

[image: ]




[image: Illustration]





[image: Illustration]








How to Use this Ebook






Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.









Introduction





‘Some are born with knowledge, some get it by study, some obtain the knowledge after painfully sensing their ignorance.’





‘To be fond of learning is to be near to knowledge.’





THE DOCTRINE OF THE MEAN









This book is a personal tuition book for those who wish to learn Tai Chi, for those who wish to teach Tai Chi and for those who are already teaching Tai Chi, but want to become more skilled in their practice, in their knowledge of Tai Chi history and theory, and in their instruction. Not only is the book complete in terms of its target audience, it is also complete in that it covers all aspects of Tai Chi history, theory and practice, including lost traditions. The practical sections of the book include detailed analysis of key techniques and partner work.


In a sense it’s easy to learn Tai Chi – badly. Many practitioners are able to do only some basic movements. This book is here to teach you that Tai Chi can be a whole lot more interesting and fun for tutor and student on both a physical and an intellectual level.


Different readers will assimilate the information contained herein at different speeds. That’s okay. It’s not a race.


A tutor is a teacher and a bit more than that. In Roman law a tutor was an adult who looked after the interests of a child under the age of puberty. Nowadays the term suggests a private teacher/instructor/mentor who has some degree of personal involvement in the life of those under his charge. This is very much what is meant by the Cantonese term Sifu, used in Kung Fu movies as a term of respect for a Kung Fu master, but also applied (outside the movie world) to a Tai Chi tutor. Shifu is Mandarin dialect for the same two characters, but I’ll use the Cantonese version as it is better known.


The character for Si/Shi means commander/master/mastery. Fu can be one of two different characters, one of which means father, the other a tutor/instructor. Sifu are indeed considered to be fathers of their martial arts family, though the term is not restricted to martial arts. Laoshi, meaning old/revered teacher, is also sometimes used, as is the modern mainland Chinese term Jiaolian, coach/trainer. Students of martial arts are referred to as Tudi, which literally means ‘apprentice younger brother’ – that is, disciple. Once they have undergone the Baishi/Respect the Master ceremony, they become Men Ren, ‘inside the door students’.


Chinese society, Chinese martial arts and Tai Chi schools are all hierarchical in nature. Students are regarded as each other’s ‘older’ and ‘younger’ brothers and sisters, mainly on the basis of when they started training in their school, but sometimes according to age and ability. In my teacher’s school in Hong Kong, for example, my old training partner Tong Chi-kin and I were addressed by many older students as ‘big elder brother’ as we were South-East Asian Chinese full-contact champions.


Over the years I’ve tutored many students needing special attention: some because of health problems, some because of bullying, some because they were particularly talented in the sports/competition aspect of Tai Chi and required more advanced material. This last type of student is often exceptionally capable and highly motivated. I also have taught hundreds of people how to teach Tai Chi and how to be better Tai Chi teachers – complete Tai Chi tutors.











Author’s note





For ease of reference, I have used mainly the modern Chinese romanization system known as pinyin, which comes from mainland China and is based on the standard Mandarin dialect.





Please consult the Glossary for an explanation of any unfamiliar terms mentioned in the text.









Being a Tai Chi Tutor


Tai Chi tutoring is important on a cultural level too. I actively encourage students to learn Chinese and to visit the Far East. From 1975–84 I lived in Hong Kong, serving as a Senior Inspector in the Royal Hong Kong Police Force and successfully representing Hong Kong in Chinese International full-contact fighting, using Tai Chi to defeat fighters from a hard-style Kung Fu background.


Before that I had trained in Karate in Glasgow, Scotland, for four years and in 1974 was awarded a black belt. I’d read about Tai Chi and was very interested, but couldn’t understand how it worked from the books then available. I took it up seriously in Hong Kong in 1975 with a teacher named Cheng Tin-hung, who had taught a lot of international Chinese full-contact fighters – and a lot of police officers. Within five minutes of meeting him I was convinced that Sifu Cheng was the tutor for me. I never regretted that decision. He was fast, focused, skilful and fat.


