the old Wade-Giles transliteration of Hui-k’o, or the commonly seen Japanese pronunciation of Eka. Bruce Lee’s famous teacher Ip Man is referred to by the spelling employed by his modern biographers, not the Yip Man variant sometimes used previously. Itosu Ankō, leading light of karate, is known by his honorific name, and not by the more everyday pronunciation that would be Itosu Yasutsune. Li Shimin, eldest son of the first emperor of the Tang dynasty, is referred to by his reign title of Taizong, even before he was crowned as emperor. Similarly, I refer to China’s western regions as Xinjiang, even though that name, meaning ‘the New Frontier’, dates only from the Qing dynasty, and is an anachronism in my first three chapters. All of these fudges are deliberately undertaken to make the text smoother and more readable for the lay reader, in the style of previous books in the Brief History series. For the reader who wishes to wallow in the pickier debates about the underlying terms and terminology, the notes and bibliography offer many further directions.


I have also wrestled with thorny issues in capitalisation, where some martial arts prefer a capital initial letter, and others do not. There is, in fact, no such thing as a ‘capital letter’ in Chinese, Korean or Japanese, but they often creep in during translation into English. Sometimes, this is a matter of trademarks and brands; sometimes, it has more to do with original meaning. Strictly speaking, Kara-te was originally the ‘China-hand’ in Japanese, altered for political reasons in 1936 to karate, the ‘empty-hand’.5 Wing Chun is a particular martial art, but it supposedly derives its name from the component parts of a person’s name, which I would transliterate with only one capital, as Yim Wing-chun. Consequently, while capitalisation in this book might occasionally appear random or contrary to the style guides used by specific organisations, it reflects the original meaning – proper nouns such as Shaolin are capitalised; simple nouns such as boxing or wrestling are not, until they are incorporated within a proper noun. Hence: ‘Shōtōkan karate’. Transliterations for Asian languages follow popular usage, so that the Japanese kenpō uses standard Hepburn romanisation, but the name Shorinji Kempo spells the same word with an ‘m’, as per the World Shorinji Kempo Organization’s own branding.


Certain politicised debates in the martial arts world can manifest in quibbles over terminology. Some of these are rooted in translation or carry over disputes from the Chinese language. There are readers whose hackles will rise at the use of ‘kung fu’ rather than ‘wushu’; others who regard ‘wushu’ as an invasive modern sportification; still others who prefer ‘boxing’; and an equally large community who do not like the implications of the word for its echoes of the Boxer Uprising . . . and so on.6 I also deliberately say ‘Boxer Uprising’ rather than the more popular ‘Boxer Rebellion’, in keeping with a trend since 1987 in modern scholarship, discussed in greater detail in Chapter Four.


Taking such matters to extremes, I would be treading on someone’s toes if I dared to translate taiji accurately as ‘supreme ultimate’, since some might surely say I was making claims for it that were undeserved. I have no personal bias in my presentation of the martial arts. I am not a secret supporter of something I believe to be the one true kung fu, and if I inadvertently say something that offends the tender sensibilities of trained fighters, I apologise in advance. I shall never tell you: ‘My style is the best, and so I challenge you, that my style should stand alone.’ Others may object even to my focus on China and Japan, particularly since ‘Chinese’ ethnic identity and Mandarin pronunciation has often been imposed retroactively on peoples once written off as ‘barbarians’ in the chronicles of early dynasties. This is certainly an issue – were there more space, extra chapters could entirely reposition the narrative of this book considered entirely from the perspective of Korea or Mongolia, for example. But that is an argument better made in more specialised books.7


In some cases, I have had to break my own rules in order to avoid confusion in the text, capitalising the game of Go in order to make it stand out from the simple verb in English. I have also deliberately adhered to interpretations of certain titles and concepts that have been used in earlier books I have published through Constable & Robinson – for example, I refer to the Daode Jing as The Book of the Path and the Power, retaining the translation I used in my 2010 Brief History of Khubilai Khan, and when translating from Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, use my own text published by Constable in 2012.


To those who would complain about any of these decisions, I recall a phrase attributed to the swordsman Miyamoto Musashi: ‘It takes one thousand days of sweat to forge the spirit, and ten thousand days to polish it. But a bout is decided in less than a second.’8




CHAPTER ONE


The Arts of War


[image: Illustration]


I am a world away from the Tang dynasty. If I had travelled a thousand years in time from medieval China to this hall in modern Japan, there would be very little about contemporary Osaka that would feel familiar to me. The Chinese characters are still the same in all the signs, although in this sports hall they are oddly bloated and squashed, fat words that have eaten too many pies, gamely trying to squeeze themselves into a box that is too small. I happen to know that many of the Japanese pronunciations of Chinese words struggle to replicate the forms used a thousand years ago, although it is not obvious to the layman. But a visitor from the Tang dynasty would be able to read the word for ‘wrestling’ plastered on the billboards, and he would certainly recognise the layout of the ring, its floor scattered with sacred sand, albeit not the edges delineated by chunky lumps of rope.


