
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]




INTRODUCTION


    Tai chi is an ancient movement activity that can help you reduce stress, improve your health, and relax your body. These simple, flowing activities were almost unknown in the Western world until the 1950s, but today they are popular worldwide . . . and with good reason! Tai chi can contribute greatly to your physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual well-being by improving your muscle tone, quieting your mind, and connecting you to your spiritual side, to name just a few benefits.

One additional benefit of tai chi is that, just like the best things in life, it’s free. You don’t need an expensive gym, trendy clothes, or special equipment—you can do these activities anywhere, anytime. Another plus is that because tai chi involves gentle, nonforceful movements, it’s perfect for all ages and ability levels.


What Does Tai Chi Chuan Mean?

The words tai chi chuan are pronounced “tie chee chewan.” They come to us from the book I Ching, which embodies the Chinese philosophy and faith of Taoism. (The Taoist philosophy was expressed by famed Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu in his book the Tao Te Ching.) Tai chi means “supreme ultimate.” In the beginning of all things, there is oneness, and then the oneness divides into two forces—the female force of yin and the male force of yang. Tai chi is located in the nanosecond of the division of yin and yang. Chuan means “fisted hand.” So tai chi chuan means “supreme ultimate fisted hand.” (The “chuan” is now dropped because the “fist” portion of the term is rarely the focus.)




WHAT IS TAI CHI?


Tai chi (pronounced “tie chee” and sometimes spelled taiji) involves a series of prescribed positions done in predictable, flowing sequences that use every muscle and joint in the body. These flowing sequences are slow, relaxed, stylized, and comfortable motions that look a bit like swimming without the water. By gently twisting and turning as you balance and rebalance your arms and legs in a lovely, nonhurried, steady, flowing sequence, every portion of the body is used, refreshed, and revitalized.

When you see tai chi practiced for the first time, what will likely catch your attention is the grace, poise, and serenity emanating from the practitioner. That is how tai chi looks from the outside. To the person doing the movements, it is a calming, centering, and quieting experience that improves feelings of personal well-being and general health.

Tai chi chuan was developed by ancient Chinese monk-warriors as a martial art. In that time, the spiritual development of many monks was combined with the warrior’s path. The goal was to have a peaceful inner world connected to the oneness of life and also to have tremendous martial arts skills. Perfection was achieved by maintaining peace and honing warrior skills at the same time.

The practice of tai chi chuan began somewhere between 550 B.C. and A.D. 1300. Tai chi chuan was taught and transmitted through the centuries in secrecy. The teaching was passed from master to student in the strictest of privacy. For centuries, the secrets of tai chi chuan were well guarded among a privileged few, but sometime around the late 1800s or early 1900s it was exposed to the Chinese general public.


TRACING TAI CHI’S ROOTS


The earliest references to tai chi chuan involve a Chinese hermit named Xu Xuan Ping, who some say formed the basis for tai chi with his thirty-seven patterns of movement. The patterns were also referred to as Changquan (Long Fist), after Long River (the nickname of the Yangtze River), because the movements of tai chi chuan were reminiscent of a river—flowing, powerful, and uninterrupted. Very close to the same time, Li Dao Zi, a Taoist priest, practiced a similar physical movement. These first emergences of tai chi occurred during the Tang dynasty (A.D. 618–907).


Tai Chi’s Connection to Martial Arts

Martial arts in the ancient world didn’t simply mean self-defense, but was a way of life for monks who were also warriors, and described the revered balance of Old China. Tai chi without the chuan (fisted hand) is enjoyed by many people today as a tool for better health, longevity, and improved well-being. These very qualities contributed to a more balanced life for a warrior-monk and also enhanced his fighting skills. Harmony, a calm attitude, and receptivity to increased mental clarity became aspects of martial arts to which warriors aspired. The warrior was able to blend this embodied art of inner harmony with the outer force of battle—to be in a warrior’s conflict, conducting the business of war, but still filled with inner peace. They were in the midst of life while in the midst of death. It was from this need that tai chi chuan (which is today’s tai chi coupled with martial arts) was born.



