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Dedication

his is the third edition of Sifu Kuo Lien-Ying's English version of

Tai-Chi Chuan in Theory and Practice. The first edition appeared
before his “journey to the west” while Master Kuo was still living in
China; the second edition came out in 1966, soon after his immigration
to the United States.

Master Kuo studied and practiced the martial arts throughout
his long life; and, of these, his favorite was Tai-Chi Chuan. Sifu was
a dedicated student of Sifu Wang Chiao-Yu. He remembered and
respected his vow to transmit Tai-Chi Chuan as he had received it
from Grand Master Wang. Every morning before practicing he recit-
ed the 13 Tai-Chi stances from the mnemonic poem in 144 charac-
ters which hung from his wall.* Knowing that this was important to
him, I also follow his method and want to share it with the public.
Sifu’s experience, knowledge and perseverance are a legacy to be
treasured.

I have appended some basic material on Tai-Chi philosophy
and the I-Ching to Sifu’s original text, in hopes that modern stu-
dents of Tai-Chi Chuan will be inspired to reflect upon the histori-
cal and philosophical sources of the art. In addition, I have
included a small selection of some of Sifu’s favorite literature to
inspire further reading.

Since the Lien-Ying Tai-Chi Chuan Academy opened in August of
1965, we have been blessed to receive and teach thousands of students.
Late in his life, in 1980, Sifu was happy to see the dream he had carried

*See page 17, “A Mnemonic of Thirteen Tai-Chi Chuan Movements” for English xi
translation of this text.
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to the west come true—Tai-Chi Chuan being studied and taught as
physical education in the Department of Kinesiology at San Francisco
State University, and thus being integrated into American culture as a
whole.

It is a joy for me to see the treasured art of Tai-Chi Chuan flourish-
ing throughout the modern world. My hope is that the method embod-
ied in this book will guide its development in the best of all possible
directions.

Simu Kuo
1998, Year of the Tiger

Simmone Kuo with Kuo family appreciation plaque at Chinese-Americans for
Affirmative Action, San Francisco
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when the mind q
is still

in the heart

vital energy flows
and the spirit expands
permeating all creation

like ten thousand birds
soaring and wheeling
in the form of a great dragon!
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yin and yang
soft and hard
balance

32 S e

Calligraphy by Yen Jia-Gan, vice-president, Taipei, Taiwan Province, 1960.
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Foreword

ome years ago I wandered into Professor Kuo Lien-Ying’s Tai-Chi

Chuan studio in San Francisco. At the time, I did not comprehend
the nature of the journey I was about to embark upon. Yet in some
uncanny way I felt compelled to begin the practice of Tai-Chi Chuan
under the guidance of Professor Kuo and his wife. Perhaps it was the
profound sense of peace and tranquillity emanating from the students
that enticed me to study Tai-Chi Chuan. At the time I was a psycholo-
gist, a profession demanding an intense emotional and intellectual
response, requiring no involvement whatsoever of the physical side of
one’s being. It is ironic that psychotherapy’s design to enhance levels of
health and well-being rarely mentions the importance of physical exer-
cise in treatment programs. The daily practice of Tai-Chi Chuan was
soon to teach me that to attain balance in life—which in the ancient
Chinese medical treatise, The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal
Medicine, is synonymous with good health—one must partake of exer-
cises designed to enhance both the mind and the body. To place undue
emphasis on one dimension at the expense of the other is foolhardy,
leading to conditions of ill health and disease, as is the case in contem-
porary Western society with its exaggerated concern with the mind. The
physical activity expressed in the Tai-Chi Chuan form is a “Yang”
phenomenon associated with improved circulation, muscle tonus, and
respiration, while thinking is essentially a “Yin” phenomenon, passive
and non-assertive in nature. It is as a result of excessive thinking and

xv
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ruminative behavior that all manner of pathological conditions arise.
The activity inherent in the Tai-Chi Chuan form is a proven remedy for
such maladies.

Though I was good with words and skilled in my profession, having
undergone years of therapy, I was nonetheless unhappy, and lacking
vitality. Something seemed to be missing in my life. That something, I
was soon to learn, was the expression of “intrinsic energy,” a latent
source of vitality that could be awakened by the form. Mrs. Kuo
explained the benefits of Tai-Chi Chuan and chided me that my body
would not benefit from her verbal description, only by daily practice.
The tendency of the Tai-Chi Chuan Master to say little about his or her
art has its origins in Taoist thought, where verbal rhetoric is considered
to be of lesser importance to the health of the organism than the silent,
concentrated, physical expression of the form. The I-Ching, the most
ancient compendium of Chinese wisdom, reflects upon the deceptive
use of language in Hexagram 31, line 6, as follows:

Six at the top means: one’s influence shows itself in the
jaws, cheeks, and tongue.2

The explanation of these lines is as follows:

The most superficial way of trying to influence others is
through talk that has nothing real behind it. The influence pro-
duced by such mere tongue wagging must necessarily remain
insignificant.

