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By Yang Yang and Scott Grubisich

Originally published in the June 2000 issue of T'ai Chi Magazine.
Reprinted here courtesy of Wayfarer Publications.

Introduction by Yang Yang
Feng Zhiqiang is a Grandmaster of the 18th generation of the Chen style Taijiquan. He is well known as a top student of the 17th generation Grandmaster Chen Fake, as well as the Xinyi Grandmaster Hu Yuezhen.

In December 1997, I returned to China for the first time since my arrival in the United States. In accordance with martial tradition, my first priority was to visit my shifu, Grandmaster Feng.

The following is an interview that I had conducted then, and during subsequent visits over the past few years, with Grandmaster Feng. The interviews were conducted at the request of Mr. Marvin Smalheiser, editor of T'Al CHI Magazine.

Taijiquan is a subtle art. Inescapably, words used to describe levels of progression are subtle also. To reproduce Grandmaster Feng's teaching without editing, I have tried to translate his words as directly as possible. In many instances, it was imperative to retain the original Chinese terms.

I believe that accurate translations and explanations of traditional sayings are crucial for non-Chinese speaking persons to study the art. I have observed, on several occasions, instances where poor translations and/or mispronunciations have confused and even distorted the correct teachings.

In this article we have used the pinyin system for writing Chinese words, with the intonation noted in parenthesis. In Mandarin Chinese, each word can be spoken with one of four different tones. Different intonations have different meanings, so any romanization must include the tone to convey the intended meaning. For example, xin(1) means xin with the first tone, with the number 1 representing that first tone.

I have assumed that the Western Taiji community is readily familiar with some of the most common Chinese terms, such as xin(l) [heart-mind], yi(4)[mind-intent], peng(2)/lu(3)/ji(3)/an(4)[wardoff/roll-back/press/push], and jing(l)/qi(4)/shen(2) [essence/intrinsic energy/spirit]. Where necessary, I have explained or clarified the original Chinese sayings.

My translations and comments are included in brackets [] to distinguish them from Grandmaster Feng's words. It is difficult to translate some of the traditional sayings into English. I wish to express my gratitude to Dr. Kam Ming Wong of the University of Georgia at Athens for his review and comments on some of the translations.

At several points Grandmaster Feng emphasizes xiu(1)lian(4), which refers to a deeper level of practice and understanding. Xiulian demands the integration and practice of mind and body.

When referring to practice of the mind xiu-lian is a form of spiritual exercise, encompassing morality, purity of thoughts and behavior, etc. It can be either a verb or a noun, and Master Feng uses it as both.

Interview
Yang Yang (YY): What is Taiji? How is it expressed in the art of taijiquan?
Feng Zhiqiang (FZQ): Taiji is essentially Heaven and Earth. Before the Earth and Heaven originated, it was an abyss or void, called wuji. There was no difference between clear and opaque.

Although wuji is characterized by jing(4) [stillness], it also had movement, a dynamic element. When the movement accumulated to a critical level, then you have ji(2) dong(4) [grand movement].

At this point, the clear energy goes up, and the opaque energy goes down. Going up means Heaven, going down means Earth. Then, it is Taiji. Taiji has yin and yang: stillness and movement, inhale and exhale, soft and hard, close and open, empty and solid, short and long, withdraw and extend.

Yin and yang should be evenly distributed. The balance of Heaven and Earth will bring a good environment. The country and people will be safe and peaceful; the harvest will be plentiful. If Heaven and Earth are not balanced, there will be natural disasters, such as floods or droughts.

Human beings need the balance of yin and yang to keep healthy. If yin and yang are not balanced in the human body, there will be a disorder of qi and xue(3) [blood], manifested by the disease of limbs and organs.

We have three sources: Heaven, Earth, and human beings. Heaven and Earth (yang and yin) create everything. Everything has yin and yang. Between Heaven and Earth, there are beings.

We say human beings are the ling(2) [soul] of everything. The world is created by the combination of Heaven, Earth, and human beings. Heaven has three best things: sun, moon, and star. Earth has three best things: water, earth, and fire. Human beings have three best things: jing(1), qi(4), and shen(2).

Taijiquan originated by following the dao of Heaven and Earth movement, the dao of yin and yang, combined with traditional Chinese medical theory. Heaven, Earth, and human beings all have cyclical movement. All have the character of circulation.

In human beings, the energy circulates in the meridians, the network of the whole body. Various health problems will appear if the meridians are blocked. So it is said bu(4) tong(1) ze(2) tong(4) [you will feel pain if the meridians are blocked].

The spiral movement of Taiji is based on the same theory of the heaven and earth rotation. Qi rises through the du meridian, sinks through the ren meridian, and fills the dai meridian.

So Taiji practice is mainly the xiulian of yin and yang; practice both xing(4) [character/spirituality/personality] and ming(4) [body/life/physical health]. Xing determines jing(4) [stillness, peaceful, quiet]; ming determines movement.

Wuji is jing(4); Taiji needs movement. Central equilibrium is required when you move; yin and yang must be evenly distributed. Jing(4) will arise after enough movement.

Conversely, you want to move after you rest for a while. It is a very natural procedure. [Master Feng is emphasizing that the correct practice of Taiji is a very natural process. Stillness naturally follows movement, and movement naturally follows stillness. The two depend upon and evolve into each other, just as the yin and yang portions of the Taiji diagram.]

Taiji is an art based on this theory. This mainly is talking about nurturing health. If you talk about self-defense, Taijiquan absorbed the best things from many different internal and external martial arts and combined them with its theory of yin and yang.

It became a unique art with a very valuable, effective health function and practical self-defense ability. This is the character of Taijiquan.

YY: You are famous as one of the top students of the Chen style 17th Generation Grandmaster Chen Fake. Besides Chen style, did you study other arts? How are these arts integrated into the essence of your training system?
FZQ: As a young man, in my hometown [Sulu, Hebei Province] I studied Shaolin from my uncle, Wang Yun Kai. Later in Beijing, I learned Tong Bei Quan from Grandmaster Han Xiao Feng, who is from Can Zhou, Hebei Province. [Cang Zhou is a famous area for several martial arts.]

I learned the Chen style from Grandmaster Chen Fake. Prior to this, I had studied Xinyi from Grandmaster Hu Yuezhen. Both teachers taught me qin(1) shou(4) mi(4) shou(4) [closely and secretly].

Chen style Xin Yi Hun Yuan Taijiquan [Grandmaster Feng's training system] is mainly the combination of what I learned form Grandmasters Chen Fake and Hu Yuezhen.

Besides the Chen style first and second routines, we also have many single form repetition practices. The essential single forms are called taiji hun(2) yuan(2) gong(1) [dynamic qigong exercises], taiji chan(2) si(1) gong [silk reeling exercises], taiji ji(4) ji(2) [fighting] gong, etc.

If we put all the gong together, we have almost 10 routines. Those are the gong that will help Taiji practitioners reach a high level. There is an old Chinese saying: "You will get nothing, even if you practice all of your life, if you do not practice gong."

We call it xin yi because we have to use yi to guide the qi, use qi to move our body. So practice qi instead of li [psychical/muscular force], and practice yi instead of qi. If you practice li, it will break. If you practice only qi, you will be stiff. It will flow if you practice intention.

Hun yuan is the essential nature of the Taiji symbol. If you can master hun yuan, you will know the direct route to reach the high level of Taijiquan. With dantian hun yuan qi as the base, guided by xin yi, following the principals of yin/yang and practicing/experiencing/applying the 13 postures, one can accomplish the crystal of hun yuan qi, the high level of gongfu.

The most important thing is jing(1) shen(2) yi(4) nian(4) [spirit and intention]. This is the main principal of our practice. So we call it Xin Yi Hun Yuan Taiji. We have the name Chen style because it was first studied and developed by the Chen family. It is not mysterious; it is a very scientific art. It becomes more complete after many generations' contributions.

YY: You say that you must practice gong. What is gong?
FZQ: Gong practice is the foundation; it is the bigger xiu(1) lian(4). Gong practice strengthens internal qi. It is the process of collecting the qi from nature to replenish our human energy.


If I want to cook dumplings and noodles, I need flour [as the main ingredient]. The gong is the flour. Qi is the source of our dong(4)li(4) [power]. Because it is an internal art, you must start with the internal first, and then learn to coordinate the internal with external movement. There is an old saying: Xing(2) qi(4) ru(2) liu(2) shui(3) [Circulating qi is like water flowing]. If you don't have the feeling of internal qi, that means you are doing only the external form.

[Correct practice of the form is also the process of accumulating gong. Feng Zhiqiang is emphasizing that gong practice is the beginning point. As you proceed, each subsequent step should use the gong accumulated and is also a further means for the continued accumulation of gong.

[The gong he is talking about here is the same Chinese character as in the term gongfu or qigong, but when used as a single word has the meaning described above. The relationship may be described as follows: qigong (energy work) is an essential practice to achieve a foundation of gong. With a strong foundation of gong, one can ultimately achieve a high level of gongfu. Practice of form, applications, fa jin, etc. without the foundation of gong is empty practice that may yield short term benefits but will not allow the practitioner to reach a high level of gongfu. [I would also add that some people have paid a high price for emphasizing short term gains in fighting skill and ignoring gong.]

If you want to do Taiji well, it is not enough to only practice form. You have to practice gong: hun yuan gong, silk reeling gong, ji(4) ji(2) [fighting] gong, step by step. Hun yuan gong [qigong exercises] will nurture you energy, help your transition of jing/qi/shen, and improve the electronic/magnetic energy.

Hun yuan gong will allow you to proceed to a higher level, from small to medium to big accomplishment. You will absorb the best things from Heaven and Earth.

There is an old saying: You can skip quan, but you cannot skip gong. After you know gong, then you can know quan. Not many people have a lot of time to practice everyday.

If you are busy, try to find time to practice gong. You can skip quan [form]. This was my teacher's advice. The busier you are, the more you need to practice gong, because it can replenish the jing/qi/shen you consume. This way you can have a healthy, long life.

To practice this kind of art, your qi must be smooth (qi shun(4)).

[Traditional Chinese medical theory says that in order to have smooth qi, you must be taiji tai he, or peaceful]. You have to xiulian; don't let the distractions of the material world bother you. Xiulian primarily refers to your mind and behavior; you have to improve your xin and shen. One who has xiulian does not desire another's material possessions. Your thoughts should be zheng(4) [proper, i.e., you cannot have bad thoughts].

You have to xiulian your zhong qi. Zhong qi can reach up to Heaven or down to the Earth. Bai hui [the acupuncture point at the crown of the skull] is Heaven, and hui yin [the point between the anus and genitals] is Earth. If you have accomplished the xiulian, your qi will reach Heaven, otherwise it will only reach Earth/Hell. [This is a well-known Chinese saying.]

Between Heaven and Earth is the human being. When human beings are in the womb, they absorb nutrients through the umbilical cord. It is not possible to breathe through the nose. After birth, human beings start post-natal breathing [using the nose and mouth]. Our practice is to return to pre-natal breathing. We return our post-natal modality to our pre-natal origin.

YY: Xiulian is obviously a very important aspect of Taiji practice. Can you tell us more about how to xiulian? How is the concept related to de [morality]?
FZQ: In the martial arts community, people refer to improving de and technique simultaneously. It is called practicing both dao and martial art. There is a reason. Without de, people may use the art to do bad things. To be honest, I think my Taiji practice makes my dao higher than that of the average person.

If your de is not good, your art and technique cannot possibly reach a high level. I learned about de from my two teachers. Sometimes I would make mistakes. But the important thing is that I could check myself and find the problem, correct it, and improve my de.

So we have to improve our de when we pursue the art. You can talk about dao after you improve your de and master the art. This dao is not evil dao. It is the big Dao of yin and yang. It is consistent with Earth and Heaven. It is as big as the sun and moon. It is the goal for our xiulian. But how to xiulian? We should cultivate our mind before we practice quan. Practice xin(1) shen(2) yi(4) xing(4). Those four things are actually one thing. Xin is shen, shen is yi, yi is xing. Xiulian improves our mind, both and courage.

It is not an easy job to xiulian our mind and body. It cannot be done in one day. So we are practicing our mind and body, practicing our courage, practicing our jing/qi/shen.

The whole Taiji process [if done correctly] is xiulian. Dao practice will make the person strong to defend themselves and they will defeat the evil things. So our purpose is very clear; otherwise, why do we practice? It is also said "Taiji should tai(4) he(2)." He means peaceful harmony of the internal organs and all cells. Without he, you will fight internally within yourself and feel sick. You must be able to nurture your qi.

[The phrase "Taiji should be tai he" means that the harmony described above is a goal of the Taiji practitioner. It is something one works towards, and an indication that one's Taiji practice is proceeding correctly.]

If you can do this, people will recognize and respect your art from their hearts, not by force. If you hurt people's eyes, break their ribs, etc., you are damaging your de. Taiji practitioners shouldn't do that. It requires big gongfu.

When you use Taiji to fight, you need big gongfu to defeat people without hurting them. The big gongfu can also prevent evil things from happening. It will scare people from doing bad things.

I came out into society after I retired from my job [in the early 1980's]. I recalled I never hurt another person. I am very happy with what I have contributed to society and the world within such a short period of time. I am also very happy with the friendships I have built. We have a very good relationship with other martial arts.

YY: People get confused about peng. How do you define it?
FZQ: Peng(2) lu(3) ji(3) an(4) xu(I) ren(4) zhen(l) [you must clearly differentiate and pay attention to peng/lu/ji/an]. Shang(4) xia(4) xiang(l) shui(2) ren(2) nan(2) jin(4) [a good coordination between the upper and lower body will prevent the opponent from entering].