The term “tai chi chuan” was probably first referenced in the writings of Chen Ling Xi’s The Method to Attain Enlightenment Through Observing the Scripture. It was at this time that tai chi chuan seems to have been blended into the monk-warrior traditions by men who were skillful in martial arts practice and spiritual development. It was then through the skills and observations of the priest Zhang San Feng that tai chi chuan came into full prominence. Zhang San Feng was a great master teacher who happened upon a fight between a snake and some type of bird (some references say a crane; others, a sparrow). As the bird struck, the snake would avoid contact by using graceful, serpentine movements, waiting and swaying until it was ready to accurately strike. Watching this forceful but graceful combat, he was inspired to take what he had learned from observing the wisdom of nature and apply it to his own martial arts. His style (called Shaolin Kungfu) had been more forceful, but it took on more graceful mannerisms after his life-changing experience in nature. He called it Wudang 32-Pattern Long Fist, which developed into tai chi chuan as we know it today.


Tai Chi’s Connection to the I Ching

The words tai chi come originally from the I Ching. The I Ching has been called many things—an oracle, a guide, and a reflection of one’s unconscious are a few. It is a wonderful book that imparts reflections on the action and interaction of yin and yang in the seeker’s life. The I Ching continues to stand as a book of great philosophical value worldwide and is relevant to tai chi because it takes a deeper look at the forces of yin and yang in life events. You may want to read it in order to cultivate chi, balance yin and yang, and grace your life with the movements of tai chi.



The training continued to be passed to secular masters and disciples throughout China, but one theory holds it was probably a practitioner named Wang Zong Yue who taught the art to the powerful Chen family at their family settlement. It was through the Chen family, who claimed they learned it in the 1600s from their own ancestor Chen Wang Ting, that the Chen Style of tai chi chuan took form and spread. It was the contributions of this family that rooted the destiny of tai chi chuan. Yang Lu Chen (1799–1872) built the foundation of the Yang Style of tai chi chuan.

CHOOSING AMONG THE FOUR BRANCHES OF TAI CHI

There are currently four different branches of the tree of tai chi chuan. Each form has its own unique value:

1. The Wu Style emphasizes small movement and body technique for combat.

2. The Sun Style emphasizes high patterns and agile movements.

3. The Chen Style emphasizes the hard and fast.

4. The Yang Style emphasizes gentle, graceful movements for health.

Yang Style is the commonly taught form in the Western world and is, therefore, the form on which this book focuses. The Yang Style enlarges and smooths the movements that emphasize the graceful aspects of tai chi chuan. For this reason, it is sometimes called the Big Form. Yang Style has no foot stomping, punches, and so on. It is a pattern of slow, graceful movements that transforms tai chi chuan from a forceful martial art to the gentle health exercise of tai chi.

TAI CHI IS A MOVEMENT PHILOSOPHY

Tai chi is not a religion. It is a movement that has been evolving over centuries. Tai chi movement engages the practitioner’s body, mind, and spirit in a great wholeness, oneness, or nothingness (called wu chi) as it divides tai chi—the energy moment—into yin and yang energy flows. It is for this reason that tai chi supports any faith or belief system.


Anytime Is the Right Time

Tai chi’s philosophy can be taken up at any life stage or situation. You don’t need to become stronger, improve your flexibility, drop some weight, or improve your health before you can start. You can start right now. Even if you have only partial movement, move what you can. Let it work for you now, as you are.



In this book you’ll discover the wonderful benefits of tai chi, demonstrated in clear illustrations and simple, easy-to-follow instructions. Get ready to ditch the knots in your shoulders, clear your mind of worries, and find inner peace, one stance at a time.
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CHAPTER 1

BODY

Tai chi is amazingly beneficial to your body, from head to toe. Its emphasis on proper breathing can be life-changing in itself, plus you’ll also enjoy better balance and coordination from tai chi’s slow, thoughtful movements.



