  Shaolin Ulysses is a one hour DV documentary about the odyssey of a group of Shaolin kungfu monks who come as immigrants to America. It traces their experiences, their memories, their ambitions. Despite the pasts that may yet haunt them -- growing up during the Cultural Revolution, and defection from China --  these pioneers of Shaolin kungfu and Zen Buddhism in the United States share their stories, their life and their visions of building new American temples, making Hollywood films and producing Olympic sport champions.

  Each monk has his own story, unfolding uniquely in this experimental documentary, through multiple perspectives and iconographic allusion. Structured in four parts, we look at one monk in Flushing, NY, one in Manhattan, two in Texas, and a group of monks in Las Vegas. 

(1) Monk Guolin -- We open with monk Guolin, 35, now living in Flushing, NY. Here we see him realize his dream of opening the Shaolin Temple U.S.A., the first official sanctioned satellite of the great, 1500-year-old Shaolin Temple in China. To better contextualize this, over China footage Guolin describes the history of the Shaolin Temple, the birthplace of Zen and kungfu. Presently, the Temple, located in Henan province, attracts nearly three million visitors each year, both religious pilgrims and tourists. Shaolin village is the largest kungfu village in the world, with over 12,000 martial arts students. 

  From this we segue into the opening of Guolin’s U.S.A. Shaolin Temple which officially opened in April 2000 with a rare Buddhist ceremony lasting three days. This ceremony is explained, with images rich in color, light and texture, as serious monks chant Buddhist prayers, light incense, and perform ritual. Chinese families pour in. Outside the door of this sacred setting is the heart of Flushing, with old Italian men in undershirts, planes flying low from LaGuardia, and a mix of Chinese, English, Puerto Rican Spanish and the beat of salsa and hip hop. The community is vital to the success of new Temple, and in turn the Temple is particularly precious to the recently ensconced Chinese Flushing community. Among the devout Buddhists who stay for the entire three day Buddhist ceremony are older women who come daily, bowing to the new Abbot of the new Temple, cooking him vegetarian food, cleaning and caretaking.  Through these women we better understand the emotional and spiritual significance of this Temple in their neighborhood community. 

  Guolin is as well a kungfu master, having once led the group of martial monks at Shaolin, and having defected in San Francisco in 1992 on the first Shaolin tour to America. Today he teaches in the large training hall at the back of the Temple, mixing in philosophy and Zen. He is a master in Hard Qigong, and we witness many amazing physical feats of strength as bricks, boards and heavy poles are broken over their legs, arms and chest. Qigong is, according to Guolin, the highest form of Shaolin kungfu, powerful for self-defense, but most important for health.

(2) Monk Yan Ming -- If we cross the bridge over into Manhattan, we find the monk who defected from the same Shaolin kungfu tour in 1992, Yan Ming, the hip hop monk. If his kungfu brother Guolin represents the more traditional, conservative branch of Shaolin, then Yan Ming is the radical element. He is teacher and mentor to the hip hop artists the Wu Tang Clan, and is especially close with their leader, the RZA. Last year RZA took a trip with his teacher Yan Ming back to Shaolin Temple in China, a spiritual pilgrimage. In their music, Wu Tang Clan raps about Shaolin, inspired both from a youth in the seventies watching classic Hong Kong Shaolin kungfu films, and having come full circle to hang with Yan Ming and study kungfu and Buddhism.

  Living and teaching in a Greenwich Village loft, Yan Ming twists traditions into a new direction. He not only hangs with the Wu Tang, but he has modeled in the NY Times Men’s Fashions of the Times, cameoed in the latest Jim Jarmusch movie Ghost Dog, and teaches Hollywood stars like longtime-student Rosie Perez and Bokim Woodbine. He is the link to bringing the philosophy and legend of Shaolin, as well as the idea of the spiritual warrior, to hip hop youth and black culture. He brings Shaolin to a completely different community, connecting through hip hop and kungfu.

  Yan Ming also redefines the modern “monk,” as he has recently had a baby boy, Jin Long (Golden Dragon) with longtime girlfriend and manager Sophia Chang. While this is a controversial topic in the kungfu and Shaolin community, both Yan Ming and Sophia are open about their lifestyle and their life together. Their backstory also illuminates the fact that during the Cultural Revolution in China many Shaolin monks (who under Chinese Buddhism must remain celibate) were forced to marry and leave the Temple.

  Yan Ming, handsome and charismatic, is looking toward Hollywood. 