Since 1984, I’ve visited all the important sites associated with Chinese martial arts: I’ve taken groups of Tai Chi students and friends up, down and around the Wudang Mountains 12 times. I’ve been to the Northern Shaolin Temple five times and once, on the back of a motorbike, to the Southern Shaolin Temple in Quanzhou. I’ve been to all the famous and some not-so-famous Tai Chi places: the Forbidden City, the White Cloud Temple, Baoji, the Huashan, Hengshan (Hua and Heng Mountains), Chenjiagou (the Chen family village), Zhaobao, Shanghai and Guangping. I’ve read all I could find on Chinese culture and martial arts. I’ve taken students to compete in France, Holland, Russia, Denmark, Sweden, the USA, Taiwan, Hong Kong and China.


This book is the distilled essence of those experiences, fights and pilgrimages. This book is your complete Tai Chi tutor. We’ll investigate what is known and unknown concerning the origins and history of Tai Chi, following its tracks through the most ancient texts of Chinese civilization to the 21st century and trying to resolve some key questions on the way. We’ll consider the practicalities of teaching, reviewing the fundamentals and benefits of practise, and we’ll learn some highly efficacious but little known drills. Finally, we look into the nature of Tai Chi expertise and explore areas of specialist interest, in terms of tuition and styles, as well as studies and writings on Tai Chi.
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Getting Started





Learning Tai Chi


The first thing is to try to find a tutor who is ready, willing and able to teach you the type of Tai Chi that you want to learn. The coming of the internet has made this process a lot easier, but nothing beats personal contact. If possible go and see a few different teachers so you can compare approaches and see what suits you. The tutor may be highly skilled, but you need to look at what his students can do, as potentially you’re going to be one of them.


Everybody told me not to give up my legal career in order to go out and join the Royal Hong Kong Police Force (which I thought would be the most practical way to get to the Far East to learn Tai Chi properly). I didn’t listen. I did it anyway.





Teaching Tai Chi


Some people just want the kudos of being a Tai Chi Sifu. Some want to have people to train with. Some want a change of career. Whatever the reason, becoming a Tai Chi tutor requires a considerable commitment in terms of time, energy and money (I know some teachers who run classes at a loss).


Everybody told me not to give up my police career to move to London and become a Tai Chi tutor from scratch. I didn’t listen. I did it anyway.


In the words of the philosopher Laozi, ‘A journey of a thousand Li (Chinese kilometres) begins at your feet.’


Let’s start the journey.





Understanding Tai Chi





Most of the key concepts of Tai Chi are found in a body of work known collectively as the five Tai Chi Chuan Classics: most of them were first written down in the 19th century, but contain oral traditions that have been passed down through many generations.





The individual titles are The Canon of Tai Chi Chuan, The Fighter’s Song, An Interpretation of the Practice of the 13 Tactics, The Song of the 13 Tactics and The Tai Chi Chuan Discourse. In order to get the most out of our Tai Chi practice, we need to understand certain basic things that the Classics tell us and we shall refer to them as necessary throughout the book.


The Tai Chi Chuan Discourse begins, ‘When you move, the whole body must be light and agile. In particular it must be linked together.’


This means we need to have good posture, which is achieved by maintaining a more or less straight line from the crown of the head through to the tailbone, though the angle of this line changes according to our movements. When we move, everything is connected, everything starts and finishes together.


We need also to train footwork and weight transference; the basic Seven Star Step drill is highly effective in delivering these qualities. It’s the first thing I teach to beginners. In the drill we link the body by coordinating zigzag forward stepping with pushes, then stepping back in a zigzag and diverting to the side with our arms. A detailed explanation of the drill is given in my book The Tai Chi Bible.


The Tai Chi Chuan Discourse continues, ‘The root is in the feet. Discharging is done by the legs. The controlling power is in the waist and the appearance is in the hands and fingers.’


For example, the Tai Chi Sabre Form contains a lot of sequences of crouching like a tiger and then lunging forward as a tiger does to seize its prey. When we crouch, our centre of gravity is low and the feet are as if rooted to the ground. The lunge is the discharge of force and is performed by suddenly thrusting forward, straightening the rear leg and stepping forward with the front foot.
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The knees are bent to lower the centre of gravity and so become rooted.





