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Foreword

Tai Chi is a paradox. Its image with the media and the general public is that it is some kind of moving meditation, a bit like yoga. It’s done slowly. It’s easy to learn. It’s effortless. It’s about breathing. All of these images are partially accurate.

Tai Chi can involve holding static postures. There can be sharp and sudden movement. Tai Chi can involve the Chinese internal alchemy practices that influenced Kundalini yoga. Learning to do Tai Chi really well is neither easy nor effortless for most people. It’s about correct posture and smooth movement, which are the prerequisites for correct breathing.

Tai Chi is a highly effective system of self defence as it relies on skill and evasion, as demonstrated on pages 36–227. Concepts, drills and techniques used in Tai Chi self defence can be easily adopted by practitioners of other arts such as karate and judo and help improve their understanding and effectiveness. Sports people from soccer, golf, tennis and other sports have told me how Tai Chi practice has raised their mental and physical game and improved their technique.

Tai Chi practise relaxes the body and improves the balance and coordination. This helps to prevent falls – the most common reason for the elderly to attend the Accident and Emergency Department in hospitals. Tai Chi practise also leads to better respiration and circulation. I have taught many asthmatics who were able to give up their inhalers after some weeks of daily practice. Regular Tai Chi practise helps with Type 2 Diabetes; my Tai Chi master had type 1, and it helped him too. Those who suffer from heart problems, arthritis and conditions such as Parkinson’s (I was diagnosed in 2011) can also benefit greatly from the daily practice of Tai Chi.

Tai Chi is for all and it has a lot to offer as this book shows. The equation is simple. Firstly find a suitable teacher and method; secondly, practise every day.

I wish you every success with Tai Chi.
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Author Dan Docherty (left) demonstrates a drill to two students of Tai Chi.


Introduction
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The mission

The primary mission of this book is to inform readers exactly what Tai Chi involves and to give them enough detail so that they can try it for themselves. The secondary mission is to engage the experienced student and teacher by furnishing them with information that is not readily available elsewhere, such as the Tai Chi syllabus (see pages 376–386), ‘Errant Knights’ (see pages 276–339) and ‘Inner Form’ material (see pages 96 and 104).

This volume traces the origin and development of the Chinese art of Tai Chi Chuan (which translates as ‘Supreme Ultimate Fist’) in the interactions of the two equal and opposite principles known as Yin and Yang, as described in the Book of Changes more than three thousand years ago and examines how this duality was used from early times in Chinese martial arts and breathing exercises.

It discusses each of the major aspects of the Tai Chi syllabus, including weapons (see pages 284–339), internal strength (see pages 46–75), pushing hands (see pages 46–75) as well as hand forms and application and their interrelationship; this book also covers key concepts from the five Tai Chi Chuan Classics, which govern the practice of all styles of Tai Chi. The solo hand-form sequences of choreographed movements are what most people who have ever seen or practised Tai Chi are most familiar with. Thousands of variations of hand forms are being practised, but they almost all trace their origins to the Yang or Chen lineages, with Yang-lineage styles being more common.

I teach a popular variation of Yang-lineage Tai Chi, known as Wu style. I call my approach ‘Practical Tai Chi Chuan’. With the help of illustrations I will explain in detail each of the most common Tai Chi techniques (and some more obscure ones) and their function, with reference (where it can be found) to the Ming-dynasty book, The Classic of Boxing, and to Chinese myth and legend. Beginners will benefit from practising the postures, while advanced practitioners of all styles will gain greater insight into their regular practice. Similarly, using the principle that every movement has its function, the book decodes an ‘Inner Form’ of lost or hidden techniques.

From my experience of teaching Chinese concepts to thousands of students throughout the world over a great many years, I try to give down-to-earth advice on Tai Chi practice, which will be of use to novice and adept alike. I have romanized most of the Chinese names and terminology according to the official pinyin system used in mainland China, but where an alternative is more common I have used that – for example, Tai Chi for Taiji and Kung Fu for Gongfu.

Finally, any art is about personalities; and so, hoping to entertain as well as to inform, I have included some tales of Tai Chi masters from the past (see pages 358–367), including my own Sifu, Cheng Tin-hung.
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Diagram of Three Potentialities; Heaven above and Earth below with Humanity in the centre, harmonizing with both.

From Tai Chi to Tai Chi Chuan

So what does the term ‘Tai Chi Chuan’ actually mean?

The character Tai means ‘supreme’ or ‘extreme’, so the Chinese term for wife, Tai Tai, means ‘supremely supreme’. The character Chi means ‘ultimate’ or ‘pole’ (as in North/South Pole). The combination of the two characters Tai Chi first appeared in Chinese literature in about 200 BCE in an appendix to the Yi Jing/I Ching (the Book of Changes) and is considered to be the supreme principle of the universe and the source of change. And the character Chuan means ‘fist’ and, by extension, ‘boxing’ or ‘martial art’.

