an interview with

Chris Ray

Just off London’s busy and eclectic Brick Lane is the home of real Taoism studio. This is the teaching studio
and research centre of Master Chris Ray Chappell, a man who has dedicated his life to movement and
martial arts. In his fifties, his demeanour and aspect belie his years, looking much younger and moving like
a man in his twenties, though in truth few ever move as fluidly or well at any age. For a man who competed as a
lightweight boxer and remains in excellent shape the internal power he generates is immense. As a lineage
Master of Hun Yuan Hsing-I Tai Chi and Ba Gua Zhang he can explain and show what he is doing in terms of the
Traditional Chinese paradigm or the western myofascial/physiological perspective, which he seems to prefer.
A constant flame of passion for the martial arts, particularly those regarded as internal, has lead Chris to study with the
best Masters on three continents. It is this spirit of research and constant quest for improvement that made me seek him
out. Not content with the orthodoxies of the day, his practice has been to train consistently hard in what he was taught,
keeping what he found useful and discarding what he did not.
I first met Chris several years ago. His skill was obvious, but more than that his down to earth, friendly demeanour and
honest approach to teaching has lead me to be his student ever since.
In the studio itself, a haven of tranquillity, in the middle of a hectic city, I met up with Chris for some fun training and a chat.

Hello Chris, just to get a
perspective on where you are
coming from, could you tell
me about your background in
movement and martial arts?
I grew up in the North East of England in the
‘60s and ‘70s where I practised Wado-Ryu
karate from the age of 12 to 19 (my mentor,
Sensei Eddie Byrne was an ex-miner who was
held in high esteem at the time in the North and
still is to this day, his open minded approach
meant our school of Karate had a somewhat
unorthodox appearance). I competed regularly
in a North-Eastern League with my training
partners, although Eddie did not care for that
element, I did get to fight at National level but
was very disillusioned with the politics and
where I could go long term regarding the sport
aspect.
I wasn’t particularly good at points fighting
and would sacrifice playing the game of points
scoring to use combinations that were deemed
non-point scoring. Referees would only ever
award a point for solitary hits and certainly not
multiple hits! I yearned to find a more creative
style than within the strict confines and dogma
of traditional sport combat.
Growing up, I was always interested in
performance arts, in particular contemporary
dance. With little exposure to it in my home
town in the North of England and concern
about ridicule and prejudice I did not pursue
any research at that time. However, When
I arrived in London in 1979 I started to take
open dance classes and also trained in Wing
Chun with a man called Victor Kan. I found
Wing Chun to be an extremely self-limiting

6

Tai Chi Chuan & Oriental Arts

art, it is no wonder Bruce Lee deviated away
on from that system. From that negative
experience I moved rapidly on to Sensei Steve
Morris’s dojo, which was not so difficult as his
school was adjacent the Wing Chun Kwoon in
Earlham Street, in the heart of the West End of
London. I signed up to learn his eclectic brand
of kickboxing. There was a very talented
man there called Kong Fu Tak who was my
main sparring partner, he went on to fight the
legendary Benny Urquidez in Hong Kong. I
learned a lot from him and of course from the
ever imposing Steve Morris, whose reputation
needs no additional input from me.
Around ‘79 Rudolph Nureyev was performing
at the London Coliseum and I had always
wanted to see the man dance. To say that I
was in awe of his skill is an understatement.
I was very fortunate to meet him after the
performance and the whole episode inspired me
to do something off the wall. I had no Classical
Ballet experience only Karate and Jazz Dance
Classes, and through a set of circumstances
I landed an audition for the Rambert School
of Ballet. At this audition I just had to copy
the other participants in the hope that I could
bluff my way through the audition without
looking like a complete phony. To my shock
and amazement, they offered me a place
which included three years professional
training!! This complicated my ambitions as
by 1980/81, I was part of the then developing
Professional karate Association (PKA), and
was being offered fights throughout Europe
and the USA. The PKA was an early attempt
in the U.S and in Europe at televised kick
boxing. This meant I was spinning several
plates and was doing up to six hours of dance

