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Preface

Tai chi, a Chinese mind—body exercise, was developed as a form of martial arts in
China around the 12th century AD. It is an exercise based on the Chinese Tao phil-
osophy of yin—yang balance, the only such exercise in the world. In fact, all its move-
ments and applications reflect Tao philosophy. Over time, people began to use tai chi
mainly for health purposes; now millions of people worldwide practice it regularly. Tai
chi practitioners move their bodies in a slow, relaxed, and graceful manner through
a series. Tai chi has been proven to have beneficial effects with respect to balance,
fall prevention, and nonvertebral fractures, as well as many chronic diseases. In the
1990s, the Western research community started to examine the effectiveness of tai chi
interventions using scientific research methods and standardized outcome measures.
Tai chi is quickly becoming one of the most popular mind—body exercises in the West.

In Tai Chi lllustrated, key stances, foot patterns, and single forms are depicted with
the use of more than 15 color illustrations so that beginners can learn tai chi easily. By
combining forms, two routines (one with six forms and another with twelve forms) are
presented and illustrated. Finally, basics and key movements of push hands, in which
two people practice tai chi movements in a manner similar to its origins in martial
arts, are introduced and illustrated.

Tai Chi lllustrated is organized into five parts. Part I includes five chapters. Chap-
ter 1 provides a comprehensive introduction to tai chi, including its history, unique
movement features, relationships with the philosophy of Chinese Tao and Chinese
medicine, various styles and schools of tai chi, and known health benefits. Chapter 2
covers basic posture, chapter 3 presents basic foot movements, chapter 4 covers basic
hand forms and movement, and chapter 5 describes basic stances. Part II consists of
four chapters. Chapter 6 introduces three forms for cardiovascular health, chapter 7
introduces three forms for stress relief and low-back health, chapter 8 introduces two
forms for balance, and chapter 9 introduces two forms for coordination. Part III consists
of the three remaining chapters. Chapter 10 introduces a six-form routine, chapter 11
introduces a twelve-form routine, and chapter 12 presents several push hands routines.

The primary audience for this book is anyone interested in mind—body exercises,
such as tai chi and yoga. It is especially aimed at beginning to intermediate tai chi
practitioners but should also be useful to people interested in exploring holistic health
activities, including physical educators, personal trainers, and physical therapists,
along with those seeking alternative and complementary treatments for chronic health
conditions such as heart disease and depression.

Read the book, learn tai chi, improve your health, and enjoy life!
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part |

Tai Chi Basics

Chapter 1, which provides a comprehensive introduction to tai chi, includes
the history of tai chi, its unique features, and its relationship with Chinese Tao
philosophy and traditional Chinese medicine. Various styles and schools of
tai chi, as well as known health benefits, are also introduced. Chapters 2 to
5 detail basic tai chi movements. Chapter 2 introduces basic postures of tai
chi, chapter 3 teaches basic foot movements, chapter 4 covers basic hand
forms and movements, and chapter 5 introduces basic stances of tai chi.
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chapter 1

Art and Practice
of Tai Chi

Tai chi, or more correctly tai chi quan (or tai ji quan using the Chinese
spelling system), is a Chinese mind—body exercise that is rapidly becoming
popular in the United States. Derived from Chi-
nese martial arts and Tao philosophy, tai chi is
a unique Chinese mind—-body exercise that has
centuries of history. Some practitioners refer to
it as moving meditation. Mind—body exercise
is typically defined as a physical exer-
cise executed with a profoundly inward
focus. Although there is an assortment
of mind-body exercises, tai chi is the
only one that itself is a philosophy.
More important, it is a recognized
part of Chinese medicine and has
been proven to provide many health
benefits. It requires no equipment and
little space, and it can be practiced
anytime, anywhere, and by anyone,
including older adults and people
with chronic diseases.

Because of its rich cultural

history, philosophical foundation, _ _f'
and accessibility to almost ‘(
everyone, tai chi is becoming = 4

one of the most popular
forms of exercise not only in
China but around the world.
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People in more than 150 countries practice tai chi. It is estimated that more than 2.5
billion people practice tai chi regularly, making it the most popular Chinese mind—
body exercise. In some countries, such as Japan, tai chi is already as popular as it is
in China, and many practitioners in those countries have reached high skill levels.

Tai chi has become an important vehicle for introducing and promoting Chinese
culture around the world. In 2006, Tai chi was selected to be part of the first group
in China’s national intangible cultural heritage (ICH), a system for protecting cultural
identities and therefore the cultural diversity of humankind. The Chinese government
applied to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) for tai chi to be part of UNESCQO's ICH in 20009.

Whatls Tai Chi Quan?

Tai chi quan (pronounced “tai-chi-chwon”) is a form of Chinese boxing based on tai
chi philosophy. Quan means “fist” in Chinese. In martial arts, it refers to various
forms of boxing, and each form has its own offensive and defensive fighting style
that involves varying dynamic and static elements, from moving back and forth to a
combination of firm and soft moves. Quan can be considered a martial art performed
without equipment, or more simply Chinese boxing. Because the movement in tai
chi quan is similar to a moving river—Ilong, relaxed, and continuous—tai chi quan
is also known as a long, soft, continuous form of Chinese boxing.

Before beginning tai chi quan, one stands still and the body enters into a state
of wuji (e.g., body weight is balanced between both legs). As soon as the practice
starts, the body enters into tai chi, that is, a constant exchange of yin and yang, with
body weight being constantly moved from the firm (yang) leg to the empty (yin)
leg. The tai chi principle is also applied to fighting using tai chi quan. When an
opponent’s hit (yang) is coming, a tai chi master never directly fights back because
yang to yang is not balanced and he would likely get hurt even if he were stronger
than his opponent. Rather, a tai chi master always tries to use his opponent’s own
strength to cause the opponent to lose balance.

It is believed that the Chen style, the oldest style of tai chi quan, was created by
Master Chen (Chen, Wangting), a retired general at the end of the Ming Dynasty
(1368-1644). He spent his retirement living a tranquil life in the country. During the
farming season, he was busy working on his farm, but he practiced boxing during the
off-season. His boxing practice was initially for health purposes in order to regulate
the yin—yang of the body and help the circulation of Qi and blood. (Qi or chi refers
to vital energy in Chinese medicine and will be explained in more detail later in
this chapter.) Meanwhile, he was also teaching his children and grandchildren how
to use boxing as exercise and how to keep a balanced diet. Through his exercise
and diet practice, he believed that one could live a peaceful, healthy, and harmoni-
ous life. The development of tai chi, that is, the modification of a martial art from
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use on the battlefield to an exercise for well-being, reflected the general’s desire to
return to nature and to live a life that reflected harmony between man and nature.

The Chen style of tai chi quan is full of tai chi principles (i.e., yin—yang contrasts
and interconnections). For example, the mind should be at peace while the body is
actively moving during tai chi practice, there is a constant change between firmness
and looseness in the continual transfer of weight from one leg to the other and the
opening and closing of the arms while coordinating movements with inhaling and
exhaling, and the end of a movement flows smoothly into the beginning of another
movement. Recognizing the movements’ unique connection with tai chi philosophy,
Master Wang (Wang, Zongyue), a well-known martial arts master at the beginning of
the Qing Dynasty (1644-1912) who also was well versed in philosophy, studied tai chi
and provided an excellent summary of tai chi quan in his book Tai Chi Quan Theory
(translated also as the Tai Chi Treatise), which remains popular today. From then on,
tai chi quan or simply tai chi became the official name of this exercise form. Because
many movements in tai chi are based on tai chi philosophy, many people believe that
practicing tai chi regularly will help them achieve balance or harmony with nature.