Ren(4) ping(2) dui(4) fang(1) lai(2) da(3) wo(3). Si(4) liang(3) hua(4) dong(4) bo(1) qian(1) jin(1) [no matter how hard the opponent attacks, I can use four ounces to neutralize]. These sayings are used to express the purpose.

Peng means energy goes up; lu, back (left or right side); ji, forward; an, down. But peng is also expressed in lu, ji, and an. Lu is back peng. Ji is forward peng. An is down peng. If you don't have the peng energy, you are too soft. Peng/lu/ji/an are just the variation of peng: up/down, forward/backward, and left right.

YY: Does this mean there are two definitions of peng? One is the upward direction of the four side energy, while the other is a broader concept, the expanding energy concept?
FZQ: It is OK to differentiate; to give two definitions. One is the upward direction of the four-sided energy (peng/lu/ji/an), the other is yi(4) qi(4) gu(3)dang(4). [Gudang has a very subtle meaning. Here it is used to describe the outward expansion/movement/vibration of yi and qi.]

Every movement is guided by yi and qi movement. If you don't have yi qi gudang, you collapse. Even if your limbs do not move, you need to have yi and qi. When your intention arrives, your qi will arrive. Movement will follow naturally and your force will arrive.

YY: What is your advice for people in America to practice taiji? What should they pay attention to for push hands practice?
FZQ: Practicing quan and gong is solo work. Push hands is two person training. Quan and gong are xiulian; push hands is also xiulian. Quan and gong are practicing yi and qi movement; push hands is also practicing yi and qi movement.

Because push hands is practice of yi and qi movement, the following are required:
  1) zhong ding [central equilibrium],
  2) luo(2)xiuan(2)chan(2)rao (3) [spiral-ling energy], and
  3) 3) zhan(l) lian(2) nian(2) shui(2).

[Zhan lian nian shui is most often translated as adhere/connect/stick/follow. An understanding of the application of spiral energy and adhere/connect/stick/follow can only be gained through experience [i.e., by the teacher demonstrating, one on one, to the student.]

You must avoid ding(3) pian(l) diu(I) kang(4). [Ding means meeting and responding to an incoming force "head on." Pian means "oblique," referring to the loss of central equilibrium.

[Diu means yielding without response, yin but no yang. Diu also means disconnected, without listening. Kang means resist/fight/struggle while you already lose your balance without doing any neutralization]. You must be able to bian(l) hua(4) bian(l) fa(l) [release energy at the same time you neutralize]. It is called hua(4) zhong(t) you(3) fa(l) [having release within neutralization].

Practice and cultivate qi instead of li; practice and cultivate yi instead of qi. After you have practiced enough and in the proper way, you will naturally accumulate the gong(1) dao(4) zi(4) ran(2) cheng(2).

[This is a very well-known saying. The meaning is similar to the term gongfu. It refers to an accomplishment, which is the fruit of constant and dedicated effort and correct practice. This saying can refer to any accomplishment - not just wushu.]

After you have practiced push hands, then you practice jian(4)shou(3) fen(1) li(2) [to throw the opponent away immediately upon touching during sparring].

It is like you are raising wheat. You cannot pull the wheat up [force it to grow]. Or, to use another example, you cannot expect a baby to run before it can even stand. You must proceed step by step. It sounds slow, but actually it is the most efficient way. You cannot proceed too quickly If you do, you will break the moderation principle, wu(2) guo(4) wu(2) bu(4) ji(2). Push hands requires moderation and the avoidance of ding pian diu kang [defined above]. Never have the idea of hurting people; this is also xiulian.

In the classics it is said "rou(2) hua(4) gang(l) fa(l)," which means yield/neutralize with softness, release with hardness. You must practice rou(2) [softness] and hua(4) [yielding/neutralizing].

The same principle applies to quan, [form] practice; practice song(l) [relaxation] first. It is easy to practice quan, but difficult to practice song. In push hands, it is easy to practice fa [quick release], but difficult to practice hua(4). If you can hua with 1,000 pounds, it is such an easy job to fa.

[Another issue is how to fa. The correct, or most efficient, way is to remain relaxed until the point of contact. All energy is then focused on that point.]

You should think of push hands as a gong practice. After you have practiced enough, concise instruction from the teacher will be sufficient to explain the deeper meaning.

[The actual words used by Master Feng here were "yi ( I )di an (3) jiu (4) tou(4)," which means one touch can penetrate. "One touch" refers to brief instruction from the teacher.] If you haven't practiced enough, you will never understand, no matter how hard the teacher tries to explain. If you haven't practiced enough, your instinctual reaction to a push will be to ding [apply force against incoming force].

Push hands is gong practice, and it is qigong practice. Lastly, it is practice of technique. [Note: Feng Zhiqiang has defined the step-by-step order of practice: gong-Chuan-push hands-free fighting.]



The entire interview is available in the June 2000 edition of T'ai Chi Magazine (Vol. 24, No. 3), published by Wayfarer Publications, p.o box 39938, Los Angeles, CA 90039, Fax No. (323) 665-1627, e-mail taichi@tai-chi.com.

Additional subjects addressed by Master Feng include daoist meditation, stories of his teachers (Grandmasters Hu Yuezhen and Chen Fake), criteria for a student to find a teacher and for a teacher to accept a disciple, chan-si "silk reeling" force, historical relationships of "old" & "new" and "big" & "small" versions of the Chen style, cai/lie/zhou/kao, and definition of "ling".
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The following article is based on information from an interview with Yang Yang by T'AI CHI Magazine, and material from Yang Yang and Bruce Ching, a Chen stylist in Ann Arbor, MI, who also conducted an extensive interview with Yang Yang. By Marvin Smalheiser

Originally published in the February 1995 issue of T'ai Chi Magazine.
Reprinted here courtesy of Wayfarer Publications.

To see Yang Yang perform the Chen style or to feel the way he can bring forward his internal energy would make it hard to believe that he was born with a heart defect that prompted a doctor to say he probably wouldn't live long. Nor would you think that, at 34, he would be patient enough in his approach to developing higher T'ai Chi Ch'uan skills that he would consider Wuji standing meditation one of the cornerstones of practice for developing real T'ai Chi internal energy.

A lawyer and an apprentice to the famous Chen stylist Feng Zhiqiang in Beijing, Yang Yang (his family name and given name are both Yang) believes his practice of Chen style, beginning when he was 12 years old, cured his heart condition. He also feels it enabled him to successfully pass the physical exam required in China to pursue university studies.

Yang, who is now enrolled at Illinois State University, Normal, IL, in a graduate economics program, feels that the "virtually unlimited" power of internal force should be built on the foundation of form, push hands and wuji meditation.

By working with these three methods, he said, a practitioner will gradually develop and understand internal T'ai Chi, or "soft" force, which is so often misunderstood.

"Actually, the power of the internal force is virtually unlimited and can be developed to much higher levels than external brute force."

After the foundation practices are established over a period of time, he said, "the flower" of technique can be added.

"Attempting to employ technique without first establishing a solid foundation cannot truly be considered an art form. This mistake is often made by beginners overzealous to achieve martial ability."

Yang said his teacher, Feng Zhiqiang, "has developed his force to a very, very high level. His force is felt immediately when practicing push hands, and is quite overwhelming and intimidating. To the recipient, this 'soft' force can indeed be exceedingly strong and penetrating. Perhaps a better description of T'ai Chi force would be 'flexible' or 'elastic,' to contrast with the 'rigid' external force."

Yang said there are a number of principles that people seeking to develop T'ai Chi force need to understand and follow and which were outlined in Feng's book in Chinese, "Entering the Door of Chen Style Taijiquan," published by Peoples Sports Publishing House, Beijing, 1992.

The first involves the transfer of energy, which Yang said involves using the heart, or xin, to move the internal energy and then using the energy to move the body.

"Gradually, you can transfer essence (jing) to qi (ch'i), transfer qi to spirit (shen), and then make the spirit light. When the spirit is light enough, you will experience 'ling,' which is the outward result or manifestation of a light and agile spirit."

Examples of ling, he said, are when you intuitively perceive a situation, or when your body is so light and agile that you achieve instantaneously, instinctual reactions during push hands.

When the force becomes available, he said, the hard and soft aspects must be put together correctly.

"T'ai Chi is the interaction of Yin and Yang. You must have both. If you are too soft in your practice, you cannot increase your internal force. Similarly, if you are too hard, you will not accumulate internal energy."

Yang said it is necessary to be aware of hard and soft in both the form and push hands.

"In the form, you should have the intention of hard and the intention of soft. Gradually, you will no longer have the intention, but will achieve the result. At this level, your 'body will listen to your mind' and you can explode energy in any direction at any time."

In push hands, he said, it is also important to have hard as well as soft energy. "Gradually, the force between you and your partner should increase. It is at this time that you will steadily increased your internal force, and begin to understand the 'sticking' force. To only be in physical contact will not lead to understanding the T'ai Chi sticking/adhering force."

Yang said that another aspect that Feng emphasized is not using tense force (shuo li). "If you use tense force, your internal energy cannot circulate and your body will be stiff. Eventually, you may experience health problems where the energy is stuck. In push hands, if you use the tense force, you will give your opponent the opportunity to push you."

Tense force was also described as insisting on pushing the "difficult" part instead of changing to the "easiest" part. "You should strive to achieve maximum benefit from your force."

If your body is tense, he said, you will feel uncomfortable, especially with your breathing and upper chest. He said this is called, "nu," and added that high shoulders are an example of this error.

Correct posture, Yang said, is essential, otherwise internal energy may rise, cutting off the root and causing a person to float like a plant in the water. He said a lot has been written in the U.S. about correct posture and that the literature here on posture is even more abundant than that in China.

"To over-emphasize posture, however, is case of losing sight of the forest because the trees are in the way.

He said that if posture is correct, it will allow the following:
  1. Rooting of the body.
  2. The unimpeded flow of internal energy and transmittal of force.

"These are the criteria upon which a student's posture should be evaluated for the development of T'ai Chi boxing skill. Every movement of the form has an intended purpose and is an expression of power in a specific direction," Yang said.

"The posture is incorrect if the body mechanics do not allow for the correct and intended expression of force. Again, the T'ai Chi form, push hands and standing meditation are all necessary for the student to learn correct posture."

Yang cautioned that it is not good for beginners to have the intention to use T'ai Chi Ch'uan for fighting in order to rush the process of learning self-defense. "If you are too brutal, you will lose the quiet of your heart and limit yourself by restricting your spirit and internal energy.

"And you should not treat your practice as if T'ai Chi were a hard-working job. If you do, over time you may create health problems. In China, an analogy is the making of a fine wine. Time and patience are requisites."

He added that in order to capture the flavor of T'ai Chi, a student should pay close attention to Yin and Yang.

"In the Chen style tradition, the term 'double-weighted' is used to describe the mistake of using stiff or stagnant energy as opposed to light and agile movement derived from the interaction of Yin and Yang. (It is not a description of physical weight distribution.)

"The outward manifestation of Yin and Yang is perhaps more easily discernible with the Chen style than with other popular styles. Regardless of style, however, the internal aspect of T'ai Chi boxing should always be a dynamic interaction of Yin and Yang."

Another important essential for T'ai Chi practice emphasized by Yang and his teacher, Feng, is the concept of Yang, a character in Chinese that refers to nourishing or nurturing vital energy. It embraces the idea of developing oneself to become stronger in vital energy and is different from the word Yang as in Yang and Yang.

"Even when practicing the form," Yang said, "you must pay attention to the idea of Yang. You cannot always release or explode your energy. Yang is the nurturing of the vital energy. To do wuji (standing meditation), to do the form and even push hands is to nurture energy."

A second way to nurture vital energy, he said, is to eat healthy food. A third way he said is very important is spiritual Yang. "Daily life is very complicated and the ability to control your emotions is very important."

He gave an example of losing one's camera and accepting the loss and deciding to buy another one. If one were to get mad and stay mad or unhappy the whole day, it could be harmful to health and the qi, or vital energy. "If you nurture yourself spiritually even in an emergency, you will be able to be very quiet and able to handle the situation. To keep your emotions stable and mature is a way to nurture your vital energy. Usually when people get very, very mad at something, it really hurts their vital energy.

"In China people believe that when people have serious emotional problems all the time and are unhappy or sad, it can be easy to get sick. They even explain this as a cause for cancer."

This kind of nurturing effort, Yang said, also connects to another question about meditation.

"I really think it is the time during meditation to change your personality. It is the time to change your ability to control your emotions. At the very beginning of meditation, you may find it difficult to calm down, so it may help to repeat a word like 'quite' and concentrate on the dantian. Gradually, gradually, it will help you to have more power to control your emotions and become more mature and stable.

"You have to try to improve yourself and change yourself a little bit at a time. I think that the time when we practice T'ai Chi is to cultivate your personal nature and personality.

"So when you do the form and meditation, be very calm, very patient and if at first you are not, you have to work hard at it and then it will really change." Yang's emphasis on wuji and meditation, he said, is not only his own but also from Feng, who considers it a very basic part of T'ai Chi. "We say from wuji you have T'ai Chi. Before you practice the form, do wuji to really feel you have entered nothingness. Stand there for five minutes or 10 minutes. Just concentrate on the dantian and think 'quiet' and then begin the form." He said the standing meditation has several beneficial effects.

"One is to make the body stable and round. Keep your kua rounded like an arch, keep your chest rounded in slightly and maintain a round body."

The results of the practice, he said, are sometimes felt by people who feel their hands becoming numb or warm or pulsating. "Some feel their bodies become really big and some feel their legs go into the ground. Some feel there is a cloud just above their head. Generally, after you try it for several months, you can feel it when you do the form or in push hands. The T'ai Chi partner will feel more T'ai Chi flavor, soft but very strong."