‘Rooting’ is a key Tai Chi skill. In order to ‘root’, our stances need to be deep, so that the centre of gravity is lowered. This in turn helps us to generate more thrust from the legs. It isn’t really the waist that controls things, it’s the rotation of the spinal column as, for example, in the Seven Star Step, when we step forward to push and step back to divert. To the beginner it looks as if we are just moving the hands and fingers.





‘From the feet to the legs to the waist, all must be completely uniform and done in one breath.’





The Canon of Tai Chi Chuan connects Tai Chi Chuan with Chinese philosophy, but is mainly concerned with using duality (as in the concept of Yin and Yang) and change, distance and timing, in order to understand and use educated force (Jin) to deal with an opponent’s attacks in a harmonious way. At the same time we follow the Taoist principle of oneness. Yin and Yang are not separate, but together make a whole thing that we call Tai Chi. The Sabre Form crouch and thrust is a whole thing. Making it so requires Pushing Hands and application training (in Tai Chi, Pushing Hands is a technical term meaning to feel or sense what the opponent is doing. Application training is the practice of individual Tai Chi self-defence techniques against one or more opponents. Most, but not all of these techniques, can be found in the Tai Chi Hand Form, though in some cases the practical application of a technique may be rather different from the way it is executed in the hand form.).


An Interpretation of the Practice of the 13 Tactics is mainly concerned with the cultivation and circulation of Qi/vital energy and the respective roles of Xin/the heart mind and Shen/the Spirit.





‘Xin is the commander…the Shen is at ease and the body is tranquil.’





This Classic also discusses Jin/educated force in action:





‘By using the curve to gather the Jin, there is more than a sufficiency.’





The Song of the 13 Tactics mentions Kung Fu, in the sense of effort, three times. It also emphasizes the use of intent and the mind, as well as the importance of correct posture in Qi circulation.





‘Every tactic lives in the Xin; the principle is to use the Yi/intent.’





‘Kung Fu is unceasing.’





The Fighter’s Song deals with strategy and the use of force, advising us to be ready to follow up our initial technique and expect the opponent to do likewise.





‘The technique is broken, but the intent is unbroken.’





A complete translation of all five Tai Chi Chuan Classics, with an illustrated commentary, is to be found in my book Tai Chi Chuan – Decoding the Classics for the Modern Martial Artist.
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Using the curve to gather the Jin.
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1 The Lost Tai Chi





Tai Chi is a huge and complex jigsaw, and quite a few pieces seem to be missing or belong to another puzzle entirely. In this section, we’ll re-examine some old and, to some readers, familiar Chinese texts – what we can call ‘known knowns’. We will then look at sources that are vaguely known to be important in the development of Tai Chi (though this connexion is not at all understood) – the ‘known unknowns’. Finally, we’ll explore more esoteric and recondite material which the average reader may be unaware of – the ‘unknown unknowns’. Along the way we’ll no doubt meet some ‘unknown knowns’: things that we think we know, but which we really don’t know.





All classical Chinese texts are full of accretions, revisions, borrowings, interpolations and extrapolations. There are no exceptions among those we are about to examine. I refer in this chapter to chanting/reciting from The Tai Chi Chuan Classics, and in fact, classical Chinese writings were largely memorized in this way.





The historical origins of and cultural influences on the art of Tai Chi are not well understood, except by a few diehards. My hope is to reclaim at least some of this lost Tai Chi and to help recreate the puzzle.





As always with Tai Chi, it’s the journey which is important.











