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My Thoughts:

In my opinion, the movie A Warrior’s Journey is to date, the most accurate film depiction of Sijo Bruce Lee’s short and impressive life.  His accomplishments were abundant.  Sijo Bruce Lee’s contributions to martial arts, nutrition, physical fitness, cinematography, freethinking, to the Asian community, and to the world, described in one word - massive.  The extent of his contributions have not yet been, nor may they ever be completely measured, as he continues to influence generations that were not even born during his lifetime.  

Sijo Bruce Lee was a diverse man, and an avid intellect that enjoyed perusing knowledge of all origins.  A Warrior’s Journey introduces to the world the root of Sijo Bruce Lee’s transformation from a traditional way of thinking to a truly free, open-minded martial artist, able to adapt to any situation presented.  Sijo Bruce Lee’s study of philosophy led him to look beyond established martial arts systems and to be a free thinker.  Even in his pursuit of knowledge Sijo Bruce Lee did not limit his search to a particular origin or type of philosophy.  His studies sparked his curiosity and led him to ask the question, “why?”.  Sijo Bruce Lee’s scientific approach to strikes; simple, direct, compact, practical and completely versatile way of unarmed fighting went against all established traditional styles.  As Sijo Bruce Lee’s knowledge evolved, so did the evolution of Jeet Kune Do.

To reflect a moment on how immense this must have been:  A young man standing tall, contradicting thousands of years of martial arts.  Telling the world that he did not believe in styles, for they are a limitations that set boundaries and prevent true expression.  His extensive experience and focused view of martial arts led him to the realization that there were no ancient secrets.  One thing could not be questioned; Sijo Bruce Lee was the most talented, complete martial artist in the world.  The people who sought his tutelage came from all walks of life.  

Sijo Bruce Lee had integrity and belief in his pursuit of true, free martial art than to attempt to make financial gain from it.  To do that would turn his evolution of Jeet Kune Do into a system, which went against everything he believed.  In direct contrast to the norm, he closed his martial arts schools and took only a few select private students.

One of the methods that Sijo Bruce Lee chose to share his thoughts with the world was through cinema.  In doing this he withdrew from traditional Mandarin films of that era that had no basis for the violence that they portrayed.  His films followed a story line, and the progression of his films and skills, clearly evident.  An important fact to mention is that Sijo Bruce Lee stood firm in his principals and rejected Hollywood’s biased perception of the Asian culture.  If the part offered to him did not present an accurate image of Asian society, Sijo Bruce Lee refused to be associated with it.  His honor and loyalty to his culture could not be purchased.  Actors of Asian decent have Sijo Bruce Lee to thank for opening the door to their success and leading the way.  If course, this was not an easy task.  Since Hollywood resisted in opening the front door as mentioned in A Warrior’s Journey, Sijo Bruce Lee would use the side door.  He left to Hong Kong to prove his abilities on his own terms.

In writing the film Game of Death, I believe that Sijo Bruce Lee was going to capture the essence of Jeet Kune Do for the world to see.  An artist using film to share his interpretation of true and free martial art, without limitations.  I believe he intended to share Jeet Kune Do’s adaptability for all to interpret.  Each floor of the pagoda in this film was to be manned by a master of a particular martial art style.  Sijo Bruce Lee was to fight his way to the top.  A master of no form or style, the most formidable foe, and the pinnacle of martial artists manned the top and final floor.  Jeet Kune Do can adapt to any style, to any obstacle or opponent, leading to Sijo Bruce Lee’s victory.

Another aspect and visual message that Sijo Bruce Lee wanted to send was his manner of dress.  A yellow tracksuit and running shoes was unheard of for a martial artist of that era.  Sijo Bruce Lee chose the color yellow, a color with no martial art style affiliation.  Comfort and practicality was the key, not traditional conformity.  Each opponent was of a particular style and Sijo Bruce Lee adjusted to each opponent.  The message was that styles limited each Master to only what that particular style practiced.  Their inability to adjust was their doom and Sijo Bruce Lee was able to be flexible, adapting accordingly, and using any means to reach the objective.  