HELPS YOU BREATHE MORE EFFECTIVELY


We usually think of air as being empty, but in tai chi air is a full—even viscous—environment filled with a field of energy that connects us to the larger field of energy we call the universe. Chi is spirited vitality (or energy) from the universe—wholeness or nothingness. Chi travels in electric currents that fill the air around you. On these currents of chi is our life force. Without it, we die. When shallow breathing causes it to diminish, you are less lively, and this usually registers as stress. Repeated shallow breathing only perpetuates the stress you feel throughout your body—tight muscles, headaches and other pains, and difficulty focusing.

Breathing Is Vital to Health

Improved breathing improves your overall health. Deeper and larger breaths bring more oxygen into the blood. The body also goes through a natural exercise when inhaling deeply. Your chest expands and lifts, the lungs expand, the torso lengthens, the organs move a bit, the hips expand slightly, the spine lengthens, and even the bony plates of your skull expand somewhat. Our bodies were built to have this exercise several times a minute for our entire lives. We can all stop and take a deep breath when we think about it, but that may not be very often. Tai chi teaches you how to develop deep, relaxed breathing so effectively that your body is reminded to breathe deeply. If your body is fully reminded and indulged in this breathing, it will create a way to continue the experience. Just as your body notifies you about thirst and hunger, it will do the same with breathing. After all, we can go much longer without either food or water than we can without air, so air is your first priority for being relaxed. It would be impossible to feel relaxed with a bare minimum of food or a few sips of water. Who knows how much stress we all carry just as a result of poor breathing! Let tai chi help you breathe more completely. Perhaps it will help you resolve any breathing problems you may have.

The Importance of Breathing Exercises

Just as breath is stored in the lungs, chi is stored in the tan t’ien, a place located in the deep center of the pelvis about 11/3 inches below the navel. All breath work is designed to fill, store, and finally cultivate chi in the tan t’ien. For this reason, all the breath exercises carry as their single purpose the goal of gaining control over your chi.

Because tai chi moves every joint, it promotes optimum circulation of blood and oxygen throughout the body. In order to have optimum health and well-being, you must create an inner environment where the chi can penetrate even the most resistant spot. These areas that would not ordinarily have an abundance of chi are the areas that become most vulnerable to injury and disease.

How to Breathe Properly

Tai chi is based on your most natural breathing. Slow, gentle, and deep, it increases lung capacity and expands the organs so that oxygen fills the body on the inhale. When you exhale, carbon dioxide exits, freeing the body of waste products.


Make Tai Chi Breathing Part of Your Day

To get your body back in balance during a stressful day, take a minute and do some tai chi breathing. A few moments will settle you down. Because of your body’s muscle memory, the more frequently you interject tai chi breathing into your day, the more quickly and effectively you will feel the effects.



Unless otherwise instructed, breathe in through your nose, but call your breath into the body through the tan t’ien, not the nose. Then bring it down to the perineum, up the spine, and out the nose on the exhale while the chi flows down the front in the tan t’ien. If the tan t’ien is not involved, which means you expand the lower lungs and abdomen out on the inhale and in on the exhale, then your breath will be shallow in the lungs and your chest will be tense. Your body then loses its natural center of gravity. This is one of the most common reasons for tension and the fatigue that results. Many people find that when they start tai chi, their need for sleep diminishes naturally: they either stay up longer or get up earlier. Either way, people practicing tai chi feel refreshed after sleep, and this feeling of being well-rested stays with them throughout the day. The reason for this is simple: because of the natural orientation of tai chi, the body has the oxygen and chi it needs to run smoothly and effectively.


What Is Tan T’ien?

Deep in the center of the belly 11/3 inches below the navel, tan t’ien is a place for centering yourself and is a gathering place for chi.
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