In Hexagram 37 of the I-Ching, entitled “The Family,” the correct
use of words is alluded to as follows:
The superior man is said to have substance in his words,
and if words and conduct are not in accord they will have no
effect.

In Tai-Chi Chuan, skill is manifest in the form, not in one’s description of
how proficient he is. One might say the form speaks for itself. My
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teacher’s tendency to de-emphasize rhetoric in favor of vital action stands
in direct contrast to contemporary Western man’s intellectual approach to
phenomena, where words and verbal gymnastics are meant to mystify,
and creative physical activity is viewed as a lesser vehicle of expression.
Our preoccupation with the faculties of the mind and minimal concem
with motor functioning accounts for the prevalent of psychosomatic disor-
ders in our culture. Numerous times I've observed Master Kuo walk
among his students mimicking with his lips their too-lengthy verbal dis-
courses, pointing out to them through his mime-like gestures how much
more important it is to practice Tai-Chi Chuan than to discuss it. The
development of a daily practice routine is essential if one is to really com-
mune with the essence of the form. By performing the movements each
morning one learns to apply himself more diligently and creatively to all of
life’s undertakings. Gradually any tendency toward laziness and lethargy
is replaced by a renewed sense of vigor and increased energy output.

The development of a mature disciplined character capable of with-
standing frustration was seen by Carl Jung as one goal of the therapeutic
process. Jung and his student, Marie Von Franz, developed the concept
of the “puer aeternus,” the “eternal child,” to describe that being who is
forever living in fantasy, preferring inaction and lassitude to worldly
demands. Though the puer is ready at a moment’s notice to work him-
self twenty-four hours at a stretch on an exciting, lofty project, he has no
patience whatsoever for anything resembling an ordinary way of life.
Jung saw the cure for the puer’s weakness in “work,” in activity demand-
ing a practical response that would gradually develop this immature
aspect of his personality. Von Franz comments on the psychology of the
puer as follows:

When he [the puer] has to take something seriously, either in

the outer or inner world, he makes a few poor attempts and

then impatiently gives up. My experience is that it does not

matter, if you analyze a man of the type, whether you force him

to take the outer or the inner world seriously; that is really
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unimportant . . . The important thing is that he should stick
something out . .. do something through, but the great danger,
or the neurotic problem, is that the puer, or the man caught in
this problem, just puts it in a box and shuts the lid on it in a
gesture of impatience ... and they always do it at the moment
when things become difficult.3

For those of us possessing some degree of the puer’s nature, Tai-Chi
Chuan poses an excellent remedy. Through daily practice of the form we
develop a positive mental outlook, while our body is energized to take
on even the most boring of activities from a new perspective. By perse-
vering and refining each move we learn what it is to develop patience.

In my first lesson Mrs. Kuo familiarized me with the six warm-up
exercises that serve as a sound foundation for performing the sixty-four
movements that make up the form. These exercises are designed to
enhance flexibility, strengthen the musculature, tendons and bones, and
improve circulation. Wholistic medicine recognizes the human need to
expel accumulated gases and noxious wastes from the organism. The
warm-up exercises facilitate this process in a gentle yet dynamic man-
ner. Tai-Chi Chuan adepts claim that “long tendons lead to a long life.”
The warm-up stretches are designed to increase flexibility while
strengthening the organism down to its deepest level, “the marrow of the
bones.” Each of the stretches presents the student with a difficult task,
and only diligent and regular practice will lead to attainment of the goal.
At the time I began practice my body was tense, rigid, and uncoordinat-
ed. My teacher, on the other hand, could perform the stretches in a
relaxed manner. I watched as Mrs. Kuo placed her chin to her toe from
a forward bending position.

Apparently this was the most difficult of the warm-ups and had to
be attained if one were to reap the full psychological and physical bene-
fits of the Tai-Chi Chuan practice. Over the years I've heard it said that
before the Tai-Chi Chuan form was taught to Professor Kuo in China, he
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first had to achieve this difficult stretch. Westerners on the other hand
might not have the patience to persevere at this task unless they were
given the rudiments of the Tai-Chi Chuan form while they were whittling
away at the distance between chin and toe. So a compromise was
reached and they were taught the moves even before they could perform
“chin to toe.” The gradual attainment of this goal has provided me with
numerous insights into the structure and function of my anatomical
parts as well as psychological insights into various aspects of my per-
sonality pertaining to patience and pain thresholds. One experiences a
certain amount of discomfort and pain during the execution of the
stretch as different parts of the body respond. During certain periods
plateaus are reached. Further progress is temporarily halted, no matter
how forcefully one strives towards the goal. At such times one immedi-
ately gets in touch with any tendency towards impatience and bullhead-
edness. When the body says “no” and the mind says “yes,” a battle
ensues which only a “yielding” to gentleness can remedy. The principle
of “yielding” is firmly embedded in Taoist philosophy, and expressed in
the Tai-Chi Chuan form not as an intellectual abstraction but as a physi-
cal reality from the inside of the body out.