The final level was a fighter of no style.  Sijo Bruce Lee was able to use each method’s limitations against the opponent.  Since the final opponent used no known method, Sijo Bruce Lee found other limitations or flaws.  First, Sijo Bruce Lee fatigued his much larger opponent my getting inside his guard and knocking him, or throwing him to the ground.  He also used rapid strikes in succession coupled with grappling.  Finally, he found the opponents weakness of sight and sensitivity to light.  Sijo Bruce Lee sent an even stronger message with the victory in this fight.  A practitioner of Jeet Kune Do can not only adapt to an opponents limitations such as his particular style or fighting strengths, but if no style is deployed, a free minded fighter will look for other weaknesses to exploit.  

My Commentary and Illustration of a Warrior’s Journey (there is some repetition from above):  

In the introduction of the film, Sijo Bruce Lee shares several comments during a recorded interview that sheds light upon his way of thinking.  He states that martial arts have a very deep meaning in his life, as an actor, and as a human being.  He affirms that he does not believe in styles and that martial arts to him, means honestly expressing yourself.  

Sijo Bruce Lee was only 5’7” and weighed around 135 pounds.  By 1973, the motion picture industry grew enormously due to Sijo Bruce Lee’s contributions.  By the age of 32, Sijo Bruce Lee had crossed cultural boundaries, and succeeded through obvious bigotry.  He had become the most sought after motion picture actor in the world.  Sijo Bruce Lee had many offers during this time, but instead, he went off on his own and began the filming of Game of Death.

The Game of Death would be Sijo Bruce Lee’s personal creation showing his personal philosophy of martial arts, and Jeet Kune Do would be the focal point.  As we know, Sijo Bruce Lee filmed the final fight scenes first.  What many people do not realize is that Sijo Bruce Lee was the director, producer, writer, screen play author, fight choreographer, set designer, lead actor, and cinematographer.  This was yet another first in history, a single person taking on eight tasks in the production of an action film.  

As was the nature with most of the things that Sijo Bruce Lee did, regular formulas and methods were not suffice.  He was instrumental in developing new film techniques, and Sijo Bruce Lee was painstakingly meticulous in doing so.  It could take four days for a five-minute fight sequence, and Sijo Bruce Lee was hardest on himself.  This was his stamp of realism.

Sijo Bruce Lee put his movie Game of Death on hold for yet another first.  Warner Brothers, for the first time in history, wanted a U.S. – China co-production.  Hence, Enter the Dragon became another piece of Bruce Lee and cinema history.  What may not have been well known was that Sijo Bruce Lee was placed in charge of production, and postproduction of Enter the Dragon.

Sijo Bruce Lee’s sudden death shocked the world.  

Years later, producers, uncertain of Sijo Bruce Lee’s story line for his film Game of Death, resorted to amateur camera tricks, deception, and so called look-alikes to piece together a movie.  They had no idea of Sijo Bruce Lee’s intentions.  A great majority of the original scenes that were filmed by Sijo Bruce Lee were outtakes, largely due to his being a perfectionist.  These takes were thought to have been lost.

In 1994, the original scripts were recovered along with the original handwritten storyline.  The recovered documents were in sharp contrast to what had been filmed after Sijo Bruce Lee’s death.  It was also learned that more footage had been taken than previously thought.  The search for the missing film began.

The tape of Sijo Bruce Lee’s audition for the part of Cato was also included in A Warrior’s Journey.  This is significant because it shows Sijo Bruce Lee’s early interpretation if Chinese Gung Fu which was virtually unknown in America.  He educated anyone who would listen and considered himself an Ambassador of Chinese Martial Arts.  But even then, he was branching off into his own way of thought and expression.  It was not just Gung Fu that Sijo Bruce Lee taught upon his arrival to the United States, but Jun Fan Gung Fu.  His Gung Fu had his personal accent, one that would flourish into Jeet Kune Do.

