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2 of 2 people found the following review helpful. Learning to Shoulder the Baggage of ShaolinBy Andrew 
ShinnWhile the writing is at times rather dry, this book definitely belongs on the shelves of anyone with a serious 
interest in any of the Chinese martial arts. Whether you are just learning about Chinese martial practices, or you are 
heavily involved in them, the fame of Shaolin is a major piece of baggage that you have to learn to shoulder. This is 
true regardless of whether the art you study has claims to Shaolin ancestry, as the power of the Shaolin legend is so 
strongly cross-cutting.There are lots of legends around Chinese martial arts and the place of the Shaolin Temple in 
their development. This book offers an accessible overview of many available sources that can help find the links 
between legend and history. I personally find my practice enriched, rather than diminished, by understanding the 
historical development of these legends. I find this preferable to accepting at face value the stories that some find 
inspirational, only to become severely disillusioned when faced with historical investigation. These arts are very real 
and very human and their history is reflective of human foibles as well as human strengths.Although this book centers 
on the Shaolin Temple, there are actually some very important sections for anyone who has ever considered the 
distinction between the so-called internal and external schools of Chinese martial arts. If you are a student of taijiquan 
(Tai Chi), this book also examines the creation of the Zhang San Feng myth, and the relationships between taijiquan, 
Shaolinquan, and other martial arts that have been and are currently practiced.Aside from uneven readability (some 
chapters just flow much better than others), my primary complaint would be the amount of pure speculation the author 
allows himself, without always acknowledging the tenuous nature of some of the connections he draws. The other 
thing I find lacking is a treatment of some of the historically documented arts that precede the development of Shaolin 
as a center of martial practices. Particularly I'm thinking of shuaijiao, which is both a striking and a throwing art, and 
was practiced in military circles long before Shaolin.All in all, this is a great study, and it does point the way to further 
research.0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. ... what is written about Shaolin is just mythology at best, or 
modern western Orientalist fantasy at worstBy Henry McCannI had almost decided to just not get this book because so 
much of what is written about Shaolin is just mythology at best, or modern western Orientalist fantasy at worst. One 
night in a moment of weakness I did order the book and it was a good thing I did. Professor Shahar does a fantastic job 
at analyzing the actual verifiable history of Shaolin, and its contribution to hand combat arts as well as weapons arts in 
China. What I appreciate most is that Shahar includes copious endnotes and clearly documents his research. As such, 
this book is a valuable addition to any martial artist's library (as long as they want a clear view of the real history of 
this famous monastery). Aside from martial artists this book is also valuable to students of therapeutic Chinese 
movement arts (such as Qigong and modern Taijiquan), and students of Chinese Buddhism. For example, Shahar 
delves into the question of how Shaolin monks, as Buddhists, could play a part in military ventures, something clearly 
prohibited by Buddhist ethics. Shahar also explores the development of modern martial arts as a mix of self-defense, 
exercises for heath, and vehicle for personal and spiritual development. In summary, the book was a great read and I 
plan on reading it more than the once I have already.1 of 1 people found the following review helpful. Truest Shaolin 
kung fu history you'll ever readBy EricevilsI liked it but he could have provided the reader with a chronological order 
or at least a timeline. I thought he might have been a history student earning his PhD but he's a professor so it was odd 
he chose to write a history book like this.Also he should have went over Chinese Buddhism and Taoism first before 
diving unto the particulars. It assumed the reader had the same knowledge up until the same point.It's a great read 
though. Kung fu guys need to read it to understand why their martial art isn't effective for fighting. The author 
delicately points out that Shaolin monks didn't practice weaponless martial arts to be able to fight.Other interesting 
points:Their staff style was legit, then it withered, it was revived by an actual military general but had died out before 
the open hand style replaced it.The temple didn't have an abbot for over 300 years.Shaolin monks along with other 
monks were constantly recruited to fight wars for the government. Shaolin was known to have the best 
soldiers.Boddidharma never taught martial arts to the monks, that's a myth.Shaolin open hand kung fu was primarily 
for health and spiritual development since open hand fighting was considered worthless at the time due to real 
weapons including guns.

