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    Introduction


    ORIGINALLY, the art of Tai-chi Chuan, (literally translated, "The Ultimate Extremity Fist,") was practiced solely for its usefulness in combat and self-defense. There were three distinct components of the art to be learned—the postures, Push Hands (the "martial" art of Tai-chi), and weapon fighting. The postures themselves were much more strenuous than those practiced currently.


    Although there is really only one Tai-chi (in this text, I have shortened Tai-chi Chuan to Tai-chi in order to make it more readable), today there are several major styles. The essential idea of Tai-chi as a martial art is to avoid the use of muscular force (which the Chinese call li, "clumsy force" or "awkward strength"), and instead to use a type of intrinsic force, a psychic energy called chi. In application, attacking is contained in yielding through the technique of borrowing the momentum of the opponent's force and changing its direction. One of the classics (a series of treatises written by various Tai-chi masters) tells us, "Use four ounces to deflect a thousand pounds." Additional principles of combat include inducing the opponent to advance and making him fall empty; using lightness to overcome heaviness; and avoiding substantiality while following insubstantiality.


    All of these techniques require the relaxation of the large outer muscles and the use of the smaller inner, or structural muscles. Also necessary is flexibility of the joints, straightness of the lumbar, calmness of the mind, sensitivity of feeling, the use of deep, smooth diaphragm breathing, and proper balance of the body in every movement. If you practice Tai-chi properly, using the right part of the mind to direct the proper joint and the right muscle for each movement, coordinating your breathing and cultivating your intrinsic energy (chi), intrinsic strength (jing), and intrinsic spirit (shen), the benefits will include self-healing, rejuvenation, longevity, spirituality, and spiritual growth. You will have naturally achieved a condition of health, fitness, stamina, and vitality—a kind of total self-defense in a figurative sense. Nor do the benefits stop there. If your practice includes all of these aspects, and you practice long enough and frequently enough to form a habit, the right movement will come out as a reflex of the feeling. You will have naturally obtained the actual self-defense techniques. The postures and movements of Tai-chi are designed through intuitive experience, in accordance with body structure and body mechanics, and have as their basis the optimal posture and coordination of the whole body. Executing these movements requires the whole person—body, mind, and spirit.


    In Complete Tai-chi, I try to merge ancient Chinese experience and wisdom with modern Western scientific methodology. I apply a knowledge of body structure, the laws of body mechanics, and the laws of mechanical advantage to explain the experience and wisdom embodied in the classic works of Tai-chi and teach my Condensed Form of the 36 postures of Wu-style Tai-chi.


    As more and more people are moving into a new consciousness, Tai-chi has become part of the New Age Movement. People are becoming more aware of their own responsibility for the health and unity of their bodies, their minds, and their spirits. With these factors in mind, I have felt a growing responsibility to introduce the intact essence of Tai-chi to the Western world, and to share the knowledge and experience I inherited from my master with those who are interested in the art of Tai-chi. I hope this book will bring a new perspective of Tai-chi to the Western world in this new age of consciousness, and attract more people to the healing power and spiritual aspects of Tai-chi. I anticipate that this book will help people to appreciate the history, understand the theory, learn the form, and enjoy the movements of Tai-chi.


    Although I have studied and practiced Tai-chi for over fifty years, and revised the text of Complete Tai-chi many times, I realize that it can never be perfect, because there is always room for my understanding of the depth of this profound art to grow. Therefore, today's perfection might become tomorrow's imperfection.


    Each day before I worked on this book, I spent time meditating. When I was writing the history section, I could feel energy coming down from the originators of the different styles of Tai-chi as well as the Chen, Yang, and Wu families and the grand masters. When writing the how-to section, I envisioned my master performing the postures. Sometimes, after I had used Western scientific methodology to interpret the experiences of the grand masters, I felt that this was not my work; that I was simply a tool for for putting everything down on paper. Any inaccuracies that remain can be attributed to my own imperfections and limitations. Otherwise, this book would be as perfect as a seamless heavenly robe.
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    How to Learn and

    Practice Tai-chi
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    Understanding

    the Structural Framework

    of the Body


    TAI-CHI is one of the cultural pillars of China. It is based on the ancient philosophy of living in harmony with nature. We are upright beings who spend almost two-thirds of our life in the upright postures of standing, sitting, and walking. When we are standing or moving, the weight of our body rests on a surface the length of which is less than one-sixth the height of the body. In practicing Tai-chi, we usually put our weight on one foot. At first, this may seem quite unstable. If our body is in proper alignment with gravity, it uses gravity to hold it up. The body is actually kept stable by gravity's constant downward pull, and if part of the body is off-center, we are forced to expend considerable energy holding it up and keeping it balanced.


    If our body is in alignment with gravity, and our movements are in alignment with body mechanics, we are in harmony with nature. Most of us start out with a proportional body, one that is erect, slim, well-aligned, and easy to move. By the age of thirty-five, many of us develop rounded shoulders, broad hips, and a protruding abdomen. When we become elderly, we sometimes appear to be pear-shaped. One of the reasons is that years of gravitational pull and postural misalignment have changed our body proportions. Misalignment of posture affects not only the body, but also the inner organs and the emotions of the individual.


    To the Chinese, humans are unitary beings. A person's body, its structure and posture; the way he moves, what he thinks, what he cares about; his personality, his perspective on life, and his relationships with people; these are all part of a whole, and constitute his "core." To the Chinese, the core comprises the unity of body, mind, and spirit. All of these aspects are interrelated, and one cannot be changed without influencing the other. This holistic view of "being" has been rooted in Chinese culture for thousands of years.


    Since the Chinese are interested in all-natural, holistic methods of prevention and healing, they believe that in changing their physical aspect through proper exercise, they simultaneously change the psychological and emotional aspects of their being. This is why Tai-chi is so popular in China. The Chinese regard Tai-chi as a therapeutic treatment. It is the Fountain of Youth, Path to Total Health, and Way Toward Abundant Life.