Characteristics of Tai Chi Movements

Tai chi is an exercise with four distinct movement characteristics:

1. Movements are soft and continuous. Movements mimic a slow-moving river.

2. Movements are calm and quiet. While doing tai chi, you pursue a sense or being
of calmness. Again, similar to a slow-moving river, often you do not feel the move-
ment but rather the calmness. This sensation is especially true in your mind. The
Chinese believe that if you relax your mind, your gi will become calm and quiet.
Even while moving, every piece of the movement is felt as if you were static—the
movement begins smoothly and slowly progresses through a succession of thou-

sands of static poses.

3. Movements are relaxed. The principle of being relaxed applies to all movements.
To relax, you must relax the whole body and move in a natural way. Do not use
any extraneous strength or energy. Again, you must have a relaxed mind to have
a relaxed body. Mental peace is important because it is often associated with your

outlook and attitude toward life.

4. Movements are circular. The movements in tai chi are rarely straightforward or
angular, and this is especially true for the arm movements. Instead, tai chi move-
ments follow paths of circles or curves. Tai chi masters often say that all tai chi
movements can be summarized by circles, which fits perfectly within the general
concept of tai chi philosophy, as we’ll learn later in this book—the movements

create patterns of repeated circles.
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Tai Chi and Traditional
Chinese Medicine Theories

Traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) is well known for many of its practices, such
as herbs and acupuncture, and many of its theories, including yin—yang, five ele-
ments, qi or vital energy, and blood, meridians, and internal organs as a system. The
foundation of TCM is aligned with tai chi theory. People are considered as a whole
and their balance (yin and yang) are key elements in TCM diagnosis and treatment.
In addition, TCM believes that heath is directly related to one’s qi level (the higher,
the better) and circulation along the meridian system (the more qi movement, the
better). Although there are still many unanswered questions concerning the meridian
system, it has been proven to have a relationship with health. Fostering qi, promoting
qi and blood circulation, and dredging the meridians have always been the focus
of TCM treatments.

Tai chi breathing routines and many of its movements are associated with TCM.
For example, transferring weight from one leg to another during tai chi practice is
directly related to the change from yang to yin and vice versa. In line with “Exercise
is medicine,” a slogan of the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), one
may say that “Tai chi is Chinese medicine.”

Yin and Yang

Tai chi (see figure 1.1 for the Chinese characters) is a concept in Chinese philosophy
that has had a great influence on Chinese culture. Its name abounds with meaning.
It is believed that the earliest appearance of tai chi was in the I Ching, or Book of
Changes, a well-known Chinese philosophy book written in the third century BC.
The tai chi characters in Chinese represent the Tao philosophy, or Taoism, which
believes that, although the world is full of contrasts or conflicts, it can reach harmony
by balancing those contrasts or conflicts.

According to the Tao, the contrasts or conflicts in nature can be best summarized
using the yin and yang concepts. The direct meanings of yin and yang in Chinese
are the bright side and the dark side of an object. Note that the concepts of bright

and dark do not have the Western cultural

connotation of good and bad in Tao phil-

osophy. The Tao philosophy uses yin and

yang to represent a wide range of opposite

properties in the universe: cold and hot,

\ slow and fast, still and moving, masculine

and feminine, lower and upper, and so on.

In general, the characteristics of stillness,

Figure 1.1 Chinese characters for tai chi. descent, darkness, erosion, slowness, and
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organic diseases pertain to yin, and in contrast,
movement, ascent, brightness, growth, energy, and
functional diseases pertain to yang. Yin and yang
are opposites yet complementary; they do not exist
independently of each other but rather are able to
change, or morph, into each other. For example, day
(yang) turns into night (yin) and winter (yin) turns
into spring (yang). The internal forces or rules of
nature lead to the harmony of yin and yang and are
the Tao, or way. In the Book of Changes, tai chi or
Tao is the integration of yin and yang, the contrary
forces interconnected and interdependent in nature.

According to medical science,
diseases can be classified into
two general groups: organic and
functional. Organic diseases
are those in which an actual
destruction of bodily tissue has
occurred (e.g., blood diseases,
cancer, tuberculosis), whereas
functional diseases are caused
by temporary disturbances of
function and there is no actual
loss or structural alteration of
tissue (e.g., arthritis, balance

Figure 1.2 Chinese characters for taiand dal.

In TCM, health is represented as a balance of yin disorder, dementia).
and yang, although the balance of yin and yang in a
healthy body is not always perfect. Under normal circumstances, the yin and yang
balance in the body is in a state of constant change based on both the external and
internal environment. For example, while exercising, a person's body is more ener-
gized and has greater yang, and once exercising stops and a quiet, peaceful state
is entered, yin dominates. Illness is caused by an imbalance of yin and yang in the
body. The treatment of illness in TCM therefore is the process of rebalancing yin
and yang in the body. This is done through the use of acupuncture, herbal remedies,
exercise, diet, and lifestyle changes (e.g., smoking cessation). As balance is restored
in the body, so is health restored. Balance in TCM includes balance in both physical
and mental health.

The character tai in Chinese derives from the character dai, meaning “big.” To
represent something that is much larger than just being big, the ancient Chinese
added a stroke inside the dai character to create the tai character. Thus, tai refers to
the largest or most supreme (see figure 1.2 for a comparison of the characters). The
character chi, as shown in figure 1.3, originally referred to the highest section, or
peak, of a roof. Placing both of these Chinese characters together into tai chi (see
figure 1.1) synergizes their meanings into a new meaning that refers to the universe
or something that is immense.

P NN

Figure 1.3 Chinese character for chi.



Figure 1.4 Wuiji diagram.

Figure 1.5 Yin and yang diagram.
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It is believed that Tuan Chen (872-989 AD),
a Taoist during the end of the Five Dynasties
and Ten Kingdoms period (907-960 AD) and
at the beginning of the Northern Song Dynasty
(960-1127 AD), created the earliest wuji dia-
gram, which is simply a circle (see figure 1.4).
The circle represents the original status of the
universe in which everything was static. Later,
Dunyi Zhou (1017-1073 AD), a philosopher
during the Northern Song Dynasty, published
a short, well-known article called “Tai Chi
Diagram,” in which the tai chi concept was
further described and extended. Basically, the
ancient Chinese believed that the universe was
originally a static entity without yin or yang.
Later, the yang element came into existence
through some mysterious and dynamic move-
ment of qi, or vital energy. The end or extreme
of the yang dynamic movement is stillness,
which produced yin. Life and the world were
then created as a result of the movement and
exchange of yin and yang.

Wuji does not include the yin and yang con-
cept, yet tai chi can be considered a special form
of wuji, one that includes the balancing of yin
and yang. Zhou’s descriptions of tai chi can be
better represented by the yin and yang diagram
(see figure 1.5). In the diagram, yin and yang
are symbolized by a circle consisting of two
semicircular teardrops, a white one representing

yang (sun, male, fire, and so on) and a black one representing yin (moon, female,
water, and so on). The black spot inside the white teardrop and the white spot inside
the black teardrop symbolize that yin and yang are not absolutes; they change or
morph into each other (e.g., the end of day begins night). In its entirety, this symbol
of yin and yang also represents the balance and change of tai chi within the universe,
nature, and even society. Tai chi therefore reflects the mechanism of the universe.

Qi and the Meridians

Qi (pronounced ‘“chi”) in Chinese medicine is considered to be vital energy, or life
force. Although its existence has not been completely confirmed by modern science,
itis generally believed that qi circulates along the body’s meridians, whose existence
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has been confirmed by modern biophysics (Chen, 2004). A meridian, according to
TCM, is a path through which the life energy known as qi is believed to flow. There
are 20 meridians in the body, including 12 regular channels or meridians and 8 extraor-

dinary channels or meridians. The 12
regular meridians each correspond to
an internal organ, nourishing the organ
and extending to an extremity (see
figure 1.6). There are 649 acupuncture
points on the meridians. Meridians are
also divided into yin and yang groups.
For example, the yin meridians of the
arm are Lung, Heart, and Pericardium
meridians, and the yang meridians of
the arm are the Large Intestine, Small
Intestine, and Triple Heater.