Yang said that Feng's approach to teaching and the practice of the Chen style and the nurturing of energy was very scientific. "If you put more energy in, then you have more energy. If the energy leaks out, then there is a loss. It is like putting gas in a car to make it run. If you keep driving at a high speed, sooner or later it will stop."

Feng, he said, would caution people not to exhaust their energy.

"He is very open and has a good sense of humor," Yang said of Feng. "he is very smart and has studied a lot of things by himself. My instructor in my home town said that Chen Zhaokui remarked that he though Feng was the smartest person in the world."

Before Feng retired, Yang said, he was in charge of a department at a heavy industrial plant, and because of his martial art knowledge and real power he was able to work very well with the employees there.

Yang met Feng in the summer of 1982. He had previously met and studied with Chen Ziaowang and arranged an appointment with him in Shanghai where there was a national martial arts seminar. In Shanghai, Yang met Feng.

"Feng taught three huge classes of almost two hundred people and after the seminar Gu Liuxin kept him in Shanghai to teach the Chen style, which was not very strong there at that time.

"Feng's T'ai Chi force is real T'ai Chi force. It is soft, but it is impossible to resist. By soft, I mean that it is soft in comparison to tense, rigid force."

He said that Feng, who is about 5 foot, 6 inches, is able to uproot people much larger than himself.

When Feng was in Shanghai in 1982, he gave a push hands demonstration. Usually, masters demonstrate with a student, Yang said, but this time Feng demonstrated with a well-know qigong and T'ai Chi master who was known to be very rough.

"So if it's not your student and he's very good and you want to demonstrate, you have to be much better than him so you can control the situation. We watched the demonstration and really understood the stories we had heard before."

Yang said that there was another story about how a very heavy machine fell down in the factory where Feng worked. Feng caught it and held it up until it could be secured. "There was a wrestling team in his factory and he just let them -- about 10 people -- stand one-by-one lined up to push him and he pushed just once and the people all fell down at once.

"Sometimes when he tells you the application of the form, he will do some push hands and you can really feel the force come into your body. It's real T'ai Chi force -- it is soft, but it is impossible to resist. Through push hands with him, you can understand, 'Four ounces can deflect a thousands pounds.'

"After you try one time with him, sometimes you're scared because you can feel his force -- it's very strong.

"If your internals are very good, you can overcome a big size differential. Most people with internal force can handle people a little bit bigger than themselves. But some people can handle someone much bigger. Not many people can reach the level of handling someone considerably bigger than themselves. Master Feng can just throw them away. Not too many people reach that level."

Yang said that if a student practices wuji, form and push hands correctly, then it will not take a long time for them to experience qi.

He said that if you do push hands with someone who does wuji, you will feel that he is strong, but the force is not like brute force. "You can feel it is soft but irresistible. You will definitely feel the force. And when you are pushed with that kind of force, you feel it is a different kind of force."

An important aspect of internal development, Yang said, is the use of intention. "The minds leads the internal energy and the internal energy leads the force. In the whole body the force is integrated."

The effort in wuji posture, in form practice and in push hands should be natural with the body correctly aligned and relaxed to personify T'ai Chi principles, Yang said.

"You try to pursue the middle state between the soft and hard to find a balance. You can't be too soft because then you can't build the internal energy. If you are too hard, it chokes off the internal energy."

Yang thinks that overuse of peng energy in practice can be harmful, particularly for beginners, since it can result in muscles staying tense. Practice and use of peng energy should be natural. "Go to the form, go to push hands, to meditation and let everything be natural.

"Peng is a force directed upward and outward," he said. "If you use peng all the time, will you keep your body tense? And if you keep your body tense, how can you relax enough for the internal energy to go through?

"Sometimes, I think the over stressing of peng strength can be even worse than if you don't practice T'ai Chi, because if you make your muscles tense, according to Chinese medical theory, the energy cannot go through and you may feel pain.

"In think if Westerners talk too much about this, their muscles may have some problems and they will feel pain. So I really believe naturalness and relaxation are the basic things we have to pay attention to when we practice. But here I want to say that being natural doesn't mean that you collapse your energy or muscles."

Yang said that silk reeling force should be practiced as a separate exercise from the form.

"I think that most people here know the basic chan si jin silk reeling force, but we have to practice seriously. Every day we need to practice. This is a cumulative process, a little bit, a little bit each day.

"Also, we can combine it. First do it separately, and the form separately and then gradually incorporate it into the form. I think if you can understand silk reeling force in a simple method, you can understand it when it becomes complicated.

"The simple meaning is to just rotate and go forward and backward, while at the same time changing in different directions."

Yang said that for health benefits silk reeling exercises can exercise the joints and move the qi throughout the body. "They can improve your coordination and improve your balance. For the martial art aspect, it enables you to move away and have another part of your body come into use if someone touches you." The practice of fajing, explosive force, should not start before someone has practiced form at least one year, he said.

"You can listen to your body. If you want to use the explosive force, it comes out, not very good at first, but it comes out somewhat. So I suggest practice about one year after you know the basic form and then try to do some fajing explosive force. But for daily practice, the first time you practice form, don't use fajing."

When using fajing, he said a person should first relax, then compress like a spring and then relax and release energy, staying relaxed.

To achieve a high level of push hands skill, Yang said, is difficult today. "When I was in China I didn't meet many people who had reached a level of 'four ounces deflects a thousand pounds." Also, in ancient times, people usually took this art as a profession such as a body guard so their job required much practice. They had to have time and energy to do that.

"But for modern society, I think most people take it for health. So it's impossible for you to practice the form 40 times a day. Without practicing enough times, how can you reach the ancient peoples' level?"

Yang said that on the other hand, people today have modern techniques to study. He suggested that at the beginning partners do simple single hand push hands to get some feeling of their partner and listen to their force. Then gradually try to change it, moving away or exerting force. Then it can progress to double hand and moving step.

"And for two-person practice, I think it's important when there is a big difference between the people.

"If your partner is very big and he already has a very strong brute force, how can you practice? I think really in training you have to use just exactly as much force as your partner can hold.

"If you have too big a size difference and your partner is very strong and he uses his body to put all his weight on you, I don't think you can really use the T'ai Chi force to accomplish something if you are at an early state of development.

"Both of you will go to using brute force. And if both of you use brute force, you cannot improve your push hands ability. But if you practice very hard and on the right track, you can grow to the level of overcoming any size difference."

Yang said that if the stronger person can cooperate and not use more strength than his opponent can handle, then both sides benefit. One person learns to control his own force and the other learns to deal with another's force.

"For example, if I'm very big in size and you are small in size, I can try to adjust my force to the amount I feel you can handle. I help you, cooperate with you, but at the same time I'm helping myself.

"I don't think now that so many people can, like the old stories about the famous masters, just touch you and throw you away. There are not so many. There are some in modern society, but I don't think there are too many."

The use of peng in push hands, Yang said, has to follow theory and cited Chen Xin's book in which he said: "You cannot use force and cannot be without force. Choose the middle between these two."

It is very reasonable to use peng as a reaction force, Yang said. "The question is how can you act? With peng you have to move away and with peng you have to (at the same time) come to (the partner). That is technique."

Yang said the basic purpose of push hands is to try to understand the partner and to improve the ability to listen to his force. "When you are pushing, keep your body close to your partner and try to touch more, touch as much as possible and get as close as possible. It will make him feel very awkward.

"But the difficult time is the time you make progress. To touch more you will have to listen more and it can help you more. You can get more benefit from it. So I call it 'sticky force.'

"It's like soccer. Someone throws the soccer ball at me. I use the chest to relax. I can hold the ball without it bouncing back. So think of what we are doing in push hands. It's not fighting and it's not form.

"When we do it, we have to improve our listening ability. For listening ability, you have to touch more so that all the time you can feel what your partner is going to do and how you can move away and how you can do something to hinder your partner."

Yang said that in training, "the most simple thing is the most basic, the important thing. For example, with an application, you can have a thousand activities, because in a 3-dimensional world, we change direction and we can change combinations. But the basic thing is that you have to practice form to make yourself strong and do push hands to understand your partner.

"If you can do the basic things well, you can have a thousand activities to explain it. And sometimes you cannot explain a spontaneous application, but it's coming from the form or from push hands."

Yang said there are advantages and disadvantages for American students in China. He said in China people know more about what T'ai Chi is about and probably some member of the family practices.

"Also, in China, we emphasize some martial arts morality and spiritual things, like respect. You learn to treat your classmates like brothers, sisters and family members and to respect your instructor. But these kinds of things are not emphasized so much in the U.S.

"The advantage for people in the U.S. is that people think about everything more positively, ask questions and have more spare time to practice. My personal feeling is that it's not a big problem for Americans to study. If they try hard to improve both sides, there will be no problem.

Yang, while he was a university student in Shanghai, completed in the all-university martial arts competition and won first place in 1981, 1982, and 1983 in competition with all T'ai Chi styles.

It was a difficult time in China when Yang started to learn T'ai Chi. There were no organized programs and most practitioners relied on self-study and many teachers had to teach secretly.

He began to study because he was born with a heart defect and the doctor said he could not live long. By the time he was 12 years old, his health was very bad and his family couldn't afford the expensive fees for surgery.

"One day one of my relatives from Xian visited us. Another purpose for his visit was to stop at the Chen family village because he liked T'ai Chi and had practiced it for a long time. He said, 'Why not try T'ai Chi and see whether it will work?'

"I found that the heart problem was gone in 1977, about five years after I started. This was very fortunate because with a heart ailment I could not expect to go to a university. But I passed the health examination and the doctor said there was no problem so I was accepted."

According to Traditional Chinese Medicine, qigong and internal energy exercises such as internal martial arts are believed to treat the problem that he had, he said.

Like qigong, the first benefit you get is for your health; and if your inside energy, qi, is strong, it can solve all kinds of problems, inside or out. "I think that in most of the cases where it works, there are problems with internal organs such as men's problems, digestion, and heart ailment. If you practice an internal style, it will completely change or improve the function of the organs."

When he started learning about 1972, Yang said, "The people who practiced in that period were people who were really devoted to T'ai Chi. But there were not many, even though our town was near the Chen village.

"So I studied with several well-known masters in my hometown. One was Wu Xubao and another was Yuan Shiming. They had studied at the Chen village. Since my hometown was administratively in charge of the Chen village, there was a close relationship.

"I was fortunate because the masters in my town knew each other. I studied from the first one and then he said, 'Okay, now you can study from the other,' and he would introduce me to other masters. He would say, 'This one is good in push hands,' and "That one is good in yi lu (the first Chen form)' and 'This other one is good in pauchui,' and he would say, 'Okay, just try to study from everyone.

"Most teachers had a very good relationship because there was no commercial pressure from making money teaching. Everyone shared the arts."

When Yang went to China Textile University in Shanghai in 1979, he sought out and studied with Gu Liuxin, the top Chen style teacher there.

"He was very strong and also had a very good education. He also was a very high Communist official, so he took advantage of his political position to save the martial arts during the Cultural Revolution. He was very, very good.

"When I met him he mentioned that if I was really interested in studying this kind of martial art I should go to Beijing to study with Feng Zhiqiang."

In the summer of 1980, Yang went home and his teacher told him that the famous Chen Zhaokui was visiting and he should study with him. "My master told Chen Zhaokui, "This is my very good student, Yang, and he has a very good education and I like him, would you be willing to train him?' Master Chen said ok, so that summer I studied with him and had private classes.

"Private classes meant that he allowed me to go to his place. I practiced and he told me how to correct my form and revealed some applications. But the application is just to explain the form and why you practice this way and to give some meaning to help you understand the form. One day when I was in his room, Chen Xiaowang came from the Chen village to visit his uncle and I was introduced to him.

"A half year later Chen Zhaokui died. It is a sad story because at that time his political situation was not very good. He died too early, because everyone said he was the best one in qi na."

Subsequently, Yang would stop in Zhenzhou on summer vacations to get corrections from Chen Xiaowang and in 1982 he met Feng Zhiqiang at the national seminar held in Shanghai. 

By Marvin Smalheiser
Marvin Smalheiser is Editor/Publisher of T'ai Chi Magazine
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An Interview with Yang Yang

Interview by Michael A. DeMarco, M.A., & A. Edwin Matthews
Published Summer 2000 in the Journal of Asian Martial Arts.

Introduction
Taiji forms and styles are not all alike. There are different teaching and training methods involved. Plus, the overall reasons for practice may represent a wide-range of particular goals. It seems that a style's uniqueness is greatly influenced from the leading instructor of that particular system. If we look at Chen Style Taiji, we find an array of sub-styles that reflect the flavor of individuals who have developed their own particular branch from the lineage. One of the more notable branches come from Grandmaster Feng Zhiqiang, born in 1926, who teaches in Beijing. We were fortunate to conduct an interview with one of Feng's direct disciples, Mr. Yang Yang, who provided an in-depth perspective on this particular system of Chen Taiji.

The following interview was derived from two meetings with Yang Yang which followed workshops he conducted in Erie, Pennyslvania. These were held at Ed Matthew's studio called Body Awareness on October 12-15, 1998, and October 12-15, 1999. Yang told of how he became involved with Chen Taiji at an early age and eventually became a formal disciple of Feng Zhiqiang. Feng has developed a clear, comprehensive way of teaching his system. Since Yang arrived in the United States to complete a doctorial program at the University of Illionis-Urbana, he continues to teach Feng's system to students here. The system is a balanced blend of the standard Chen Taiji routines, locking techniques (qinna), silk-reeling (chan si jin), push-hands (tuishou), and energy work (qigong).