classes during the day, teaching kickboxing to
a small band of dedicated students in my down
time and taking on amateur boxing bouts 2-3
times a week plus Pilates classes! Let’s say that
something had to give as this all was about as
far away from balance that anyone could get. I
was 21 and heading for a real awakening!
I was a ranked Kick-boxer (not difficult to
do, you got ranked by simply turning up) in
the UK and I was offered two fights as part
of the then UK Lightweight Champion. There
was even talk abounding that if I was to win
this fight I would find myself fast-tracked to
the USA for a world-title shot! It was a strange
time. I passed these up however to pursue the
challenge of Ballet.
As far as my background in the internal
arts I’ve studied Hsing Yi, Bagua and both
Wu and Yang styles of Tai Chi for a more
comprehensive list of my teachers feel free to
go to my website www.realtaoism.com
What led you to take up Tai Chi?
I instinctively knew from years of movement
training that something was not right and I
felt I was formulating ideas about movement.
This has a lot to do with my experience and
interaction with the accepted method of
forcing technique. I started to wonder if Aikido
or Tai Chi Chuan would smooth out the bumps
in my psychology and movement or give me
an edge or a new understanding, new ideas.
At one point in Ballet School I approached a
lady called Gerde Geddes, she was a pioneer
of Tai Chi in the UK. I was quite jealous that
the London School of Contemporary Dance
students (LSCD) got to do Tai Chi. She had
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quite a cult following. I remember getting her
attention in the corridor. I wanted clarification
that Tai Chi was a martial art. She glared at me
in horror and trumpeted loudly. “Absolutely
not, it is a form of dance” and she stormed
off in disgust. My jaw dropped in confusion!
I could have sworn that it was a martial art.
There I stood, scolded and embarrassed in
front of my peers by the Grand Dame of TCC
in the UK. I did not bother to look into Tai Chi
for several years, until I heard that there was
school not far away in Euston.
So I went to view a Tai Chi Class of Yang Style
with Master Chu King Hung at his school in
Euston circa 1984/5. I was impressed by what
he could do to would-be attackers. I wanted to
know how he did it and how he generated and
delivered his applications. If this was dance
then I was suitably impressed. That is what
drew me and what kept me there for several
years was the overall increase in benefit in my
performance as a dancer and martial artist. It
was Master Chu who privately admitted to
me that there was what he knew and what he
was prepared to teach! He told me this after
he threw me the length of his ante room with
what I thought was his finger!! He was sitting
on the edge of a chair and he had his feet off
the ground at the time. The real significance
of his statement was obscured by my being
hypnotized by the physical event of flying
across the room against my will.
What does Tai Chi mean to you?
That is a very good question as in my views
Tai Chi has changed radically over the
years. Tai Chi to me personally is a highly
sophisticated internal body control system, a
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form of Chinese Yoga (Nei Gong practice) that
enhances the power, sensitivity and intention
of the practitioner to redirect extreme external
aggression and finish a confrontation swiftly.
Tai Chi as typically taught today is a shadow
of what it was historically and could be
considered a dead art. Individuals are typically
teaching a watered down version of a watered
down version. Historically the essence of Tai
Chi Chuan was withheld to the general public
with the real combat method passed onto only
chosen circle disciples. Many well known
masters do teach a public version of the form
and students with prior martial experience
often have to accept with blind faith that
what they are learning is combat efficient.
I am not saying that people cannot just train
for health. However real health benefits come
from really being able to understand Tai Chi
bio-mechanics the way it was intended to be
used. A person could study real Ballet yet not
have to go on stage to perform! I have heard
tales of masters who deliberately misinform
their students for personal gain. Of course not
all Masters are like this but equally I really
hope that people can become aware or at least
cautious of the potential within the internal arts
in general of pseudo-religious, quasi-spiritual
people seeking to exploit gullible westerners.
Tai Chi Chuan is an internal method of moving
and breathing that imbues the application via
extreme spiralling and twisting motion of the
player to greater levels of awareness of the
energy and mind. It is slow and fast, soft to
touch and emphasizes yielding and neutralizing
another’s force. Tai Chi Chuan is an advanced
system of combat that has excellent health
benefits and with that knowledge the Yang