    Our postures and movements have been learned, either by trial and error or by imitation. Once they have been learned, their performance becomes automatic, but not always effective. Beneficial movement should not only be effective, it should also conserve energy. Expending a minimal amount of energy to do work should become natural. Unfortunately, not all exercise can provide beneficial movement. This is the reason that our potential for movement is rarely developed to its fullest. Tai-chi is one of the few exercises that provides an education in movement emphasizing effectiveness, efficiency, and endurance. When we are practicing Tai-chi, we use mind rather than strength, and energy rather than force to move the body. The whole system of Tai-chi uses images of movement to achieve good body alignment and efficient body mechanics. This is accomplished by imitating the movements of birds and animals, and imagining how alive, graceful, energetic, and light their movements are. All these movements show that they are performed with minimum effort and achieve maximum results. If their movements were not developed to the highest potential, how could they survive in the natural environment?


    Movement is a neuro-musculo-skeletal activity. In practicing Tai-chi, we establish a clear concept or mental picture of movement in our minds, and leave the central nervous system free to mobilize the most efficient neuro-musculo-skeletal coordination. The sequence of movement should be performed slowly, gently, and gracefully, with sharp consciousness of body alignment, functional movement, and coordination of movement with breathing. Emphasis is placed on inner awareness. At the same time, we let our central nervous system be free to feel the equilibrium and the balance of the body, and to direct movement and posture. The whole process of practicing Tai-chi involves reconnecting the mind to the body, the conscience to the subconscious, and the individual to nature or the universe. In such a body, every joint is flexible, every muscle is free of tension, every movement is natural and graceful, and every inner organ is held in the right place and functions well.


    In learning to practice Tai-chi, you must first learn to affect the postures properly. Postures are elements of movement. It is only when one is able to affect the postures properly that one is able to perform the movements correctly. Posture, in Chinese, is called "framework." It is the framework of movement. In Mandarin, or standard spoken Chinese, practicing Tai-chi is called "posing the framework." Because posing the framework has been regarded as the fundamental achievement of Tai-chi, one must learn to stand in different positions, attaining and maintaining equilibrium and balance in various postures before learning the innumerable movements in sequence. In this book I am following the old tradition of training the apprentice by laying a solid foundation for further achievement.


    When looked at from a mechanical point of view, the human body is a living machine. Therefore, the study of posture is primarily an engineering study. Any attempt to teach postures while only taking external form into account and neglecting biological and mechanical principles can hardly be successful. In the classics, the grand masters did not explain their experiences in scientific terms, but through long years of practicing and pondering, their experiences were in accord with the design of the human skeletal framework, the mechanical principles of balance, and the laws of mechanical advantage. Once they had experienced using minimum effort to obtain maximum achievement in Push Hands or martial combat, they knew that their postures and movements were correct. Now that numerous scientific studies of movement have been performed in the Western world, the grand masters' experiences can be explained in a more scientific manner.


    Before we learn the proper methods of performing the postures of Tai-chi, we must understand the structural framework of our body. There are three major structural units in our skeletal structure. These are the head, the rib cage, and the pelvis. They are all joined together by the spinal column, and ideally should be in direct alignment with the line of gravity.


    The Spine


    The spine is the supporting post of the trunk of the body. It plays an important part in the alignment of the body. The spine of an adult contains twenty-six movable vertebrae. It is a sturdy but flexible column that encloses and protects the spinal cord, joins the head, rib cage, and pelvis, and serves as a point of attachment for the ribs and muscles of the back. The primary function of the spine is to support weight; its secondary function is movement. It moves anteriorly, posteriorly, and laterally.


    When viewed from the side, there are four curves to the spine: the cervical curve, the thoracic curve, the lumbar curve, and the sacral curve. The first seven cervical vertebrae (cervis=neck) curve forward, forming the cervical curve. The next twelve thoracic vertebrae, (thorax=chest) curve backward, retaining their original curve present at birth and forming the thoracic curve. The five lumbar vertebrae (lumbus=loin) curve forward again, forming a lumbar curve which supports the lower back. The sacrum, five sacral vertebrae fused into one bone, forms the back of the pelvis and retains its original backward curve. The coccyx, four coccygeal vertebrae fused into one, retains its backward curve, and together with the sacrum forms the sacral curve. These four curves of the spine are important. They increase the strength of the spine, help maintain the balance of the trunk in the upright position, absorb shock from the movements of the lower extremities, and protect the column from fracture.


    Because the spine plays a unique role in supporting weight and helping maintain the structural balance of the body in an upright position, it is extremely important to poise the spine properly. There are four curves to the spine. Therefore, almost all the vertebrae are more or less slanted. In accordance with the nature of the spine, it should be upright and erect, but never straight. Any attempt to make the vertebrae level or to keep the spine straight will make it rigid, and seriously affect the balance of the body. How do we poise a well-balanced spine? The grand masters' experiences pointed out that the head should be lifted as if it were suspended from above by a piece of thread. In doing so, the spine will be erect but not straight, flexible but not rigid. It will be in natural accord with the line of gravity, thus keeping the spine and the body well-balanced.


    The Head


    The head is the uppermost structure of the body. It does not support body weight, but because the spine supports the head, the balance of the head does effect the balance of the lower structure. Ideally, the head should be erect and upright. Then it will be in alignment with the whole body. Unfortunately, many people hold their heads forward. This misalignment makes the whole body readjust itself to the gravitational force, and causes tension in the muscles of the shoulders and the back which are used to balance the head. The grand masters always placed strong emphasis on the position of the head, stressing that the head should be lifted as if it were suspended from above. Grand Master Wu Chien-chuan said, "The head is the center of operation for the whole body. Only when the head is straight and upright can one's spirit be stirred. But, in holding the head straight and upright, it should be held by unforced spirit." If the head is held in this manner, the neck will not be stiff and stop the blood from circulating smoothly and chi from flowing freely.