"Written in clear and lucid style and ambitious both in scope and methodology, this book offers a fascinating window 
into Chinese culture, religion, and history. Ranging from historical and ethnographic documents to a wide variety of 
literary sources, it weaves them all into a compelling narrative. In this fashion, Shahar is uniquely able to bring 
together social, historical, and mythological elements, providing a demythologized account of martial Chinese 
traditions such as Shaolin Boxing. This is sinology at its best."Bernard Faure, Columbia University"The book clearly 
belongs in a new group of books challenging conventional understandings of Buddhism and violence. Meir Shahar 
documents with meticulous accuracy and mellifluous prose the fighting monks of Shaolin monastery in China, who 
appear first in the Tang dynasty (618907) and continue to the present. Scholars of Buddhism and Chinese history will 
learn much from the author's scrupulous analysis of the historical recordparticularly the texts on stone steles at the 
monasterythat documents the monastery's traditions of fighting. Anyone interested in martial arts or Bruce Lee films 
will find it fascinating to learn about the actual history of the monasterys fighting techniques. I found the book a 
powerful and compelling read." Valerie Hansen, Yale University"Meir Shahar's book will assure that the martial arts 



of Shaolin take a prominent place in the history of Chinese Buddhism. Shahar has mastered a prodigious amount of 
secondary scholarship, pored over a wealth of primary documents, and brought a critical rigor to the study of these 
materials that is unprecedented in any language. Throughout, his analysis is cogent and clear. The result is a delightful 
tour of one of the most enigmatic and compelling stories of Chinese religion: the emergence and development of 
martial arts at Shaolin Si. Entertaining as the book is, it delivers as well a meditation on the sources of Chinese 
religion, and how fiction and scripture, myth and history combine to produce novel traditions. The Shaolin Monastery 
will appeal not only to scholars of Chinese religion, but to those interested in military history, self-cultivation, martial 
arts, and popular culture."John Kieschnick, University of BristolThe Shaolin Monastery charts, for the first time in any 
language, the history of the Shaolin Temple and the evolution of its world-renowned martial arts. In this meticulously 
researched and eminently readable study, Meir Shahar considers the economic, political, and religious factors that led 
Shaolin monks to disregard the Buddhist prohibition against violence and instead create fighting techniques that by the 
twenty-first century have spread throughout the world. He examines the monks relations with successive Chinese 
regimes, beginning with the assistance they lent to the seventh-century Emperor Li Shimin and culminating more than 
a millennium later with their complex relations with Qing rulers, who suspected them of rebellion. He reveals the 
intimate connection between monastic violence and the veneration of the violent divinities of Buddhism and analyzes 
the Shaolin association of martial discipline and the search for spiritual enlightenment.Shahars exploration of the 
evolution of Shaolin fighting techniques serves as a prism through which to consider martial-art history in general. He 
correlates the emergence of the famous bare-handed techniques of Taiji Quan, Xingyi Quan, and Shaolin Quan in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to the social, political, and religious trends of that age. He then goes on to argue 
that these techniques were created not only for fighting, but also for religious and therapeutic purposes. Thus his work 
fills an important gap in the understanding of Chinese religion and medicine as well as the martial arts.The Shaolin 
Monastery is the most exhaustive study to date on the topic and the most systematic introduction to the history and the 
religious context of the Chinese martial arts tradition. It will engage those interested in Chinese religion and history 
and martial arts, illuminating for specialists, martial artists, and general readers alike the history and nature of a martial 
tradition that continues to grow in popularity in its native land and abroad.