Following the interview section is a technical section which illustrates some of silk-reeling exercises and locking techniques. It is hoped that readers will closely compare the movements shown in both these sections to find how particular segments can be found in both the silk-reeling and locking techniques. According to Feng and Yang, these same movements can also be found in the Chen Style routines, push-hands, and qigong since all work together for health as well as self-defense.

Interview
Yang Yang's Start In Taiji
Where did you live in China and how did you learn about Chen Taiji?
I am from the city of Jiaozuo. It is about twenty five miles from the Chen Village, and so Chen Style is popular there. Likewise, because the Shaolin Temple is just south of the Yellow River, Shaolin boxing is also very popular in my city. In the local parks you can see people play different martial arts. The interesting thing is that we can also see different versions of the Chen Style. There are specific areas in the park where people practice their particular version and push-hands. It's a small city where people are very friendly. It's a good environment to start taiji study.

Do most instructors teach the first routine to focus on relaxation?
Relaxing is one aspect and obviously a starting point for beginners. Other fundamental exercises, such as wuji practice, are just as important to teach relaxation. All of the Chen style principles can be learned from practicing the first routine. If you do the first routine well, you can also do the second routine (paochui) and weapons forms well. If you have not learned the first routine well, your second routine and weapon forms will be just as lacking.

You then traveled to study more?
I went to study engineering at a college in Shanghai. Because my dad is a musician, he believes if one wants to learn how to play music well it is always good to visit the best teachers. However, even though someone is a well-known or famous teacher that does not necessarily mean that he really understands the art. You should be able to recognize that. The more you visit, the more you can compare and learn. So he always encourages me to visit teachers. So I applied that idea to my taiji practice. Plus, I'm lucky I had good teachers to encourage and help me. They helped me a lot. For example, my first three teachers are all friends of Chen Zhaokui. They learned from him so I also got the opportunity to learn from him. I did this whenever I went back to my hometown on my summer vacation from Shanghai.

Did Chen Zhaokui study with Chen Fake in Beijing?
Yes, Chen Zhaokui is Chen Fake's son. He lived in Beijing for most of his life. Later, he spent a lot of time traveling and teaching taiji in other cities. So people from Chen Village invited him back to teach. And the younger generation from Chen Village studied from him. Unfortunately, he died when he was pretty young. I think the reason he passed away had a lot to do with the political stress. 

Your next teacher was Feng Zhiqiang? How did you meet him?
In 1982, I attended a national taiji conference in Shanghai called "Famous Taiji Masters' Gathering," or something like that. I met Master Feng there. What happened was that one of my hometown teachers, Zhang Xitang, also went to Shanghai to see the gathering. He was a good friend of Chen Xiaowang and asked him to try to introduce us to Master Feng. We just wanted to see him. So one day during the seminar, Chen Xiaowang called to say, "I talked to uncle (he called Master Feng "uncle," because Feng is one generation older), and he would like to meet you guys." 

You must have enjoyed this special gathering and seen many taiji styles?
I loved it very much. That was the first and last biggest master's gathering in China to this day. That was the first time in my life to see so many top masters from the taiji community. Most of the best teachers of all taiji styles attended. It was hosted by Gu Liuxin because he held a good government position and had the power to arrange the gathering. People respected him because he was a scholar and was good in martial arts. For Chen style, they had Master Feng, Hong Junsheng - another one of Chen Fake's recognized students - Gu Liuxin, and Chen Xiaowang. For the Yang style, they had Fu Zhong-wen and Yang Zhengduo. For Wu style, they had Ma Yueliang and his wife, Madam Wu, plus Wang Peisheng. For Sun style, they had Madam Su Jianyun. There were some others as well. With such masters giving presentations and demonstrations, this event offered people a very rare opportunity to see the dif-ferent styles. I am not aware of any similar meeting taking place before or since then. Perhaps in the future there will be another.

You left Shanghai to go to school in Beijing. How did you make time to study with Master Feng?
During the last year of engineering school, in 1983, I was thinking about quitting college and just devoting my life to taiji training with Master Feng. I talked to him about it and he said, "No, finish your degree. Just finish your work, and I'll try to get you a job here in Beijing." Getting a job is the easy part. In China, the problem is to change hukou, the local registration that everybody must have. Because my first job was in Shanghai, my huko was in Shanghai. There was almost no way for me to transfer my hukou from Shanghai to Beijing. That was a big problem. Master Feng did help me and I tried very hard, but it didn't work out. The only way was to go to school, so I went to law school in Beijing. I skipped a lot of classes and instead went to the park to practice. But I did do well and passed the national bar examination in 1988.

TEACHING THEORIES
You studied at first for your health. Why not Yang style?
There's no doubt Yang style is more popular than Chen style - than any style. But people can start with any style. Whether you have access to a teacher may determine the style you can study. If you can get access to all the different styles, then it's easier to choose which version you like. With Chen style, you can start with any physical condition, background or age. I've been working with people who started in their 70's and they are doing very well. Some people have misunderstandings about Chen style.

Some say Chen Style is for fighting and Yang Style is for health and the elderly.
Yes, I really want to talk about this. I'm not being critical of other styles, because any style may be good if taught by experts in that style. The key issue is whether you get the real stuff from your style or not. If I practice Chen style but I couldn't get the real stuff I'd say, "Chen style is not good" - that's not fair, right? My point is that health and self-defense or fighting are actually one issue. Usually people separate the two - "I practice for health," or "I practice for fighting." I don't think that's the method for understanding taiji better. Such a division won't lead to a complete understanding of taiji practice. If you are not healthy, you can't fight well either. Taiji is such a rich practice with so many benefits. Beginners cannot comprehend the wealth it contains. All aspects of the training system are related. You cannot say "I want this but not that." If you study only one part, then your returns will be considerably less than if you understand and practice the complete art. Why limit yourself from the beginning?

So the primary thing is to work on being healthy?
If you keep yourself healthy, then you can fight and you can defend yourself. That's really about internal energy. That's taiji practice. Working on your internal energy and getting stronger is good both for your health and for your self-defense. You can use it for both.

When you started teaching here, did you find that students wanted to progress faster, learn more and more movements, without giving the basics enough attention?
Like taiji, Chinese martial arts, Beijing opera, music, you may have to follow their rules. You have to start from the very beginning, otherwise nobody would teach you. You have to follow their rules from the very beginning. That's good for you, because if you don't have the foundation you cannot go to a higher level.

Yes, most of the students want to learn more and more forms, so they feel they are making progress. As teachers, we should point out to the students the importance of the quality of the form and the basics, which include qigong and theory.

Can teaching be adjusted to the individual so they can progress according to their own abilities?
Yes, in fact it should be that way in all aspects of training. We talk about the individual, their personal background, and physical and mental condition. In taiji, we talk about yin/yang: there should be some variations as we follow the principles. Going back to one of your other questions about the different versions of Chen style... People have different understandings of the art. The art is so rich; maybe you look at it from one angle and I look at it from another. As a result, we have a different understanding. It is more important to incorporate the principles. For example, it doesn't matter whether one practices taiji with a big frame or small one. The version may be different, but the principles should be the same.

There's an old saying in China, "First you copy, then you want to try to change." At first it's not easy to see how to do it - you make a copy. Like in the feeling of push-hands, even when you talk about hard/soft, you really have to touch the teacher; you really have to feel it. So this is one of the subtle parts of taiji training. You cannot get this even on videotape. I really have to touch to know what the teacher means. And even if you touch, you still have to think very hard.

How are the concepts of hardness and softeness in Chen Style explained?
There's one old saying from the classics: "Accumulation of softness will lead to hardness." We do need both, soft and hard, but we cannot start with hard. We need to accumulate softness and then transfer the softness to hardness.

What is softness? Do you need to put your hands on an experienced teacher to know?
To make it simple, softness is being relaxed. And here I want to make it very clear the differences between softness and collapse. The two are completely different. A lot of people make the mistake of collapsing when they try to be soft. You have to feel it. You cannot learn it from a book, you cannot learn it from a video tape, or CD. Yes, you have to feel it.

Some people who are very busy with family or their work have only limited time to practice. Are there basic things that you never want to skip? Is there a priority?
I would say, don't skip qigong. If you are busy, still do the qigong. If there is more time, then practice the routines and silk-reeling.

Silk-reeling after the routines?
The silk-reeling and the routines are almost the same rank. After that, you learn push-hands. Push-hands is not only an exercise for you to consume energy. It can also be used to generate energy. That's a very important point. As long as we can make our practice more energy-oriented, no matter what we practice, we'll be okay. So why mention push-hands? Because lots of people think push-hands is just pure energy consumption. That's wrong. With push-hands, you should train in a gentle nurturing way. You can train to generate energy instead of purely wasting or consuming your energy.

What type of qigong practices would you recommend? Standing Pole?
Yes, Standing Pole is one static part of qigong practice. There is also the dynamic, or moving part. Start with the standing, and then later you can do some moving qigong exercises.

Is any particular type of qigong good for beginners? Are all the same?
There are many styles of qigong. Like any other profession, you've got good and bad instructors, especially in qigong. People want quick results. Based on that demand, some people create strange exercises that are bogus. It has happened in China and I expect it's going to happen in the United States, or already has happened here. So I want to take this opportunity to say to the readers in your journal: be careful and make sure you're practicing correct qigong. Because this is something unlike the taiji routines. Practicing the routines incorrectly may hurt you, but not too bad. But, if you practice qigong the wrong way, you may cause great damage.

How does it benefit our taiji by having our inner energy flowing?
In general, when we watch someone perform taiji, we usually ask if the taiji is "empty" or not. Is there energy there or is it just pure mechanical movement? An experienced teacher can check a student's energy flow in different ways, such as through push-hands, or just looking at the form. After you start practicing an internal art, it becomes very easy for you to see what energy is in the form.

A beginner usually starts with qigong or the first routine?
That depends on the teacher. Some like to start with qigong and others start with form. We must pay attention to cultural differences too, because generally people have an idea that taiji is a morning exercise for the elderly. They already have an image of taiji in their mind. So when I came to the United States and started teaching, I would ask, "So you guys think that is what taiji looks like? Let's try this." After they got involved, they really enjoyed it. Then I'd say, "Here is the whole training system. Do you want to learn the real stuff?" After they practice qigong, they can easily tell the difference between only doing form and doing both (qigong and form). Then they can tell the dif-ference between qigong and taji and are happy to practice both. Recently, with the help of the media, people are getting a better understanding of taiji and qigong.

How do you compare your teaching methods with Master Feng's?
There are different levels of taiji training in terms of weight shifting, coordination, footwork, silk-reeling, etc. It is difficult for beginning students to study, practice, and get the benefit if they start with the refined level. So, I first present the essential form and silk-reeling. Gradually, based upon the student's progress, I will introduce the more subtle, refined movements and silk-reeling. I refer to these levels as "essential" and "refined" forms. This method has been working very well. Every time I meet with Master Feng, I realize I still have so much more to learn. His system is so very rich. That's the biggest difference between us. There's also a small difference. I live in America, so I probably know American culture a little bit better than my teacher. So in terms of how to present things, I needed to change the teaching method a little bit.

He is very different from the other teachers you have trained with?
Yes. You asked why I chose him as my teacher. Number one is fate. Also the criteria I used to choose a teacher is by what he really knows. How I check this is by looking at his disciples to see if they're good. And I look at his practice to see if it's good or not. Another criterion is to see if he is willing to share his knowledge with me. Of course, you yourself should be good and pass his test. But, assuming you pass his test, will he share his art with you or not? Because no matter how good the teacher is, if he doesn't want to share his knowledge with me, there is no reason to call myself his student. So, I think Master Feng is a very good person, plus he's knowledgeable, and he's willing to share with his students. So I chose him.

YANG'S TEACHING METHOD
What is your reason for teaching Chen Style and what keeps you going?
I feel a responsibility, an obligation to share my experience with the people here, and maybe sometime back in my country. I started taiji practice because of poor health and it made me physically and spiritually strong. How these physical and spiritual aspects work together and how can we get more people to get the benefits - these are the big reasons I switched my academic major to the field of kinesiology.

A lot of people have skills that are much higher than mine. But not too many people felt as strongly as I did about taiji after it cured my health problems. So I would like to share this. This is why I attempted to study kinesiology even though I didn't have any preparatory background. It is very hard for me to study this, but I think I can go forward. There's more research to be done in Chinese medicine. I need to study more of that, too. I need to study more physiology, biology, and anatomy to see whether we can really understand this art better.

Your own personal research?
Yes. I am very fortunate to conduct research under the guidance of my advisor Dr. Karl Rosengren, Dr. Eddie McCauley, and Dr. Rick Washburn - leading professors in motor learning, exercise psychology, and exercise physiology. We are all excited about our preliminary research results and plans for future studies.

The other thing is the learning process. Everything moves together; it's one big thing. We can get many benefits from taiji training for the beginner, intermediate, and advanced practitioners. The more I study taiji, the deeper it seems. This includes how we apply taiji in our daily lives to handle our problems, such as financial, political, or whatever. It's very rich. More and more people also want to get the spiritual benefit from it.

What information and skills would you like a student to take home from your seminars?
First, to understand that each part of the practice - the routines, qinna, qigong, push-hands, and silk-reeling - are integral aspects of the whole system and are closely related to each other. These different parts are not isolated. Second, to focus on learning the twelve essential taiji principles as taught by Master Feng. The third thing is that I hope, by giving examples, that people can learn to apply the taiji principles to their daily life. This is the real benefit people sometimes don't recognize. Daily practice is important to gain benefits. For example, applying the principles can alleviate knee and shoulder problems which are pretty common now. People can look at the Chen style routines, applications, and silk-reeling exercises to understand any martial art style better. And also how we transfer our form and push-hands exercises to qigong exercises.