    The Rib Cage


    The rib cage consists of thirty-seven bones. They are joined in approximately one-hundred places. The twenty-four ribs and the breast bone form a circular cage, which is actually a hanging structure. The twelve thoracic vertebrae curve slightly to the back and support most of the weight of the ribs. Besides being connected directly to the thoracic vertebrae, the rib cage is supported by muscles which connect it to the thoracic spine and to the cervical spine. Additionally, muscles connect the ribs to each other. To conform to the principle of mechanical balance, the rib cage should be hanging downward naturally, as close to the spine as the structure allows. Because the rib cage has many movable joints, it should ideally be able to move freely during respiration. But the rib cages of many people are not as movable as they should be. This loss of mobility stems from the mistaken idea that the chest must be held up for good posture. As a result, the muscles constantly holding the chest up become tighter and less elastic, which causes breathing to be shallow and fast.


    The Pelvic Girdle


    The pelvis is the base of the trunk. It is the area where all the weight of the upper structure rests, and is the location of the body's center of gravity. It is the center of structural balance and also the center for control of movement. For this reason, it is very important for the student of Tai-chi to know the structure of the pelvis, its function, and the nature of its movement.


    To conform to the principles of mechanical balance of the whole body, nature has equipped the pelvis with three large, heavy, thickened bones. These three bones are strongly bound together by nineteen ligaments that form a bowl-like structure. In comparison to the shoulder girdle, this bowl-like pelvic girdle moves as a single unit. Unlike the shoulder girdle, it is impossible for the pelvis to have movement on one side independent of the other side. This kind of design is appropriate for the support and transfer of weight as well as for balance and movement. It allows the pelvis to be strong without weighing a lot, and its resilience provides shock absorption during movement.


    When we are standing and moving, the place of contact of the pelvis with the lower limbs is at the femoral socket on the rounded heads of the femurs (thigh bones). The pelvis not only supports the weight of the upper structures, but also transmits the weight to the lower limbs. Because the supporting surfaces of the femoral heads are rounded, they provide greater mobility and stability, determining all the movements of pelvic rotation.


    The pelvis can rotate on both femoral heads only when we are bending forward and backward. Because the pelvic girdle moves as a single unit, rotation to the right and left solely on the horizontal plane is possible only if the rotation takes place on one femoral joint (hip joint). Movement of the pelvis always coordinates with movement of the lower limbs. Sometimes this movement maintains the line of gravity through the supporting limb; very often it increases the range of movement of a limb.


    After we have understood the structure and the function of the pelvis, we can take a step further to discuss the saying from the classics, "Motion is governed at the waist."


    Grand Master Yang Cheng-fu, in The Ten Essentials of Practicing Tai-chi Chuan, states, "The waist is the governor of your whole body. Only when one can loosen and relax the waist can he then keep his feet strong, and make his lower body firm and stable. Both substantial and insubstantial change are controlled by the waist. This is why it is said, The source of intention is in the waist.'" Grand Master Wu Chien-chuan, in his Six Key Elements of Practicing Tai-chi Chuan, writes, "Relax the waist; make it light and loose. All the turning and moving of Tai-chi is related to the waist. That is why it is said, The source of intention is in the waist.' When the waist is relaxed and unfolding, it not only allows the chi to sink downward more easily, making turning and moving swift and agile, but it also makes the lower part become stronger and more solid. Avoid the problem of being heavy on the upper part and light on the lower part."


    According to the biological and mechanical principles of body structure, motion should be governed by the pelvis. Because the center of gravity in our body lies within the pelvis, the pelvis becomes the center for structural balance and control of movement. Unfortunately, pelvis is not a common word in Chinese daily spoken language. Sometimes my master would tell me to "relax and unfold the groin." If we put the words pelvis and hip joints (instead of waist) into the above quotes, the statements make more sense:


    
      The pelvis is the governor of one's whole body. Only when one can loosen and relax the pelvis at the hip joints can he then keep his feet strong, and make his lower body firm and stable. Both substantial and insubstantial change are controlled by the pelvis and the hip joints.


      Relax the pelvis at the hip joints; make it light and loose. All the turning and moving of Tai-chi is related to the pelvis and hip joints. When the pelvis and the hip joints are relaxed and unfolding, it not only allows the chi to sink downward more easily, making turning and moving swift and agile, it also makes the lower part become stronger and more solid. Avoid the problem of being heavy on the upper part and light on the lower part.

    


    If we agree that the source of intention is in the pelvis, we can fully understand the importance and significance of the advice, "Sink the chi to the tan-tien." In Taoist meditation, tan-tien is a point or a tiny field located the width of four fingers below the navel, in the center of the pelvic girdle. It is an acupuncture point called Sea of Energy. In the Chinese system of meditation (Chi-kung) or Tai-chi (Chi-kung with movement), we always focus our attention on this point and restore our energy in this field. Although for thousands of years we have been told to "sink the chi to the tan-tien," we have never been told that this area is the center of gravity of the whole body. Sinking the chi to the tan-tien will help the lower part of the body become more solid and stable. Otherwise, if the chi becomes fixed in the upper body, the result will be as one of the classics says: 'Ύοu will become heavy on top and light below, and your heel will float easily."


    Another classic says, "One can frequently see many who have spent years on painstaking practice and are still unable to neutralize an attacking force. They are always controlled by their opponents. This is simply because they have not fully comprehended the fault of double-weightedness." In other words, this is because they still have not understood the structure, the function, and the nature of the movement of the pelvic girdle. To avoid this lack of understanding, you must distinguish between yin and yang. To do so, you must learn how to put your weight on just one leg, rotating the pelvic girdle and your whole body as a single unit by rotating on only one hip joint.


    The Shoulder Girdle


    The shoulder girdle is a hanging structure that lies horizontally across the rib cage. Its bony attachment is on the front of the trunk. It is supported by the breast bone and the first rib circle in front, and by muscles attached to the higher levels of the skeletal structure. On each side of the back, there are two shoulder blades. Their only attachment to the trunk is through muscle. This kind of design gives the shoulder girdle much more freedom and range of movement than the pelvis.


    Because the shoulder girdle is a hanging structure, it must hang free under any circumstance in which the body is in an upright position. If the body is in alignment with gravity, the shoulder girdle, as well as the arms, will naturally hang free to allow a full range of movement. Holding the shoulder girdle in any particular position will increase the tension of the muscles related to it, restricting movement and reducing its flexibility. Very often, it will lead to a forward positioning of the head. If the shoulder girdle is not flexible, it will interfere with the flexibility of the spine and the freedom of movement of the ribs.