(3) Texas Shaolin Temple -- Next, we fix a wide angle lens on the open country of Texas, and make a sharp transition from hip hop nation to Houston cops. Houston is the home of De Shan and Xing Hao, where they have found yet another community, spanning from close-knit Taiwanese families to enthusiastic young policemen, to share their life and art. Our focus on these two men is their school, where they are dedicated to teaching Shaolin kungfu six days a week. Xing Hao was once a top wushu (kungfu) champion in China, and later a star of the most successful Shaolin tour to America. Both men, who are martial Shaolin monks rather than religious Shaolin monks, were “sent” to America by the Chinese government to help promote and spread the art. One goal: to develop Chinese martial arts in the West to bolster China’s bid for the Olympics in 2008. 

  Xing Hao’s large group of youth is training, five or six nights a week, for local and national competitions, and many have already won gold medals. The school is about 90% Chinese. The Chinese community in Houston has gone from virtually nothing in 1990 to many thousands in 2000, with a large Taiwanese base, drawn to the lucrative technology jobs computers and petrochemicals offer. The Chinese foreign-born parents share a concern that their kids preserve their culture, and learn discipline, and Shaolin kungfu is seen as the ideal vehicle for this. The parents largely support the school, paying tuition, helping the monks with immigration issues, and one mother even sews all the kungfu uniforms for the students herself. 

  Xing Hao’s burning goal is to train champions, to bring Olympic gold to American kungfu. De Shan has another niche in the Houston community. He trains police officers. Having once trained the police in the Chinese city of Luoyang, his street-style take downs are brutal and efficient. We see a whole group of clean cut Houston cops training in joint-locks, and they tell us how the police in Texas desperately need real street takedown and submission techniques like these.

(4) Las Vegas Shaolin Monks --In 1992 Guolin and Yan Ming headed a nine-monk tour supported mainly by the kungfu community in the U.S. Today, an Austrian promoter has successfully marketed a polished, big-budget tour to America and Europe, and landed a group of top martial monks a permanent gig at Las Vegas’ MGM Grand. Here the show is lavish, with a life size replica of the Shaolin temple facade, complete with lights, smoke, music and hosted narration. Shaolin kungfu, Buddhism and Las Vegas combine to create a post-modern meta-reality of Shaolin. We follow the monks as they ride around with host and commentator Dr. Rich Russell cruising the Strip in a red Ferrari and talk about Shaolin. 

  Has America finally commercialized and exploited the pure, Buddhist, heroic nature of Shaolin into mere product? But wait...halfway around the world in China, at Shaolin village itself, the bienniel Shaolin Festival takes place in the Shaolin arena, with glitzy Chinese pop singers, gold lame-clad dancers and thousands of “background” martial artists all choreographing a wild, Busby Berkley Shaolin fantasy on acid, selling tickets, and broadcasting on China Central TV’s prime time as a kungfu musical variety show. With two stage show representations, the Vegas promoters solemnize Shaolin kungfu and Buddhism, while the Chinese promoters send it way over the top in a kitsch extravaganza. 

  This leaves us again with the question of perspective. What is Shaolin? Do we take a post-modern view of signs and sigifiers, a multi-dimensional  Joycean look at this Shaolin Ulysses journey of men, culture, politics, community, and art? Our film tells the story of a search for Shaolin, with not one answer, but many.

  Our film is structured as a “quartet,” like four short films. The first is devoted to Goulin in Flushing NY, the second to Yan Ming in Manhattan, the third to De Shan and Xing Hao in Texas, and the last segment to the Shaolin monks in Las Vegas. Each segment will contain a mix of visual and musical textures to differentiate it, and create mood, as well as enhance the story. The segment will show a) the day-to-day life of each monk subject (chanting, training, teaching, cooking, shopping, etc); b) creative and stylized interview bites with the subject, talking heads, and others telling us about the subject (students, teachers, manager, girlfriend, promoters, stars); c) stylized kungfu performed by each monk; d) metaphoric, poetic, visual images suggesting – but not “re-creating” -- aspects of each story; e) b/w archival footage of Shaolin Temple, and footage of the recent Shaolin Festival variety TV show program. 

  The theme of Shaolin Ulysses asks the question, what is Shaolin (in America?) Following the cultural diaspora of Shaolin we find it manifests itself in radically different ways, from traditional, conventional Buddhism to hip hop music culture, to police enforcement, sport, and mass entertainment. We tell the stories of these monks who are variously priests, gurus, mentors, teachers and performers. We find their search is less for an “American Dream,” and more to find a coherent American life. In one sense, we may construe the theme as an “American Dream” story, or an immigrant story, but deeper under the surface lies the embedded theme of shifting culture, particularly how culture functions and transmutes itself within various communities. We see how American culture impacts the monks, and how in turn their Shaolin culture refracts in each of their American communities. 

