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Chapter 1: What Is Tai Chi 

– The Art of Movement, 

Health, and Energy

 

Tai Chi Chuan, often shortened simply to “Tai 

Chi,” is far more than just a slow-motion exercise 

from the Far East. While many people associate it 

with elderly practitioners moving gracefully in 

parks, its roots, structure, and depth are vastly 

more complex. Tai Chi is a complete system of 

working with the body, breath, mind, and energy. 

It can serve as a health practice, a moving 

meditation, and a spiritual discipline for inner 

development. To understand Tai Chi as an art of 

living, we must first look at where it comes from. 

Its history is part myth, part documented 

tradition. It is said to have originated in the 

Shaolin temple and from Taoist practices in the 

Wudang Mountains, where monks sought to 

combine martial skill with inner harmony and 

spiritual cultivation. These early methods 

integrated movement, breath, and intention into a 
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unified whole aimed not only at overcoming an 

opponent, but also at mastering one’s inner chaos. 

One of the key milestones in Tai Chi’s 

development was the emergence of the Chen style 

in the village of Chenjiagou, Henan Province, 

during the 17th century. Chen style is still 

regarded as the oldest known form of Tai Chi. It is 

characterized by dynamic, spiral movements and 

an alternation of slow sequences with sudden 

explosive releases of energy (known as fajin). For 

generations, Chen style was passed down within 

closed family circles, kept secret and reserved only 

for selected individuals. It wasn’t until the 19th 

century that a softer version appeared—Yang 

style, created by Yang Luchan. Yang style became 

the most widespread and popular form of Tai Chi 

worldwide. It is known for its smooth, continuous, 

and slow movements, without sudden changes in 

pace. Designed to meet the needs of students 

looking for a health-promoting and meditative 

practice, Yang style is the one most commonly 

seen in parks and Tai Chi schools around the 

globe. Unlike Chen style, Yang focuses on 

softness, balance, and even energy flow. Other 

styles include Wu (with its two branches: Wu/Hao 
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and the Jianquan family lineage), Sun, and several 

lesser-known family traditions. While each style 

retains Tai Chi’s core principles—relaxation, 

centeredness, awareness of weight and lightness—

they differ in posture, structure, and movement 

dynamics. For example, Sun style blends elements 

of Tai Chi, Bagua, and Xingyi, resulting in a more 

mobile, step-based form. Wu style often uses 

narrower stances and emphasizes subtle internal 

weight shifts. But regardless of the style, the heart 

of Tai Chi remains the same: it is the art of 

working with energy through conscious 

movement. Tai Chi is not just a sequence of 

physical motions repeated mindlessly. Every 

gesture has a purpose, a direction, a structure, and 

an internal intent. Every raised hand, every step, 

every rotation of the hips is a method of leading qi

—the life force—through the body in a conscious, 

harmonious way. This is where Tai Chi diverges 

from conventional exercise. Gym workouts 

primarily focus on the physical body—muscle 

strength, flexibility, calorie burn, or 

cardiovascular health. Tai Chi operates on a 

subtler level. It assumes that body, mind, and 

breath are inseparably connected and must 
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function in full synchrony. It’s not about the 

number of repetitions, but the quality of presence 

within each movement. The external form is 

merely a vessel for what’s happening internally: 

the flow of energy, the shift in weight, the guiding 

intention behind the motion, and the 

practitioner’s mental state. Tai Chi practice begins 

with what is outwardly visible—body alignment, 

foot placement, spinal posture, arms, head—but 

from the very beginning, it is accompanied by an 

inner attitude: mindfulness, relaxation, and 

focused attention. Practitioners begin to notice 

where tension is held, where balance is lacking, 

where breath is shallow, or where it doesn’t reach 

at all. This is not a judgmental observation but a 

curious awareness—one that leads to 

improvement, not by force, but through 

consciousness. As the practice deepens, Tai Chi 

starts to function as an integrative system. It 

unifies the body into one coherent structure 

rather than a collection of separate parts. 

Movement begins in the feet, flows through the 

legs, hips, spine, shoulders, and out through the 

hands—like a wave moving through the body. 