    The area that joins the upper arm with the shoulder girdle is a ball-and-socket joint which permits the movement of the upper arm in all directions. Because the shoulder girdle is movable, it participates in the movement of the arm, either initiating movement or increasing the range of movement. On either side of the shoulder girdle, there are seven muscles which control position and movement. The shoulder girdle is like the handle of a sword, with the fingers serving as the point. These seven muscles of the shoulder girdle have their origins in the spine, the head, and the ribs. Therefore the position and alignment of the spine, the head, and the ribs will influence the effectiveness and efficiency of arm movement.


    In the classics, the grand masters did not mention that the shoulder girdle is a hanging structure, yet they repeatedly instructed the learner to "Sink the shoulder and drop the elbows." Grand Master Wu Chien-chuan indicated that "If the shoulders are not sunk, the body from the chest up is restrained, and the chi will flow upward. If the elbows are not dropped, then strength cannot be magnified, and both sides of the chest will lose their protection." It is easy to realize that sinking the shoulders allows the shoulder girdle to hang free. As mentioned above, holding the shoulder girdle increases the tension of the muscles, and the grand masters knew that it also restrained movement of the body from the chest up.


    Why should the elbows drop? In the standing position, if both the upper arm and the lower arm hang free, it is not necessary to drop the elbow. When practicing Tai-chi, however, the elbows should usually be bent. If the elbow is bent, no matter which direction the forearm is—horizontal, vertical, or slanting—the elbow should be dropped. If the elbow is not dropped, it will affect the shoulder girdle's ability to hang free. Of course, bending and dropping the elbow protects the chest from attack. In the Condensed Form I introduce in Part III, when the elbow is bent and the forearm is in a vertical position, the wrist is always level with the shoulder joint. If the wrist is level with the shoulder joint, the upper arm, the lower arm, and the space between the shoulder joint and the wrist will naturally form an equilateral triangle. If we hold this equilateral triangle as a fixed framework, then the jing (intrinsic strength), will function easily at the wrist or hand. If the forearm is bending in other directions, we still hold the arm as a fixed part of the framework. This action is based upon the theory of Tai-chi that says, "Seek straightness from the curved." If the elbow is not bent and dropped, then strength cannot be magnified. Only when our postures are posed as frameworks which are in accordance with body mechanics and the laws of mechanical advantage can we follow this advice from one of the classics: "Your whole body's jing should be worked on until it becomes unified. And it should also be discharged from the source. It is initiated from the heel, governed at the waist, manifested in the fingers, and discharged from the spine."

  


  
    [image: ]


    Understanding

    the Primary Powers

    of the Universe


    BEFORE attuning the body, the breath, and the mind, it is better to understand some of the philosophy and principles of Tai-chi practice.


    The term "Tai-chi" first appeared in the I Ching, or The Book of Change , as most Westerners know it. The appendix of the I Ching says:


    
      In I


      there is Tai-chi.


      Tai-chi


      generates Two Extremities.


      Two Extremities


      generate Four Aspects.


      Four Aspects


      generate Eight Trigrams.

    


    It says again:


    
      One yin and one yang


      constitute the tao.

    


    According to the Chinese, tao is The Way, The Way of nature, The Way of how things function in the universe. Yin and yang, heaven and earth, matter and energy are all considered to be an integrated whole. They are eternally complimentary and eternally changing.


    In The Book of Change , there are sixty-four passages. Each passage is represented by a hexagram. Each hexagram is a mathematical diagram consisting of six piled lines of two forms. One is solid, the other broken. The solid-is yang, the broken--is yin. These sixty-four hexagrams are the sixty-four possible arrangements of the forms of line. They represent all the potential types of changes which might appear in daily life. These possible types of changes are established by observing changes in the operation of the principles of positive force (yang) and negative force (yin) over a very long period of time. Through observation and experience, the ancient Chinese realized that yin and yang existed in everything. They also realized that yin and yang were opposites, but at the same time interdependent. Furthermore, they found that the alternation of yin and yang was cyclical rather than linear. When change reached a climax, or an extreme, yin became yang, and yang became yin. Continuity was brought about through alternation. Duration was achieved through continuity. Through duration, things completed their circles, reached new stages, and approached higher levels. Therefore, change became predictable. These concepts represent the ancient wisdom of the Chinese.


    The components of hexagrams are trigrams. Each of the sixty-four hexagrams is constructed of two trigrams, and each trigram contains three lines. One line represents heaven, one earth, and one the human being. Heaven, earth, and human beings are the three basic concepts of Chinese cosmology. There are eight basic trigrams. In Tai-chi, the eight trigrams represent the Eight Directions.


    The Appendix of the I Ching says:


    
      The Book of Change is a book vast and great,


      it contains everything, without omission.


      The tao of heaven is in it.


      The tao of earth is in it.


      The tao of human beings is in it.


      It combines these three primary powers


      and doubles them;


      that is why there are six lines.


      The six lines are nothing other than


      the tao of the Three Primary Powers.

    


    The Chinese are a chi-oriented nationality. From the very beginning of their history they have believed that everything possesses chi, and that chi fills the Universe. The Chinese feel that heaven possesses heaven chi, earth possesses earth chi, and human beings possess human chi. In the I Ching, these are called the "Three Primary Powers." Nowadays, chi is understood to be a type of energy. We call it "vital energy."


    To the Chinese, the heaven chi is made up of different universal forces or energies exerted from heavenly bodies onto the earth. If the heaven chi is harmonious and balanced, the weather will be favorable and good for crops. If the heaven chi is inharmonious and unbalanced, thunderstorms and lightning will come, the wind will blow, and rain will fall in order to rebalance the chi. In Chinese, weather is tien-chi; tien means "heaven." The earth itself is a huge mass, full of energy. During the eruption of a volcano, the tremendous, powerful energy of the earth is revealed. If you are receptive enough when you are walking barefoot on the earth, you can feel its vibration. I still remember that when I was young, every time I was ill, my grandmother urged me to get out of the house to get some earth chi. Earth chi is greatly influenced and affected by heaven chi. They constantly work together. When earth chi is harmonious and balanced, plants grow luxuriantly and animals thrive.