I, too, must squeeze myself into a space that is too small, edging myself over an ankle-high rail to perch, already uncomfortable, on a thin red cushion. The entire section near the front is subdivided in this way, with a grid forcing people into intimate little boxes of four. The real hard-core fans in the crowd have been here all day, arriving early in the morning for the novice matches. The less devoted don’t turn up until a few hours later, when the intermediate matches begin. A real dilettante like me would just show up in the afternoon, for the big-name smackdowns.


I am the youngest person in my row. My neighbour is an old man in a brown suit that probably fitted him at his daughter’s wedding, but into which he has now somewhat shrunken. His teeth are stained by a lifetime of tobacco, and his face has a ruddy, boozy shine. We clink cups in mutual appreciation. Sumo as a spectator sport attracts remarkably few audience members under fifty, although I spot a scattering of fangirls and sulking teenage tag-alongs. Much of the audience are grazing on lunch boxes bought from the kiosks outside; overpriced, over-designed confections of chicken pieces and decorated rice, often with a small beer and a commemorative trinket.


The referee is dressed like a Shinto priest, imparting a relict religious air to what was once a holy ceremony. He announces the name of the two competitors, and there are ‘oohs’ of approval.


Even if they weren’t built like trucks, sumo wrestlers would be easy to spot. Their guild insists that they dress the part whenever they go out in public, attired in traditional robes and with a lacquered, high topknot – fancy dress for a samurai bath time. They must wear the geta, clip-clopping wooden clogs, whenever they are out and about. But the wrestlers here have only their loincloths, displaying powerful bodies shielded by rolls of blubber. Our modern admiration of lithe, limber bodies is a relatively recent fetish. Even Roman gladiators favoured a little natural padding to ward off the softer blows.


They squat, lifting their legs and slapping them down like bulls pawing at the ground, their gazes locking. This is supposed to be intimidating, but they both seem faintly bored. Each takes a pinch of salt to scatter on the ring. One does so in a desultory fashion, as if he is already impatient. The other flings his salt high in the air, causing a ripple of excitement from the audience. He’s a feisty one, it seems.


They squat again, clapping their hands to dispel evil spirits, their fleshy arms shuddering in echo, returning to the edges of the ring while minions whip out banners that proclaim the bout’s prize money. Then they advance on each other, the priestly arbiter backing off with a raised fan.


I’m expecting them to grapple, but the first couple of attempts end with avoidance and recoils. Snatches turn into slaps, but the referee does nothing – slapping is okay, apparently. Then a hand grabs the right bit of flabby shoulder, someone finds purchase, and they ram into each other like stags. Two unstoppable forces contend over the same space, shunting and heaving. A charge is deflected by an artful repositioning of the feet, but the charger has the upper hand. His momentum is pushing his opponent, back . . . back . . . tantalisingly close to the edge of the ring. The defender’s foot inches ever nearer, until with a heave of his own, he twists, deflecting the attacker’s momentum past him.


They twist and fall, the defender’s foot touching the outside of the ring, but doing so mere milliseconds after the attacker’s elbow has touched the ground. They are both down, but who came down first?


And the crowd goes wild. It sounds for a moment like they are bellowing poetry at the ceiling about cardinal directions, times of year, weather features . . . but then I realise they are yelling the name of the wrestler they favour, assaulting rival fandom with a wall of sound.


Can we shrug and say best of three? Apparently not. The referee must rule, and there is real money at stake, not to mention prestige. With prestige comes rank, with rank comes further opportunity – sponsorship deals and the chance to open one’s own training studio. Although fate very rarely hinges on a single match, there is an accumulation of points and merit, and every point counts. Those fleeting seconds in the ring might make all the difference for one of them, between fortune and failure.


The referee’s eyes shift to the side of the stage, and back to the breathless competitors. Then he announces the winner. Neither competitor betrays much emotion, but their thoughts are writ large in the voices of the crowd, precisely half of whom are as angry as hell.


My companion in the brown suit is definitely unhappy. He fulminates about injustice and scandal, climbing with impressive speed to his feet and hurling his cushion at the stage. It sails lazily through the air, spinning like a four-sided Frisbee, before coming down in quiet, unremarked failure a few feet short. But it is one of many, and soon the hall is full of flying cushions, pattering down on the ring in harmless but demonstrative ire.


The losing wrestler tries not to smile, but fails.