The smooth circulation of gi within
the meridians helps maintain health. Qi
and the meridians can benefit from tai
chi practice because tai chi emphasizes
relaxation of the mind during practice,
which in turn aids the circulation of
qi. In addition, it is believed that the
relaxed manner of tai chi movements
improves the ability of the meridians
to nourish organs and tissues. Finally,
tai chi movement, such as waist rota-
tion and limb flexion and extension,
could function as a kind of self-mas-
sage, which should stimulate qi and
strengthen the physiological function
of tissues and organs.

——Kidney ——Urinary Bladder
——Liver Gall Bladder
Heart ——Small Intestine
——Spleen ——Stomach
——Lungs ——Large Intestine

Pericardium m ——Triple Heater

Figure 1.6 Twelve regular meridians in the body.

Although there is still a long way to go to understand how meridians work, more and more
scientific evidence is being accumulated to support its existence and role in maintaining
health. As an example, there is growing interest in acupuncture, which is based on the merid-
ians. It is believed that medical effectiveness, cost effectiveness, and credibility provided
by clinical trials and physiological research are the key reasons for the growing interest in
acupuncture (Stux & Hammerschlag, 2001).
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Five Elements Theory

The back-and-forth footwork of tai chi is believed to connect with the Five Elements
theory, which posits wood, fire, earth, metal, and water as the basic elements of the

The ancient Chinese philosopher
Laozi declared, “Nature is the law,”
thousands of years ago, and this
remains a key concept in Eastern
culture. As mentioned earlier, tai chi
is the martial art whose development
was influenced the most by tradi-
tional Chinese philosophy. There
is a saying about this particular
aspect of tai chi: “Every part of the
human body is tai chi; the contrast
and harmony of the dynamic and
static movements of the body is a
reflection of tai chi.” One should relax
while practicing tai chi by breathing
naturally and performing movements
according to the feedback one’s
body provides. When practicing tai
chi outside in nature (e.g., beside
a lake, in a forest, on grass) and in
the fresh air, there is likely a feeling
that nature is the law and a focus on
the connection between one’s mind
and soul with nature; thus, it is easy
to relieve stress and enjoy the relax-
ation and flow between body and
mind. In return, one should achieve
better health and a peaceful mind.
In fact, tai chi theory and practice
open up a new way of thinking that
promotes practitioners’ balance with
nature so that they may live a more
harmonious and ecological life.

material world. The theory of Five Elements is an
ancient philosophical concept used to explain the
composition and phenomena of the physical uni-
verse. In TCM, the theory is used to interpret the
relationship between the physiology and pathology
of the human body and the natural environment.
For example, when a person’s heart, an element
of fire, has a problem, the cause could originate
from the kidneys, an element of water, since water
restrains fire. As in yin—yang theory, the five
elements are interdependent and are constantly
moving and changing (see figure 1.7).

WOOD »| EARTH

Figure 1.7 Five Elements relationship diagram.

Tai Chi Styles and Schools

China is a huge country, and travel during ancient times was inconvenient. As a
result, each region formed its own distinct culture. Because of limited interaction
among people of various regions, family heritages, legacies, and traditions feature

10



Art and Practice of Tai Chi

strongly in the long history of Chinese culture. In all of these areas, regions, and
families, many styles and schools of various professions and skills were formed.
The great variety of Chinese cuisines is a perfect example of the cultural diversity
across China. The same is also true for tai chi styles or schools. Named after fami-
lies, the most popular tai chi styles are Chen, Yang, Wu (Z-Q), Sun, and Wu (Y-H)
(Although the spelling of Wu is the same, they are two different Chinese characters,
so to distinguish between them in English, the initials of their first names were
added.) These styles are briefly described next.

Chen

The Chen style is the oldest type of tai chi. Created by the retired general Chen
(Chen, Wangting; 1600-1680), Chen style is known for its combination of both soft
and firm, as well as quick and slow, movements. Occasionally, explosive strength
and a strong foot and leg pushing are used. It is a style that maintains many boxing
features used in fighting on battlefields.

Yang

Created by Master Yang (Yang, Luchan; 1799-1872), Yang style is known for its
standardized format, slow and relaxed movements, and soft and continuous style.
Because it is easy to learn and the movements are beautiful to observe, it is the most
popular style of tai chi, and it is the one taught in this book.

Wu (Z-Q)
Wu (Z-Q) style is modified from the Yang style and features a small range of quick yet

relaxed movements. The upper body is slightly inclined forward during practice. The
key master who developed this style was Master Wu (Wu, Zhen-Quan; 1870-1942).

Sun

Sun style was developed by combining the skills and methods of other Chinese
martial arts, specifically Xingyiquan and Baguazhang, into tai chi. As a result, its
footwork moves much faster and it contains more frequent back-and-forth move-
ments. In addition, its transitions are often combined with open—close movements
(i.e., transferring body weight from one leg to the other while the arms are open).
The key master who developed this style was Master Sun (Sun, Lutang; 1860-
1933).

Wu (Y-H)
The Wu (Y-H) style is known for its slow and relatively small range of movements,

lesser bending of the knee, and limited reach of hands and arms. The person respon-
sible for this Wu style was Master Wu (Wu, Yu-Hsiang; 1812-1880).

Later, to meet the needs of the general public, many more variations of tai chi
were developed. For example, to help the general public learn tai chi, the Chinese

11
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government developed and promoted a 24-form simplified tai chi in the 1950s;
later, routines with 48 and 88 forms of tai chi, based mainly on the Yang style,
were offered. Because of the rich history of tai chi, many tai chi styles, includ-
ing several subvarieties within styles, and forms are practiced both in China and
around the world. Special forms of tai chi have also been developed specifically
for a population or an aesthetic purpose, such as in the case of wheelchair tai chi
and tai chi fan, which involves holding a fan during tai chi practice. There even
are tai chi routines that exist purely for the purpose of competition.

Tai Chi and Health

The industrial and information revolutions changed the world. Although they
brought many advances to civilization, they also brought many social problems,
including competition and its related stress and increased isolation among people.
Their negative effects on health and well-being are significant and well documented.
Fortunately, tai chi can be used to buffer these negative effects. For example, tai
chi can help young people achieve relaxation and bring their bodies and minds into
balance, and for older adults who practice together, as many do every morning in
China, tai chi serves as a social network, a place and time to make new friends
and provide social support.

Tai chi is part of TCM, and its significant impact on health has been well
documented. Although tai chi was introduced to the United States in the 1970s,
an interest in its health benefits did not start until Dr. Steven L. Wolf and his team
published their balance study in 1996 (Wolf, Barnhart, Kutner, McNeely, Coogler,
& Xu, 1996). Their subjects were 162 women and 38 men with an average age of
76.2 who were free of debilitating conditions such as crippling arthritis, Parkinson's
disease, and stroke. The researchers divided the subjects into three groups: One
group performed a simplified 10-form version of tai chi, one group received bio-
feedback-based training in balance on a movable platform, and one group received
education about falls but no physical training. The tai chi and biofeedback groups
were given 15 weeks of training, and researchers kept track of the participants’
reported falls for four months.

After the intervention, the tai chi subjects reduced their falling risk by an aver-
age of 47.5 percent compared with the other groups. Since the publication of that
study, interest in tai chi and its health benefits has continued to grow. Hundreds of
studies have now been published and interest has extended to many other health
areas, such as the impact of tai chi on physical function, quality of life, and cardio-
vascular diseases. In addition, many tai chi books have been published, including
some with a research focus (e.g., Hong, 2008).

According to a recent review (Zhu et al., 2010) of 25 reviews, which included
hundreds of studies from around the world, tai chi has been demonstrated to be
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a useful exercise for a variety of chronic diseases and conditions, including Par-
kinson’s disease, osteoarthritis, rheumatoid arthritis, high blood pressure, cancer,
cardiovascular disease, diabetes, a propensity toward falling, and so on. In addition,
tai chi practice has been shown to be beneficial to overall health, balance and con-
trol, bone mineral density, psychological and mental status, and aerobic capacity.
A few highlights are summarized here.