Tai Chi Chuan should therefore be the martial art of change, although this is not the perception that most Western practitioners have.

Chinese philosophy and Tai Chi

The three most important schools of Chinese philosophy are Confucianism (named after Confucius), Buddhism (named after the Buddha) and Taoism (named after the Chinese term for ‘the Way/Ways’). They are often referred to collectively as ‘The Three Teachings’.

Confucius was mainly concerned with the morality and propriety that were expected of a gentleman, though he encouraged other manly pursuits, such as archery and charioteering. Confucianism influenced Chinese martial arts in giving them a code of conduct and a family-style hierarchy. The teacher is therefore called Shifu/Sifu (meaning ‘teaching father’), while the Tudi (‘disciples’) address one another as ‘Elder/Younger Brother/Sister’. In many schools there is a Confucian-influenced ritual initiation ceremony for disciples.

The Chinese imported Buddhism from India. It was based on compassion and on attempting to achieve enlightenment. Chan (Japanese Zen) Buddhism was of particular significance for Chinese martial arts because the patriarch Bodhidharma founded the famous Shaolin Temple in 527 CE, which promoted meditation and hygienic exercise, as well as so-called ‘external martial arts’. Chan Buddhism and the Complete Reality School of Taoism greatly influenced one another, especially in the fields of meditation and philosophy.

Philosophical Taoism was concerned with living in harmony with the environment and attaining the Way through alchemy, exercise, meditation and martial arts, in places like Wudang Mountain, where once (around the 14th century CE) the Tai Chi patriarch Zhang Sanfeng dwelt. No matter what the exact truth is concerning the origins of Tai Chi, the theory comes largely from philosophical Taoism. There was even a Tai Chi Diagram sect in the 11th century CE.
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Cluster of temples and priest residences on Golden Summit of Wudang Mountain.

Chinese holistic exercise and Tai Chi

Chinese health exercises, both moving and static, are largely based on animals and birds. They date back to at least the 5th century BCE, as there are references to them in the works of the Taoist philosophers Laozi and Zhuangzi and manuals were available at around the same time. We refer to them now as Qigong/Chi Kung (vital energy/breath training) and Neigong/Nei Kung (internal training). Many Tai Chi techniques are also based on animals, and much of the theory on posture and movement is similar to that found in those early manuals.

Such exercises were sometimes meditative, sometimes martial; sometimes therapeutic, ritualistic or performed as an internal alchemy. Ideally Tai Chi practice combines all of these approaches.

Chinese meditation and Tai Chi

The Chinese have a myriad of different approaches to meditation, many of which are explained in detailed manuals. It is rarely clear, even to the expert, where the lines are to be drawn between internal alchemy, holistic exercise and meditation; it is mainly a question of where the emphasis lies.

Tai Chi is sometimes described as ‘moving meditation’, although it can be static as well as moving – in particular form techniques and in Neigong (see pages 31–34). It is remarkable for its versatility. In meditation Tai Chi has a multiplicity of purposes, combining elements of ritual, martial arts, holistic exercise, internal alchemy, philosophy in action and spirituality.
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Two views of the Forbidden City

Chinese military strategies and Tai Chi

There are Chinese military strategy classics dating back to the 5th century BCE; the most famous is The Art of War by the strategist Sunzi. Tai Chi uses many of these strategies, such as ‘retreat in order to advance’ and ‘now conceal, now reveal your intentions’. There were also many military training manuals, the best-known being The Analytical New Book of General Qi Jiguang (1528–87); this contains The Classic of Boxing, which had a profound effect on Tai Chi terminology.

Tai Chi only started to become famous around 1852, when Yang Luchan taught it in the Forbidden City to the Manchu Imperial Guard and to members of the imperial household. Outside his immediate family, his most successful Tai Chi disciples were the Wu family. Wu Quanyou was a Mongolian bannerman (professional soldier) in the Forbidden City and his son, Wu Jianquan, later spread the art throughout South-East Asia. Members of the Wu family served at the Nanjing Military Academy, training troops for the war against the Japanese during the Second World War.

Chinese martial arts and Tai Chi

Chinese martial arts, in the form of wrestling bouts, date back more than three thousand years: warriors needed to know how to fight both with and without weapons; sword dances were also performed from early times. The division of Chinese martial arts into hard/external and soft/internal dates only to a 1669 tombstone inscription of a Neijia Chuan/Internal Family Boxing master named Wang Zhengnan, which contrasted the approach of Internal Family Boxing and its founder (Zhang Sanfeng) with that of Shaolin, which relied on strength and was therefore considered external.