"A long-awaited, in-depth look into the complex political, military, and hygienic factors surrounding the monastery's 
involvement in martial arts. . . . This is clearly a pioneering book, and Shahar, a qualified scholar, has documented his 
material in a manner that will allow others to pursue the provocative questions he raises.""A real gift to martial arts 
enthusiasts and historians alike. Combining scholarly caution and respectful appreciation, Shahar shows how much 
and how little can be learned about the origins of the monastery in the fifth century, its close relationship with the 
Tang emperors (618-907), its flowering as a religious and military institution in the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), and 
the suspicion with which it was regarded by the Qing state (1644-1911). . . . This refreshingly original study is 
indispensable for understanding both the history and the hype."The Shaolin Monastery is experiencing an incredible 
renaissance as it moves into the twenty-first century, this time into a global society, based strongly on perceptions of 
its relationship with Chinese martial arts. Meir Shahar is to be commended for successfully weaving together the 
numerous threads of this complicated and fascinating story in an admirable combination of serious scholarship and 
popular readability. Not only is the body of the book an exciting reading experience, but the comprehensive notes, 
glossary, Chinese-English bibliography, and index, which constitute nearly one third of the book, provide an 
invaluable source for further research. This book is truly a rare gem.-- "China International"This book is a serious and 
fascinating cultural history of the multi-layered historical links between the Shaolin Temple and the martial arts 
traditions that have been associated with, and sometimes attributed to, the temple. The book reads like a detective 
story, as Meir Shahar ventures into the often-murky waters of martial arts legend and Buddho-martial fantasyland.-- 
"China Journal"This expert and readable distillation of several aspects of Chinese martial arts history sums up, 
definitively in English for the present, the verifiable facts and intriguing legends about the Shaolin Temple in North 
China . . . The book's scholarship is impeccable. . . . Both the graduate student and the kung fu aficionado can learn 
from this work-- "The Historian"[Shahar] brilliantly demonstrat[es] the complex ebb and flow of the Shaolin 
monastery's political and economic fortune in relation to its monks' voluntary and compulsory battles. . . . This highly 
readable book is a welcomed edition for scholars and students of Chinese Buddhism, religion, history, and martial 
arts.-- "Journal of Religion"The Shaolin Monastery represents a major breakthrough in its blending of historical, 
ethnographic, and literary sources to produce a compelling narrative that is eminently readable yet also overturns 
mythologized accounts of China's martial arts traditions while also enhancing our appreciation of the role of violence 
in Chinese culture.-- "H-Buddhism"A real gift to martial arts enthusiasts and historians alike. Combining scholarly 
caution and respectful appreciation, Shahar shows how much and how little can be learned about the origins of the 
monastery in the fifth century, its close relationship with the Tang emperors (618-907), its flowering as a religious and 
military institution in the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), and the suspicion with which it was regarded by the Qing state 
(1644-1911). . . . This refreshingly original study is indispensable for understanding both the history and the hype.-- 
"Choice"A long-awaited, in-depth look into the complex political, military, and hygienic factors surrounding the 



monastery's involvement in martial arts. . . . This is clearly a pioneering book, and Shahar, a qualified scholar, has 
documented his material in a manner that will allow others to pursue the provocative questions he raises.-- "Journal of 
Asian Martial Arts" This expert and readable distillation of several aspects of Chinese martial arts history sums up, 
definitively in English for the present, the verifiable facts and intriguing legends about the Shaolin Temple in North 
China . . . The books scholarship is impeccable. . . . Both the graduate student and the kung fu aficionado can learn 
from this work (The Historian)The Shaolin Monastery is experiencing an incredible renaissance as it moves into the 
twenty-first century, this time into a global society, based strongly on perceptions of its relationship with Chinese 
martial arts. Meir Shahar is to be commended for successfully weaving together the numerous threads of this 
complicated and fascinating story in an admirable combination of serious scholarship and popular readability. Not 
only is the body of the book an exciting reading experience, but the comprehensive notes, glossary, Chinese-English 
bibliography, and index, which constitute nearly one third of the book, provide an invaluable source for further 
research. This book is truly a rare gem. (China International)[Shahar] brilliantly demonstrat[es] the complex ebb and 
flow of the Shaolin monasterys political and economic fortune in relation to its monks voluntary and compulsory 
battles. . . . This highly readable book is a welcomed edition for scholars and students of Chinese Buddhism, religion, 
history, and martial arts. (Journal of Religion)This book is a serious and fascinating cultural history of the multi-
layered historical links between the Shaolin Temple and the martial arts traditions that have been associated with, and 
sometimes attributed to, the temple. The book reads like a detective story, as Meir Shahar ventures into the often-