Overall Health

Tai chi has the potential to improve many of the physiological and psychological
aspects of chronic conditions, and it is also a safe and effective intervention for
promoting balance, cardiorespiratory fitness, and flexibility in older adults. Tai chi
has been shown to be effective as an aerobic exercise in reducing blood pressure,
reducing the risk of falls, and increasing function in older adults.

Balance and Control

Moderate evidence supports using tai chi to improve balance and postural stabil-
ity, indicating that it is a reasonable intervention for clinical use. It has also been
found that tai chi improves balance in older adults, although it was not shown to
be effective at reducing the rate of falls in older populations. Studies have shown
that health outcomes associated with postural control could benefit from tai chi
practice.

Although not all studies supported tai chi in fall prevention for older adults,
a number of studies found tai chi to be effective in reducing the fear of falling,
meaning that interventions aimed at improving older adults’ self-efficacy regarding
falls could use tai chi. Meanwhile, tai chi was found to be useful for preventing
falls in relatively young, prefrail older adults. In addition, although more rigorous
studies are needed to make any assertions about the use of tai chi for Parkinson's
patients, there is favorable evidence in support of using tai chi to help people with
Parkinson's disease.

Osteoarthritis

There is promising evidence in support of using tai chi to reduce pain associated with
osteoarthritis, and there are even larger effect sizes in pain reduction from tai chi
compared with other popular interventions, such as nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory
drugs (NSAIDs). Also, the review found that tai chi may be beneficial for improv-
ing the balance and physical function of people with osteoarthritis.

Rheumatoid Arthritis

Tai chi improved ankle plantar flexion in people with rheumatoid arthritis, but most
other measures, such as activities of daily living and swollen joints, showed no
improvements after tai chi interventions. None of the studies indicated any harm-
ful effects of tai chi practice, and the review reported that adherence rates in the
tai chi interventions were higher than in the controls, indicating that subjects may
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enjoy participating in tai chi over other exercises. Some studies also found that tai
chi interventions could improve the pain, fatigue, mood, depression, vitality, and
disability index of people with rheumatoid arthritis.

Bone Mineral Density

Tai chi has been found to be a promising intervention for maintaining bone mineral
density in postmenopausal women. No significant adverse effects of practicing tai
chi were reported, and research also indicates that tai chi may improve other risk
factors associated with low bone mineral density. Additionally, it was found that
tai chi interventions did increase bone mineral density in postmenopausal women
compared with a no-treatment control group.

Psychological Health

Tai chi has been found to increase well-being and self-efficacy as well as improve
overall mood. Tai chi was also a safer choice of exercise for those who were decon-
ditioned or had exercise intolerance.

Blood Pressure

Many studies have reported that a tai chi intervention could lead to lower blood
pressure. In all the studies, tai chi was shown to be safe and had no adverse effects.

Cancer

Tai chi has been useful as a complement to traditional cancer treatment. Tai chi
helped improve the self-esteem and health-related quality of life, function in activities
of daily life, and shoulder range of motion of cancer survivors. In addition, tai chi
has been shown to increase the immune response as well as psychological function
of cancer survivors.

Cardiovascular Disease

Most studies for this population reported improvement with tai chi interventions,
such as lower blood pressure and greater exercise capacity. In addition, no adverse
effects were reported. These studies concluded that tai chi may be a beneficial
adjunctive therapy for patients with cardiovascular disease.

Aerobic Capacity

Tai chi is an effective exercise to improve aerobic capacity. Statistically significant
and large effect sizes (ES = 1.33) were noted in the cross-section studies, meaning
that subjects experienced significant aerobic improvements from practicing tai chi.
On the other hand, small effect sizes were found within the experimental studies
(ES =0.38). Studies comparing sedentary people with tai chi participants also noted
larger effects when tai chi was practiced for at least a year. It has been concluded
that tai chi could be used as an alternative form of aerobic exercise, and further
inquiry is recommended in this area.



Practice Tips for Learning Tai Chi

Compared with most exercises, tai chi requires no equipment and little space, and it
can be done at anytime. The following tips may be helpful for tai chi beginners.

Amlready?

If you are planning to start an exercise program or become much more physically active
than you are now, it is a good idea for you to answer the following seven questions from
the Physical Activity Readiness Questionnaire (PAR-Q):

1. Has your doctor ever said that you have a heart condition and that you should
only do physical activity recommended by a doctor?

2. Do you feel pain in your chest when you do physical activity?

3. In the past month, have you had chest pain when you were not doing physical
activity?

4. Do you lose your balance because of dizziness or do you ever lose consciousness?

5. Do you have a bone or joint problem (for example, back, knee, or hip) that could
be made worse by a change in your physical activity?

6. Is your doctor currently prescribing drugs (for example, water pills) for your blood
pressure or heart condition?

7. Do you know any of other reason why you should not do physical activity?

If you answered “Yes” to any of these questions, you should talk with your doctor
before starting a physical activity program or becoming much more physically active.

Source: Physical Activity Readiness Questionnaire (PAR-Q) © 2002. Used with permission from the Canadian Society for
Exercise Physiology www.csep.ca.

What do | wear to practice tai chi?

There are no specific requirements other than wearing clothing that is loose and
comfortable. There are also no specific requirements for shoes; any exercise shoes or
comfortable shoes with low heels are fine.

When should | practice tai chi?

The best time of the day to practice is in the morning for easier adherence since there
is less chance of interruption of practice time first thing in the morning. Other times are
also fine, but you should wait at least 30 minutes after eating a heavy meal.

How often and for how long should | practice tai chi?

To get the best results, 30 to 60 minutes is the best length for practice, but any time is
better than no time. Just 5 to 10 minutes of practice (especially the stances) here and
there will also be beneficial. Ideally, you should practice every day. Try to practice tai
chi at least three times a week.
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Where should | practice tai chi?

Outside in nature in the fresh air is best, but practice anywhere you can, such as in
your office when taking a break.

Can | combine tai chi with other exercises?

Tai chi can integrate with other exercises easily. If you already have a regular exercise
routine, you can link it with your tai chi practice. For example, you can practice tai chi
as part of your cool-down after running.

In this chapter, you learned what tai chi is, including its historical roots, relation-
ship with Chinese Tao philosophy and traditional Chinese medicine theories, its
movement characteristics, and different styles and schools. More important, you
learned the health benefits of practicing tai chi. This book, through a step-by-step
approach and illustrations, is designed to help you learn tai chi in an easy and enjoy-
able way. In chapter 2, you will learn some basic postures; then some basic foot
movements in chapter 3; basic hand forms and movements in chapter 4, and basic
stances in chapter 5. Then, in chapters 6-9, you will learn some of the most popular
tai chi forms: forms for cardiovascular health (chapter 6), forms for stress manage-
ment and lower back health (chapter 7), forms for balance (chapter 8), and forms
for coordination (chapter 9). In chapters 10 and 11, you will learn routines with the
above forms connected together. You will learn a simple 6-form routine in chapter
10 and a slightly more difficult 12-form routine in chapter 11. Finally, in chapter 12,

you will learn push hands, practicing tai chi with another person.
Learn and enjoy tai chi!



chapter 2

Basic Posture

Remembering how the hands, elbows, arms, feet, legs, and torso move
simultaneously is one of the major challenges when starting tai chi. Rather
than rushing into learning tai chi forms and routines and getting confused
and frustrated, you will start by learning some basic tai chi movements. In
this chapter, you will learn how to maintain correct postures and move the
upper body correctly. In chapter 3, you will then move on to the basic tai
chi movements of the legs and feet, and finally,
you will start learning the basic movements of
the arms and hands in chapter 4.