    Each person possesses his or her own chi and forms their own chi field or aura. When people gather together, their chi influences and affects each other. When we are with people who are angry or depressed, we often feel uncomfortable ourselves, because their negative energy affects us. If our chi is balanced and in harmony with heaven chi , earth chi, and other people's chi, we will be healthy and happy. Otherwise we will feel a sense of unhappiness and unease.


    In addition to being chi-oriented, the Chinese are also very humanistic. They are realistic and pragmatic, but always concerned about the well-being of humans. This is why the Chinese have always been interested in health care, preventive medicine, rejuvenation, and longevity. They are positive thinkers, and believe that everything in the universe is for the good of human beings, as long as we live in harmony with nature.


    If we understand these points of view, then we are able to understand the purpose and the importance of attuning the body, the breath, and the mind.


    Attune the Body


    Attuning the body, first of all, means learning to stand in balance and align the body with the line of gravity.


    When standing in balance, our bodies should be erect and upright but never straight, because our body structures show that there are four curves in the spinal column. These four curves are the product of aligning body structure with gravitational force.


    Standing in balance is the simplest posture. It sounds easy, but this is misleading. Theoretically, standing in balance is the most natural, relaxed, comfortable posture we can hold when standing up. While we are standing in balance, all the muscles around our spine, front or back, left or right, are in a state of balance and equilibrium. We don't need to expend any extra energy to hold the body upright, therefore it is the most restful posture we can achieve while standing. Unfortunately, not many people can do this. They feel comfortable with their old, improper postures because they have grown accustomed to them.


    When I say "stand in balance, be natural and relaxed," I mean be natural with your body structure, in accordance with body mechanics. Gravitational force constantly pulls us down toward the center of the earth. Most people are not aware of this and have formed bad posture. "Be relaxed," does not mean you should be collapsed. Uplift the spirit, be erect and upright. In the field of Tai-chi we say, "suspend the crown with unforced spirit."


    The proper way to stand in balance is to point your feet straight ahead, hips' width apart, distributing weight evenly on the balls and heels of both feet. Also, make sure all ten toes touch the ground. If you can do this, your posture is more or less balanced at the first level.


    If you are interested in correcting your posture, take time to look at the people around you, noticing how they walk. You might be surprised to find that about ninety-eight percent of all people do not walk with their feet pointing straight ahead. It would seem that many people love their cars more than their bodies. They put unleaded gasoline into their cars, but they eat junk food. They get the wheels of their cars aligned once a year, but they never align the balls and heels of their feet so they are pointing straight ahead while standing and walking. If the wheels of a car are out of alignment, the car shakes, and eventually becomes damaged. The same is true of our feet. If we don't stand with our feet pointing straight ahead, every step we take and every movement we perform will shake our body and its structure.


    Why should the toes touch the ground? Standing or walking with ten toes touching the ground makes our bodies more stable, grounded, and steady. Try walking barefoot, with and then without the toes touching the ground, and you will notice the difference. Most of the time when practicing Tai-chi, we stand on one foot. Your position will become more stable if the toes are touching the ground. There are six acupuncture meridians that start or end at the end of the toes; each of these meridians is associated with an internal organ. They are the kidney, spleen, liver, bladder, gall bladder, and stomach; three yin meridians and three yang. If we walk with our toes touching the ground, then every step or every movement performs a sort of natural reflexology on our feet, energizing and balancing the energy of these organs. This is the reason we practice Tai-chi with bare feet in my classes. Also, there is an acupuncture point called Kidney I on the sole of each foot. It is located at a point one-third the distance from the base of the second toe to the back of the heel. This point is called Bubbling Well. When massaging it, the sensation of a warm current surging upward all the way to the lower leg can be felt. Traditionally, Chinese people massage these two points to help themselves sleep or to lower high blood pressure. The ancient Taoist sages regarded them as the gates that absorb or exchange our chi With environmental chi. There are five gates in our bodies. These are the most sensitive acupuncture points. The other two, Pericardium 8, are on the center of our palms. They are called Labor Palace. These points are used in folk medicine to reduce body temperature during a fever. The fifth point is at the top of the crown, Governing Vessel 20. This point is called Hundred Meetings, because all the yang meridians meet at this point. It is used to clear the senses and calm the spirit.


    To assimilate vital energy from heaven and earth is one of the chief aims of practicing Tai-chi or Chi-kung. Tai-chi is one of the highest forms of active Chi-kung. According to the I Ching, the human being is one of the three primary powers in the universe. We are between heaven and earth. When we stand in balance, we should consciously sense that we are a bridge between heaven and earth, and are assimilating vital energy from them. In the classes I teach, I always ask my students to build an image in their mind that they are standing upright and erect, like a tree. The balls and heels of the feet along with the toes take deep root in the ground, and the Bubbling Well points absorb the vibration of the yin earth chi. The crown is suspended from heaven, with the Hundred Meetings point absorbing the vital yang or heaven chi, and we grow like trees. The palms are like leaves with fingers, and the Labor Palace points assimilate vital energy between heaven and earth.


    Keep this image in mind when you stand erect and upright, relaxed but not collapsed, and follow the twenty-three key points of Standing in Stillness and Balance on page 93. Your body, and your body structure, will be in perfect synchronization with the line of gravity.


    Attune the Breath


    An ancient sage said:


    
      When the body is upright,


      the breath will be smooth.


      When the breath is smooth,


      the mind will be still.

    


    To attune the breath is to make it smooth. After your breathing becomes smooth, attune it until it becomes long, deep, even, and calm. This kind of breathing not only makes the mind calm, but also supplies a larger amount of oxygen to the body from the air. Once oxygen comes into the lungs, it mixes with the blood and is carried to every cell of the body, to nourish them and keep them functioning well. The Chinese believe that when oxygen is taken in, universe energy, which they call the heaven chi , is also breathed in. This universe energy is important because it is helpful in obtaining radiant health.