Do you find push-hands practice is the best way of learning sensitivity?
It's part of the training. We cannot say it is the best way, because the whole curriculum, the whole training, includes the routines, silk-reeling, qigong, and push-hands. All of these should work together.

Some say that all you need to practice is the routine. If you are ever attacked, you will automaticaly be able to defend yourself.
There is a reason why all of the different elements are included in the training system. The training curriculum was developed for some reason. Why do people practice the routines, qigong, qinna, and push-hands? There must be some reason. I would suggest that people will make better progress if they practice the complete system. It's better for us to try and see what happens. Some people practice twenty or thirty years and, when you touch them, they don't have the skills they should have. There must be some reason. If you try just one year, or even six months - try the push-hands, silk-reeling, and qigong exercises - see what happens. See whether that can make some difference for your progress.

Are there variations in the routines?
Variations come for different reasons. Big variations arise because of differences in understanding the theory of the principles, and on personal training and experience. There may be some good or bad variations. It's difficult for people to judge which one is good or bad. My suggestion is to visit different teachers, then compare and see whether the thing you get is correct or should improve, because there's no way you can judge by yourself. If you cannot see the difference, how can you compare? So I would say, read books, go to different seminars. That doesn't mean you do not respect your teacher, now. You really love the art; that means you love your teacher more.

You have a variety of martial artists attending your workshops, but each seems to find something to help their own practice.
Whatever you're practicing, see through the workshop whether you can get something maybe you missed, maybe your teacher missed, from the Chen system. Like the silk-reeling. Any style has "white crane spreads wings." If you add silk-reeling, see the energy there? Even that much makes a big difference.

You don't have to change your style. You can get some things from the workshop. That's what I think - especially the silk-reeling. Lots of people have knee problems. The problem happens because people have too low of a posture too early in their practice, or they hold an incorrect posture which may hurt their knees. Also, their alignment may not be correct. People twist a lot. The foot and the knee should be consistent with your body's direction. These two things help a lot of people in my workshops - I'm very happy with that. Some people just do the form the wrong way. They come from different styles, not only Chen style. We do need to move the knee, but the range of motion should be reasonable. That's one big thing I like about Master Feng's system - nurture!
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Can you give us a brief background on yourself?
I was born in Jiaozuo, Heman province in 1961. Jiaozuo is located about thirty (30) miles from Chenjiagou, where the Chen style Taiji originated.

When did you start Taiji and what were the circumstances that led you to begin practice?
I started Taiji when I was 12 years old. When I was young, it was a very turbulent time in China's history. Because of the very difficult economic conditions, there was a higher percentage of health problems among the children of my generation. You can imagine the difficulties for new born children at a time when there was not sufficient food for pregnant women. I was born with a heart defect and later developed asthma. In my small elementary class, two other children had a similar heart defect. I was extremely weak. The doctor had advised my family that I could die at any time, but my family could not afford medical expenses for the recommended surgery. It was a despairing time for me and my family.

In 1973 my uncle visited our home while on a trip to Chenjiagou. He was a Wu style practitioner, and had personally experienced health benefits from Taiji practice. He told me, "Why don't you try Taiji and see what happens?" So, with no other possibilities for improving my health, I began to practice Taiji.

Who was your first Taiji teacher and what was your early training like?
Wu Xiubao was my first teacher. He is currently the president of the Jiaozuo Chen Style Taiji Association. Wu Xiubao was a high ranking governmental official, and had done many things to help the Chen village and the teachers there. He learned Chen Taiji from Chen Zhaokui in Beijing and in Jiaozuo. I also studied from two other teachers: Yuan Shiming and Zhang Xitang, both of whom had also studied from Chen Zhaokui. My first teachers were all very generous, but they were also very strict. The classes and methods of instruction were very traditional. New movements would not be taught until one had showed the teacher that the previous lesson had been learned well. In preparation for each class, students would arrive an hour or more before the teacher. Often I would have to practice a single movement for several weeks. It was hard training, and was boring at the beginning. Admittedly, at times I had considered quitting, especially in the winter when it was very cold. My father, however, kept encouraging me to practice every day.

Besides Chen Style Taiji, have you learned other forms of Chinese martial arts?
My home town and the Chen village are on the north side of the Yellow River (Huang He). Just south of the river is the Shaolin temple. The Shaolin martial art is also very popular in my hometown, and I practiced it for about one year.

When did you come to realize that Taiji would become an integral part of your life?
One of the symptoms of my heart defect was that, during the winter time, I could not keep my body warm. At night time, I would have to stay with my father and brother. The Chinese doctors said that my Qi was not strong and could not reach the extreme of my body. After I began to practice Taiji, I could feel my body getting warmer and warmer. Such a big improvement is perhaps not so obviously manifest in those practitioners who begin the study of Taiji in relatively good health. Eventually, I became much stronger. Where before I was much too weak, I was now able to play sports with other children. I remember especially wrestling with larger boys, something that would have been impossible before. This made me more and more confident. In 1977, I passed a physical check up, which was a prerequisite for entrance into the university. By that time, all symptoms of my congenital heart defect were gone. This was quite fortunate for me. If the doctors giving me the physical exam had detected a heart condition, I would not have been allowed to attend college. Taiji practice is what cured my poor physical condition, and allowed me to pursue studies at the university. At that time I realized what a miracle Taiji is, and decided to devote my whole life to studying and sharing this treasure with other people.

You had many famous Taiji teachers. Can you talk a little about each of them and the special teaching that each one of them provided?
In 1979, I was attending engineering school in Shanghai. Gu Liuxin was the President of the Shanghai Martial Arts Association, and was a well known martial artist. He co-authored perhaps the most well known book about Chen Taiji in America, entitled Chen Style Taijiquan. Gu Liuxin had an impressive external and internal background, and had studied Chen style Taiji from Chen Fake. I visited him and expressed the desire to learn from him. He was a pretty strong old man, and a very knowledgeable teacher. He would teach on the weekends from his apartment. Usually the students would follow him in form practice, then he would make corrections. The last thing we would do was pushhands. He was a scholar and spent a lot of time doing research and writing. He could explain the classics very well. He was an excellent teacher in connecting theory with form and pushhands practice.

I also learned briefly with Chen Zhaokui. He was invited to return to the Chen village and my hometown area to teach during the late 1970's and early 1980's. Chen Zhaokui was famous for his Qin-na and applications of the form. While I was on summer vacation from the university, he was teaching at the municipal gym in my hometown. My first teacher was studying from him, and introduced me. After we met, I began taking private classes. His applications were very accurate and powerful, and he could explain the application of every form movement very well. One day while I was taking a private class his nephew, Chen Xiaowang, came to visit. We became acquainted, and later Chen Xiaowang offered me some instruction.

In 1982, Gu Liuxin organized the first and biggest ever Taiji event in Shanghai. The best masters from many styles joined the event, including Feng Zhiqiang, Hong Junsheng, and Chen Xiaowang from the Chen style, Yang Zhenduo and Fu Zhongwen from the Yang style, Sun Jianyun from the Sun style, and Wu Yinghua and Ma Yueliang from the Wu style, among others. The Masters toured around Shanghai doing demonstrations of forms, weapons and pushhands. It was the best demonstration I have ever seen. Chen Xiaowang introduced me to Feng Zhiqiang during this event.

Usually, the Masters would use one of their students when demonstrating push hands. Master Feng, however, had traveled to the event without a student. When he demonstrated push hands, he selected one of the best and most well known Shanghai martial artists as a partner. Everyone understood the mastery of the art that he showed during this demonstration. After the demonstrations, Feng was invited to stay in Shanghai and teach. I joined his large classes at that time and began to learn his form. Feng is most well known for his pushhands, but not many people know that he emphasizes a holistic training method including qigong, form and application, silk reeling, pushhands and weapons. (Is not push hands, anyway, a measure of one's achievement in qigong and form training?) Later, I enrolled in the law school in Beijing and continued to study from Feng while a student there.

As you know, Taiji is very popular nowadays. It seems, however, that a great number of people practice only the form. Do you feel that any real benefits can be derived from this kind of practice?
People practice Taiji for mental and physical health and self defense. Taiji training is a system. It should cover qigong, forms, silk-reeling, pushhands, and weapons. For different reasons, some only receive or practice a part of the complete training. A good example is those who only practice forms. If practiced correctly, forms can build the connection between mind and body, improve flexibility and balance, and cultivate internal energy to a certain degree. However, form practice is much more efficient when combined with other parts of the system. We are living in a very fast-paced society. Our time is limited everyday. To get the most from the time we have to practice, we need a better training package. A Chinese saying illustrates this point well: "Shi ban gong bei", which, roughly translated, means if you practice something the best possible way, you need only spend half the time to learn it well. This is my goal in my workshops around the country: to introduce the whole training system to Taiji practitioners. It has been well received.

Would you talk about Yi, Qi, Li and their integration in practice?
First, let's translate the meaning of these three Chinese words. It is a controversial issue. Literally, yi means intent, qi (for our purposes) is internal energy, and li is physical force. There is a famous saying about the relationship of these three: "Yong qi bu yong li, Yong yi bu yong qing; Yi dao qi dao, qi dao li dao". It means when we practice, it is better to use yi than qi, and better to use qi than li; when your yi arrives your qi will arrive, and when your qi arrives your li will arrive. From this saying we can see that it is important to practice yi. But we should also know another saying. "Quan wu quan, yi wu yi, wu quan wu yi qiu Taiji," which means in order to search the true meaning of Taiji, you should forget about forms (quan) and yi. This is for those who are studying Taiji at a higher level.

Can you offer some insight on the concept of Yang (nourishing vital energy)?
Nurturing vital energy is a very important aspect of Chinese martial arts. It means a lot of things. In simple terms, to nourish and increase our energy, we need to both generate more and consume less vital energy. We can increase our energy by correctly practicing forms, qigong, and push hands in a balanced curriculum, maintaining a balanced and healthy diet, getting good quality sleep, etc. To consume less energy, we should maintain a peaceful mind, have moderate amounts of sex, maintain a moderate work schedule, etc. In our form practice, we should not do too much fajin. So you see, nourishing is not limited to our martial arts practice, but includes all aspects of life. Martial arts practice helps us learn to nourish our vital energy in our daily activities. For example, to manage stress and keep ourselves happy, we need to be able to control our mind. Form and qigong practice helps us become aware of our mind and learn how to control it. In nourishing our vital energy, we are improving both our physical and mental health. It is easy to say, hard to do.

Here I want to mention another thing I have noticed in America. People often debate about the purpose of practicing Taiji: is it for health or fighting? Actually, we cannot separate these two things. (This is a living example of the meaning of the saying "disputation is proof of not knowing," or Chuang Tzu's observation that the this and the that are really the same thing.) If you practice correctly, nourishing your vital energy all the while, you will have strength and good health and will be able to defend yourself even if you don't know many techniques. If you train the wrong way, it is still possible to get some power and be a good fighter, but it is not going to last long. Sooner or later, you are going to become sick or injured. How can a person fight if he is sick? I mention this because some have already paid a high price for not paying attention to Yang.

Much has been written about Jing, Qi, and Shen as they pertain to martial arts practice. However, little information is available on the concept of Ling. Please provide an explanation of Ling and how to achieve it.
Ling has very rich meanings. It may mean quickness, spirit, soul, effectiveness, agility, sensitivity, anima. In its highest form, ling is the ability to perceive another's intention. It is a high level skill which comes only through consistent practice over many years. In Taiji's practice, it basically means two things: physical flexibility and mental agility. Practitioners have to start with qigong and then combine qigong with form, silk reeling, and push hands training to grasp ling.

Chen Taiji is well known for its Chan Si Jin (silk reeling force) exercises. How important are they in daily practice, and what can they add to our skill?
Chen Xin (1849-1929), 16th generation of the Chen family Taijiquan, very succinctly stated, "Taiji is the art of silk reeling." Also in his book Opening the Door to Chen Style Taijiquan, Feng Zhiqiang lists ten (10) principles essential for the correct practice of Taijiquan. The eighth principle states, "the silk reeling force must be present throughout the form." From these sayings, we can see how important silk reeling is in everyday practice.

Silk reeling movement is extremely beneficial to health. It will promote circulation and lubricate the body's eighteen "small balls." (The 18 small balls are: shoulders, elbows, wrists, hip joints, kuas, knees, ankles, neck, chest, waist, and abdomen.) It will also exercise and increase the "elastic force." Correct practice will nurture the internal energy and gradually and steadily increase internal power. It is essential to push hands, because Chen Si Jin can express the hard and soft character of Taiji internal force. With softness, we can reel wherever other people touch us making it difficult for them to come in or withdraw. With hardness, we can Fajin wherever we want to issue our energy.

One application of silk reeling is qinna and counter/qinna. Many of the qinna classes offered in the States teach people how to do Qinna without telling people how to get out of qinna. Silk reeling is extremely effective in countering qinna. It is one of the favorite subjects in my workshops.

The Taiji principle of four ounces deflects a thousands pounds is well known. You have attended numerous tournaments, both in the U.S. and China, and you have often judged push hands competition. Do you feel that this principle is being sacrificed for the sake of seeking victory?
There are many sayings which were not meant to be and cannot be interpreted literally. Mathematically, there is no way four ounces of force can deflect a thousand pounds of force. This saying can be understood to mean that technique is important. By using better technique, people with less energy can defeat someone with stronger energy. Also, some explain that the four ounces refers to internal energy. An old saying combines these explanations very well: "li bu di fa, fa bu di gong." This saying means that li cannot overcome technique, and technique cannot overcome internal power. (Gong is an overall foundation, mainly referring to qigong or internal energy.)