murky waters of martial arts legend and Buddho-martial fantasyland. (China Journal)The Shaolin Monastery 
represents a major breakthrough in its blending of historical, ethnographic, and literary sources to produce a 
compelling narrative that is eminently readable yet also overturns mythologized accounts of Chinas martial arts 
traditions while also enhancing our appreciation of the role of violence in Chinese culture. (H-Buddhism)A real gift to 
martial arts enthusiasts and historians alike. Combining scholarly caution and respectful appreciation, Shahar shows 
how much and how little can be learned about the origins of the monastery in the fifth century, its close relationship 
with the Tang emperors (618907), its flowering as a religious and military institution in the Ming dynasty (13681644), 
and the suspicion with which it was regarded by the Qing state (16441911). . . . This refreshingly original study is 
indispensable for understanding both the history and the hype. (Choice)A long-awaited, in-depth look into the 
complex political, military, and hygienic factors surrounding the monasterys involvement in martial arts. . . . This is 
clearly a pioneering book, and Shahar, a qualified scholar, has documented his material in a manner that will allow 
others to pursue the provocative questions he raises. (Journal of Asian Martial Arts)From the Publisher"Written in 
clear and lucid style and ambitious both in scope and methodology, this book offers a fascinating window into Chinese 
culture, religion, and history. Ranging from historical and ethnographic documents to a wide variety of literary 
sources, it weaves them all into a compelling narrative. In this fashion, Shahar is uniquely able to bring together social, 
historical, and mythological elements, providing a demythologized account of martial Chinese traditions such as 
Shaolin Boxing. This is sinology at its best."--Bernard Faure, Columbia University "The book clearly belongs in a new 
group of books challenging conventional understandings of Buddhism and violence. Meir Shahar documents with 
meticulous accuracy and mellifluous prose the fighting monks of Shaolin monastery in China, who appear first in the 
Tang dynasty (618-907) and continue to the present. Scholars of Buddhism and Chinese history will learn much from 
the author's scrupulous analysis of the historical record--particularly the texts on stone steles at the monastery--that 
documents the monastery's traditions of fighting. Anyone interested in martial arts or Bruce Lee films will find it 
fascinating to learn about the actual history of the monastery's fighting techniques. I found the book a powerful and 
compelling read." --Valerie Hansen, Yale University "Meir Shahar's book will assure that the martial arts of Shaolin 
take a prominent place in the history of Chinese Buddhism. Shahar has mastered a prodigious amount of secondary 
scholarship, pored over a wealth of primary documents, and brought a critical rigor to the study of these materials that 
is unprecedented in any language. Throughout, his analysis is cogent and clear. The result is a delightful tour of one of 
the most enigmatic and compelling stories of Chinese religion: the emergence and development of martial arts at 
Shaolin Si. Entertaining as the book is, it delivers as well a meditation on the sources of Chinese religion, and how 
fiction and scripture, myth and history combine to produce novel traditions. The Shaolin Monastery will appeal not 
only to scholars of Chinese religion, but to those interested in military history, self-cultivation, martial arts, and 
popular culture."--John Kieschnick, University of Bristol The Shaolin Monastery charts, for the first time in any 
language, the history of the Shaolin Temple and the evolution of its world-renowned martial arts. In this meticulously 
researched and eminently readable study, Meir Shahar considers the economic, political, and religious factors that led 
Shaolin monks to disregard the Buddhist prohibition against violence and instead create fighting techniques that by the 
twenty-first century have spread throughout the world. He examines the monks' relations with successive Chinese 
regimes, beginning with the assistance they lent to the seventh-century Emperor Li Shimin and culminating more than 
a millennium later with their complex relations with Qing rulers, who suspected them of rebellion. He reveals the 
intimate connection between monastic violence and the veneration of the violent divinities of Buddhism and analyzes 
the Shaolin association of martial discipline and the search for spiritual enlightenment. Shahar's exploration of the 
evolution of Shaolin fighting techniques serves as a prism through which to consider martial-art history in general. He 



correlates the emergence of the famous bare-handed techniques of Taiji Quan, Xingyi Quan, and Shaolin Quan in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to the social, political, and religious trends of that age. He then goes on to argue 
that these techniques were created not only for fighting, but also for religious and therapeutic purposes. Thus his work 
fills an important gap in the understanding of Chinese religion and medicine as well as the martial arts. The Shaolin 
Monastery is the most exhaustive study to date on the topic and the most systematic introduction to the history and the 
religious context of the Chinese martial arts tradition. It will engage those interested in Chinese religion and history 
and martial arts, illuminating for specialists, martial artists, and general readers alike the history and nature of a martial 
tradition that continues to grow in popularity in its native land and abroad. 


