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“Presents the basic principles of the complicated, sophisticated, and sometimes mysterious philosophy of T’ai Chi . . . made easy to understand by the author’s insightful commentary. . . . A worthy contribution to keeping the spirit of T’ai Chi alive.”

—East and West Series

ABOUT THE BOOK

The deepest benefits of T’ai Chi cannot be realized without an understanding of its underlying principles. This book presents these principles through translations of three core classics of T’ai Chi that are often considered the “T’ai Chi Bible,” accompanied by the author’s insightful commentary. Master Liao demonstrates how to increase the body’s inner energy (ch’i) and transform it into power, health, and well-being. By reading the clear and precise explanations of the fundamental principles of T'ai Chi, students can develop a more complete understanding of the art and philosophy of this traditional martial art.

MASTER WAYSUN LIAO studied t’ai chi in a Taoist temple in his native Taiwan from the age of twelve. He is the founder and master of the Taichi Tao Center in Oak Park, Illinois, where he has taught for nearly forty years.
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PREFACE

IF YOU ASK the question “How can I study T’ai Chi correctly?” those knowledgeable in this complicated, sophisticated, and sometimes mysterious field will probably smile and give you a less than satisfactory answer: “Go to a qualified teacher.”

This answer will undoubtedly lead you to the next query: “What determines a qualified teacher, and are such people available?” The answer in this case is guaranteed to disappoint you: “Read a good T’ai Chi book.”

Thoroughly frustrated by this time, you will probably ask, “Do I have to read every available T’ai Chi book in order to decide which contain authentic information and which instructors possess the proper background and abilities to qualify them in this discipline?” You most likely won’t even get an answer to this question.

The above series of pertinent questions is commonly asked not only by Westerners, but by the Chinese themselves. Unfortunately, there is no clear-cut solution to the dilemma of the prospective student. There is only a limited selection of T’ai Chi books available, whether in English or in Chinese. Further, more often than not, the most famous instructors are not necessarily the most qualified, and a qualified master may not be in a position to teach his skills to others.

Traditionally, T’ai Chi instruction was carried out either in a temple or in the master’s home, and training was conducted on a personal basis. The principles were transmitted mainly by word of mouth, rather than through the more permanent method of the written record. T’ai Chi was thus passed down verbally from generation to generation, more in the style of a folk art than as a structured system.

The few attempts that were made to commit T’ai Chi principles to writing were hampered by the limitations of a primitive printing process, which depended on the use of carved wooden blocks and presses. As this method was costly and time-consuming, articles to be published tended to be as condensed as possible. In addition, the language was often cryptic, and the use of one word for multiple meanings was common. Lastly, the tendency of T’ai Chi practitioners to monopolize instructional materials further reduced the availability of written texts.

As a result of these factors, there exist today only several brief pages of early manuscripts that stand as the authentic source for the correct study and practice of the art of T’ai Chi. These texts, which were written in a type of martial arts code, are known as The T’ai Chi Classics I, II, and III and are also commonly referred to as The T’ai Chi Bible.

Because of The T’ai Chi Classics’ archaic language, complicated concepts, and use of certain technical terms and forms of sentence structure, the many attempts to translate them into modern English or Chinese have given rise to a great deal of controversy. The present book, rather than merely presenting yet another literal translation of The T’ai Chi Classics, has included in its pages precise explanations of such basic T’ai Chi principles as ch’i, jing, and internal energy cultivation. In this way, it is hoped that the student will develop a deeper, more complete understanding of both the philosophy of T’ai Chi and its application to the art. Also included are fresh translations of the three T’ai Chi Classics, with commentary on each aphorism. The actual forms of T’ai Chi Meditative Movement are illustrated in a number of different books on T’ai Chi, but the practice of T’ai Chi is best learned firsthand from a competent instructor. As an alternative, a DVD giving detailed instructions on the movements is available from:

The T’ai Chi Center

433 South Boulevard

Oak Park, IL 60302

It is hoped that the texts and the commentary presented here will serve as an inspiration for both beginning and advanced students of T’ai Chi.