Tai chi differs from many Western exercises
in that its movements are performed in
a natural and relaxed manner. To learn
tai chi quickly and accurately, an
understanding of the principles of tai
chi postures is essential. This chapter
introduces the major components of
tai chi postures from head to knee.
After describing and illustrating the key
elements of each posture and its related
principles, common mistakes in these
postures are described and illustrated.
Errors are a part of learning, and recog-
nizing them early and not allowing them to
become habit is important when learning
new motor skills, particularly when
learning on your own. We therefore have
provided some common mistakes and
how to correct them. Itis a good idea
to practice in front of a mirror when
learning tai chi so that you can have
visual feedback.
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Additionally, through hundreds of years of teaching, learning, and practice, Chinese
tai chi masters have summarized key technical essentials of major tai chi postures
and movements into tai chi sayings. We will present these corresponding sayings
in Tai Chi Saying sections throughout the chapters. Make sure you pay attention to
the key points mentioned in these sayings.

Head

During tai chi practice, the head should remain straight and upright with the neck
straight, and the head should not incline in any direction. This position should be
held in a natural, straight manner rather than in an exaggerated, extended position.
The eyes look naturally forward in tai chi positions and head movement is coor-
dinated with hand movements. See figure 2.1a for an illustration of head position
from a front view and figure 2.1b for this position from a side view.

Breathe naturally l
through your nose. &% &

Keep your head and
body in a straight line
with your center of
gravity.

Close your mouth
gently withthe
tongue relaxed. |

Figure 2.1 Correct head position: (a) front view and (b) side view.

Common mistakes of the head position are inclining the head to the front or back
too much (see figure 2.2, a and b) and tilting it to the left or right (see figure 2.2¢).
To correct the head when it is inclined back too far, return the head to an upright
position with the chin held down. In contrast, if the head is inclined forward too much,
return the head to an upright position by lifting the chin. If the head is tilted to the
left or right, correct it by returning the head to the center. One easy way to avoid
mistakes with the head position is to experience various head positions in front of
a mirror and try to remember how it feels when the head is in the upright position.
Getting feedback from other practitioners may also be helpful.
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Figure 2.2 Incorrect head positions: (a) forward, (b) back, and (c) to the side.

Tai Chi Saying: Xu Ling Ding Jing

Meaning: Most Chinese sayings consist of four characters. In
this saying, xu means ‘empty” or ‘lightly,” ing means “to lead,” ding
means “top,” and jing means “strength.” Together, this saying means
to imagine a string is holding your head up. In other words, you
should have the feeling that there is a string coming from the top
of your head that is slightly pulling so as to keep your head up and
straight. This is one of the fundamental technical aspects of tai chi
practice: The head is to be held upright, but not on a stiff neck. In
addition, head movement is to be coordinated with the movements
of other parts of the body.

Shoulders and Elbows

Shoulders should remain even with each other and should be naturally down or
relaxed (see figure 2.3a). Relaxed shoulder joints and muscles are the key to
keeping the shoulders in a low, naturally relaxed position. The elbows should also
be held in a low, natural, and relaxed manner (see figure 2.3b). There should be
a distance of about one to one and half fists between your elbow and your body
so that your elbows can move comfortably (recall that tai chi evolved from boxing,
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and elbows that are raised too high could expose your ribs for your opponent to
attack). Relaxed shoulders are a must for relaxed elbows. Also, a relaxed mind is
important because people tend to shrug or tighten their shoulders when nervous
or agitated.

Keep a comfortable
distance between your
elbow and body; your

Keep your shoulders %\
even with each other — elbows should not be

and relaxed. - \; - ; too far out.

Keep your elbows
naturally down.

shoulders. |

Figure 2.3 Correct (a) shoulder and (b) elbow position.

Common mistakes of the shoulder position include holding the shoulders too tightly
(see figure 2.4a) and not keeping them even (see figure 2.4b). When the shoulders
are held too tightly, they are up close to the ears. To correct this, relax the shoulder
joints and surrounding muscles. It is helpful to shrug or tighten the shoulders and
then relax them several times to learn and remember how relaxed shoulders feel.
When the shoulders are uneven, relax the front and back muscles of the shoulders.
Practice in front of a mirror several times to make sure the shoulders are even. A
common mistake with the elbow position is holding them too tightly to the body (see
figure 2.5a) or holding them too high (see figure 2.5b). To correct these mistakes,
relax the shoulders and elbows.

Tai Chi Saying: Che Jian Zhui Zhou

Meaning: Chen means “‘down,” jian means “shoulder,” zhui means
‘dropping,” and zhou means “elbow.” Together, this means to sink
the shoulders and drop the elbows with a relaxed mind. Relaxed
shoulders are crucial.



Figure 2.4

Figure 2.5

Incorrect shoulder position: (a) too tight and (b) uneven.

Incorrect elbow position: (a) too tight and (b) too high.
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Chest and Back

During tai chi practice, you should keep your chest comfortably relaxed by holding
it naturally concaved. However, this does not mean it should be sunken; rather,
there should simply be a slight dip. The upper back should be relaxed, natural,
and slightly convex but not hunched (see figure 2.6).

Keep your head and neck upright
relative to the ground.

Relax your shoulders and
move them slightly forward
so that your chest dips in.

Relax your back.

Figure 2.6 Correct chest and back position.

Common mistakes concerning the upper body include holding the chest too rigidly
forward (see figure 2.7a) and making it too concave so as to have a rounded back
(see figure 2.7b). When the chest is too far forward and rigid, the whole body is
too tight and the shoulders are not relaxed. Correct these mistakes by relaxing the
upper body, including the chest, shoulders, and back, and relaxing the shoulders
forward to let your chest come in a bit. When the chest is sunken in too much, the
chest muscles are too relaxed. Correct this mistake by moving the shoulders back
a little, tightening the chest muscles a little, and keeping the head, chest, and whole
body in the same line as your center of gravity.
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Figure 2.7 Incorrect upper-body position: (a) rigid, forward chest and (b) con-
cave chest with a rounded back.

Tai Chi Saying: Han Xong Ba Bei

Meaning: Han means “‘contain” or “hold,” xong means “chest,” ba
means “pull up,” and bei means ‘back.” Together, this means to arc
your chest, round your back, and keep your upper body relaxed.
Appropriately relaxing the chest and back is critical.

Waist and Hips

The waist should be relaxed, natural, steady, and upright (see figure 2.8). Keep
the muscles around the waist relaxed and loose for movement, and do not hold
your abdomen in too tightly or straight. Except for a few movements, your lumbar
spine should be straight. Your hips should also be relaxed and natural yet upright
in relation to the ground so that they are in line with your head and upper body (do
not tuck or extend the hips). This might take some shifting from how you naturally
hold them at rest.
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Keep your hips, head, and
upper body in the same line |
of your center of gravity. )
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Keep your upper body
upright relative to the
Keep your waist ground and relaxed.

relaxed and upright.

Figure 2.8 Correct waist and hip position: (a) front and (b) side.

Common mistakes concerning the waist and hips include holding the waist in too
tightly (see figure 2.9a) and extending the hips backward (see figure 2.9b). When
the waist is held in too tightly, the chest is positioned too far forward and the back
muscles are too tight. Correct these mistakes by relaxing your back and upper-body
muscles and keeping your hips, upper body, and head along the same vertical line.
When the hips are extended too far back, the hips, upper body, and head are not
positioned along the same vertical line and the upper body tilts forward too much.
Correct these mistakes by keeping the upper body upright and the hips forward
along the same vertical line of your head, upper body, and waist (in the middle of
your center of gravity).

Tai Chi Saying: Shong Yao Jian Ten

Meaning: Shong means ‘relax,” yao means “waist,” jian means
‘restrain,” and ten means “hip.” Together, this means you should
have a relaxed waist and hips that are aligned with the rest of the
body.
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Figure 2.9
(b) hips extended back.