family marketed the Da Jia, large frame
version for the general population. For
example a unique version of reverse breathing
was taught to what were students of the middle
frame in the Yang family and this was a
cornerstone of their hidden system. Today this
is almost completely lost, ignored or could be
simply waved off as unnecessary or a fallacy.
The late Grandmaster Tian Ying Jia (of
Shanghai ) made clear to me his father Tian
Zhou Lin, the adopted son of Yang Chien Hou
and constant companion and training partner
of Yang Shou Hou practiced only Xiao Jia
(small frame). This small frame refers to the
height of the form and more importantly to
the deep internal spirals developed through
specific training. In fact the driving force was
these deep circles and spirals that fully opened
up the organs and connective tissue of the
spine. This is echoed exclusively within the
Yang family heritage in the west by Master
Bob Boyd of Vermont who is the only Master
of the Yang heritage to come clean, in my
opinion (or is privy to this information) who
is breaking the long held taboo of keeping
critical Nei Gong methods out of sight.
How has your training changed
over the years from internal to
external and then with your most
recent teachers and study in
China?
If I could go back again I think it would have
been better to connect to the internal arts via
Hsing-I Chuan not Tai Chi Chuan. The big
problem for Tai Chi and probably more so
Qi Gong practitioners is to not get sucked
into the Qi paradigm (people can become
obsessed with the idea of Qi and project
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much fantasy onto the concept). It is a good
thing to be sensitive but not to a point of
over intellectualising, or continually inflating
one another’s egos with over-sensitivity or
reverting to reflexive wrestling or a need to
blast someone into a wall. My experience with
many forms of movement has led me to a point
where I see the similarities of human potential,
and I feel internal and external terminology
are really false indicators. So called external
players exhibit internal control and many Tai
Chi people are external. It would be better
to say that efficiency, internally motivated
movement and laser like focus and a lack of
habitual tension in performance equates to an
internally driven art. The guy who labours and
strains due to a lack of awareness and relies
on brute strength could be considered external.
These terms are relative to individuals not
styles.
My learning at present: all I can say is my
practise is going much deeper due to the
fact that I made the mistake in the past of
buying straight into the subtle ideas of Qi
for many years without enough hands on or
clear coaching in spite of contact time with
various teachers: the difference now is that in
the past seven years with the clear coaching
of my master I reverted to being explicit in
creating my movement and finding those deep
sticking points that get in the way of creating
integrated power. To sum up there is a constant
flow between explicit movement and implicit.
The internal arts historically always suffered
from the master who could do tricks and not
be able or willing to explain what he was
doing except in mystical terms. It is important
to learn to control the spine, ribs, diaphragm,
pelvis, breathing and the mind.
What are a few simple things that
get ignored in Tai Chi, the focus
on which would improve people’s
practise?
This is easy and scientific: Postural integration
because without that your Tai Chi will not
flow, tucking the tailbone is incorrect, lifting
from the top of the head is incorrect, keeping
a hollowed chest is incorrect, setting the
shoulders too far off the shoulder fossa is
incorrect. Basically not being body aware and
only following directives from books, videos
compounded by a lack of high level hands
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on teaching. If you are serious, shop around;
find a lineage teacher or someone closely
connected, they do not have to be famous. The
other simple thing is never train with someone
who avoids hands-on correction. If you never
see your teacher actually doing form in front
of you, ask why this is so and beware and
those who talk too much about Qi.
Who are some of the best masters
and practitioners that nobody has
heard of?
Every teacher I have had has been worthwhile,
even though I may have taken exception to
some of their methods. They are my teachers
and I have learned from all of them and am
grateful for their dedication to themselves
and to what they let slip or could be bothered
to show and share. The rest I took by guile,
feeling, questioning and pushing myself. As an
observation, there is no point hanging on to a
teacher because you think you are special and
you are in awe of their power or their intellect
or your projection that they will make you
a good practitioner. I would encourage and
have encouraged all my students to search out
other masters/ teachers. (This was common
in China) don’t take my word on anything go
test it for yourself. However, without a doubt,
the best of the all, and clearly not well-known,
is Master Ma Bao Guo of Henan. I cannot
comment on people I personally do not know.
Others masters whom I do know with rock
solid integrity are Master Frank Allen and
Master Robert Boyd and Master Mike Finn.
What do you find to be the most
beneficial health aspects to Tai
Chi and what does it, in your
opinion, lack?
The health benefits of practicing Tai Chi are
far reaching, probably the greatest benefit
is general stability, an increase in balance,
joint health, better breathing and emotional
calming. If done properly one can achieve an
open body which has extraordinary stability
yet flexibility. A mind that can live in and
guide movement, creating small close to bone
movement. Also ligament vibrancy, training,
i.e., ligaments only get nutrients through fluid
exchange from movement, the best type of
movement for this is low impact (TCC is part
of the trinity that are the best methods in the
world bar none). I learned a little known Yang