The other major Chinese internal martial arts are Baguazhang/‘Eight Diagram Palm’, which relies on circling, and Xingyi/‘Form and Intent Boxing’, which tends to be powerful and direct. Both have a similarity of terminology and approach with Tai Chi.

Tai Chi for all

Almost anyone can practise at least some aspects of Tai Chi. I have taught people affected by blindness and cerebral palsy, and those confined to wheelchairs; children of six and pensioners of 86. Tai Chi is infinitely adaptable.

The Chinese practise all aspects of Tai Chi outdoors, in all weathers and usually in the morning, though any time is fine. If you are going to practise it indoors, weapon practice will require a lot of space, whereas static meditation will not. Some modern Tai Chi forms are designed to be accompanied by music and many people enjoy practising it with music in the background, although it does affect your concentration.

Some Tai Chi schools insist that students wear traditional Tai Chi outfits, but for most people loose, casual clothing is fine. You can either be barefoot or wear soft shoes or socks. My Sifu sometimes practised in boxer shorts, and sometimes in a suit and tie while wearing Cuban heels.

Tai Chi styles

In a sense, everyone doing Tai Chi has his or her own style. However, there are two major lineages: Chen and Yang.

In the early 19th century a youth named Yang Luchan went to Chenjiagou/Chen-family village and learned Tai Chi from the master there, Chen Changxing. In 1852 Yang emerged from obscurity and taught Tai Chi in Beijing. He was nicknamed ‘Invincible Yang’ and made Tai Chi famous as a martial art. There is no record of the term Tai Chi Chuan before Yang’s time, so it probably existed under another name.

Though there are differences in syllabus and technique, the basic Long Form sequence (see page 76) practised by most Tai Chi practitioners is derived from Yang Luchan. This sequence is very different from the one performed nowadays by the Chen family. Yang-lineage teachers generally claim the Taoist Zhang Sanfeng as their founder, while the Chens claim their ancestor Chen Wangting as their founder.

Why the differences in syllabus and technique and founder? The Chen village is near the famous Shaolin Temple and their family boxing, ‘Cannon Punch’, contains the technique ‘Buddha’s Warrior Attendant Pounds Mortar’ – a definite Shaolin technique. In terms of the five major Tai Chi Classics (see page 231), only one verse of one Classic is part of the Chen syllabus. Furthermore, the Chens claim that their form originates wholly from the Chen family, yet it contains 29 of the 32 named techniques found in The Classic of Boxing, which is itself based on at least 16 different boxing systems – none of them being Chen.

The simplest explanation is that Tai Chi came to Chen village from outside, so there were two groups in the village: one practising Cannon Punch and the other practising Tai Chi. Over time the Chens became jealous of the success of the Yangs and so to reassert their position they blended Cannon Punch and Tai Chi, to create Chen Tai Chi and claimed it to be authentic and traditional. Chen-village forms and nearby Zhaobao-village forms are characterized by sudden changes of speed and a lot of gymnastic movement, which is similar in style to Shaolin boxing.

THE MAJOR YANG-LINEAGE STYLES ARE:

• Yang-family style, which is characterized by large, expansive movements. Cheng Man-ching style, which is more upright with smaller movements, is a variation of this. By all accounts the Yangs seem to have been peasants and are not credited with any major contributions to Tai Chi theory. However, they were the ones who first made Tai Chi famous and then popular.

• Wu style, of which I teach a variation; the movements are medium to large and the weight distribution is extreme compared to other styles. Wu Quanyou was a Mongolian bannerman who learned from Yang while serving in the Forbidden City. His son, Wu Jianquan, was a famous master, who taught my teacher’s uncle. The Wu-style variation shown in this book, though technically similar to Wu-family Tai Chi, has a range of training methods that are not found in the family system or in other variations of Wu style. My teacher referred to his system as ‘Wudang Tai Chi Chuan’, tracing the origin back to Wudang Mountain and the Taoist recluse Zhang Sanfeng. The South-East Asian Chinese martial-arts fraternity coined the term ‘Practical Tai Chi Chuan’ to refer to it.

• Wu Yuxiang/Hao style, in which the movements are small and neat. Wu and his two brothers belonged to the gentry and wrote some essays on Tai Chi theory. They made connections for Yang Luchan in Beijing, which led to him being employed as a combat instructor in the Forbidden City.

• Sun style, which has small, neat movements as for Hao style (see above), but was also influenced by other methods of internal boxing. Its founder, Sun Lutang, also practised Baguazhang (‘Eight Diagram Palm’) and Xingyi (‘Form and Intent Boxing’). He incorporated aspects of both into his Tai Chi.

Over the years many variations of all these styles have developed. Often family members have changed things rather more than loyal non-family students have.