There is no fragmentation—every shift in the foot 
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influences the axis of the entire body; every turn 

of the wrist stems from spinal rotation. This 

integration makes the body feel light, elastic, and 

alive, yet grounded, stable, and resilient. For 

many, the most profound discovery in Tai Chi is 

its effect on the mind. Even after just a few 

minutes of practice, a change is noticeable: the 

mind quiets down, tension dissolves, and a sense 

of spaciousness and clarity arises. Tai Chi 

becomes a moving meditation—through the focus 

on body, breath, and energy flow, the mind stops 

wandering and becomes fully present. This is a 

state of deep presence, where distracting thoughts 

fade, and awareness immerses itself in sensation 

and motion. Tai Chi thus becomes not just 

physical exercise, but a form of emotional 

regulation. Through relaxation, breath, and 

mindfulness, the practitioner begins to 

understand their own stress patterns, emotional 

responses, and inner tensions. Over time, this 

state extends beyond the training space into daily 

life. This is why Tai Chi is often called “internal 

alchemy”—it transforms not only the body but the 

quality of consciousness. Another essential aspect 

of Tai Chi is its health benefits. Modern scientific 
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research supports its effectiveness in reducing 

stress, improving balance, boosting immune and 

cardiovascular function, and relieving back pain, 

joint stiffness, and symptoms of anxiety or 

depression. Regular Tai Chi practice increases 

bodily awareness, enhances coordination, 

improves postural stability, and reduces the risk 

of falls—especially among older adults. Unlike 

many forms of sport, Tai Chi does not require 

strength, flexibility, or high endurance. It can be 

practiced at any age, regardless of health 

condition, and its intensity can be adjusted to fit 

each body’s needs. Because of this, Tai Chi is 

accessible to everyone—from those seeking better 

health to those on a path of spiritual growth. It 

can also be practiced relationally—through 

partner-based techniques like tui shou (“pushing 

hands”), which develop sensitivity to others’ 

energy, teach how to listen with the body, and 

respond without resistance. These practices 

strengthen empathy, awareness, and the ability to 

act from calm rather than tension. In summary, 

Tai Chi is neither just exercise nor simply a 

martial art—it is a way of life. It unites precise 

movement, mindful breathing, deep internal 
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work, and the gentleness of flowing energy. It 

helps you reconnect with your body, strengthen 

your nervous system, regenerate your physical 

structure, and bring more presence, softness, and 

centered strength into your life. In the chapters 

that follow, you’ll learn specific techniques for 

working with posture, spine alignment, breath, 

balance, and internal energy. But before you 

continue, remember: Tai Chi doesn’t begin with 

movement—it begins with intention. The 

intention to return to yourself. The intention to 

reclaim your natural posture. The intention to live 

in harmony—with your body, your breath, the 

earth beneath you, and the space around you. This 

is why Tai Chi is an art—not because it looks 

beautiful, but because it has the power to 

transform your life from within.
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Chapter 2: The Axis 

Principle – Vertical 

Alignment of the Spine

 

One of the most essential pillars of Tai Chi 

practice—without which no movement can be 

properly understood or executed—is the axis 

principle: the vertical alignment of the body in 

one line, from the top of the head down to the feet. 

This seemingly simple concept contains great 

depth, because the axis is not just a mechanical 

stacking of bones, but a dynamic relationship 

between gravity, physical structure, and the flow 

of energy. In Tai Chi, the axis refers not only to 

physical alignment, but also to the internal center 

that holds the practitioner in a state of balance, 

stability, and readiness to move at any moment, in 

any direction. The idea of the body’s axis can be 

compared to the central mast of a sailboat—

everything else, including the arms, legs, 

movements of the hips, and shifting of weight, 

operates in relation to that mast. If the mast is 
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tilted, the entire ship becomes unstable. The same 

is true for the body—if the spine is twisted, the 

pelvis collapsed, or the head jutting forward, every 

movement generates tension, strain, and energy 

loss. Tai Chi teaches a return to the original, 

neutral posture in which the body becomes an 

integrated whole, and movement flows from the 

center and returns to it—effortlessly and without 

resistance. A key image used in Tai Chi instruction 

around the world is the metaphor of “the head 

suspended on an invisible string.” This 

visualization helps the practitioner understand 

that the body should be gently elongated upward, 

but without tensing the neck or lifting the 

shoulders. It creates a feeling of natural, light 

extension through the spine, where the crown of 

the head—known as the baihui point—reaches 

toward the sky as if suspended, while the rest of 

the body hangs calmly beneath it, like a mobile 

with evenly balanced weights. When this axis is 

found, there is a sensation of lightness in the 

upper body and groundedness through the feet—

without tension or stiffness. To properly align the 

body’s axis, several key segments must be 

observed and corrected in sequence: the feet, 
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pelvis, spine, shoulders, neck, and head. This 