Sijo Bruce Lee’s study of philosophy brought him to look more deeply into the martial arts and to seek the ultimate truth.  Economy of motion, simplicity and directness became a staple; vice set patterns.  And as we know, this was a threat to the martial arts community in the United States and abroad who were happy with the status quo.  

For Sijo Bruce Lee, status quo was not the norm.  He taught Gung Fu to anyone who he believed was positive and had a good heart.  Again, going against tradition by teaching other than Chinese people the art of Gung Fu.  Sijo Bruce Lee would not be bound by ethnicity or ritual, and once the challenge came and went, Sijo Bruce Lee sought an even better way of unarmed fighting.  

Rehearsed, predictable patterns are not indicative of true combat.  Spontaneity cannot be rehearsed and true combat is made up of broken rhythms.  You cannot effectively anticipate, only respond.  Even the champion tournaments of the day were non-contact, point fighting.  Sijo Bruce Lee had no use for such style of sotto fighting.  He described it as organized despair, and swimming on dry land.  If you want to swim, you have to get wet!

The film explains that such a way of thinking may have come from Sijo Bruce Lee’s youth.  Not from full contact tournaments, but from full contact street fighting and challenge matches fought with chains and knives.  What was happening in martial arts tournaments in the United States was described by Sijo Bruce Lee as a glorified game of tag.  Sijo Bruce Lee looked to a more scientific approach of unarmed combat.

Sijo Bruce Lee researched physics, and the principals of fencing and western boxing where efficiency, not traditions are the touchstones.  Anything ornamental was discarded and practices took on real situations.  Sijo Bruce Lee was probably the first person in martial arts to dawn full gear and practice all out full speed.  He concentrated on attack, or even more importantly, intercepting the opponent’s attack with an attack of his own.  The name Jeet Kune Do, in Cantonese, Way of the Intercepting Fist, was coined in 1967.

Jeet Kune Do was not, and is not a style.  It is an evolving art that does not have limitations.  Sijo Bruce Lee was hesitant to give his art a name, which may be interpreted as the ultimate truth.  There are no ultimate truths, there are no preprogrammed answers, and for each person there are variations.  Every attack offers an opportunity to intercept your opponent.  

By examining Sijo Bruce Lee’s Los Angeles school, you will see something very interesting.  Without advertising, Sijo Bruce Lee taught not mostly new comers, but seasoned black belts from diverse styles and backgrounds.  Sijo Bruce Lee had the top three martial artists in the United States as his students, who between the three of them, had won every major competition in the country.  They looked upon Sijo Bruce Lee as a revolutionary.  

In January of 1970, at the very height of his popularity, Sijo Bruce Lee closed all three of his martial arts schools.  He began to train only a select handful of students privately.  Sifu Ted Wong was his last project, and seen in much of the movie as Sijo Bruce Lee’s close training partner.  Sijo Bruce Lee felt that he needed to know each student thoroughly in order to assist the student to develop the skills and confidence to free them from the chains of limitations of any kind.

Sijo Bruce Lee’s cameos in the television show Long Street showcased his Jeet Kune Do, and the philosophy that fueled it.  Empty of mind, formless, shapeless, liberating.  

The beliefs that Sijo Bruce Lee spoke of were not just talk, he lived what he preached.  His keen intellect enabled him to detect his own limitations.  Those limitations were only overcome through hard work, which led Sijo Bruce Lee to have a phenomenal physic.  

Sijo Bruce Lee wasted no time.  When he was bed ridden with his back injury he turned inward and wrote his thoughts in seven volumes.  He continued to exercise his mind by studying free thinkers and motivational topics and authors.  Sijo Bruce Lee was told by doctors that he would never practice marital arts again.  The result was that Sijo Bruce Lee became an even better martial artist than he was before.  This fact solidified his belief that there is no better help than self-help.