CONFUCIUS AND THE WAR DANCES


We begin with bones and stones. Before there was a written record, before there was a history to speak of, humans have always fought. Bamboo and wood swiftly decay in geological terms, but flint spearheads and arrowheads endure. The earliest flint arrowhead in China is 28,000 years old – perhaps the first skill that required mastery beyond the most basic of struggles was archery, initially designed to give hunters the edge over their prey.1


Archaeologists have uncovered human remains with broken bones, missing fingers, staved-in skulls. Other skeletons have been found scattered with arrowheads that would have once lodged in the flesh before it decayed – the last ghastly evidence of some kind of ritual killing by multiple archers, or some forgotten, grisly death as a human target.2


The bow and arrow was surely the most influential development in ancient weaponry. It extended the reach of a hunter beyond that of a human throwing spear, without the indirect trajectory of a sling. It presented the opportunity to bring down large game or threatening predators from a position of relative safety. It brought the hunter or warrior the chance to carry not one or two projectiles, but an entire quiver.


It should come as no coincidence that as prehistory was subsumed into written history, the skills of those deemed to be ‘the aristocracy’ should focus upon the ability to wage war. Whatever the egalitarian proclamations of one’s nation and government, there was a time when someone fought for the land you stand on. Someone claimed ownership of it, and lordship over others. They did this by fighting, although ever since ancient times, technology has played an important part in victories. Although historical elites are often apt to celebrate pure strength, one of the benefits accruing to a military aristocracy is access to better tools than mere bare hands. David would never have bested Goliath if he could not have hurled a rock from a distance at a vulnerable spot. Similarly, the ancient nobility of China valued material objects that required the dual privilege of wealth and training. Archery and charioteering were particularly good examples of this, since both required more than physical inheritance, and both significantly increased the martial prowess of their user.


By the time Confucius (551–479 BC) codified and confirmed many traditions and practices of the aristocracy of his era, archery and charioteering were considered to be two of the great skills required of a gentleman. In The Book of Rites, said to have been used by Confucius as a teaching aid, there are references to archery contests in which the brutal realities of hunting or war have been tamed, ritualised and transformed into a contest that seems more like a sporting event.


Therefore, anciently, according to the royal institutes, the feudal princes annually presented the officers who had charge of their tribute to the son of Heaven, who made trial of them in the archery-hall. Those of them whose bodily carriage was in conformity with the rules, and whose shooting was in agreement with the music, and who hit the mark most frequently, were allowed to take part at the sacrifices.3


Much has been said about Confucius’s obsessions with rites and ritual – the correct number of officials required for certain sacrifices or the correct number of bearers for a sedan chair. His insistence on correctness has often been cited in the philosophies of martial arts, as the basis from which all will to fight should stem – Confucianism required men to know what was worth fighting for, by teaching them first the nature of right and wrong.4


But reading between the lines, certain comments of his seem to have been garbled by drifts in the meaning of Chinese over the ensuing millennia. He alludes on several occasions, for example, to the importance of something that he calls ‘dances’, pointing out to his disciples that it is often possible to observe someone’s nationality by the posture they have acquired through such exercises. His talk of ‘bodily carriage’ and keeping ‘in agreement with the music’ at an archery competition suggest a performative quality that we rarely associate with archery today, although elements of posture and performance still lurk in the Japanese practice of kyūdō. Although the comment derives from much later in Chinese history, one chronicler noticed that the rise of archery tournaments was part of a deliberate transformation of what had once been martial skills into something more befitting peacetime. Following a period of warfare in ancient China, a unifying ruler committed a series of public statements about an end to conflict – locking away much military hardware in arsenals, appointing generals to peace-time ministerial positions and effectively decommissioning formerly necessary skills of harming others. It led to the inauguration of archery competitions in which the objective was to hit an allotted target with precision, rather than to pierce its hide, as had presumably once been the case.5 In this regard it is the first, but by no means last, incidence of formerly practical martial arts being de-fanged and repurposed in a period of supposed peace – in later chapters, we will see its echoes in the Ming dynasty and Qing dynasty, on samurai-era Okinawa and in Japan under the US Occupation.


Confucius wrote during a period when what we call China was still a patchwork of contending kingdoms. During the subsequent wars that eventually led to the unification of China under its First Emperor, the increased use of massed ranks of spearmen, as well as the escalation in army size from raiding parties to battalions, probably led to an emphasis on the importance of coordinated movement by masses of warriors. We know that soldiers were expected to march in formation and turn on command or drum signal. But it seems that there were also stylised performances of martial movements, given as court entertainments or shows of military strength, and seemingly developed out of these military drills, with musical accompaniment. We have no visual or written record of what these performances might have been, only occasional references in ancient chronicles to ‘war dances’ (wúwǔ).6
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