Abdomen

The lower part of belly (see figure
2.10) is called the Dan Tian, and it is
where the Chinese believe qiis stored.
During tai chi practice, you should
breathe from the abdomen, which
means breathing using the diaphragm
(the diaphragm moves up during
exhalation and down during inhala-
tion) instead of expanding the chest.
Breathe in and out deeply and relax
the abdominal area, letting it move
naturally as you inhale and exhale. As
a result of this type of breathing, qi will
move into the Dan Tian and the lower
belly should feel solid and energized.
To obtain this feeling, it is necessary
to maintain the previously described
chest and waist positions.

Incorrect waist and hip position: (a) waist held in too tight and

Inhale and exhale
deeply with the
corresponding natural
breathing movements of
the abdomen.
Relax your
upper body.
Relax your
abdomen.

Figure 2.10
Correct abdominal
position.
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Pelvis, Thighs, and Knees

The posture and movement of the hip,
pelvis, and upper leg is important in tai
chi. The Chinese call the front area of the
pelvis the dang and the area between
the thighs the kua. While doing tai chi
movements, the hip joints and muscles
should be relaxed, and the thighs should
be open, ensuring a space between the
thighs and knees. The knees are aligned
toward the front and are bent slightly to
ensure that there is a space between the
thighs and knees (see figure 2.11).

Relax your
pelvis.

Keep your knees

toward the front. Bend your

knees slightly.

Figure 2.11
Correct pelvis, thigh,
and knee position.

The most common mistake concerning the
pelvis, thighs, and knees is not having enough
space between the thighs (see figure 2.12).
When there is not enough space between the
thighs, the legs are too close to each other and
the knees are not pointing toward the front.
Correct these mistakes by standing with your
legs separated, bending the knees slightly, and
keeping the knees pointing forward.

Figure 2.12 Incorrect pelvis, thigh, and knee position:
There is not enough space between the thighs and the
knees are not forward.
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Tai Chi Saying: Yuan Dang Song Kua

Meaning: Yuan means ‘round’ or “circle,” dang refers to the front
area of the pelvis, song means ‘“relax,” and kua refers to the area
between the thighs. Together, this means you should round the
lower abdomen and relax the pelvis.

Short breaths (i.e., inhaling and exhaling too quickly) is a common problem. Hold-
ing your body too tightly, including both the upper body and abdomen, is another
common problem. The best way to avoid these mistakes is to relax your upper body
and abdomen and breathe in and out slowly and deeply. When breathing in, imagine
the air in your breath going directly to the Dan Tian.

Tai Chi Saying: Chi Chen Dantian

Meaning: Chi means “vital energy,” chen means “sink,” and Dan
Tian refers to the lower belly, where chi is believed to be stored.
Together, this means to focus the mind on the lower belly (Dan
Tian).

A journey of a thousand miles starts with a single step. You have taken the first
and a very important first step in learning tai chi in this chapter. After learning basic
postures, you are now ready to learn other basic tai chi movements. Keep going
since the more tai chi you learn, the more enjoyable it will be.
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chapter 3

Basic Foot
Movements

As introduced in chapter 1, tai chi is the only exercise and
the only martial art whose movements are, in themselves, a
philosophy. The yin and yang belief that lies at the heart of
the tai chi philosophy and movements is often represented
by the balance of empty and firm movements. This is espe-
cially true for leg movements in tai chi. When one leg is firm,
meaning it is supporting the body, the other leg should be
empty, meaning it has just a small percentage of body
weight on it. Pay attention to the firm—-empty
principle while learning tai chi and make
sure you are always aware of which leg
is firm and which leg is empty. Mean-
while, as you move and switch your
body weight from one leg to the other,
the firm—empty relationship constantly
changes (i.e., when you are moving one
leg from firm to empty, the other leg is
moving from empty to firm). In most tai
chi movements, these changes should
be gradual. Tai chi leg movements can
be classified as either step patterns,
which are static, or footwork, which is
kinetic. In tai chi forms or routines, the leg movements
are a combination of both step patterns and footwork,
which are described next.

&7
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Bend your front

knee at a

45-degree
angle.
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Step Patterns

Major step patterns in tai chi are the bow step, empty step, and single-leg step. In
this chapter, we will learn these steps one-by-one. After familiarizing yourself with
these steps and arm movements, which will be learned in the next chapter, learning
the basic forms in chapters 6-9 will become easier.

Bow Step

As the name implies, in this step pattern you stand as if you were an archery bow,
with one leg in front and the other in back. The front knee is bent 45 degrees
between the back of the thigh and calf, and the back leg is held straight at about
45 degrees from the body (see figure 3.1). The front foot is planted straight ahead
and the back foot is at a 45-degree angle from the body. Keep about 60 percent of
your body weight on the front leg and 40 percent on the back leg, and make sure
your feet are not on the same line in order to create a stable base.

Keep your back leg straight
with the toes turned outward.

Space between feet

) is parallel.
Keep both feet firmly

on the ground.

Figure 3.1 Correct bow step position: (a) side view and (b) front view.

Common mistakes of the bow step include standing with the legs too close
together from front to back (see figure 3.2a) or to the side in either direction (see
figure 3.2b), bending the front knee too far forward over the front toes (see figure
3.2c), placing all weight on the front leg (see figure 3.2d), and pointing the back
foot straight to the front with no angle (see figure 3.2e). Correct these mistakes by
practicing with legs only first, following a straight line on the floor to make sure your
legs do not cross the line, alternating legs and steps forward, and practicing bow
steps with a different leg in front each time.



Figure 3.2 Incorrect bow step positions: (a) legs too close together front to back,
(b) legs too close together laterally, (¢) front knee bent too much, (d) all weight on the
front leg, and (e) back foot pointing straight to the front.
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Touch the heel or toe of the
front leg to the ground.
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Empty Step

Stand with one leg empty in this step pattern by moving your body weight to one
leg, with the knee bent slightly and foot turned outward. Specifically, this means
you stand with the back leg firm with the knee bent, carrying 90 to 95 percent of
your body weight on that leg. The back foot is turned out about 45 degrees. The
front leg is empty and a half step to the front, only touching the ground with the
heel or toes of the foot (see figure 3.3).

’aﬁ(—“
i
=)

Slightly bend the knee
of the front leg.

Bend the knee of
the back leg.
b

| .

. W Turn the foot of the back
- leg outward about
45 degrees.

Figure 3.3 Correct empty step position: (a) side view and (b) front view.

Common mistakes of the empty step include having body weight almost evenly
distributed between both legs (see figure 3.4a), keeping the legs too close together
to the front and back (see figure 3.4b) or to the side in either direction (see figure
3.4c), and placing too much of the front foot on the ground (see figure 3.4d). Cor-
rect the mistakes by clearly shifting the body weight onto the back leg; making sure
the front foot only touches the ground with the heel or toe; practicing by standing
with one leg in front and the other in back with your body weight evenly distributed
between both legs; shifting your body weight slowly onto the back leg while main-
taining good balance and then shifting back to sharing body weight between both
legs, repeating several times to practice weight transfer; and practicing empty steps
with a different leg in front each time.



Figure 3.4 Incorrect empty step positions: (a) weight distributed evenly, (b) legs
too close together front to back, (c) legs too close together laterally, and (d) too
much of the front foot touching the ground.
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Single-Leg Step

For this step pattern, stand on one leg, with the other leg bent and held high in
front of your body (see figure 3.5). To do this, shift weight slowly onto one leg and
stand wholly on this leg (you can hold onto a chair to practice in the beginning).
Bend the other leg and hold it up in front of the body at about a 90-degree angle
between the upper body and thigh, with the foot pointed naturally down toward
the ground. The upper body should be straight and balanced.

Keep your upper body
upright and balanced.

Keep your free foot relaxed
and pointed naturally
toward to the ground.

Slowly stand on one leg with
the foot pointing forward.