The Known Tai Chi





In this chapter, we’ll attempt to trace how elements of divination, poetry, philosophy and military strategy combined with Chinese medicine and holistic exercise and with Chinese martial arts through the ages to produce the art we now call Tai Chi Chuan – the philosophical concept of Tai Chi expressed in a sophisticated martial art. Some of these influences such as The Book of Changes and the philosophy of Laozi will be familiar, though I’m sure many readers will find some interesting personal unknowns in these famous texts, too. Texts such as Nei Ye/Inward Training are more obscure and clearly part of a ‘lost’ Tai Chi.
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The Beginning – Chinese Cosmology






Before analysing the Tai Chi symbol and Yin/Yang theory, it is helpful to examine the basic Chinese concepts of the universe. Traced from about 1000 BCE and developed by succeeding philosophers and schools of philosophy, they are as follows:
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In Taoist lore, Yin governs the seven emotions, which on death descend to earth to become Gui or demon; Yang governs the internal alchemy of Qi, Jing and Shen, which on death ascend to heaven to become a spirit or immortal.


Much of the theory and terminology of Tai Chi Chuan is derived from these concepts and those who developed the art would have been well versed in them. The original symbol for the concept of Tai Chi seems to have been a simple circle. This is logical, as once we have a circle there is an inside and an outside, what is enclosed and what is not, what is circular and what is not – we have Yin and Yang. The inspiration for the circle may have come from the sun or moon. Over the years the black and white symbol for Liang Yi/Two Principles – that is, Yin and Yang – replaced the simple circle and became known as the Tai Chi symbol.





Taoism


This important Chinese religion had two origins. The first was with the philosophers of the Warring States Period (475–221 BCE), who followed the way of harmony with nature. The second was among the shamans and magicians from China’s northern periphery who attempted to intercede with gods and demons. These two threads later combined to form the Taoist religion.


The prolongation of life and hence cultivation of Yang energy has long been a major goal of Taoism. Connections between Tai Chi and Taoism are therefore hardly surprising.






Laozi (c. 5th century BCE)


Tai Chi theory has often been linked by its many practitioners with the writings of the philosopher Laozi (literally Old Boy) and his book, The Classic of the Way and Virtue. My old friend and esteemed Tai Chi scholar Dr Marnix Wells once correctly pointed out that The Tai Chi Chuan Classics contain no direct quotes from Laozi, yet in Laozi’s writings there are many references to duality similar in tone to those later found in The Tai Chi Chuan Classics. For example,





• ‘Bowed down then whole, bent then straight, hollow then full’ brings to mind Fuyang/Bow Down Look Up Pushing Hands.





• The line from An Interpretation of the Practice of the 13 Tactics, ‘Seek the straight amid the bent’, which can be a reference to straightening the joints without locking them out or to bending the limbs in defence and straightening them when countering.
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1. She bends her arms in defence.
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2. Then straightens her arm to counter.










• The Tai Chi Chuan Discourse refers to the change of void and substantial in shifting weight, striking and so on.







[image: Illustration]


1. Stillness – detecting a threat using peripheral vision.
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2. Overcoming motion.
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3. Heavy reverts to light, and vice versa.
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4. Completion.








Another Laozi maxim is ‘Heavy acts as the root of light; stillness acts as the monarch of the restless.’ In The Canon of Tai Chi Chuan we have the concept of double-weightedness where there is an absence of Yin and Yang and therefore an inability to turn and change. What we are aiming at instead is that when heaviness reaches its limit, it reverts to light and vice versa.


Movement and stillness are mentioned a number of times in The Tai Chi Chuan Classics. The point is to move at the right time and to be still at the right time.


As for Laozi’s view on the origins of life, ‘Something and Nothing give birth to one another’, his concept is made flesh in many Tai Chi Hand Forms which begin with a Wu Chi/No Ultimate or At Rest position, then go to a Tai Chi/Supreme Ultimate or Ready Posture.


Laozi mentions ‘Return to Wu Chi/the Infinite’: this is symbolized at the end of the Tai Chi Form when we move from Tai Chi in Unity to Completion (also known as Wu Chi); so this represents a return to the beginning.


According to Laozi, life is very different from how most people believe it to be. Tai Chi is like this too. ‘Tao employs delicacy. The 10,000 things under Heaven are born from Something. Something is born from Nothing.’