Experiences such as the above affect the student at all levels and
can’t help but generalize to his everyday life. One is forced to remember
in times of crisis that just as the “chin to toe” exercise cannot be
attained by indiscriminate use of force applied to one’s own body, such
force applied to an outside adversary or conflicted situation will also
prove futile. Here one is reminded of Hexagram 33 in the I-Ching,
“Retreat,” whose psychology of conflict resolution is as follows:

...it is through retreat that success is achieved . .. retreat is

not to be confused with flight. Flight means saving oneself

under any circumstances, whereas retreat is a sign of strength.

The psychotherapeutic corollary of the “yielding” principle
expressed philosophically in Taoism and physically in Tai-Chi Chuan

Xix
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is seen in Victor Frankl, M.D.’s logotherapy with its technique of
“paradoxical intention.” Instead of conducting a lengthy study into the
motivational determinants directing his patient’s dysfunctional behav-
ior, Frankl encourages them to practice their symptoms. The obses-
sional who asks a never-ending stream of questions of himself and
others is asked to spend more time engaging in such behavior than he
is already doing. The pitifully shy, anxious individual is asked to visu-
alize all the people in the room he is about to enter looking only at
him. By repeatedly practicing these behaviors in fantasy and/or in
action patients are freed from their compelling influence. By flowing
with the behavior rather than opposing it, peace and tranquillity are
attained. Frankl writes:

This treatment consists of a reversal of the patient’s atti-
tude, inasmuch as his fear is replaced by a paradoxical wish. In
other words, the wind is taken out of the sails of the phobia.
This brings about a change of attitude toward the phobia.
According to logotherapeutic teaching, the pathogenesis in pho-
bias and obsessive-compulsive neuroses is partially due to the
increase of anxieties, obsessions, and compulsions that is
caused by the attempt to avoid anxieties or fight obsessions
and compulsions. A phobic person usually tries to avoid the sit-
uation in which his anxiety arises, while the obsessive-compul-
sive tries to suppress and thus to fight his threatening ideas. In
either case the result is a strengthening of the symptom.
Conversely, if we succeed in bringing the patient to the point
where he ceases to flee from or to fight his symptoms, but, on
the contrary, even exaggerates them, then we may observe that
the symptoms diminish and that the patient is no longer haunt-
ed by them.4

The Tai-Chi Chuan form taught by the Kuos is a beautiful sequence
of meaningful movements coordinated into a synchronized flow of ener-
gy. One’s physical health and sense of well-being are enhanced from the
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first moment’s practice, while balance, poise, and the essence of spirit as
expressed in the hands, take years to perfect. Performance of the move-
ments over and over again leaves one feeling calm and relaxed, in
accord with nature. No matter what calamities befall the student, the
Tai-Chi Chuan practice is unimpaired and remains resilient in response
to the aging process. Tai-Chi Chuan is both natural remedy and preven-
tative medicine for much of what assails him. In today’s chaotic times
people often reach outside themselves for a panacea to their physical
and emotional dilemmas. This tendency to look outside oneself to
resolve problems is eschewed in the Chinese medical treatises and is
referred to specifically in Hexagram 25 of the I-Ching, entitled
“Innocence,” as follows:
Use no medicine in an illness incurred through no fault of
your own. It will pass of itself.

The attitude alluded to here suggests that we take responsibility for
our level of health and well-being, and not place our minds and bodies
in the hands of the pharmaceutical industry.

In his book Medical Nemesis, Ivan Illich states that “the new bur-
den of disease of the last fifteen years is itself the result of medical inter-
vention in favor of people who are or who might become sick.” It is
doctor-made, or “iatrogenic.” Illich cites statistics that illustrate the con-
sequences to society of becoming overly dependent on medications and
physicians. He states that “every 24 to 30 hours from 50 to 80% of
adults in the UL.S. swallow a medically prescribed drug, and that such
drugs are addictive. In some patients antibiotics alter the normal bacter-
ial flora and induce a superinfection permitting more resistant organ-
isms to proliferate and invade the host. Other drugs contribute to the
breeding of drug-resistant strains of bacteria.” Illich summarizes his
position with the following statement:

A professional and physician-based health care system
tends to mystify and to expropriate the power of the individual

to heal himself and to shape his or her environment.
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Exercise may prove to be a partial solution to this dilemma, a
means by which Americans can assume responsibility for their health
and well-being.