Figure 3.5 Correct single-leg step position.

Common mistakes of the single-leg step include raising the free leg too quickly,
not pointing the standing foot toward the front but rather turning it to either side
(see figure 3.6a), leaning the upper body to the front too much (see figure 3.6b),
and losing your balance. Correct the mistakes by shifting your body weight to the
standing leg slowly; taking the free foot off the ground slowly, just 1 or 2 inches (3-5
cm) initially from the ground to feel the balance; raising the free leg gradually when
feeling in control and stable; holding for 1 to 2 minutes after the lifted thigh reaches a
90-degree angle to the upper body, with the foot pointing naturally toward the ground;
returning the free leg to the ground slowly; moving the free leg up and down several
more times; and switching to the initial free leg as the standing leg and repeating
the previous steps several times.



Figure 3.6 Incorrect
single-leg step positions:

(a) standing foot not pointing
toward the front and

(b) upper body leaning
forward too much.

Footwork

Major footwork movements include forward, backward, side step, and follow-up.
They were named based on the way the legs move.

Forward Footwork

The key principle of this movement is moving back before moving forward. You
should shift your body weight from one leg to the other, moving it back and forth
in a controlled manner. In this footwork, you move the non-weight-bearing leg one
step to the front, touch the heel on the ground, and then set the full foot down.
Shift weight gradually onto the non-weight-bearing leg.

To perform the forward footwork, start in the bow step, standing with the left leg
in front and the right leg in back (see step 1); move your body weight back onto
your right leg and point your left toes up (see step 2); pivot your left foot out about
30 degrees, place your foot flat on the ground, and shift your body weight gradually
onto your left leg (see step 3) while moving the right leg slightly up and bringing it
forward so as to place your right foot alongside the arch of the left foot, with only
the toes of the right foot touching the ground (see step 4); take a half step forward
with the right leg, but place only the heel of your right foot on the ground (see step
5); and shift your body weight slowly onto your right leg while your right foot lowers
until it is flat on the ground (about 70 percent of your body weight is on the right leg
and 30 percent on the left; see step 6). Repeat these steps several times, alternating
between your left and right legs.

35



Start from a left bow step with the distance of a full step between the feet; in
addition, there should be about 4 inches (10 cm) horizontal distance between the
left and right legs. Turn the right foot (back leg) out about 45 degrees and bend
the knee of the back leg. Shift most of your body weight onto the right (back)
leg and slightly bend the knee of the left (front) leg. Touch your left foot to the
ground. Point your right (back) foot out at an angle of about 45 degrees.

Move your body weight back onto your right (back) leg and bend your right
knee. Raise your left toes with your left heel still touching the ground.

Turn your left foot out about 30 degrees and place it flat on the ground. Shift
your body weight gradually onto your left foot and leg. Bend your left knee.
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Keep your left knee bent and body weight on your left leg. Raise your right leg
slightly and bring it forward. Place your right foot alongside the arch of your left
foot, with the right toes touching the ground.

Take a half step forward with your right leg and touch your right heel to the
ground. Your body weight is still on your left leg.

Touch the entire right foot to the ground and move most of your body weight
(70 percent) slowly onto your right leg. Complete the movement by ending in a
right bow step.

Repeat the previous steps by alternating right and left legs.

Common mistakes of the forward footwork include distributing body weight
evenly throughout the movement, touching the ground using the whole foot
instead of the heel first, and moving too quickly and not controlling for balance.
Correct these mistakes by clearly transferring body weight from one leg to the
other, touching the ground with your heel first, and having a stable base before
transferring body weight.
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Backward Footwork

This movement has several similarities with the forward footwork, including moving
body weight onto one leg first, moving the non-weight-bearing leg, and then trans-
ferring weight to the non-weight-bearing leg. The key difference from the forward
movement is that in the backward movement, you touch your non-weight-bearing
toes (rather than your heel) on the ground first and then transfer the weight to the
heel. Moving backward is a characteristic of tai chi.

To perform the backward footwork, start with your legs separated in a natural,
comfortable way (see step 1); move your body weight to the right leg and then bend
and lift your left leg alongside the right leg (see step 2); extend your left leg back,
touching the ground with the toes first (see step 3); allow the left foot to flatten onto
the ground as you move your body weight onto the left leg and move the right leg
back alongside the left leg, with your right toes touching the ground (see steps 4
and 5); now, repeat steps 3 and 4 by moving the right leg back. For practice, repeat
steps 2 through 5 several times and end the movement in the initial standing posi-
tion from step 1.

1 Stand naturally with your legs separated and body weight divided equally
between both legs.




Shift your body weight to your right leg and raise your left heel, with your left
toes touching the ground. Keep your upper body upright along the same line as
the lower body.

Raise your left leg slightly and move it backward a half step. Touch the
ground with your left toes. Keep your upper body upright.

Touch the entire left foot to the ground. Move your body weight
simultaneously and slowly to your left leg. Move your right foot toward the arch of
your left foot. Keep your upper body upright.

Complete the transfer of body weight to your left leg. Touch your right toes
near (i.e., width of about two wrists) the arch of your left foot. Keep your upper
body upright.

Common mistakes of the backward footwork include distributing body weight
evenly throughout the movement, touching the ground with the whole foot instead of
the toes first, and moving too quickly without having good balance control. Correct
these mistakes by transferring body weight from one leg to the other, touching the
ground with the toes first, and having a stable base before transferring body weight.

39



40

Side Step

The side step has many similarities with the backward movement, including moving
the weight to one leg, touching the toes of the non-weight-bearing foot to the
ground first, and transferring the weight gradually onto the non-weight-bearing leg,
keeping the upper body upright during the movement. The key difference from the
backward movement is that the leg movements
in the side step are side to side.
To perform the side-step footwork, start with
your legs separated in a natural and comfort-
able way (see step 1); move your body weight
onto your right leg, raise the left leg slightly,
take a small side step outward, and lightly
touch the toes of your foot to the ground
(see step 2); place your left foot fully on
the ground and then slowly shift your body
weight onto your left leg (see step 3); raise
your right leg when your body weight has
shifted entirely onto your left leg; and set
your right foot down about 4 inches (10
cm) away from and parallel to your
left foot (see step 4). Repeat steps
1 through 4 several times.

) 1 Stand naturally with your
legs separated and body
weight evenly distributed
between both legs.

2 Move body weight onto
your right leg and bend your
right knee. Move your left leg
a half step out to the left. Keep
your upper body upright.

3 Transfer body weight to
your left leg and bend your left
knee. Keep your upper body
upright.

4 Bring your right foot
toward your left foot and stop
about 4 inches (10 cm) from
the left foot. Transfer body
weight back onto your right

leg.



Common mistakes of the side step include distributing body weight evenly through-
out the movement, touching the ground using the whole foot instead of the toes
first, and moving too quickly without good balance control. Correct these mistakes
by clearly transferring body weight from one leg to the other, touching the ground
with the toes first, and having a stable base before transferring body weight. Start
with a small side step with just a slight bend in the knee of the weight-bearing leg,
and gradually increase the size of the step.

Follow-Up Footwork

The name follow-up comes from the moving pattern of the back, trailing leg in
walking. In normal walking, the back leg usually passes the front leg when taking
a full step, but when performing the follow-up step, the back leg moves forward
less than a half step, stopping behind the front leg.

To perform the follow-up footwork, start with your left leg in front and right leg in
back, with most of your body weight on your right leg (see step 1); move your body
weight forward onto your left leg (see step 2); move your right leg a half step forward
(see step 3); and place your right foot slightly behind your left foot (see step 4). Return
to the starting position and repeat steps 1 through 4 several times. Then, repeat the
same movement several times with your right leg in front and your left leg in back.