Most people get tense when they join tournaments, so they forget about technique and use only external strength. It is understandable. It is a stage people have to go through. They should not be blamed. The important issue is this: win or lose, one should think about the reason. Is it li, fa, gong, or all of them? This way, after the tournament we can work to improve ourselves. Winning is not the only goal of joining the tournaments. Another purpose is to learning something from other people. Learning Taiji is a process of improving ourselves.

Please talk about the correct method of practicing and applying Fa Jing.
First let's look at the meaning of the word. In China, there are many different dialects. In some areas of southern or eastern China, jin is pronounced as jing. Jing, however, means a completely different thing in the standard Mandarin dialect. To avoid confusion and misunderstanding, people using Chinese terms should pay attention to dialect and pronunciation. 

Fa means quick release or issue. Jin means energy, mainly referring to internal energy. So Fajin means quick release of energy. First, we must nurture and build our energy before we can release it. Our input from nurturing must always be greater than our output consumed by Fajin. If you do not have surplus energy, what will you release? If you emphasize Fajin too much in your practice, it will hurt you instead of helping you. Some have paid a very high price for overdoing Fajin practice.

It is true that Taiji is powerful. The word Taiji, however, means the interaction of Yin and Yang. One aspect of Yin/Yang in Taiji practice is hardness and softness. The classics tell us to accumulate softness, and transfer it to hardness. Clearly, accumulating softness is our first or primary task. After nurturing our energy and reaching a level in our practice where our bodies can "listen to" our minds, we can quickly release energy from any part of our body, in any direction, at any time. Fajin can be practiced in form or individual exercises.

A misunderstanding of the correct approach to hardness can give the wrong impression that beginners cannot learn the Chen form. By approaching hardness through a gentle way, anybody can begin with the Chen style form.

Do you feel that the martial application of the form is important and, if so, why?
Yes, it is important. It can help beginners to remember the form. For those who have practiced for a while, it can help them to understand the purpose of each movement. There is a specific intention to each movement, but the application or result is virtually unlimited depending upon the circumstance. Focus on the primary intention and application of each form, and later on practicing other applications of the same form.

Can you share your understanding of why some Taiji practitioners develop knee problems?
The knee problem may or may not be caused by Taiji. Correct posture is essential. One should always feel natural. If you feel discomfort because of twisted ankles or knees, you must correct your posture. Also, you should never practice the form in a posture than is lower than you physically can handle.

In closing, can you summarize the essentials of proper Taiji practice?
First find good teachers who really know the art and are willing to share it with you. Read good books with discussions of theory. Understand that Taiji training is a system; it is not only forms or pushhands. Study the different aspects of the art closely. Qigong, forms, silk reeling, pushhands, and weapons are not isolated subjects; they are closely related.
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The following article is translated from volume no. 1056 of the World Journal. Reprinted here courtesy of the World Journal. Part One is translated by staff at CTS and edited by staff at Master Chen and Master Ren's Taiji schools. Part Two is translated by staff at CTS and edited by staff at Master Ren's institute. Part Three is translated by staff at CTS.


Part 1, Introduction - History and Benefits of Taiji
Part 2 - Ren Guang Yi Uses the Power of Rock and Roll to Promote Taiji
Part 3 - Yang Yang Promotes the Medical Benefits of Taiji



Taijiquan Popularity Sweeps The United States

Part 1, Introduction - History and Benefits of Taiji

Medical studies show the benefits of taiji: the treatment of coronary artery disease, arthritis and other chronic illnesses. It has attracted a large group of students and become a popular exercise for the general public. 

On a Sunday morning in a wood -floored class room in the Soho district of New York , 25 students wearing white tee shirts face a mirrored wall, concentrating in the practice of taiji. Among them are 20- something young adults, a Chinese man in his 80's, an American woman in her 70's, young karate experts, 0lympic medal winning athletes, even rock stars. 

With the recent publication of taiji benefits in medical and scientific literature, a great number of westerners began taiji study. They study for various reasons, some for fascination with the beauty of taiji, some for maintaining and improving health, some for treatment of chronic illnesses, some for reducing blood pressure and others for combining gongfu foundations with taiji. In general, students include both genders, from 10 to 90 years old. The students in this classroom are a microcosm of the new wave of taiji practitioners. 

Instructor Master Ren Guang Yi walks around the room carefully inspecting each student's posture. He addresses any mistake immediately. He says, "I am helping them into correct posture. If the posture is not correct you cannot practice good taiji." Chris Soule, 31, has been a professional athlete for12 years. He said with taiji he can sense the agility of his body and it benefits his daily living; to compete as an athlete one needs speed and balance. Practicing taiji for one year, his reactions have become more acute and his control of power and balance has improved. Chris has studied with 20 different taiji teachers. 

Five Styles of Taiji Chuan With One Underlying Spirit

Taiji has been a traditional Chinese wushu for about 600 years. There are many theories about its origin. Some say that it was invented by temple monks. Others say it originated as Taoist breathing technique and later developed into defensive and martial skills. With sophisticated modern weapons, taiji's value as a fighting skill diminished. Instead it is regarded as a health promoting exercise. Besides taijiquan, there are taiji sword, push-hands and qigong, shaolin chuan, etc. All are related to taiji. During the 1670's one retired general in the Chen village of Henan province invented the well known Chen style taijiquan. Chen taiji lineage is now into its 20th generation. With its expansion, Chen taiji gave rise to Yang, Wu, Hao and Sun styles. Each style has its special emphasis. For example, the Sun style stresses low stance to improve leg strength. Yang emphasizes softness to counter hardness. Although every style has different postures, the fundamental principle remains the same: mind and body connection, balance and flexibility. Chen and Yang styles are most frequently taught in the U.S. today. 

As taiji and qigong have entered the new age exercise arena, they have become a favorite subject of news media. Time magazine has had many articles about the benefits of taiji and called it "a kind of perfect exercise". The Wall Street Journal bravely predicts taiji could be the next yoga because taiji focuses on mind / body connection, harmony and balance, contributing to a calm and tranquil state. Advertisers find it a good avenue to promote products. Newspaper and television ads have shown pictures of taiji performers. Hopefully, consumers will transfer their health search into favorable perceptions of the merchandise. Medical insurance companies, health wellness groups, educational institutions, even the criminal justice system and drug rehabilitation centers are all actively promoting taiji. 

Medical Publications Help The Growing Fame

Numerous scientific and medical articles have been published on the positive aspects of taiji. It contributes to the treatment of coronary artery disease, improves heart and lung function, increases bone healing and strength , benefits the management of arthritis, and relieves neck and shoulder pain. It also has favorable results as conjunct therapy for other chronic illnesses. With the recent publications, even the "hard data" western society is convinced of the benefits of taiji. American are more willing to sponsor medical research in taiji and qigong, hoping to uncover more data. These research findings satisfy the baby boom generation's craze for health and wellness. This may be the best promotional tactic for taiji in the U.S. 

The most amazing element is that taiji, known for its slow and soft movements, can use up to 280 calories per hour. In a low stance practice it can increase caloric consumption to 350 per hour. It is known as the weight loss method without sweating. The practice of taiji needs no equipment nor specific space. One can practice taiji in a office wearing a suit and tie without worrying about being drenched in sweat. Maybe that is the reason why taiji became a favorite even with the young and has become a part of new age patter. 

Taiji emphasizes mind / body connection. Long term practice of taiji can reduce anxiety, depression, anger, fatigue, and short attention span. Emotions are less likely to be influenced by external events. 

Within the U.S. about 70% to 80% of illnesses are stress related. The U.S. government spends about $300 million in the medical management of stress related illnesses. Taiji, with its ability to calm emotions, can be a light at the end of the tunnel. 

Taiji Instructors Come to the U.S. to Show Skills

While taijiquan receives due recognition in western society, many skilled instructors with famous lineages still come from China. Many arrived in a foreign country confronted with cultural differences and a language barrier. The best way to overcome these difficulties and to make oneself known, is to enter competitions and to seize opportunities for demonstration. 

Ren Guang Yi came to the U.S. from Henan Province in 1991. He immediately entered many competitions, winning many first places. The wushu community began to complain that with his skill level he should not even compete. But Ren Guang Yi says, "My purpose is not to take first place. I spent a good part of my youth in Chen taiji and already have established myself in China, but in a foreign country Americans must learn that someone like me is here. Therefore, I must put myself in the limelight to have a chance to succeed."

Under that kind of strategy, Ren Guang Yi started his taiji teaching career only a few months after he came to the U.S.. He started his taiji class in New York, made taiji teaching videos and published books in English. He also assisted his students to start taiji classes and open wushu centers all over the U.S.

Taiji and the Problem of Falls in the Elderly

Yang Yang is a PhD candidate at the University Illinois in Champaign Illinois. He is one of the few Chinese who is researching taiji movements in health. Yang himself studied taiji for 30 years. Since 1990, Yang has been studying and explaining taiji principles medically and scientifically. His research focuses on taiji in the prevention of falls of the elderly. Yang points out that demographically, in 2020 the number of 65 and older adults reached 53 million. One out of three elderly are in danger of falling because of joint problems. Among the people who fall, 20 to 30% sustain moderate to severe injuries. The U.S. government annually outlays $32 billion for injuries caused by falls. This high medical cost and human suffering motivate the government to find solutions. 

Yang believes taiji can help to reduce falls, He thinks the problem of falls in older adults is often due to the lack of strength control. For example, to climb stair one step higher using too little or too much strength can result in a fall. Taiji trains the body and the mind together, improving body and mind coordination. Thus, each movement uses just the right amount of strength. Three years ago Yang started a demonstration group with adults 65 and older. The group received 1 hour of taiji practice 3 times a week. Several weeks later the group increased strength control by 19%.

William C.C. Chen Became Famous Within 10 Minutes

William C.C. Chen came from Taiwan in 1962. He is one of the early taijiquan professionals. His teaching of Yang taiji emphasizes wushu fighting which is well liked by the young. His taiji school in Chelsea, NY has been established for 40 years. 

When William C.C. Chen first came to the U.S. he studied economics at the University of Hawaii. He also taught taiji there to earn his living. In 1965 he transferred to New York University. He found no opportunity to show his skills until one day he was invited to demonstrate at Town Hall. Within ten minutes he received wild applause and became known. 

About that pivotal demonstration Chen said, "I participated in the N.Y.C. multicultural professional event which included gongfu, karate, kickboxing etc. My appearance was scheduled toward the end. That day the A/C at the hall broke down. The summer heat, big crowd and lengthy program made the audience restless. When I got on stage I knew I had to attract the audience's attention and make my performance short." 

On stage Chen first demonstrated splitting wood boards with his hand. Then he invited the audience to hit his abdomen to experience his neigong. He got the audience's attention first and then proceeded to the taiji chuan demonstration. The total duration of his demonstration was less then 10 minutes. The very next day his phone was ringing nonstop with people wanting to learn taiji from him. Not long after, William C.C. Chen rented a small room from a friend in Chelsea, Manhattan, to begin taiji classes. Due to the increase of students, he had to move to a bigger place, his current taiji center. He instructs his son , Chen Zhejie, and daughter, Chen Fei-nei and those who enjoy competitions and many others for health maintenance. 

Currently William C.C. Chen is an important person in Yang taiji. He has been invited to teach taijiquan on educational T.V. In 1999 he was nominated as the premier master by "Inside Kungfu" magazine. In an amazing incident when the magazine's reporter went to interview him, William C.C. Chen demonstrated taiji applications with another person. The reporter witnessing the beautiful postures, went over to test Chen's strength. With the use of very little force, the reporter was throw by Chen 20 feet. The reporter was frightened and thankful for Chen's gentle and reserved treatment. 

Du Boo Zhen Attracted Students in the Botanical Garden

With 40 years experience in taijiquan, Du Boo Zhen, an instructor of Liao Ning College of Arts, came to the U.S. in 1999. He first went to Los Angles and later to New York for a competition and stayed on. He was first noticed at a demonstration of taiji sword at an elementary school PTA meeting. Currently he is the taiji and wushu instructor for the Fu Guang Shen New York branch. He has won many first places in wushu competitions. After he received seven gold medals in 2002 and best overall gold medal in 2003, he retired from competition and serves instead as a judge. Du believes his most interesting experience was acquiring students at the botanical garden. Because he lived near the Flushing's botanical garden, he wanted to practice taiji there. He said, "I know there are many hidden taiji experts. In the beginning, I was afraid to practice openly for fear of being inferior to others. After a month's observation I felt comfortable enough to practice there." Many who frequently exercised in the botanical garden saw Du's taiji and wanted to learn from him. He began to take students but because he was not familiar with the U.S.'s custom of paying for services, the modest Du Boo Zhen almost offended other. 

Stressing that he knows how to teach but has no business sense, Du Boo Zhen said, "From the beginning I was only interested in practicing taiji myself. People interested in learning I just teach them . Later someone wanted to give me a large amount of money as tuition. I was frightened and told the person I do not accept money. That person, in fact, gave up studying with me." Afterwards, Du understood that in western society one is expected to receive compensation for work. So Du Boo Zhen started to accept tuition in his class. By word of the mouth, students learned of him and came to study. Now the taiji class at the botanical garden has about 30 regular students. 

Decreased Age in Taiji Practitioners 

The image of older adults practicing taiji in the park has changed. In the past 10 years. American taiji students are increasingly younger. Yang says, "In my taiji class students are from 10 to 90 yrs. old." William C.C. Chen's students are young adults thru 80s years. 