process is best done in a standing position, on a 

flat surface, with knees relaxed and hands gently 

open by the thighs. Begin by feeling the contact 

between your feet and the ground—the entire 

surface, not just the heels or toes. The body’s 

weight should be evenly distributed between both 

feet, with a slight emphasis toward the center of 

the heels. Feet should be placed parallel or slightly 

turned out, about hip-width apart, without 

twisting or asymmetry. Next, attention moves to 

the pelvis. In Tai Chi, a neutral pelvic alignment is 

crucial—neither tilted back in hyperlordosis, nor 

tucked too far forward creating a flat back. The 

correct position involves gently releasing the 

lower spine, allowing the tailbone to drop 

vertically. This is not about squeezing or forcing 

the glutes, but letting the pelvis settle naturally 

over the feet. It feels similar to sitting down on a 

high stool—upright but relaxed. The spine as a 

whole should align vertically, not in the familiar 

“S” shape associated with seated posture. This 

means relaxing the lower back, lengthening the 

thoracic spine, and subtly lifting the crown of the 

head. Each element affects the others—if the 
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pelvis is blocked, the lower back tightens; if the 

shoulders are raised, the spine collapses. This is 

why the axis must be felt as a unified experience, 

not corrected piece by piece. Shoulders should 

drop naturally—not pulled down by force, but not 

held with tension either. Many people 

unconsciously lift their shoulders at the slightest 

sign of stress. In Tai Chi, we learn to “relax the 

shoulders and drop the elbows”—two of the ten 

classic principles taught by the masters. The arms 

are not limp, but springy—hanging freely, ready 

for action, but without straining the neck or upper 

back. This relaxation helps connect the arms to 

the center of the body and allows energy to flow 

freely from the feet to the fingertips. The neck 

should be long, but not tense. The head should not 

be leaning forward as if staring into a phone, nor 

tilted back. Instead, the chin gently tucks inward—

just a millimeter—which straightens the cervical 

spine and positions the head directly above the 

pelvis. The crown point (baihui) subtly reaches 

upward, creating a feeling of length throughout 

the body. It’s not about “standing at attention,” 

but about being like a tree: the roots sink into the 

ground, the crown reaches the sky, and the trunk 
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remains flexible yet stable. To integrate all these 

elements in practice, a simple daily exercise called 

“standing like a tree” (zhanzhuang) can be used. 

Stand upright, feet hip-width apart, knees slightly 

bent, pelvis neutral, arms raised at chest level as if 

hugging a large ball, elbows and shoulders 

relaxed, eyes softly focused forward. While 

standing in this posture for several minutes, place 

your awareness on your axis. Imagine your head 

suspended by an invisible string, with your spine 

gently sinking downward. Breathe calmly, without 

trying to control the breath. Observe how the 

distribution of tension changes—where you feel 

weight, where you feel lightness. Over time, you’ll 

begin to sense deep rootedness and stability, 

along with lightness and spaciousness in the 

upper body. Another valuable practice is the 

“vertical scan”—a mindful walk through each 

point of the body’s axis. Start with the feet: feel 

their contact with the earth. Move to the knees: 

are they locked or relaxed? Then the pelvis: is it 

pushed out, collapsed, or tense? Spine: is your 

chest caved in? Shoulders: are they lifted or loose? 

Neck: is the head jutting forward? Crown of the 

head: do you feel upward length or compression? 
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Each of these points can either break or restore 

the integrity of the axis. Regular scanning and 

alignment builds a lasting habit of proper posture 

that carries into daily life—into walking, sitting, 

bending, and lifting. The axis principle doesn’t 

stop at stillness—it is the foundation of all 

movement in Tai Chi. As the body moves through 

space, the axis remains stable and undisturbed. 