Start the same as in the bow step but with more body weight on your back leg
and keeping your legs separated and both feet firmly on the ground. Bend your
front knee 45 degrees. Your back leg should stay straight with the foot pointing
outward. Keep about 40 percent of your body weight on your front leg and 60
percent on your back leg. There should be a distance of about one fist along the
line running between the feet.

Slowly transfer most
of your body weight to
your left leg and bend
your left knee slightly
more, but not too much.
Raise your right heel, with
only the toes touching the
ground. Keep your upper
body upright.

I»-\@.
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3 Move your body weight
completely onto your left leg
and move your right foot a half
step forward. Lightly touch
your right toes to the ground.
Keep your upper body upright.

4 Put your entire right foot
on the ground and transfer
most of your body weight
(about 70 percent) back onto
right leg. Keep your upper
body upright.

Common mistakes of the follow-up footwork include distributing your body weight
almost evenly between the legs during movement; positioning the legs too close
together front and back or laterally; moving without a clear transfer of weight; moving
too quickly, without good balance control; and not keeping the upper body upright.
Correct the mistakes by shifting your body weight from one leg to another when
starting to move, transferring your body weight slowly with a stable base, and always
holding upper body upright.

You have now learned some key foot movements of tai chi. One of the key prin-
ciples in tai chi footwork is “Light up and light down,” which means you should
raise and lower your legs and feet slowly and lightly during tai chi movements.
This is one of the reasons why tai chi footwork is sometimes called cat steps—the
movement is light, soundless, controlled, stable, and fast when needed, just like a
cat. Keeping clear weight transfers and always holding your upper body upright are
other important principles. Start practicing your cat steps now!



chapter 4

Basic Hand
Forms
and Movement

Because tai chi is rooted in the Chinese mar-
tial art of boxing, understanding boxing hand
forms and movement patterns will help you
in learning tai chi. In this chapter, three key tai
chi hand forms are introduced, and then eight
major hand movement patterns and some
exercises are introduced and illustrated. After
familiarizing yourself with these exercises,
you should be able to easily apply them
to the tai chi forms starting in chapter 6
onward.
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Hand Forms

The three major hand positions in tai chi are the fist, palm, and hook. As mentioned,
hands in tai chi were used originally for various combat purposes; for example, the
hook was used to hit an enemy’s temple when the enemy was attacking from behind.
When practiced for fitness, these forms help exercise the hand muscles and improve
fine motor skills and function of the hands.

Fist
Do not clench

The fist is formed by bending the fingers.
all the fingers naturally into
the palm of the hand with the
thumb resting at the third joint
of the index finger (see figure
4.1). Do not clench the fingers Bond fi
. end fingers

closed or together too firmly, naturally.
and make sure the center of
the palm is empty (i.e., there
is space in the middle of your
fist). Keep the fist straight with
no angle from your wrist.

Common mistakes of the
fist form are holding the fingers
too tightly together (see figure
4.2a), putting the thumb inside
the fist (see figure 4.2b), and
bending the wrist too much
(see figure 4.2c). Correct these
mistakes by bending the fin-
gers and holding them together
slightly, always keeping the
thumb outside the fist and
resting on the index finger, and
keeping the fist and forearm on
the same line.

Keep the fist
straight.

Figure 4.1 Correct fist hand form.

Figure 4.2 Incorrect fist hand
forms: (a) fingers held too tightly

together, (b) thumb inside the fist,
and (c) angled wrist.




Palm

The palm is formed by bending the hand
upward and holding all the fingers out in
a natural, relaxed manner without them
touching each other (see figure 4.3). The
palm is vertical to the ground when used
as a pushing palm (when the palm faces
outward and moves away from the body);
otherwise, it is perfectly fine to hold the
palm facing outward and bent only slightly
upward as long as it is in a natural position
with the wrist and arm.

Common mistakes of the palm form
are bending the fingers too much (see
figure 4.4a), holding them too rigidly (see
figure 4.4b), and pointing the fingertips out
instead of in the upward vertical position for
pushing hands (see figure 4.4c). Correct
these mistakes by curving and relaxing
the upper joints of the fingers naturally and
holding them in place softly; keep about 90
degrees between the hand and forearm
when doing a pushing hand.

Figure 4.4
rigid, and (c) fingertips pointed outward.

your fingers

Separate
Bend your fingertips
naturally.

in a relaxed
manner.

Figure 4.3

Correct palm hand form.

Incorrect palm hand forms: (a) fingers bent too much, (b) fingers held too
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Hook

The hook is formed by touching all the fin-
gertips and thumb together, with the wrist
in a downward flexed position (see figure
4.5). Do not hold the fingers together too
tightly; let them come together in a natu-
ral, relaxed manner.

Common mistakes of the hook form are
bending the wrist more than 45 degrees
(see figure 4.6a), holding the wrist joint too
rigidly (see figure 4.6b), and having the
fingers too close to each other (see figure
4.6¢). Correct these mistakes by bending
the fingers naturally to keep a space inside
the hand so that your fingers form a small
cage and allowing your wrist joint to bend
naturally.

Figure 4.6 Incorrect hook hand forms: (a)
wrist bent more than 45 degrees, (b) wrist held
too rigidly, and (c) fingers too close to each other.

Keep your wrist and fingers
relaxed and loose.

Bend your wrist about
45 degrees down
toward the ground.

Bunch your fingertips
and thumb together.

Figure 4.5 Correct hook hand form.




Hand Movement

Most tai chi hand movements are circular or curved; rarely does tai chi movement
follow a straight line. The circular movement can be further divided into horizon-
tal and vertical circles. The pattern of the hand movements can be a full circle, a
half circle, an ellipse, or simply a curve. The movement of the two hands can be
the opposite of each other, in the same direction, or in sequence with each other.
Eight common hand movements are introduced in this section. You should be
able to apply these movements to the tai chi forms that you will learn starting in
chapter 6.

Vertical Circular Movement

In this movement, your hands make a full circle in front of your body. Movement
path is summarized in figure 4.7. (Note: The solid line represents the right hand
and arm, and the dotted line represents the left hand and arm. It is not a mirror
representation; think of yourself as being behind the illustration.)

Figure 4.7 Movement path for Vertical Circular Movement.
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1 Stand at ease with the upper body held upright. Hold your hands open with
fingers bent naturally. Cross your hands in front of your chest, with the left hand
on the inside and both palms facing your chest. Relax your shoulders and breathe
naturally.

2 Turn your left hand down and right hand up as the left hand moves upward
and the right hand moves downward, ending in a holding-ball position with the
left hand on top, right hand on the bottom, and palms facing each other. Keep
your upper body upright. Relax your shoulders.
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3 Move your arms and hands in opposite directions, with the left hand moving
in a downward arc and the right hand moving in an upward arc counterclockwise,
both simultaneously making a little over a half circle; end with the palms facing
each other and your right hand on the top of the holding-ball position. Keep your
upper body upright and relax your shoulders.

4 Moving back along the arc of the circular path performed previously, both
arms and hands move clockwise in opposite directions, with the right hand
moving downward and left hand moving upward simultaneously, stopping with
palms facing each other in the holding-ball position with the left hand back at the
top. Keep your upper body upright and relax your shoulders.

5 Repeat steps 2 and 3 several times.

Common mistakes of the Vertical Circular Movement are moving the arms and
hands along an up-and-down straight line rather than an arc and not keeping the
shoulders relaxed. Correct these mistakes by making sure your arm movement is
curved, bending the arms throughout as if you were holding a big ball at all times,
and keeping your upper body upright and your shoulders relaxed and down.

Inside Vertical Circular Movement in Sequence

In this movement, your hands move along two circles in front of your body, with
the left hand moving clockwise and the right hand moving counterclockwise. In
addition, as noted in the name of the movement, the left and right arms move in
sequential order. Movement path is shown in figure 4.9. (Remember, the solid line
represents the right hand and arm, and the dotted line represents the left hand
and arm. It is not a mirror representation; think of yourself as being behind the
illustration.)

Figure 4.9 Movement path 