family eight brocade exercise specifically
preparing the joints and ligaments for Fa
Jin. TCC gives systemic health and deeper
respiratory function and visceral freedom, if
done correctly this can be profound. Tai Chi
is good for a myriad of illnesses. The caveat
is that Tai Chi people die of heart attacks all
the time! It is a running joke in Hong Kong!
Maybe you will have heard the myth that: ‘My
internal arts and my qi is strong and I can do
anything and it will not affect me.’ Good luck
with that!
I know that you have an extensive
meditative background, how are
Tai Chi and meditation related?
This depends on what you think meditation is.
Every human being is a natural at meditation.
Tai Chi Chuan, contrary to some commentators,
is not a form of meditation. I was training
back in 2005 in Shanghai with Grandmaster
Tian Ying Jia of Yang Family fame.
I asked Master Tian about meditation in Yang
Family Tai Chi. He said Meditation is what
you do sitting in stillness, not in Tai Chi. Tai
Chi is about movement, ‘Chi’ development
and Fighting (Grandmaster Tian Ying Jia’s
father took challenges for the Yang family, not
Yang Cheng Fu). Tai Chi develops outstanding
Qi and internal fighting ability.
It is more accurate to say that Tai Chi practice
can make your Qi so smooth that it enhances
your ability to meditate. The point of Tai Chi
is to refine the body and the qi. (of course the
mind is central to the human experience).
Tai Chi can be a great support for the meditater.
You can rightly claim that learning meditation
enhances your Tai Chi. Hence really I can
only say that these paradigms harmoniously
assist one another equally. When people say
Tai Chi is a moving meditation or a dance,
well it is not really true, but if people choose
they can describe their Tai Chi like that then
fair enough. I think people really should not
advertise Tai Chi as a meditation as I feel that
is really mis-selling it. But again, who am I
to argue and this is only my take on the issue.
How has your work with Master
Ma changed and improved your
practice?
Master Ma is a very open and honest man. He

is what could be described as a martial artist’s
martial artist. He has a clear sense of where
I was lacking in my internal arts education.
You see, I had 2 major teachers lasting well
over a 20 year period and he pointed out that
my level was OK, but not commensurate with
the years I had put in. He said that my level
should be much higher. Through his guidance
I now can apply martially, Tai Chi, Hsing I
or Ba Gua. He has been brutally direct about
my body control or lack of real (Gong Fu), he
taught me his Qi Gong and suddenly all my
other arts and Nei Gong improved radically.
His breathing system is highly developed and
his combat skills are second to none. I really
think he is a throwback to another era, he has
a childlike sense of humour and always brings
skill out in his students, I have utmost trust in
his methods.

Yang Chien Hou and lived in the Yang family
compound and was trained to take the family
challenges and then of course Master Robert
Boyd who has gone public with Master Ip’s
teachings. It is not possible to talk about this
development in the Yang Tai Chi history
without referring to lineage and discipleship,
please bear with me in this.

You have lineages in Tai Chi
Hsing-I and Bagua how do they
differ in practice and, gun to your
head, if you had to pick only one
to practise which would it be?
That is easy; Master Ma has combined combat
forms. He is the only person I have met who
has successfully blended Tai Chi with Hsing-I
forces, Ba Gua stepping and some Shaolin.
You can really flow from kick, punch, and
lock, anti-lock, throwing, and a range for all
eventualities. He has an eclectic form, so I
can confidently practice the essence of all
the internal approaches in one form. Voila!
I truly feel I am working with a genius. The
reason he did it? Because he dedicated his
life to eradicating mediocrity and being
critical when he found that there was aspects
of Hsing-I and Tai Chi that were lacking and
simply would not work in a real encounter.
He developed his Hun Yuan combined forms.