It’s like spinning a top—you can turn, shift, rotate, 

but your center never collapses. Shifting weight 

from one leg to another must not cause the body 

to lose alignment or collapse inward. Every step, 

every turn of the hips must be rooted in a strong 

axis. This is what allows Tai Chi to be so fluid, 

soft, and at the same time powerful. Axis 

alignment also directly affects the breath. When 

the spine is compressed or misaligned, breathing 

becomes shallow, anxious, and chest-based. But 

when the body opens and lengthens, the 

diaphragm begins to move freely, and breathing 

deepens naturally, becoming more rhythmic and 

calming. In Tai Chi, breath always works in 

harmony with the axis—how you breathe depends 

on how you stand, and how you stand depends on 

whether you feel rooted in the earth and 
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suspended from above. Many physical discomforts

—back pain, neck tension, chronic fatigue, or 

balance issues—stem from a loss of contact with 

the body’s axis. Tai Chi doesn’t directly treat these 

symptoms, but teaches how to restore natural 

alignment and function of the spine, joints, and 

muscles. Rebuilding the axis means rebuilding not 

just posture, but a sense of stability, safety, and 

inner presence. It’s a process that unfolds 

gradually, but its effects are deep and lasting. In 

the chapters ahead, you’ll begin learning how to 

maintain your axis in motion, how to carry it 

through steps, turns, and sequences. But right 

now—at this stage—the most important thing is 

this: find your axis. Not as a geometric line, but as 

a felt experience. The body doesn’t need 

instructions—it needs awareness. Stand quietly, 

breathe, observe. And feel—right now—that you 

are connected between heaven and earth. This is 

your place. This is your axis.
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Chapter 3: The Ground 

Beneath Your Feet – The 

Art of Rooting

 

The ground beneath your feet is the first and 

most important teacher in the practice of Tai Chi. 

The entire structure of the body, balance, the flow 

of energy, and inner calm all depend on how you 

stand and how you relate to the ground. Although 

it may seem that Tai Chi movements begin in the 

arms, in reality every gesture, every shift of 

position, and every step originates in the feet. 

They are the foundation upon which the whole 

body rests. If the foot is unstable, stiff, or 

incorrectly placed, the entire system loses balance. 

Rooting, often referred to simply as “rooting,” is 

the ability to connect with the earth in such a way 

that every movement is grounded, stable, and 

integrated with gravity rather than disconnected 

from it. In Tai Chi, we do not move across the 

surface of the earth—we sink into it, sending 

energetic roots downward so that above we can 



		✦ 20 ✦ 





remain free and flexible, like the branches of a 

tree. The beginning of this path lies in learning the 

correct placement of the feet. The first element is 

width—the feet should be placed approximately 

hip-width or shoulder-width apart. Too narrow a 

stance leads to instability, while too wide a stance 

restricts the smooth transfer of weight. Every 

body has its own unique structure, so it is 

important to find a stance that provides the 

greatest sense of security and comfort. Next 

comes the direction of the toes—in most positions, 

the feet are turned slightly outward, at an angle of 

about five to fifteen degrees. Excessive outward 

rotation strains the ligaments and disrupts knee 

alignment, while turning the feet too far inward 

closes the hips and tightens the groin. In the 

neutral position (wuji), the feet may be parallel or 

gently opened; what matters most is that they are 

symmetrical and stable. A key aspect of rooting is 

weight distribution. In Tai Chi, we learn that the 

foot has three main points of contact with the 

ground: the heel, the ball beneath the big toe, and 

the ball beneath the little toe. These three points 

form what is known as the triangle of stability. If 

body weight shifts only into the heels, too far 
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forward, or onto the outer or inner edges of the 

feet, tension arises in the knees, hips, and lower 

back. Proper weight distribution keeps the body in 

a state of readiness—not stiffness, but alert, 

springy grounding. In Tai Chi training, we also 

learn to distinguish between the “full” leg and the 

“empty” leg, depending on where the body’s 

weight is placed. This is a fundamental principle 

of all steps and postures—the body must always 

know which leg carries the weight and which is 

light and ready to move. A lack of this awareness 

leads to instability and uneven energy flow. In 

daily practice, it is helpful to begin with a simple 

standing exercise. Stand calmly with your feet hip-

width apart, knees slightly bent, and hands resting 

by the thighs. Close your eyes and focus 

exclusively on your feet. Notice where the 

pressure is strongest—on the heels, the toes, the 

outer edges, or the inner edges. Imagine that roots 

are growing from the soles of your feet deep into 

the earth. With each exhalation, energy sinks 

downward; with each inhalation, you rise slightly 

upward without breaking contact with the ground. 

Remain in this position for several minutes, 

observing how your bodily sensations change. 
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