The Origins of the Martial Arts

Hunting, fishing, farming, science, trading and language are said to have been taught during the reigns of three mythical emperors, Bok Hi, Sin Nong and Hwang Je in China about 3500 BC. On the other hand, the paintings and inscriptions in the Egyptian tombs proved that there was a form of open hand fighting in Egypt as early as 3000 BC. There are also reports of open hand fighting practised by the warriors of Mesopotamia and Sumer around 3000-2000 BC. It is easy to imagine that primitive human beings had to depend on their hands and feet to overcome enemies, animals and other obstacles in order to survive. As human knowledge and wisdom progressed, these crude fighting methods were improved eventually becoming martial arts. By the time of the Greek cities (700 BC), boxing, wrestling and other combat sports were regular events in the Olympiads.

It is recorded that some types of open hand fighting were widely practiced in China at an early date. The art of Palgwae flourished during the era of Ju Gong (approx. 200 BC) and came to be perfected during the Song Dynasty a thousand years later. Throughout the world, many styles of open hand fighting have been developed, each reflecting the needs and varying culture of the country where it originated. In china, open hand fighting is called Kung Fu or Daeji Chon; in India, Selambam; in France, Savate; in Malaysia, Bosilat; in Thailand, Kick-Boxing; in Korea it is known as Taek Kyon, Soo-Bak-Gi and TaeKwon-Do. Some of these forms of self defence are no doubt as old as mankind itself. It would be virtually impossible to trace hand and foot fighting back to any beginning.
There are some who believe that the main force of open hand fighting emerged from china during the 6th century by a Buddhist monk named Bodhidharma (Tamo in Chinese; Daruma in Japanese). Daruma (448-529 AD), it is said, travelled from a southern India monastery to China via the Himalayas to instruct Liang Dynasty monarch in the tenets of Buddhism. On his arrival in China he went to a monastery called Shaoling Temple in the Shao Shik Mountain in 520 AD. There he undertook the task of teaching Buddhism to the Chinese monks. They reportedly became physically exhausted from the severe discipline and pace set by Daruma. Daruma introduced them to a method of physical and mental conditioning; as a result they became the most formidable fighters in China. It is said this method eventually became the famous Shaoling Boxing Temple or Ch’yan Fa (method of Shaoling Fist). Daruma continued to teach at the Shaoling Temple until his death in 529 AD.
During the period between the 1st Century BC and the 7th Century AD, the Korean peninsula was divided into three kingdoms: Silla, Koguryo and Beak Je. Silla, the smallest of these kingdoms, was always under threat from it’s larger neighbours, and during the reign of Chin Heung, 24th King of Silla, the young warriors formed an elite officer corps called the Hwa Rangdo. The Hwa Rangdo, in addition to their ordinary training, also trained themselves by practising mental and physical conditioning and various forms of open hand fighting. The corps became known for their courage and skill in battle, gaining respect from their bitterest enemies. During the period of the Hwa Rango, the original primitive method of hand fighting was called Soo-Bak-Gi and soon became very popular with all people in the Koguryo Dynasty. There is evidence to suggest that the 3rd King of the Yi Dynasty (early 1400’s) actively recruited experts in Taek Kyon, Sirum (Korean wrestling), archery and Soo Bak-Gi to help him organise a strong army.
Much historical documentation seems to indicate that some of these forms of open hand fighting may have been eventually exported to Japan and formed the basis of Japanese Jujitsu and Karate. On the other hand, Funakosi Kijin (commonly known as the father of Japanese Karate) wrote a book in 1958 claiming that Karate is the traditional martial art of Okinawa. He stated that it had been developed since the 9th Century AD under the name of ‘Te’ (hand). When Okinawan techniques became modified with Chinese Kempo (fist method), the art became known as ‘Dote’ (Chinese hand). The first exhibition of this style took place in 1917 and rapidly became popular on the Japanese mainland. In the early 1930’s, the word ‘Do’ (China) was replaced by the word ‘Ku’ (empty) to distinguish Japanese Karate from Chinese Kempo. In a book of Karate written by Nagadoni, the author states that according to legend and myth, there was a type of open hand fighting that resembled the present day Sumo (Japanese wrestling) and Judo in Japan about 2000 years ago.
A dispute over which country could claim to be the first to discover fire would hardly be more pointless, and so it is with Martial Arts. The Chinese Theory is the most readily accepted because China was the cradle of Oriental culture, but this does not mean that Martial Arts had their beginnings there as well. Open hand fighting probably did not originate in any one country. It is more likely a natural development occurred in different places as the need arose for systems of self defence.