Traditionally in Tai Chi there were, and
still are, insiders and outsiders. Disciples
supposedly get everything, though this is not
always the case. Disciples need to learn a full
classically accepted curriculum, they make an
oath to continue the art in its entirety (however
as in life, there are no guarantees that a disciple
will make the grade). Sometimes Masters
can act egocentrically and make sure their
favourite student stays on top (a level within
a level). Did Yang Cheng Fu hold back some
key information? Why was this snake method
not taught? Could this egocentric game still go
on? I think it does, and very much so! Who is
to say that different disciples may not get the
full teaching (or make the grade)?

I know that some of our readers
may have heard of Snake Style
Tai Chi, what is it and how does it
fit in with Yang Style Tai Chi?
My Yang Style experience is as follows, I
trained with Master Chu King Hung. Also
I trained with Master John Ding privately
as well as weekly in open class for a long
period of time. In China I was one of the
first Westerners accepted as an Inner Door
student of Grandmaster Tian Ying Jia (son of
Tian Zhou Lin) TZL was the adopted son of

This is a really fascinating topic. I have trained
with enough people to know that not all is what
it seems in the Tai Chi world. The question
really should be where does Yang family Tai
Chi fit in with the method that is named the
Snake Style, not the other way around. The
snake style was the disciple form held within
the line of Yang Cheng Fu. It is a totality of
functional bio-mechanical and energetic
principles (Nei Gong) power generation.

For example: I have met and trained with
a 2nd disciple in a Tai Chi family (for face
reasons I will not mention names) whose form
was better than the first disciple. What I am
explaining is that one must not have fixed
ideas about 1st 2nd 3rd etc. In some schools
number 20 may turn out to be a phenomenon.
This happens! So my view is that Yang Cheng
Fu clearly kept some information back: that
was only passed to his son Yang Sau Chung
which then passed solely to Ip Tai Tak. Master
Ip spent 28 years with Yang Sau Chung and
was his constant training partner; he received
the elements that are now referred to as snake
style. (Master Ip was widely accepted as the
man who could really fight within this lineage)
These snake elements were always there. The