    There are several different methods of breathing. Belly breathing is recommended for beginners. In such breathing, the belly expands during inhalation and contracts during exhalation. It is the up and down movement of the diaphragm that makes the belly expand and contract. Our lungs cannot bring in and draw out air, they need help from the muscles around them, especially the diaphragm. When we practice belly breathing, while inhaling we gently and intentionally press the diaphragm down to make room for the air coming into the lungs; while exhaling we release the pressure and let the diaphragm naturally move up and press the air out. Because the diaphragm moves up and down with exhalation and inhalation, it is sometimes called diaphragm breathing.


    Belly breathing is the most natural form of breathing. Unfortunately, when growing up, most people lose this instinctive movement by employing chest breathing. In belly breathing, inhalation is usually longer than exhalation. In this way we obtain more oxygen. Moreover, beneath the diaphragm is the stomach, on its right is the liver, on its left is the spleen, and underneath are the intestines. When we move the diaphragm up and down, we actually massage these inner organs. This massage increases the blood and chi circulation around them, and greatly improves the digestion of food and the assimilation of nutrients. It also assists in the elimination of waste. After the ancient sages found these secrets, they greatly advocated belly breathing and considered this action to be a return to the manner of respiration of the embryo in the womb. When we practice this breathing, we intentionally move the belly in and out. Gradually our natural instincts will come back and provide us with more oxygen and heaven chi.


    An ancient sage once said:


    
      When inhaling, the earth chirises;


      when exhaling, the heaven chi descends.


      When humans breathe at the navel,


      their human chi naturally connects with


      the chi of heaven and earth.

    


    Another sage said:


    
      Common people breathe at the throat;


      a true person breathes from the heels.

    


    When we attune the breath, we must learn to breathe from the heels. Breathing from the heels sounds ridiculous, but not to the Chinese. For the Chinese, it is not breathing the air, it is absorbing the earthchithrough the Bubbling Wells, two acupuncture points on the soles of the feet. When doing this, visualize and feel the sensation of a warm current coming from the soles of the feet all the way up to the crown while inhaling. While exhaling, the sensation of the warm current will go down from the crown to the bottom of the feet. After practicing for a short period of time, you will experience a sensation of becoming warmer and warmer. This is not your imagination, most of those who practice experience this feeling.


    When attuning the breath, it is important to keep the tongue touched to the roof of the mouth. This is because there are two important meridians located on the center line of the front and back of the body. When the tongue touches the palate, it makes the two meridians connect. The first meridian is the governing meridian. It rises from the abdomen, emerges from the perineum, then ascends along the inside of the spine until it reaches the nape of the neck. It enters the brain and moves to the top of the head, follows the middle of the forehead, crosses the bridge of the nose, and ends at the upper lip. The governing meridian is known as the sea of the yang meridians, because it meets all the yang meridians. Its function is to govern the chi of all the yang meridians.


    Another meridian is the conception meridian. It starts from the inside of the lower abdomen, emerges from the perineum, ascends along the midline of the abdomen and chest, crosses the throat and the lower jaw, then curves around the lips, ending in the region of the eyes. The conception meridian is known as the sea of the yin meridians, because it meets all the yin meridians. Its function is to receive and bear the chi of all the yin meridians.


    Because each of these two meridians emerges from the perineum, one of them ends at the lower jaw and the other passes through the upper jaw. When the tongue touches the palate it makes the circuit of these two meridians close, allowing the chi to circulate through them. When the tongue touches the palate it also makes the mouth generate more saliva, which the Chinese call "jade juice." Saliva is important because it helps in the digestion of food.


    When we practice Tai-chi, movements should be intentionally coordinated with breathing. Otherwise, it is merely an exercise, not Tai-chi. When breathing becomes longer and deeper, the movements will become slower and calmer. Because movements of Tai-chi are complex, various parts of the body must be coordinated. It might be difficult for the beginner to coordinate movements with breathing. Therefore, when attuning the breath, it is better to do some simple movements, such as raising arms to shoulder level and bringing them down to the sides of the body, and coordinate these with your breathing. When raising the arms, inhale and feel the earth chi ascend from the feet all the way up to the crown and the fingertips. When bringing the arms down, exhale and feel the heaven chi descend from the crown all the way down to the feet and the toes. In my class, we practice preliminary Tai-chi and walking meditation, which are designed to coordinate breathing with simple, basic Tai-chi movements, at the same time stretching muscles and tendons. This serves as a warm-up before practicing Tai-chi.


    Attune the Mind


    Attuning the mind means making the mind still. Stilling the mind is of primary importance in all kinds of Chi-kung and meditation, including Tai-chi.


    The Chinese saint, Confucius, said:


    
      First you must be still,


      then your mind can be steady.


      Once your mind is steady,


      you are able to be calm.


      Only when you are calm,


      are you able to contemplate and obtain.

    


    These five processes combined are the most well-known procedure of attuning the mind when meditating. Making the mind still is a prelude to contemplation. In meditation, or static (without movement) Chi-kung classes, I teach the practitioner to focus attention on the tip of the nose, at the same time holding the state of consciousness steady at his tan-tien. He should either watch the breath as it flows in and out from his nose, or watch the lower abdomen as it goes forward and backward at the tan-tien. At first, I ask the practitioner to count his breaths. Once the breath is smooth and even, then he should stop counting and just watch, or listen to his breathing. Finally, he will forget about his breathing. This is a process of training the practitioner to shift the mind from observation to non-observation, from mindlessness to mindfulness. In practicing Tai-chi, we focus on breathing in a different way, but the principles are the same.


    Tai-chi is a kind of contemplation with movement. The aim of this contemplation with movement is to be thoughtless, but not mindless. It is full of mindfulness. At first, be mindful of the postures and movements, then of the coordination of movement with breathing. At last, be mindful to not be mindful of the postures, movements, and breathing. At this stage, we enter into a different dimension. As our breathing becomes calmer and calmer, deeper and deeper, our postures, our movements, our minds, our whole beings, do the same. At this level, we are completely free. The practice of Tai-chi is a process of purifying the body, the mind, and the spirit.