  Our intent is to create a different texture and mood for each segment of the quartet. We link motifs but keep 4 distinctive styles. The first segment will approach the iconography of Buddhism, and Queens, with a rich tapestry of image and icons, macro shots of gold bodhisattvas, red flowers, curling incense and ritual – combined with the verite of Flushing’s streets and community. Music for this segment will be mainly a composition based on the classic Buddhist prayer chant song “Amitoufo,” mixed with a bed of salsa, NY street sounds, chanted prayers. The second segment will have a more Wong Kar Wai style of cinematography and editing, and rely more heavily on a hip hop soundtrack composed by RZA of Wu Tang Clan (with a song composed about Yan Ming for the film). Colors will be more vivid and saturated, the lighting darker, with more high contrast, more stylized. The third segment will shift visual focus to a wide angle/fish eye look, capturing the “big” quality of Texas, creating a hyperreality, with kungfu in locations of NASA’s junk rockets, Galveston’s oil derricks, and the sweeping prairie. We will highlight Xing Hao’s excellent kungfu with more sophisticated choreography and editing. Music will shift to 40’s classic Country and Western Swing. Here we will have natural lighting in an outdoor setting for much of the segment. The last segment will celebrate the visual excess of Las Vegas – lots of lights, motion, color. Here we will experiment with camera speed and motion, capturing the pace of the 24-hour city, and a symphony of light. Set to a soundtrack of 60’s Vegas grind/lounge music, this segment reaches for a more surreal style, with irony and a bit of kitsch and humor. It will blend well with the Chinese television footage of the Shaolin Festival show, material that will bring us full circle from the vintage b/w footage at the beginning of the film.

  There will not be one voice in this film, but many, to illustrate – but not narrate – the varied and sometimes clashing perspectives of Shaolin in America. Each monk will tell his own story, but this story will build with other alternative footage of people in his community.

  There are several reasons why it is necessary for us to shoot on DV, the greatest of which is artistic. The DV medium lets us realize the post-modern nature of our film, contrasting kungfu and Zen, New York, Houston, China and Vegas, past and present. With DV we can be more innovative with the kungfu choreography. The DV camera can offer special in-camera effects for beautiful low light shots and a surreal atmosphere. We also want to take advantage of the DV texture in post-production, and have more freedom with the manipulation of images. Secondly, Shaolin Temple does not usually permit filming of their activities, particularly in sacred pavilions or temples. Chinese are also guarded about speaking their mind, and often stick to the “party line” on camera. DV has afforded us the fly-on-the-wall approach. With our DV camera we can be an independent two-woman crew, looking to many (especially in China) like two tourist chicks with a camcorder. This is also essential to our shooting in China, which otherwise requires tedious, expensive permits, or flat out denial of permission. We have both had extensive experience working in Mainland China, and know that the freedom DV gives us is the only way to get the majority of our footage there. 

  Many subcultures come together as odd bedfellows under the umbrella of Shaolin. More broadly, we seek to reveal Chinese culture as manifested in two strong cultural themes and institutions, Buddhism and kungfu. We also look at the specific challenges of 1990’s Chinese immigrants, and of isolated Chinese communities looking for a cultural anchor for their Chinese-American children to preserve their “roots.” Alternately, beyond a more traditional audience like this, we also like to target the youth audience, particularly of the hip hop generation and urban African-American youth who find spiritual meaning in the myths and deeds of Shaolin kungfu. There is a deep subculture of American kungfu practitioners, for whom Shaolin is the spiritual home of their art. And not least, our film will appeal to movie fans, Sinophiles, and the growing population of American   Buddhists. 

  There is not a great deal about Chinese culture as it interacts with other cultures, such as hip hop or martial arts, on public television. This a specific topic which explores colliding, overlapping, evolving cultures in America, but its synthetic approach can be applied to other topics by other filmmakers in the future. Our film will be in English and Mandarin Chinese, probably about half and half. We approach our subjects with complexity, let them speak with their own voices, and let them tell the story from their own, multiple perspectives. 

  Mei-Juin Chen is a Taiwanese-born filmmaker living in the U.S. for nearly ten years, during which she has worked to bring aspects of Chinese culture to an American audience, and American culture to Chinese. 

Martha Burr has worked closely with the U.S. martial arts community for the past five years, promoting the culture of kungfu to Americans, and working with the Chinese kungfu community here and in China. Both filmmakers are interested in promoting cross-cultural understanding which will enrich the entire community, and both also practice kungfu.

  We have spent two years researching this project, gaining the confidence of our subjects and making them at ease with us, and streamlined many possible topics into this present structure and content. We have shot  hours of test footage, and captured one historic Buddhist ritual, and experimented with different approaches to our filming. We have been to China and Shaolin Temple several times to get material and explore more possibilities. We are now ready to return to all five locations of our film and shoot the final material.