Yang family originally operated an inside the
door form and training, (this was the original
Xioa Jia or Small Frame and the Middle
Frame Zhong Jia. After the 1920’s you had the
public form for mass consumption, the Da Jia
or large frame. That is 3 versions, 2 indoor and
one public. That makes 3 levels!
According to the Tian family, Tian Zhou Lin
would go to wake up Yang Chung Fu to come
practise in the morning and I was told that
what (YCF) practiced was exclusively the Da
Jia or Large Frame. Yang Cheng Fu’s (YCF)
Large Frame it seems was not that which the
public practised. Yang Cheng Fu later took
disciples, quite a number during the years he
toured China to promote Yang Tai Chi to the
wider Chinese public. It is really not beyond
the bounds of possibility that (YCF) taught
some disciples as much as he was prepared
to and then taught his son to be better than
the other disciples. (Remember this was the
family business) If this was so, and you can
make your own mind up, then his son Yang
Sau Chung most likely taught Ip Tai Tak
to a different level than his other disciples,
and quite rightly so as they spent a radically
shorter period of time training with Yang
Sau Chung compared to Ip Tai Tak. It is also
logical that Master Ip, the highest authority of
Yang family Tai Chi (remember he was the
performer/ fighter) taught his disciples Snake
Style. The snake style is now in the public
domain, a truly historic development in Yang
Style history. Master Robert Boyd was given
permission to go public with the snake training
and in fact exclusively teaches this way at the
express wish of Master Ip and the Ip family.
The snake training brings out the power of
the spine, it compresses, shrinks and expands,
and twists the spine to move qi. It involves
an extremely exact interpretation of Tai Chi
principles. The snake metaphor has nothing
to do with squatting down close to the floor,
pretending to be snake, but has a lot to do with
how the spine and central channel generate
power.
To make clear, it is a complete Nei Gong and
in large part it is an advanced method of spine
control that Master Yang Cheng Fu passed on
only to the immensely talented son, Master
Yang Sau Chung, who passed it onto his
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training partner of 28 years Master Ip Tai Tak,
who passed onto his two disciples.
What I can say from personal experience is that
not many people can reach the highest levels
of Tai Chi even if they are explicitly taught the
snake or any other method (I include myself
as a work in progress). I believe that your
chances of success in Tai Chi Chuan practice
are greatly enhanced if you research the snake
style of Ip Family Tai Chi Chuan.
I am NOT implying that what anyone is doing
is incorrect as far as Tai Chi is concerned, what
I will say is that many times it is incomplete,
or not a totality of method. Sometimes the best
practitioners turned out to be non disciples,
they sometimes had more natural talent and
that often made up for the egocentric holding
out by a teacher. To maintain hierarchy a
master will always try to make sure his son is
better by training him with extreme diligence,
and/ or by making sure the son has content/
training that will keep money and fame in the
family. But I can assure you it is all to do with
the complex idea of face. A real teacher wants
their students to get better than them.
How has training with Bob Boyd’s
Snake Style tai chi changed your
practice?
Master Boyd is open, generous and clearly
passes on Master Ip’s teaching of the snake
method. He is following master Ip’s wishes
and is teaching what was hidden in plain
sight. I met Bob after gaining qualification in
myo-fascial body work and intensive human
dissection. I think we hit it off because we
both were critical of what passes for Tai Chi,
what he has taught me has provided a deeper
experience of where and how one can move
and how the Yang’s did it. However the caveat
is that you have to empty your cup and then
do devote time to practice. No one gets good
without a great deal of practice.
Could you say a little of your
bodywork background and how
that Influences your teaching?
I practiced machine based Pilates from 81
onwards and by the mid 80’s began teaching
in London. Although I studied and practiced
Massage in the 80’s, it was not until after
2000 that I felt it absolutely necessary to
research Myofascial bodywork systems, first
with Thomas Myers/ James Earles and more
recently human dissection studies with Gil
Headly. Without my research I would not
understand or be able to describe accurately
what I feel through self practice (Internal Arts
Practice) and research.
This has led me to be extremely critical of
some of the shoddy teaching of Tai Chi Chuan/
Nei Gong and Qi Gong. There is serious
damage being done out there, ignorance of the
body is no excuse in this day and age.
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You are in your fourth decade
of Qi Gong practice, of all the
Qi Qong that you have practised
what gives most ‘bang for your
buck’, and why?
Master Ma’s Hun Yuan is the best I have come
across and it has specific levels of body and
breath control. Nothing is missing from it. It
is a self-generating method, which is both a
Chi Kung and a Nei Gong simultaneously and
covers all myofascial depths, superficial to
deep. It can help you access the parts of the
body that no bodyworker can get too (even if
they believe they can). It also provides combat
applications for Tai Chi that are almost extinct
and difficult to find.
I know a lot of Tai Chi teachers
would like a full time studio, can
you tell us how that came about
for you?
I rented a space to go full time as a teacher in
1995. The studio has gone by different names
over the years due to the nature of trying to
make the work (Internal Arts) accessible to
the general public. My studio is called Real
Taoism, it is catchy and memorable as a name
but increasingly the meaning of the term can
be open to misinterpretation. The studio is non
religious in nature.

with Master Frank Allen

with Master Bob Boyd

I am on my 7th studio now and have been
in the latest studio in Brick Lane, London,
for the past 13 years. The studio came about
really because I decided not to procrastinate
with my life anymore, I was tired of the
constant uncertainty of working for others as a
professional actor and dancer and I envisaged
creating a dedicated space to empower with
the training, this meant there were options
other than classes, by providing workshops
and private lessons plus a place I can practice
myself. Ironically being a teacher of anything
was never really what I wanted for myself but
it seemed a natural progression and a way to
develop focus. I wish more younger people
would take the plunge into internal training
because the world needs dedicated people
and spaces for internal arts and what I like to
call self bodywork practice. There are too few
dedicated spaces around.
Finally, do you have any plans that
you would like to share or goals
that you wish to fulfil in your Tai
Chi?
I would like to continue deepening my
meditation, anatomy and dissection studies.
Get my first book out. Train some more Qi
Gong teachers and maybe one day pass on my
lineages to some people with good motivation
and character. I hope that through some book
projects I have in development that people
maybe can get an idea of the broader value of
Tai Chi Chuan as a performance enhancement
tool; as a form of cross training.

with Grandmaster Tian Ying Jia

Chris Ray Chappell is based in London
and you can visit his website at:
http://www.realtaoism.com