    The coordination of movements with breathing is based on changes in the motions. This coordination is one of the chief characteristics of Tai-chi, and should be done intentionally. Always remember that without this coordination, it is not Tai-chi.


    In order for the beginner to learn how to coordinate movements with breathing, two principles are summarized:

    



    1. Inhale while you are contracting, rising, bending, and lifting.


    2. Exhale while you are expanding, lowering, extending, and falling.

    



    Most importantly, the coordination of the two should be natural and comfortable. If you feel your breathing is not smooth and comfortable, it might be linked to a problem with your postures. After pinpointing the problem spot, you will be able to coordinate your movements with your breathing, gradually making your breathing deeper, longer, and softer. After you have increased the quality of your breathing, the quality of your movements will expand accordingly.


    When you are able to coordinate your movements and your breathing with ease, you can forget about them. At this stage, when you are practicing Tai-chi, simply enjoy the feeling that you are a channel between heaven and earth, and that all the vital chi between heaven and earth is flowing in and out of your body. At this moment, you are truly able to enjoy contemplation with movement, and dance with your spirit.
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    The History of

    the Origin and Development

    of Tai-chi
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    Exploring Legend

    and Confusion


    HOW DID this art, full of benefit and surrounded by an aura of mystery, come to be? Imagine two established orders—the traditional martial arts and the Taoist internal breathing system—each the product of hundreds, or even thousands of years of evolution. At a point in history they met and intertwined, and the resulting entity, much more powerful and useful than either of its components alone, initiated a new tradition which began to undergo its own evolution. This is the story of Tai-chi. In presenting it here, I have taken a roughly chronological approach, from origin and early development to later development and the current state of Tai-chi. In addition to this historical background, some examples of the literature it produced, translations of the classics, are included in Part IV.


    In the most widely known legends of Tai-chi, Chang San-feng, a Taoist sage of the mountain of Wu Tang, is purported to have originated this esoteric, or internal system of martial arts. Later, Chang was credited with authorship of The Tai-chi Chuan Classic, which was then considered the most important of the classic works, because it was purportedly written by the original master of Tai-chi. His lifetime has been placed in both the Sung dynasty (960-1279) and the Ming dynasty (1368-1644) because, coincidentally, there were two Taoist sages with similar names. In Chinese, the two names have the same sound, but the forms of the last characters, feng, are different. The first name means "Three Mountain Peaks," while the second means "Three Abundances," but both names are pronounced in the same manner. San means "three." One legend states that Chang learned Tai-chi from a dream. This legend was fabricated by Huang Li-chou, a well-known scholar of the Ming dynasty. Huang was asked to write an epitaph for Wang Cheng-nan, an internal martial artist of the Ming dynasty. At the beginning of the epitaph, Huang wrote, "Shao-ling is famous for its martial arts. Its arts are primarily combative, but opponents can still take the advantage. There are internal martial arts which employ stillness to overcome activeness. As soon as the invaders come into bodily contact, they immediately fall. For this reason, Shao-ling is regarded as an external martial art. The internal martial arts originated with Chang San-feng (Chang, Three Mountain Peaks) of the Sung dynasty, who was an alchemist on the mountain of Wu Tang. He received a summons from Emperor Hui Tsung. On his way to see him, he found the road blocked by a group of gangsters. That night, he dreamed that the heavenly emperor Hsuan-ti, a legendary Taoist god, taught him martial arts. The following morning, Chang killed over a hundred gangsters." Another story says that one day after meditating he saw a snake and a crane fighting, and watched them attentively for a long time. The crane kept trying to spear the snake with its beak, but the snake's circular and spiral movements were so flexible that it was able to easily evade the bird's firm and forceful thrust. The fighting lasted for several hours, and finally the snake conquered the crane. From this incident, according to legend, Chang gained the realization that softness overcomes hardness, and that circular movements overcome straight. It was from this observation that he created a soft style of martial arts.


    The legends are beautiful, but research shows reality to be different. Several writers have credited Chang San-feng with fantastic exploits in boxing as well as great longevity (indicating that the Chang of both the Sung and Ming dynasties was the same person). However, in the official histories of the Sung, Yuan, and Ming dynasties of China covering the period from 960-1644, there is no indication whatsoever that Chang San-feng was familiar with any kind of martial art or even practiced Tai-chi. The official history of the Ming dynasty, in a section called "Biography of Artisans," lists Chang San-feng (Chang, Three Abundances) as a native of the Yi district of the Province of Liaoning in northern China. He is listed as having been a Taoist leader between the end of the Yuan dynasty and the beginning of the Ming dynasty. He traveled widely, and eventually built a cottage on the mountain of Wu Tang, where he concentrated on the study and practice of Taoism. In The Complete Works of Chang San-feng , a book compiled by Taoist master Wong Hsi-ling in 1723 and compiled again by another Taoist master, Li Han-hsu, in 1844, there is no mention of Chang San-feng having had any knowledge of Tai-chi or martial arts, although both authors said they had seen him.


    Many Tai-chi books published in the West have merely repeated the legends, while others, whose authors were perhaps aware of the discrepancies, have addressed the problem by stating that the founder is simply unknown. In modern China, those of a conservative viewpoint held to the legends that named Chang San-feng as the founder, while a more liberal faction began to raise doubts. It is fortunate that research in mainland China, undertaken with the aim of validating or disproving the various legends and arriving at a unified and correct history of the art of Tai-chi, has answered many questions. It is due to this research that more of the facts can now be presented.


    The question of origin has plagued interested practitioners for some time. Even in 1867, Master Li Yi-yu (1831-92), author of several of the classics, credited Chang San-feng with the origination of Tai-chi. In his first draft of an early work entitled A Brief Introduction to Tai-chi Chuan , written in 1867, he stated that "Tai-chi was initiated from Chang San-feng (Chang, Three Abundances) of the Sung dynasty," but something caused him to change his mind and later correct his manuscript. In 1880, in his three original handwritten copies of the Tai-chi Chuan Treatise , Master Li wrote, "We don't know the originator of Tai-chi, but all its mysteries are explained by Wang Tsung-yu, almost nothing remains untold. At last it came to Chen Chia Kou in Henan where Chen's family practiced expertly, generation after generation." It is quite likely that Li got his original reference about Chang San-feng from Master Yang Lu-chan (1799-1872), a revered teacher of Li's uncle Wu Yu-hsiang (1812-80).