The psychiatry and medicine of the future could benefit from the
inclusion of Tai-Chi Chuan in any exercise program designed to restore
health, improve self-esteem, and buoy one’s spirit, for as Professor Kuo
Lien-Ying states:

The end purpose of these exercises is to prolong life, and to
endow it with the youth of eternal spring.

Richard Vogel, Ph.D.
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Kuo family outing, San Francisco, 1967
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n any single movement of whatever sort, the whole body must move

lightly, nimbly, and in coordination. The chi* should be active as the
propellant power behind all movements and the spirit should be gathered
internally so that there will be no defects, nor uneven distribution, nor
any discontinuity anywhere. The exercise has its root in the feet, is con-
trolled by the waist and expressed by the fingers. The movement from feet
upward through legs to the waist should always be fully coordinated.
Seize the opportunity and size the situation in stepping forward or back-
ward, otherwise the bodily movement will be confused. (By “opportunity”
and “situation” we mean the kind of dynamic situation conducive to situ-
ations advantageous to yourself.) When confusion of movements occurs
(that is, when different parts of the body move or remain without unified
purpose), the cause is to be found in the waist or the legs. This test
applies to movements in any direction. Nevertheless, the prime mover is
the mind, not anything outside.

Everything is relative: the upper to the lower, the front to the back,
the right to the left. If you intend to spring upward, bend downward first.
You mean to raise a thing, but what you are doing may be actually
pressing it down, so hard that the thing itself may be crushed. This hap-
pens whenever you violate a principle of the Tai-Chi philosophy.

The distribution of blankness and substantives should be clearly
distinguished. This distribution can be found everywhere. Since such a
distribution is found in each place, it forms a connected system through-
out the whole body without any discontinuity.

*Chi is the flux of energy or vitality including but not limited to the breath. 3
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e calm and steady in steering the chi with the mind, so that it can

be absorbed and stored in the bones. Go easy and be natural in
activating the body with the chi, so that it will coordinate with your
mental command. When the spirit is fully aroused, there will be no fear
of tardiness or clumsiness of movement. That is the meaning of holding
up the head as if suspended from above. The change of aiming and
breathing should be nimble enough to benefit itself from accommodat-
ing to the continually arising and changing situation. This is the mean-
ing of transposition from one stance to another and the distribution of
blankness and entities in a given movement.

Let the exertion of strength be steady, relaxed, neatly dosed, and
all beamed to one focus at a time. Keep the body erect and comfort-
ably occupying a central position, so poised as to be able to handle
oncoming impact from all sides. Circulate the chi like threading
pearls that have serpentine bores. The least crevice must suffice for
passage. When the chi has circulated all through the body, call it a
round of exercise.

Develop your strength until it is as resilient as highly tempered steel
to which nothing is invulnerable. Poise your body like a hawk ready to
pounce upon a rabbit, and alert your spirit like a cat ready to surprise a
mouse. Where there is no motion, let it be as inert as the immobility of a
mountain; where there is, let it be as fluid and adaptable to circum-
stances as rivers are to gradients. Store up your energy like the bending
of a bow, and release it like shooting the arrow. Thus we see how the
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tortuous begets the straightforward—the more the bow is bent, the
straighter speeds the arrow. There can be no release of anything without
first accumulating it.

Strength is developed from the vertebrae, while the feet adapt their
positioning in little steps in accordance with the demands of the trunk.
In short, (Tai-Chi in action is both relative and self-reversible), intake is
output, and disparates add up to continuity.

The alternation of stances must be relieved with variation, e.g., the
forward and backward steps should leave enough space for one to tum
around. First of all, learn to be as pliable as possible, for only then can
one become hard and strong. To be short of breath is to lose agility alto-
gether, while knowing how to breathe at ease under all situations keeps
one nimble and alert (the results of sufficient reserve energy). To avoid
harm, let the chi have full nurture and enjoy unhindered straight runs; to
assure yourself of reserve energy, let your movements be in curves only.

In comparison with a military system, the mind is the commander’s
order; the chi is the messenger’s banner that transmits the order; and the
waist is the ensign that directs detailed operation.

In patterning movements into integrated wholes, let the component
motions and blanks be loosely spaced, and keep the tempo relaxed.
Gradually tighten up the composition and raise its tempo to the required
degree (while bearing in mind the need for reserve energy).

The exercise should have its most important emphasis fall on the
mind, and the next important in the body and abdomen. Release the
chi and let it penetrate like a sword into the bones. Always keep your
spirit at ease and body in quietude. Always remember that all parts of
the body must move in unison and coordination; or, alternatively, all
rest in quietude. In alternating movements, concentrate the chi to
areas near your back, so that it may be, so to speak, absorbed into the
vertebrae. Strengthen your spirit internally while you remain visibly
comfortable outward expressions. Make your steps supple like a cat’s,
and exude your energy as if drawing out a silk thread (neither too taut,
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