Laozi several times mentions the concept of ‘Embracing the One/Unity’. ‘The Sage embraces the One’, for example, refers to the Taoist view that all things are fundamentally in unity. It can refer to our life force, the Tao within us. In The Tai Chi Chuan Discourse, we chant, ‘From the feet to the legs to the waist all must be completely uniform and done in one breath (Qi).’


Laozi hints that if we concentrate our breath, we can be as supple as an infant. In An Interpretation of the Practice of the 13 Tactics, we intone, ‘From the ability to inhale and exhale properly comes the ability to be nimble and flexible. By constantly developing the Qi there is no evil.’


Laozi advises, ‘Deal with a thing while it is still nothing.’ The Fighter’s Song similarly counsels, ‘If the opponent doesn’t move, I don’t move. If the opponent starts to move, I’ve already moved.’


Laozi goes on, ‘Things either move or follow.’ In the sequence below, the opponent moved and our Tai Chi lady follows with a pre-emptive strike. Laozi says,
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1. She watches him start to move.
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2. She follows with a pre-emptive strike.








‘The uncarved block is small; under Heaven who dares enable it to be huge?’





and





‘If you want something to shrink, you need to lengthen it first.
If you want to weaken something, you need to make it stronger first…
If you want to take away from something, you first must add to it…
The soft and delicate defeats the hard and strong.’





In Tai Chi applications therefore we seek to add to the opponent’s force and momentum using body evasion and footwork to unbalance the opponent. If the opponent resists, we add to their resistance by changing our direction of force to go with his resistance.
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1. He turns to intercept and neutralize his opponent’s slap.
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2. He uses her arm to control and unbalance her, changing the direction of force.
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3. He restrains and calms her.








Likewise, we chant in The Tai Chi Chuan Discourse, ‘If you raise something up, then there is the intention to smash it down with increased force. In this way its roots will be severed and destruction will be swift and beyond doubt.’





However, Laozi remains doubtful: ‘Delicacy overcomes strength and soft overcomes hard. Under Heaven, there’s no-one who doesn’t know it, but no-one can do it.’


One of Laozi’s recurring themes is Wu Wei, often translated as Inaction or Non-action. For example,





‘Tao never acts, but nothing is left undone.’





‘The man of the highest virtue doesn’t act, yet nothing is left undone.’





‘Act without acting.’





This concept is repeated in The Canon of Tai Chi Chuan and The Fighter’s Song, both of which advise using four taels (Chinese ounces) to displace 1,000 jin (Chinese kilos).


In Tai Chi terms, Wu Wei means avoiding directly opposing the opponent’s force, but harmonizing with it instead. This is done by using footwork and body evasion in combination with a defence which leads the opponent’s force into emptiness. In the words of The Canon of Tai Chi Chuan, ‘Other schools of martial arts are so numerous, although there are external differences, yet without exception they amount to nothing more than the strong bullying the weak, the slow surrendering to the fast, the powerful beating those without power, slow hands surrendering to fast hands. This is entirely due to innate ability; it is not related to having learned the skilful use of strength at all.’





Laozi observes, ‘Tao advances, but seems to retreat’ and ‘Not daring to advance an inch, I retreat a foot instead.’ Retreating in order to advance is a famous Chinese military strategy which is often used in Tai Chi self-defence applications.
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1. She is careful to keep her hands in front of her, to control the distance.
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2. She steps back to avoid the attack to her front leg.
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3. She steps back to stamp and palm strike.








Laozi also has sage advice on fighters and fighting:





‘Be careful at the end as at the beginning.’





‘If you excel as a warrior, don’t seem martial.
If you excel in fighting, don’t get angry.’





and





‘Being brave and daring leads to death.
Be brave in not daring and you’ll live.’


Many years ago, while I was still serving in the Royal Hong Kong Police Force, I was off duty one afternoon waiting for a young lady at the busy Star Ferry Pier in Kowloon. Just then a young Chinese guy came running towards me chased by two other Chinese. He looked back. He tripped and fell. They were on him, stamping and kicking. People just watched. I grabbed one attacker and threw him to the ground and put an arm bar on the other. It was easy.