EDITOR’S NOTE

The Essence of T’ai Chi is adapted from Waysun Liao’s T’ai Chi Classics (Shambhala Publications, 1990) and includes the complete translations of T’ai Chi Classics I, II, and III, along with the complete text of Master Liao’s commentary. Also included here are adapted versions of the preface, chapter 1, and chapter 2.

For more information, including how to purchase DVDs that teach the traditional T’ai Chi forms and moving meditation methods described in this book, visit www.taichitaocenter.com.
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HISTORICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL BACKGROUND
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WHAT IS T’AI CHI?

T’AI CHI is a way of life that has been practiced by the Chinese for thousands of years. We should look into three areas in order to fully understand the historical background of T’ai Chi: (1) its philosophical foundation, (2) how it developed as a martial art, and (3) how T’ai Chi instruction has been passed on from generation to generation.

For those who are interested in the vivid, rich heritage of Chinese culture, and especially those who wish to communicate with and understand those persons from the other side of the globe, it is necessary to study the philosophy of T’ai Chi: that invisible, immense, and most powerful thought that threads its way undiminished through the entirety of Asian history. We are able to do so thanks to a few good individuals in each of countless generations who were unselfishly dedicated to keeping the spirit of T’ai Chi alive.

First, we may need to shed some of the beliefs and assumptions we have inherited. Human beings, knowing that they are not perfect, desire perfection and search for a better life. Historically, people have always made mistakes in this search because they have misunderstood the nature and potential of human life. Each generation has interpreted this potential differently; some have made religious assumptions while others have ignored or even denied the value of human life. As various social and organizational hierarchies develop and evolve into traditions, fundamental mistakes continue to be made. These accumulate and are often themselves perpetuated as tradition. If we naively follow our own traditions we may someday find out that we have made yet another mistake—the mistake of not questioning our traditions.

Even though our modern technology has brought us into the space age, the motivation of human life remains mysterious. Human achievements seem very small in the light of the historical progress of civilization. Yet even our theories of evolution are still in doubt; in spite of all our technology we still look up at the immense sky and wonder how it all started.

When we watch with pride and enjoyment the flight of a jumbo jet shrinking the earth beneath its wings, it is all too easy to forget that its flight is an imitation of the birds—merely the use of aerodynamic principles that were thousands of years old before humans first walked the earth. Our advanced medical technology has rocketed us to the super-sophisticated level of organ transplants, but we still have to succumb to the most basic and primitive needs: we must breathe air and eat food to survive.

We, the human inhabitants of this earth, may come to realize that fundamentally we have not progressed very far from the original inhabitants of this planet. We may come to see that we cannot change very much about ourselves.

A close look at our world’s history reveals obvious cycles in which the development of the total person was either emphasized or ignored. When idealized human nature was emphasized, this yielded a very strong, creative civilization, one in which society progressed and people became spiritualized. Yet many mistakes still took place during this journey.

Several thousands of years ago, such idealism emerged in China. The Chinese of this period were searching for the highest form of life of the human mind and body. In their own unique manner, they achieved their goal—unlike Western civilizations, which separated body from mind and allowed spiritual development only in terms of religious, mystical ecstasy.

The Chinese conceived the human mind to be an unlimited dimension, but the scope of human activity to be moderate. The focus of their goal was a unified philosophy of human life and a simplification of beliefs. This was the birth of what we know today as T’ai Chi thought. T’ai Chi became the invisible power that guided the movements of Chinese history for thousands of years. It gave tremendous impetus to that fabulous culture, showing its influence in areas ranging from medicine to diet, from art to economics. Even the order of human relations was designed according to T’ai Chi ideals.

T’ai Chi means “the ultimate.” It means improving, and progressing toward the unlimited; it means the immense existence and the great eternal. All of the various directions in which T’ai Chi influence was felt were guided by the theory of opposites: the Yin and the Yang, the negative and the
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