People study taiji for different reasons, many because of declining physical ability and the desire to improve it. Some students see physical improvement in a short time. Yang gave an example of one student who suffered long term insomnia. After 3 month of practice the problem disappeared. The person no longer needed sleeping medications. Another student was frequently sick and generally weak. When he began taiji study he could only practice up to 2 minutes and then had to sit and rest. One year later this student has improved his physical stamina and is able to do advanced push hands. 

The taiji classes of William C. C. Chen draw young people with the intention of entering competitions as well as others into their 80s. Even some boxers study taiji in order to use its principles in boxing. According to Chen, "Even with the current trend of using taiji as a health enhancing exercise, the original intention of taiji still remains as a martial art." Therefore Chen encourages students to enter competitions. And only with competition can one understand an opponent's strength and improve one's own skill. 

Yang emphasizes bringing taiji into daily living. He says taiji is to train the body, concentration and balance. With the experience and understanding of taiji, one can learn to drive with more concentration, lift without injury, even how to cradle an infant without causing the infant to cry. In the area of emotional health, Yang says long term practice can assist a person to face stress, identify its origin and reach a balanced resolution. In work situations, interpersonal relationships, even relationships with the opposite sex, taiji can help to achieve harmony. 

Yang believes taiji elevates one's self-worth and at the same time teaches humility. When students come to the classroom, Yang wants them to think they are the best and the finest. When leaving the classroom, they must realize that they are just beginners. Only with that framework , can students acquire wisdom and a good attitude toward learning. 

Market Demand Elevates the Value of Teaching ? 

Does the popularity of taiji, Hollywood's fascination with Chinese wushu, the new wave of taiji magnetism, and an increased market place contribute to higher teaching fees? Many community centers, health clubs and after school programs charge very little for taiji classes; some are even free. But private wushu centers and other taiji classes for a weekly two hour sessions run about $200-$300 per month. One to one private lessons run 10s to 100s of dollars per session. 

Intensely pushing taiji into the mainstream and in elevating taiji into higher status, Ren Guang Yi feels American physicians and lawyers charge high fees because of their special training. Taiji teaching is also dependant on special training and the teachers should be able to charge professional fees. In his one to one private classes Ren Guang Yi charges high fees. He says if the student feels the lesson is valuable, he would willingly pay the fee. 

Ren Guang Yi hopes to improve the image of taiji and dispel the idea that taiji is an exercise only for older people in the park and free classes in community centers. But he also asserts that taiji teachers must have self confidence because the ability to teach is the result of decades of hard work, not just the performance of beautiful movements. 

It is said that ten minutes on the stage requires ten years of gongfu practice. Just like any other athletic pursuit, taijiquan needs persistent daily practice. Yang with his busy teaching and business schedule, still gets up at 5 A.M. and practices for two hours. "If I don't practice I will not have gongfu," says Yang. While Du Boo Zhen's daily practice in the botanical garden is already an established habit, when Ren Guang Yi teaches, he leads the students in movements so he also gets a chance to practice. 

Every taiji teacher in America has different encounters but their goals are the same. They hope to use the current taiji popularity to spread it's meaning and value. If the prediction of the "Wall Street Journal" comes true taiji, following yoga's path, can emerge as the exercise for all. 

Part 2 - Ren Guang Yi Uses the Power of Rock and Roll to Promote Taiji

On May 17th rock star Lou Reed was David Letterman's guest on the CBS Late Show. He was there to promote his new album. Mr. Reed played guitar and sang while his band provided string accompaniment. In the background, a Chinese man wearing a new style of gongfu outfit floated in and out of view, complementing the music with taiji movements. The Chinese man was Ren Guang Yi, a taiji instructor originally from Henan, China. Not only did Master Ren intertwine taiji into American music on the Late Show, but he also is also a part of Lou Reed's troupe performing at New York's Carnegie Hall. 

Since coming to America 12 years ago, Master Ren evolved from being an immigrant who worked in a Chinese restaurant to a well-known master in the American music and entertainment scene. His story is not just one of success, but also a tale of taiji as a new vista for advancement. 

Master Ren has depended on his taiji acumen to raise his stature in America. Today, his students include the VIPs of business, singers, performers and movie stars. All year long, Master Ren travels to teach, demonstrate and lecture on taiji. However, even though he as successfully navigated from not knowing a single word of English to wining wushu competitions, Master Ren's journey has been wrought with difficulty. 

Too Active, Study Taiji to Quiet His Spirit 

From an early age, Master Ren studied shaolin style martial arts. It was not until the age 16 did he get his initial exposure to taiji. Master Ren recalls, "My first wushu teacher thought I was too active. He suggested I study taiji to calm my temperament. But my image of taiji was the old people exercising in the park for health. I thought it was too slow and really did not want to study it." Master Ren changed his mind after his teacher brought him to meet Chen Xiao Wang, the 19th generation successor of the founder of Chen taiji. It was then that Master Ren decided that he would someday bring Chen taiji to the world. 

From his first exposure, Master Ren was impressed by the explosive power of Chen taiji. He recalls, "Once a group of students went to pay respect to our teacher Chen Xiao Wang. Four of us held down his arms to test his strength. With one little yank all four of us fell back. We tried one more time and this time our teacher used a little more strength we were knocked back even further." Master Ren finally understood taiji could be both fast and slow and soft and hard. Once started, its power could be explosive and tremendous. On that day, Master Ren officially became a student of Chen Xiao Wang. 

In his early years of study, Master Ren's young and hotheaded temperament caused a lot of trouble for his teacher. According to Master Ren, when he practiced people would ridicule him and make him look bad. So he started fights. However, Master Ren was worried that his actions might result in his teacher not wanting to keep him as a pupil. But Chen Xiao Wang told him that learning taiji is not just about learning the movements, but really about learning how to live - how to grow and how to be patient and resilient. That is the true meaning of taiji. 

Study Companion and Worker in the Chinese Restaurant

In 1991, a 26 year old Ren Guang Yi accompanied his wife to Hunter College in New York. This began his new life in the United States. 

Master Ren arrived in arrived in New York not knowing a soul. In addition, he was physically separated from his wushu and taiji communities, which caused him to feel that he could not do anything to pursue his goal of bringing taiji to the world. Soon, however, Master Ren discovered there were wushu communities in New York. His first stop was to see Ma Long, the head of the Flushing Wushu Center, to seek advice about establishing oneself in America. After Ma Long learned of Master Ren's experience, he thought he had good chance for success with taiji. However, Master Ren's English was limited to the 26 characters of the alphabet which limited his ability to start a career in taiji. So, in order to earn a living, Master Ren went looking for work in Chinese restaurants. At first, he was turned away due to a lack of experience. Later, he fabricated his experience and was hired eventually. 

After working in a restaurant for one and a half months, Ma Long suggested Master Ren enter a wushu competition in order to demonstrate his wushu and taiji expertise. The San Francisco international wushu competition was being held in May 1991, which corresponded with Ma Long's vacation plans. Ma Long knew Master Ren was financially challenged, so he offered him room and board in San Francisco, leaving Ren Guang Yi to come up with the airline ticket. To this day, Master Ren remains very grateful to Ma Long for his assistance. 

At that time, Master Ren's three-member household living expenses totally depended on his wife's $10,000 per year research scholarship. Still, he decided to spend $360 on airline ticket to try his luck. 

Master Ren took two first places in San Francisco. But, because he was unable to understand English, he made a major mistake during the "push hands" competition. He recalls, "At that time I didn't understand one word of English. I heard the referee called out 'ready' and 'go'. I did not know what it meant but I saw the opponent advanced toward me. Instinctually, I stepped back then went forward to lift him up. I did not realize that slight lift would result in my flinging my opponent out of the ring and landing upside down. This brought an uproar from the audience and judges. The referee was angry and yelled at me. After, Ma Long translated things to me I understood my little actions were against the rules. The referee told me the way I push hands could result in injuries." Master Ren, who sometimes practiced taiji 14 hours a day, did not consciously realize his body contained gongfu energy all over. When all was said and done, Master Ren received first place honors in taiji and in weapon but did not receive any points in push hands. 

Many First Places in Competitions

As a result of his two first places in San Francisco, Ren Guang Yi's reputation began to soar. He had more opportunities to demonstrate and he also began to teach. Once, he was invited to demonstrate with a one-hundred-member taiji group in New York State. Participants witnessed his explosive power, which is different from other taijiquan. They were impressed. Two members from that group offered Master Ren $400 a month for weekly private lesson in his special taijiquan. 

While Master Ren taught taiji, he still sought opportunities to compete. But entering competitions proved to be very expensive which was a financial burden on him. Once, at a Virginia wushu competition, a lawyer in the audience felt that the judge was not fair in awarding a second place to Master Ren. The lawyer voiced his objection and invited Master Ren to Houston for an even bigger competition. The lawyer generously offered to help with living expenses during competition. Mr Ren's self-confidence surged with this support from total stranger. He remembers, "This time before I went, I memorized the two words 'ready' and 'go'. I also learned rules and regulations about competition." Master Ren took home three gold medals from this competition. 

Within six month, Ren Guang Yi's reputation spread across New York and all over America. More and more, students came seeking instruction. Master Ren and his wife moved to upstate NY and he taught classes in both Connecticut and in New York. Frequently, he was invited to lecture and demonstrate both in the U.S. and abroad. Simultaneously, he diligently studied English and his wife helped him with translations. However, it was not until his wife received her Ph.D. and a job with a pharmaceutical company did his family become financially stable. 

With his ever growing prominence, many American gongfu, qigong, and taiji magazines and traditional Chinese herbal magazines wanted special interviews with him. His picture often graced the covers of these magazines. Master Ren also started making his own instructional videos and published a taiji books with 2 of his closest American students. 

Becoming the Teacher for a Rock and Roll Legend

More doors opened for Master Ren after he met the legendary rock star Lou Reed in 2002. Master Ren would become Lou Reed's teacher and from this he gained contacts in the entertainment world. Gradually, Master Ren became the taiji teacher requested by renowned business executives and entertainment moguls. 

When Master Ren first met Lou Reed he did not know Lou Reed to be a famous rock musician. Master Ren was requested to travel from Connecticut to New York to give Lou Reed a private lesson. However, Master Ren was reluctant to go because of the trouble and expense of parking. Lou Reed understood the issue and offered a generous teaching fee and allowance for parking. Ren Guang Yi remembered that after his first private class, as he was leaving he noticed a picture of Lou Reed with President Clinton in the White House. He thought that perhaps Lou Reed was a well-known person. It was only later that he discovered Lou Reed to be a famous rock and roll superstar. One who often was a guest performer at the White House and was well respected within the American music community. In addition, he discovered Lou Reed's music reflects the dark side of America and possessed the ability to influence public opinion. 

While Lou Reed studied Chinese wushu for 20 years, his health was poor due to singing engagements and irregular schedules. In addition, he became diabetic. However, after studying taiji for one year, his health improved and many of the chronic illnesses disappeared without treatment. His outward appearance became radiant and vibrant. To this day, Lou Reed still studies with Ren Guang Yi two hours a day, seven days a week. 

Taijiquan on Stage with Rock and Roll

When magazines and newspapers interview Lou Reed about his music and taiji, he never fails to mention Master Ren. Once, a Chinese herbal magazine in America interviewed the two of them and placed "the story of two intriguing idols: one rock and roll icon and the other taiji master." as the lead article. It mentioned, "Lou Reed lived for the dark, gloomy streets of New York, while Ren Guang Yi came from the poor countryside of China. Ren Guang Yi study hard to obtain the exquisite taiji gongfu. After experiencing poverty and difficulty in America, he successfully entered a new frontier of taijiquan." 

Grateful to taiji for restoring his health; Lou Reed interwove taiji spirit into his music. In 2003, Lou Reed and his band covered America, Australia and Asia on a 16 country, four month tour. He eagerly invited Master Ren to join and perform with the band. Master Ren would use taiji movements to complement the music and singing. He playfully told, "Once during a concert, my foot stepped down and cracked the floor and made a hole on the stage." When Master Ren performed with the band at Las Vegas, he was very emotional. He said," 12 years ago when I first came to America I could hardly afford an airline ticket to Vegas. I sat and watched the show then, but now I am in the show." 

Ren Guang Yi still considers teaching taijiquan as his main profession. Aside from group lessons, he gives private lessons to many well-known entertainment and business VIPs. He said," Sometimes, after a private lesson these famous people took backyard helicopter to Washington D.C. for meetings. I feel a sense of bewilderment." 

Master Ren thinks that Americans pay special attention to the entertainers and other public figures and thinks that to use their popularity to promote taiji can help to raise the image and awareness of taiji. He said, "My aim is to let more people learn what is taijiquan and to help pave the way for other Chinese wushu practitioners. Hopefully, when they come to The U.S. they won't have to start with manual labor and can use their wushu expertise. Together we are able to promote taiji around the world." 

Part 3 - Yang Yang Promotes the Medical Benefits of Taiji

At 43 years of age, Yang Yang is currently a Ph.D. candidate in kinesiology at the University of Illinois in Champaign, Illinois. His research focuses on the benefits of taiji and its ability to help prevent the falls of elderly. Yang says that his ambition has always been to promote taiji in the West, but to work towards a Ph.D. degree related to taiji is beyond his wildest dreams.

Due to a heart defect, Yang began his study taiji when he was 12 years. His goal was to promote taiji; but was unable to due to various circumstances. As a result, Yang worked as engineer and lawyer before coming to the U.S. to pursue a master degree in economics. He thought his life and goal of promoting taiji were forever on divergent paths. But six years ago, by coincidence, a professor at the University of Illinois medical school encouraged and assisted Yang in pursuing taiji as it related to medicine. This opened up another door for Yang. 