Tai Chi and numerology

The Chinese are great mathematicians and numerologists, and numerology plays an important part in the theory and practice of Tai Chi. I have described some of the most significant numbers below.

• According to Chinese cosmology and the Tai Chi Classic The Canon of Tai Chi Chuan, Tai Chi (‘Supreme Ultimate/Pole’) was born of Wu Chi (‘No Ultimate/Pole’). This concept is represented in Tai Chi form practice by the transition from the position Wu Chi/Tai Chi at rest to the position Tai Chi / Ready Style – from nothing to something. This is designed to focus mind and body for the form.

• In Chinese the number one is represented by a single horizontal line, which is said to represent the penis; all odd numbers are considered male. Two is represented by a pair of parallel horizontal lines, and even numbers are considered female.

• ‘Embracing the One’ is a Tai Chi Neigong technique and is a direct quotation from The Classic of the Way and Virtue by the Taoist philosopher Laozi (c. 5th century BCE); by this he meant the harmony of Heaven, Earth and Humanity so that they were as one. This is called Tao – ‘the Way’. It is also the aim of Tai Chi practice and is represented at the beginning of the hand form by the ‘Ready Style’.

• The Canon of Tai Chi Chuan goes on to say that Tai Chi is the mother of Yin and Yang and that ‘in motion they separate, in stillness they combine’. Yin is depicted as a broken line, symbolizing the vagina, and represents the female, receptiveness, softness, night and negative values. Yang, like the number one, is depicted as an unbroken line and represents the male, penetration, hardness, day and positive values. ‘Tai Chi in Harmony’, at the end of the hand form, represents this combining in stillness.

• As well as representing the Taoist trinity of Heaven, Earth and Humanity, the number three represents the Three Treasures of Chinese internal alchemy. These are ‘Qi’ or vital force/energy (including the breath), ‘Jing’ or vital essence (body secretions) and ‘Shen’ or spiritual energy.

• There are ‘Four Directions’ (Peng, Lu, Ji, An) and ‘Four Corners’ (Cai, Lie, Zhou, Kao) pushing hands drills, which between them train the Eight Forces of Tai Chi.

• The Chinese concept of Five Elements is linked in the Classic work The Tai Chi Chuan Discourse to the concept of Five Steps: ‘Step Forward, Move Back, Face Left, Look Right and Centrally Stable’ are Metal, Wood, Water, Fire and Earth.

• There are Six Secret Words, each of them being a martial concept to be applied separately or jointly. They are normally taught to advanced students.

• ‘Seven Stars’/‘Seven Star Step’ refers to the Northern Dipper, the abode of the god of longevity; this in turn is part of the Great Bear, the residence of Shangdi, the principal Taoist deity. The arm positions in these exercises are similar to the star configurations.

• According to Tai Chi theory, there are eight types of force to be used in bare-handed combat and pushing hands. Each of the weapons also has its own set of eight forces. The Eight Forces are identified with the Eight Trigrams, which are composed of combinations of broken and unbroken lines. They are identified with the eight directions. The Tai Chi Chuan Discourse states: ‘Peng, Lu, Ji, An are the trigrams Qian, Kun, Kan, Li and are the four cardinal points. Cai, Lie, Zhou, Kao are the trigrams Sun, Chen, Tui, Kan, the four corners.’ This concept of the Eight Forces and its link to the Eight Trigrams is somewhat artificial, but it has been adopted by every school of Tai Chi. These Eight Forces are also mentioned in The Fighter’s Song, though they are not explained there, either.

• The Eight Trigrams are depicted in a number of different arrangements in both Chinese philosophy and Taoist lore. The one referred to in this quotation is called ‘Prior to Heaven’ and is attributed to the legendary Emperor Fu Xi (c. 2400 BCE). As a rough guide, Peng (upward force) and Ji (forward directed force) go together and are at right-angles to one another in application. Lu (sideways diversion) and An (press down) also go together and are applied at right-angles to one another. Cai (uproot), Lie (spiral), Zhou (forearm) and Kao (shoulder and body) are seen as being applied diagonally (although in reality this is far from true).

• The pushing hand method ‘Nine Palace Step’ refers to the Altar of Nine Palaces found in Taoist temples, comprising the Eight Trigrams as the eight directions, with the Tai Chi as the centre. The concept is of both partners stepping into and out of the palaces.

• The 13 Tactics is an old name for Tai Chi; it comprises the Eight Forces and the Five Steps combined. The idea appears again in the name ‘Eight Gates Five Steps’, an alternative term for ‘Four Corners’/‘Dalu’ pushing hands. In one of Tai Chi’s many paradoxes, two of the Tai Chi Classics contain the term 13 Tactics in their titles, but fail to mention the 13 Tactics in the text.
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The Eight Trigrams with the Tai Chi symbol in the centre making up the Nine Palaces
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