Suddenly another eight guys came running up, kicking and brawling. I was still using the arm bar and the other two were still down when a smooth-looking Chinese dude came out of the crowd that had gathered and drew an automatic pistol from a shoulder holster. Fortunately, it turned out he was a sergeant from Special Branch. The brawl stopped right then. The sergeant and I got the guys involved to line up in single file with their hands on one another’s shoulders and marched them up to nearby Tsimshatsui Police Station, where they got their just deserts. It turned out they were painters working on a boat in the harbour. They started playing cards. You can guess the rest. But I learned something from the experience. I never arrange to meet girls at ferry piers.


Laozi’s The Classic of the Way and Virtue ends with some beautiful words,





‘True words aren’t beautiful; beautiful words aren’t true.’






Zhuangzi (c. 369–286 BCE)


After Laozi, Zhuangzi is the second most famous Taoist philosopher; his name is also used to refer to his writings. He had similar ideas to Laozi (and therefore Tai Chi theory) on how things began. ‘There was a beginning and a beginning before that beginning. There was a beginning before that beginning previous to the beginning.’ He goes on, ‘It [the Tao] was before the Tai Chi’ and





‘There was no Nothing and there were no names.’





Zhuangzi talks of balance, knowledge and ability. He ridicules those who ‘honour and follow the Yin and take no account of the Yang.’ This is a common fault among those who wish to learn Tai Chi for self-defence; their training lacks the Yang element and is not robust enough to be effective.


One of Zhuangzi’s best known metaphors is of the Kun fish which lives in the northern darkness and is thousands of li (Chinese kilometres) long. It can change form and become the Peng bird, whose back measures thousands of li across. The Peng rises 90,000 li and flies to the Lake of Heaven in the southern darkness to migrate. The cicadas and doves laugh at the Peng for going so high and so far and wonder why it can’t just fly from tree to tree or from branch to branch like them.


The Peng, cicadas and doves are the same in that each is being true to its own nature. However, the Peng represents the Zhenren/True Person and the capacities of cicadas and doves can’t be compared to his. It is not for them to judge or understand him. The knowledge of the small is not equal to the knowledge of the great. The knowledge of a few years is not equal to the knowledge of many decades.





‘Great knowledge is wide and comprehensive; small knowledge is partial and restricted.’





‘There is a limit to our lives, but to knowledge there is no limit.’





We chant in The Canon of Tai Chi Chuan, ‘It is said a minute discrepancy leads to an error of 1,000 li. The student must carefully discriminate.’


Zhuangzi talks of dexterity acquired by habit, using the analogy of a cook cutting up an ox with a knife. A good cook needs to change his knife every year, an ordinary cook needs to change his knife every month. Zhuangzi’s cook has used the same knife for 19 years. It is all a matter of following the Tao when cutting. Acquiring skill in Tai Chi is like this too. In An Interpretation of the Practice of the 13 Tactics, we recite, ‘Transport the Jin [trained force] like a hundred times refined steel. What firmness can it not break?’


As a reference point Zhuangzi constantly discusses the True Man, the Spiritual Man and the Sage. It seems they are one and the same. He says of the Sage, ‘He speaks without speaking.’ He acts. In Chinese martial arts, including Tai Chi, there is often little explanation. Sifu does, disciple follows/copies. Some get it, some don’t. When fighting, however, we should adopt the zen-like approach of the Sage; it’s action, not words that count.


‘The breath of a True Man is deep and silent.’ This also applies to Tai Chi practice. The True Man is noted for his comprehension of and participation in the Tao.





‘They [True Men of old] did in regard to all things what was suitable.’





There is a reference in Zhuangzi to man’s nine orifices, which may be connected to the passage in An Interpretation of the Practice of the 13 Tactics where it is written, ‘Move the Qi as through a pearl with nine crooked paths. It goes smoothly everywhere.’ Going smoothly is important; Zhuangzi says, ‘You must be still; you must be pure and not subject the body to toil; also don’t agitate your Qi, then you may have a long life.’


‘What’s long shouldn’t be considered too long, nor what’s short too short. It causes pain to try to lengthen a duck’s legs and grief to shorten a crane’s legs… Now large, now small; now long, now short; now distant, now near.’ The point is to do what is appropriate.