    Chang San-feng's (Chang, Three Abundances) Tai-chi Chuan Classic first appeared in 1925 in the book The Technique of Tai-chi Chuan by Chen Wei-ming, a student of Master Yang Cheng-fu (1883-1936), eminent founder of the contemporary Yang style of Tai-chi and the grandson of Yang Lu-chan. Because the book contained pictures of Master Yang's postures, it was widely distributed, and the legend of Chang as the founder of Tai-chi grew. An interesting footnote at the end of the classic says:


    
      This treatise was left by the Patriarch Chang San-feng [Chang, Three Abundances] of the Wu-Tang Mountain. He expected people of exceptional ability all over the world to obtain good health and longevity, not only the minor details of technique.

    


    This footnote caused many people to question the truth of the legend. If this treatise were really written by Patriarch Chang San-feng, it would not have been necessary to add a footnote written by someone else. At this point, the research began. One of the first researchers was Tang Hao. In 1932, he went to Chen Chia Kou with Chen Tzu-ming, a member of the eighteenth generation of Chen's family, to consult with members of the Chen family and examine their ancestral records. This is where Master Yang Lu-chan learned Tai-chi. He found no references to Chang San-feng nor any mention of the origins of Tai-chi. However, the record clearly indicated that the originator of the Chen family martial arts, referred to as The Thirteen Positions, was their ancestor Chen Wang-ting (1597-1664). Tang's survey also led him to conclude that Chen's martial art was largely adopted from the martial techniques and written works of the famous Ming dynasty general Chi Chi-kuang (1528— 87), who became one of the greatest national heroes in Chinese history after defeating invaders from the sea. General Chi had summarized and systematized sixteen of the most outstanding folk martial arts practiced during the Ming dynasty, and from those sources had compiled the Pugilism Classic of Thirty-two Postures for the soldiers to use in practice. Thus, Tang's analysis was that Tai-chi had its origins in the people and had been synthesized and developed over the course of many years.


    This theory of the origin of Tai-chi seemed acceptable to many, but a more conservative faction still clung to the legends, which had gained reinforcement from a book published in 1933, the year after Tang Hao traveled to Chen Chia Kou. In The Theory and Practice of Tai-chi Chuan by Master Yang Cheng-fu, the following statement appears:


    
      Grandfather said that Tai-chi Chuan was initiated by Chang San-feng [Chang, Three Abundances]. He handed it down to Wang Tsung-yu, Wang handed it down to Chen Chow-tung, Chen handed it down to Chang Sung-chi, and Chang handed it down to Chiang Fa. Master Chen Chang-hsing was the only student of Chiang Fa.

    


    Problems were inherent in the succession as outlined above by Yang Lu-chan for his grandson. According to the book Tai-chi Chuan Handed Down Through the Generations, by Chen Tzu-ming, Chiang Fa was a subordinate officer of Li Chi-yu, who was a close friend of Chen Wang-ting. After Li Chi-yu was killed during the defeat and takeover of the Ming dynasty by the Ching dynasty, Chiang Fa sought refuge at Chen's home and became an attendant of Chen Wang-ting. In the ancestral temple, the family has preserved a portrait of Chen Wang-ting with Chiang Fa standing by his side, holding a sabre. Since Chiang Fa was a contemporary of Chen Wang-ting, who was of the ninth generation of the Chen family, and Chen Chang-hsing (Yang Lu-chan's teacher) was of the fourteenth generation, it is highly improbable that Chiang Fa was Chen Chang-hsing's teacher. Furthermore, this date also renders it impossible for Wang Tsung-yu who, research now indicates, lived at the end of the eighteenth century, to have passed the art down through two generations of students to Chiang Fa in the middle of the seventeenth century.


    Pointing out these flaws in an attempt to connect Chang San-feng (either Three Mountain Peaks or Three Abundances) with the origination of the modern system of Tai-chi, and to delineate an unbroken succession of the transmittal of the art, is in no way designed to belittle the Taoists' very essential contribution. At present the early history of Tai-chi is incomplete, but the rediscovery in the 1960s of some treasured original documents written in 1881 has shown conclusively that the Tai-chi Chuan Classic of Chang San-feng is a composite of portions of the works of other masters.
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Health/Martial Arts

Tai-chi is the Fountain of Youth, Path to Total Health,
and Way toward Abundant Life

Today people around the world are discovering the benefits of Tai-chi, an ancient
Chinese system of exercise based on calm, graceful movements that condition the
body from the inside out. With benefits like reduced siress and anxiety, plus
improved flexibility and concentration, Tai-chi has become the ultimate form of
exercise for relaxing and strengthening both body and spiric.

Master Huang’s Complete Tai-chi i the definitive introduction to the Condensed
Form of Wu-style Tai-chi, a form that has gained enormous popularity as a healing
exercise because it stresses the development of interal energy for self-healing,

‘The 36 postures of this style are beautful in their simplicty and completely safe,
regardless of one’s age or physical condition. Included in this book are a detailed
guide 10 the 36 postures (with more than 250 illustrative photographs), a historical
overview of Tai-chi, and translations of classic works by Tai-chi masters,

‘The demands of Tai-chi are small, but the rewards are great. A few minutes cach
day and a bit of open space are all one needs 1o find a new path to youthfulness
and longevity, and at the same time reach the peak of physical and emotional
well-being,

Master Alfred Huang is a native of China, and has practiced the art of Tai-chi
for over 50 years. In 1966, as the Cultural Revolution swept China, he was accused
of being an American spy and imprisoned for 13 years. According to Master Huang.

Tai-chi gave him the strength to endure this ordeal. In 1980 he emigrated to the
U.S., making his home in Hawaii, where he is the founder and director of the
Wholistc Tai-chi Education and Research Asociation and director of New

Harmony—Friends of Total Health.

ISBN 978-1.4629.03467
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