Engineer, Lawyer, Taiji Instructor

As a child, Yang immersed himself in the world of taiji and other martial arts. After studying taiji, Yang's physical stamina improved and his defective heart was cured. Yang entered college in Shanghai in 1979 to study engineering. In 1981, Yang began entering the Shanghai University martial arts competition where he took first place three years in a row. While in college he also taught taiji. He was constantly striving to reach a higher level in taiji. He even considered dropping out of college and going to Beijing to pursue this goal. Yang sought guidance from Grandmaster Feng Zhiqiang, the president of Beijing Chen Style Taiji Research Association. Feng was against his dropping out of school and advised him to first finish college. Following college, Yang did not get assigned to work in Beijing. However, not to be dissuaded, he applied to study law in Beijing and was accepted. While in Beijing for four years, Yang studied regularly with Grandmaster Feng. Later, he went to Guangzhou to practice as a lawyer and engineer for the central government. 

In 1993, Yang had the opportunity to come to the United States. However, his law degree was not recognized in the U.S. so he switched his field of study to economics and applied to a master's program in economics at the Illinois State University. Still, Yang could not forget his ambition to promote taiji. Yang thought his taiji skills could benefit more people in the U.S. and to him this was more meaningful then being a lawyer or an economist.

Beginning in 1998, a wave of research on taiji began in the United States. Medical and scientific research stressed taiji and its benefit to the elderly of increasing balance. During this time, Yang offered his first taiji class in Champaign, IL. More than forty people registered for the class. Among them were two professors from the University's medical school. The professors told Yang that promoting taiji directly through classes was limited. They suggested that Yang pursue academic research and combine his years of taiji expertise with Western medicine and science. This would elevate the status of taiji more effectively than through teaching classes.

From that encounter in 1998, Yang made up his mind to enter the University of Illinois to pursue a Ph.D. Thus began the long and difficult research process, which is now entering its 6th year. Yang acknowledges that there was a risk when he first entered the field as there was no foundation for taiji research in medicine or science. Literature and statistical data were minimal. After six years, Yang is one of the few to study taiji from a medical and scientific point of view. 

First Gong, Second Dan, Third skill

As far as the actual practice of taiji, Yang believes it is best to study form, push hands and qigong together in order to reach mind and body balance. But in the usage of taiji Yang stresses first gong, second dan, and third skill.

He elaborates: so called gong is the usage of qi and dan is the increased level of self-confidence. These stages can be reached with the practice of taiji. He gave an example that once he returned to Guangzhou from the U.S. and was confronted by robber who tried to take his wallet. The robber had a knife. But Yang was not afraid and used his push hands skill to toss the robber aside. Yang said this incident exemplified the "dan" training from taiji. After reaching certain level of taiji training you understand your own abilities and limitations. You are not afraid because you know the degree of danger faced and whether you can overcome it or not. 

Research and Writing a Book 

Yang is very optimistic about the future of taiji in the U.S. The teaching quality is getting better mainly because many high level taiji teachers are now coming to the U.S. These teachers have decades of experience and are able to impart traditional taiji skills.

But Yang is also concerned that English taiji books and videos are often too mystical. They are not easily understood by beginners, and are often misunderstood. In addition, some taiji teaching books contain numerous pictures and diagrams but lack descriptions. In most cases, those attempting to learn taiji from books without the benefit of a teacher cannot even enter the door of taiji.

Because of these shortcomings, Yang began to write a book about taiji three years ago. Its content is oriented at the three-fold practices of qigong, taiji and push hands. He hopes the book will be easily understandable. It may also help to correct some misconceptions regarding taiji. For example, Westerners often do not understand the concept of gong as in taiji qigong. This is largely due to its ambiguity and resulting obscure and mysterious descriptions. Yang thinks it is one of the primary misconceptions of taiji in Western society.

He suggests the best way to study taiji is to practice qigong, taiji and push hands together. He believes that taiji instructors should teach form and qigong together without holding back. He stresses that teaching taiji is not just teaching beautiful movements in the form. He also proposes that taiji instructors utilize modern equipment and marketing methods to simplify taiji. This would also make it more enjoyable so the students would be more interested in learning. For example he asked his sister, a musician, to compose taiji teaching music using traditional Chinese instruments. Playing this music while teaching helps students relax their minds and bodies, thus resulting in better learning.

Right now, Yang's main concern remains on the research of "taiji and qigong in the prevention of falls in the elderly". He believes that in the promotion of taiji in the Western society one must use Western language and meet Western demands for research criteria. Combining Eastern traditional resources and Western science to find a solution for the critical problem of medical care of the elderly in the U.S. is the main reason Yang gave up his career in law and economics, and devoted six years in research. He hopes in the future taiji will enter the mainstream of medicine.
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Nurturing Body

and Mind

For more than 300 years, people in China

have practiced the ancient art of

Taijiquan, more commonly known in the

West as Tai Chi. Based on Chinese philosophies

that advocate for health, vitality and

longevity, Tai Chi is a unique combination of

flowing movements and quiet meditation that

researchers are now discovering has the

power to significantly improve quality of

life—physically, mentally and spiritually.

In a growing body of clinical trials, scientists

are finding this is especially true for

older adults. Studies have proven that Tai Chi

can help seniors improve everything from

their balance and blood pressure to their

sleeping, strength and ability to handle pain.

Even more profound for many older adults is

the deepened sense of spirituality and relaxation

they say they gain from the exercise.

“I feel empowered to live a longer time. I

feel I have the energy.” This and the quotes

throughout this article come from older

adults who learned the art of Tai Chi from

Master Yang Yang, a Tai Chi expert who has

been researching its benefits among seniors

as a doctoral candidate at the University of

“ To learn something when you are in your

late 70s that you can use for however

long you happen to live … what greater

gift could you expect?”

Program Aims

to Bring Tai Chi

to Older Adults

By Jean Van Ryzin
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What Is Tai Chi?

Tai Chi was born from the Chinese martial

arts, but it is not militaristic. One of the purposes

of practice is to bring participants into

the present moment and help them learn to

relax and focus their mind and body.

Traditional Tai Chi practice includes three

major components, explained Wojtek

Chodzko-Zajko, head of the Department of

Kinesiology at the University of Illinois, and a

member of the expert panel:

n Qi Gong, which is the quiet, meditative

component done standing or sitting. “Qi”

is translated to mean a person’s “vital

energy” or “life force.” “Gong” refers to

the constant advancement toward realizing

inner tranquility through continual practice

of Tai Chi’s fundamental skills.

n Tai Chi Forms, which are a set of choreographed

slow, flowing movements.

n Push-Hands, which is two-person balance,

strength and reaction training.

As part of Qi Gong, participants learn to relax

their bodies, breathe deeply and release their

worries and tensions. By practicing Tai Chi

forms, participants improve their postural control

and balance, flexibility, coordination, agility,

strength, sensitivity, reaction time and confidence.

Push-Hands is a component that is

not commonly used with older adults.

“Tai Chi is not just physical—there’s also a

mind-body component,” explained Tricia Yu,

director of Tai Chi Health, Madison, WI, and

a member of the expert panel. “You focus on

what you’re doing at the time, with a peaceful,

accepting perspective. It’s about coming

into the present moment.”

The Benefits of Tai Chi

While Tai Chi has been practiced for hundreds

of years, it is only recently that researchers

have begun to document its positive effects,

particularly in the lives of older adults.

By conducting studies in which one group

of seniors is taught Tai Chi over several

months and another is not, researchers have

been able to prove that Tai Chi can help

older adults reduce their risk of falls by

Illinois. He is also author of the book

Taijiquan: The Art of Nurturing, The Science

of Power.

“Taiji is simple to learn, low-impact, provides

a range of movements to gradually

improve, doesn’t need any equipment and

can be practiced anywhere,” Yang said. “It

offers a broad scope of benefits, including

feelings of tranquility and happiness.” Tai

Chi also is adaptable for people at all physical

levels—from active, independent seniors

to those using walkers and wheelchairs.

Yang is part of a national panel of

experts who met late last year to discuss

how his work and that of others can be

translated into effective Tai Chi programs

for seniors in the community. Last year, the

Archstone Foundation provided funding to

the National Council on Aging, National

Blueprint Office at the University of Illinois

and Institute of Integral Qigong and Tai

Chi to craft a model, evidence-based Tai

Chi program for seniors that local aging

service organizations can implement. The

goal is to pilot the project in two locations

next year.

Practicing outdoors, these Wisconsin older

adults are all Tai Chi instructors in their

communities.
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improving their balance and flexibility;

enhance their lower-body muscle strength;

reduce pain and stiffness in joints due to

arthritis; reduce blood pressure; improve

sleep; and reduce depression and anxiety.

Yang discovered many of these effects in

his three studies with seniors aged 62-97. In

one, seniors who practiced Tai Chi for one

hour three times a week for only two

months significantly improved their lower

body strength and balance—key components

to reducing falls. After six months, they

reported multi-dimensional benefits that

included enhanced self-esteem, happiness

and feelings of peace.

“Participation in Taiji has affected every

area of my life,” said one older woman in

Yang’s study. “To me, Taiji is spiritual, it’s

emotional, it’s psychological. I mean it affects

all of those, and it’s physical.”

Translating Research into

Practice

The goal of the Archstone Foundation grant

is to translate these research findings into an

innovative, evidence-based Tai Chi program

that can be “diffused” or disseminated to

community-based aging service organizations.

“While there have been studies to evaluate

the impact of Tai Chi, they have all been

very rigidly controlled,” explained the

University of Illinois’ Chodzko-Zajko. “There

has been no translational study in which real

employees in a community organization

implement a Tai Chi program and test its

effectiveness.”

The objective of the grant is to develop a

toolkit providing step-by-step instructions to

help local organizations establish a Tai Chi

program. It will include a model curriculum

for older adults, as well as information on

how to select and train an instructor, how to

recruit participants and how to evaluate and

measure the program’s results.

The expert panel is now finalizing a consensus

document and plans to launch two

pilot projects next year in hand-selected

aging service organizations—one in Illinois

and one in California, Chodzko-Zajko said.

Overcoming Challenges

In developing the program, experts are looking

at ways to overcome barriers. Among

them are potential confusion and misperceptions

about Tai Chi, obstacles to finding qualified

Tai Chi trainers and debates on how to

best measure outcomes.

“While there is a tremendous interest in

Tai Chi all over the country, many people

are still confused and believe it has a religious

connotation,” Chodzko-Zajko said. “We

need to let people know that it is a form of

physical activity and relaxation.”

In his work with older adults, Yang said

he found it most effective to start by concentrating

on the physical benefits of Tai

Chi. “That is the primary factor in recruiting

people,” he explained. “I didn’t talk about

the underlying philosophy or culture at

first.”

Seniors enrolled in Tricia Yu’s Tai Chi

Fundamentals class in Madison, WI,

demonstrate an advanced move called

“golden pheasant stands on one leg.”

“ I feel more upbeat … more

optimistic … I’m more hopeful.

I upped my lifespan from 80 to 100.

How’s that?!”

16 issue 1 n Spring 2006

Innovations n Health

When it comes to teacher training and

qualifications, the consensus is that Tai Chi’s

very basic fundamentals can be taught to

most professionals who are skilled in physical

exercise, fitness, movement or physical or

occupational therapy. The pilot projects will

look at developing a network of facilitators

or lay leaders who can attend intensive training

sessions in Tai Chi basics and then follow

the suggested curriculum.

The panel also is identifying the most

effective means for organizations to measure

outcomes. In addition to basic functional

tests for balance, leg strength and activities of

daily living, these will likely include quality

of life and life satisfaction measures and participants’

willingness to stick to the program.

Experts agree that the most benefit comes

from continued practice.

The program will encourage organizations

to partner with others in their community, as

well, to enhance the effectiveness of their Tai

Chi program.

Proven Techniques

Already, Tai Chi is becoming more familiar to

seniors in some parts of the country.

In Eugene, OR, the Oregon Research

Institute is using a grant from the Centers for

Disease Control to create an implementation

package to help senior centers run an evidence-

based Tai Chi falls prevention pro-

Tai Chi Master Yang Yang leads a group of seniors in a Tai Chi class as part of his research

study into the effects the exercise program can have on older adults’ health and well-being.

“ When I talk to people, I say, ‘I’ve

started Taiji, and it’s changed

my life.’”

PHOTO BY BENNY LAPID
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gram. The package includes an instructors’

manual, video and users’ guide. In pilot projects

this year, the institute will be studying

how many senior centers and older adults

are interested in such a program and how

effectively it can be implemented, said

Fuzhong Li, a researcher on the project.

In Wisconsin, Tricia Yu has been teaching

Tai Chi to older adults for more than 30

years. Based on her experience at her Tai

Chi Center, she worked with physical and

occupational therapists to develop two programs

specifically for the senior population—

Tai Chi Fundamentals and ROM Dance.

ROM (Range of Motion) Dance integrates

the mind/body and movement principles of

Tai Chi with exercises usually recommended

by doctors and therapists for rheumatoid

arthritis. It can be performed sitting or standing,

and movements are accompanied by

quiet music and verse. Tai Chi Fundamentals

provides a clear, systematic approach for

mastering Tai Chi basics that builds from simple

to complex patterns of movement. It is

easily adaptable to people of all abilities.

Over the years, Yu has trained dozens of

movement instructors, fitness experts and

physical therapists in how to use these programs

with older adults, and has taught many

seniors herself through partnerships with local

area agencies on aging, senior centers and

retirement communities. “The aging network is

very open to this,” she said. “There seems to

be an enthusiasm about it.” u

Seniors practice two

fundamental components

of Tai Chi—Qi Gong, or

quiet meditation (left)

and Tai Chi Forms

(below), which are

choreographed slow,

flowing movements.
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