During his time of recovery, Sijo Bruce Lee continued his quest in the art of Jeet Kune Do.  In looking at Jeet Kune Do, you can see that it is the most scientific of arts.  Nevertheless, Jeet Kune Do was not exempt of his own critique.  Sijo Bruce Lee wanted practitioners to realize that Jeet Kune Do is not the ultimate way.  The ultimate way does not lie in particular ways or styles, but within the soul of each individual.  When there is a way, therein lays the limitation.  Do not get boxed in - adapt.  However, having no way as a way, and total freedom in martial arts, is sometimes interpreted as anything a person does is all right.  That means they missed the entire point.

In the Long Street episodes that he stared in, Sijo Bruce Lee took these opportunities to showcase some of his way of thinking and the art of Jeet Kune Do.  Some key scenes are in the movie A Warrior’s Journey.  The following are some of these timeless quotes:

True martial art is honestly expressing your self, this is very difficult to do - Do you know yourself - I can not teach you - I do not believe in systems nor methods, and without systems or methods, what to teach - I found the cause of my ignorance.

After Enter the Dragon, Sijo Bruce Lee was going to fully engage in his greatest message to the world in the movie Game of Death.  The canvas to display Jeet Kune Do and its’ philosophy would be the silver screen.  Since the 12-page storyline was recovered, we know more of what Sijo Bruce Lee intended to show in his film.  Then, the lost takes were found.

There was to be a five-story pagoda with a treasure in the top level.  Each level was to be guarded by a martial arts Master of a particular style.  Sijo Bruce Lee was to play a retired martial arts fighter who refused to take the task of fighting his way to the top of the pagoda.  His sister and brother are kidnapped which give him no choice but to comply and fight his way to the treasure.  He would be accompanied by two other fighters.

Sijo Bruce Lee was thought to be taking on not just practitioners of a particular style or method, but the notion of styles themselves.  
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Sijo Bruce Lee filmed three of the five levels:

Escrima/Kempo – Sijo Brice Lee used a long flexible whip against the two wooden sticks.  Flexibility and aliveness was the key over rigidity.  As stated, the first nunchaku fight was filmed during this fight.  Sijo Bruce Lee used footwork, broken rhythm and PIA to seal this victory.

Hapkido – Sijo Bruce Lee used the Hapkido Master’s anticipation of momentum.  This resulted in Sijo Bruce Lee using the master’s own method against him.  Counter throws to attempted throws, multiple succession of kicks, speed in footwork and body blows to back breaker were employed to defeat the opponent.

No Style – The Master guarding the top level was one of no known style.  As mentioned, it is believed that Sijo Bruce Lee did this as a symbol that this is the highest level of martial artist.  Sijo Bruce Lee found this tall, limber and fast fighter difficult, but was able to fight inside with strikes to the groin and body.  He used his large frame against him by knocking him down to fatigue him and expose his lack of conditioning. He also used rapid strikes in succession coupled with grappling.  Finally, he found the opponents weakness of sight and sensitivity to light.  The fighter would not give up.  Sijo Bruce Lee finished the fight with strikes, inside the guard to grappling, to choke out (broken neck).  

In my opinion, this symbolized the climax of Sijo Bruce Lee’s message to the world.  A practitioner of Jeet Kune Do does not only adapts to an opponents limitations such as his particular style or fighting strengths, but if no style is deployed, a free minded fighter will look for other weaknesses to exploit.  

Final Thought:

Everyone who saw Sijo Bruce Lee on the big screen saw his obvious martial arts talent.  When you listen to what he said, you find an articulate, intelligent gentleman.  But when you study his life, you find an extraordinary man, who’s innovative ways were well before his time.  There was so much more to Sijo Bruce Lee than what was seen in the movies, and to this day, we continue learning and searching, on our quest to understand…


…the answers rest within the individual. 
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The highest level guarded by a fighter of no style, symbolizing the highest level of martial arts.
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