Similarly, in An Interpretation of the Practice of the 13 Tactics, we recite, ‘First seek to expand, then seek to be compact. Thus you will arrive at fine work neatly done.’ Chinese books on Tai Chi Form often refer to Large Frame, Medium Frame and Small Frame.
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Small Frame
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Medium Frame










[image: Illustration]


Large Frame








Large Frame tends to be more expansive and dynamic and looks more martial. It suited big, strong men like Yang Chengfu, the great exponent of Yang lineage Tai Chi, of whom we will hear more later. Small Frame involves tighter, less extended movements and higher stances. It suited those like Wu Yuxiang and his brothers, founders of the Wu lineage, who were a bit older when they took up Tai Chi. Overall my Sifu was Medium Frame, but personally I prefer the feel of Large Frame; when tutoring students for forms competition I emphasize Large Frame as there is more contrast in the movements, making the form more lively.


Some Small Framers make the dubious claim that the smaller the external movement, the greater the internal effect. Easy to say and difficult to prove.


All this relates to form. With regard to application, if movements are too small they’ll be ineffective; if they’re too large they will be clumsy and slow.






The Book of Changes



This is the classical Chinese divination text also known as Yi Jing or I Ching. Appendix II states:





‘In the (Book of) Changes is the Tai Chi (Supreme Ultimate/Pole), which produced the Two Principles. The Two Principles produced the Four Emblems, which in turn produced the Eight Trigrams.’





It is often claimed that Yi Jing dates back to the beginning of the Zhou dynasty (1122–256 BCE), though modern scholars believe that only the earliest sections may have been written sometime before 1000 BCE. Over the years the text has come to be considered as having a philosophical importance, too. Largely because of its ancient origins, the Yi Jing is not seen as a Taoist work, but it greatly influenced both Taoist philosophy and religion, and Tao is discussed in many passages in the book. The key concepts are following the Tao and trying to harmonize the interaction of Yin and Yang and the inevitability of change – essentially the same approach as we should be taking to our Tai Chi practice.







Emperor Fu Xi





The legendary emperor Fu Xi (traditional dates 2800–2737 BCE) is considered to be a kind of Chinese avatar whose vocation was to live among mortal men and be a tutor and advisor for them. He is reputed to have had the Eight Trigrams (Bagua/Pa Kua – see Glossary) revealed to him by a magic tortoise which came out of the river with the trigrams displayed on its shell, each covering one of the Eight Directions. This arrangement of the trigrams is referred to as the River Diagram or the Prior to Heaven Bagua; it is what is referenced in The Tai Chi Chuan Classics and in our Tai Chi practice.





The name of each of the eight forces (below) is is given with its associated trigram. Peng, upward force, is identified with Qian, the trigram for Heaven with three unbroken lines.
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At the end of the Shang dynasty (11th century BCE), King Wen of Zhou is said to have produced an explanation for each hexagram and a descriptive name alluding to its own individual nature. He also came up with a new arrangement of the Eight Trigrams, called the After Heaven Bagua.


Later, after the overthrow of the Shang dynasty, the Duke of Zhou is said to have created explanations for each horizontal line in the hexagrams. It was not until this point that the whole context of the Yi Jing was understood. Its philosophy heavily influenced the literature and government administration of the Zhou (1122–256 BCE) and all later dynasties.


The main Yi Jing text is now thought to be the work of divinatory soothsayers from the Zhou civilization. The Ten Wings, which sometimes appear as seven appendices and were formerly often attributed to Confucius, are likewise considered to have been written well after his time (the sixth and fifth centuries BCE).


The main text is a series of oracular pronouncements relating to each of the 64 hexagrams. Each hexagram is composed of six stacked horizontal lines; each line is either Yin or Yang, with Yin symbolized by a broken line and Yang by an unbroken one. These lines represent the vagina and the penis and thus female and male, soft and hard, internal and external, and a host of other complementary opposites. These two single lines are called the Two Principles.


From the single broken and unbroken lines we can produce two pairs of double lines, known as the Four Emblems. The Four Emblems comprise Old Yin, Young Yang, Young Yin and Old Yang. In turn the Four Emblems produce the Eight Trigrams, which can be matched up to produce the 64 hexagrams. The trigrams and hexagrams were used as metaphors for directions, animals, natural phenomena and so on. In Tai Chi, each of the Eight Forces is seen as being linked to a specific trigram.


There are various methods of consulting the Yi Jing; all involve selection of the appropriate hexagram(s) and identifying the relevant lines in the text. Traditionally, consulting the Yi Jing was taken seriously; prior to consulting it, supplicants would go through three days of fast and abstinence, bathe from head to toe and wear clean clothing before daring to start their consultation. No-one does this any more.


Some Tai Chi teachers have tried to correlate specific Tai Chi techniques with specific hexagrams, for example, as in the book entitled T’ai Chi Ch’uan and I Ching by the late Da Liu. It wasn’t convincing when it was published, more than 40 years ago, and it isn’t convincing now.
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After heaven Bagua.















Calligraphy


In the Yi Jing there are three main terms meaning ‘change’, the first being the character Yi in the title. This depicts a lizard, probably the chameleon, and by extension derives its core meanings of to change and to transform; it can also mean easy.
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The second word for change, which appears repeatedly in the text of the Yi Jing, is Bian. The upper part of the character for Bian depicts a hand untangling threads. Change can take a bit of effort. Bian is also used in The Song of the 13 Tactics, to refer to the necessity of maintaining the intent during the changes of void and substantial.
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The third symbol for change, Hua, often translated as ‘to transform or convert’, is a drawing of person(s) and men. It appears in The Canon of Tai Chi Chuan, where the inability to ‘turn and change’ indicates the sickness of double-weightedness.
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1. Yi: The opponent’s punch is blocked.
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2. Bian: The right opponent relaxes, bringing his arms around in an arc, following the left opponent’s force.










[image: Illustration]


3. Hua: The right opponent counters to his opponent’s head.








Sometimes, for emphasis, the compound term Bian Hua is used: in The Song of the 13 Tactics, it refers to the practitioner’s changes being in accordance with those of the opponent and appearing mysterious. It also appears in The Canon of Tai Chi Chuan: ‘Though there are 10,000 transformations, the principle remains the same.’


The Yi Jing, when it advises action, normally suggests that such action be harmonious. In Taoism this was to become the doctrine of Oneness, much discussed by Laozi.
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1. She tries to bend him back with Pat the Horse High, but he resists.
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2. She moves her right hand so she is directly attacking the philtrum (vital point below the nostrils).








Recurring dualities in the Yi Jing include hard and soft, above and below, and advancing and retreating as appropriate. These are all also recurring themes in The Tai Chi Chuan Classics and are to be found in Tai Chi forms, in Pushing Hands and above all in martial applications.


A key character in the text is Zhong, meaning centre or central. It depicts a target pierced by an arrow through the centre. Even today the Chinese refer to their country as Zhongguo, the Central Kingdom, reflecting their world and cultural view.


Another key character is Zheng, which means correct or straight, both in a physical and in a moral sense. The character depicts the feet stopping when they reach the level/limit at the top. From a Tai Chi perspective at least, it’s great when you’re straight.
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Recurring dualities in the Yi Jing: Hard and soft.
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Above and below.








The compound term Zhongzheng, meaning centrally correct, normally in a moral/psychological context, also appears frequently in the Yi Jing. The Tai Chi Classics apply this term both to the body structure and to the psychological mindset of the practitioner.


The Interpretation of the Practice of the 13 Tactics says, ‘When standing, the body should be Zhongzheng and at ease to deal with attacks from the Eight Directions.’ Incorrect alignment adversely affects the balance, coordination and speed of reaction.


The Song of the 13 Tactics states, ‘When the coccyx is Zhongzheng, the Shen [Spirit] ascends to the headtop. The whole body feels light and agile when the headtop is suspended.’ Incorrect alignment adversely affects the functioning of the central nervous system, which runs through the spinal column.
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