OVERVIEW OF BEST PRACTICES IN TALJI
Yang Yang, Ph.D.

University of Illinois a Urbana-Champagn

LI
. N _ shi ban gong be
Of you gudy omethingN anythingN in an dfi cient way, you @n learn it in afraction of he
time.O
(Chinese Proverb, literally Ohdf thework, doubk the result.Q

A ddfinition of (hest precticesOis a beginning point for this topic. | would define (hest practicesO
as Qhoe exercises which allow oneto realize the maximum posible results in the shortest
amountof time.O According 1 this definition, @fficientOis essentialy synonymouswith Gest.O
Throughoutthis paper | will therefore use the term @fficientOin place of hest.O

To design themod effi cient route, onemust adso, of murse, knowthe desired destination. The
modg efficient Taiji prectices are intelligible only in terms of the desired gaals of Taiji practice.
We mug first begin, then, with an understanding and recognition of the purpo® or kenefits of
Taiji prectice.

Potential Benefits of Taiji Practice

Table 1 sammarizes some of the potential benefits of Taiji prectice. | have divided the
benditsinto primary, secondary, and holstic categories. Although hese categories are certainly
not mutudly exclusve, Taiji was created as a martial art, and $ Pecific ben€fits that yield
improvaments in sif-defense kill are listed as primary, while other specific therapeutic benefits
are listed as secondary and broaler ben€fits as holistic. By no neansis this categorization
intended to lessen the importance of any potential benefitN it is only to emphasize why the core
exercises that conditute Taiji prectice were initially created. The primary benefits of Taiji
training are the kill variables that the Taiji training g/stem was designed to enhance. Posurd
control and kelance, flexibility, coordination, aility, Srength and power, sengtivity and
awareness, reactiontime, and mnfidenceN these are thegong or essential foundaiond skills,
developed through Tiji practice. They are the supportand found@on for echnique and
therefore indispensable for martial skillN hence the many famoussayingsin theinternad martial
arts tradition enphasizing the priority of gong, or foundaion prattice (as directly opposed to
martial technique or trickery). At the same time, these benefits are fundamentally health issues,
and undestanding the primary purpo® of Taiji practice servesto dspd any confuson or
differentiation & to whether Taiji isamartia art or helth exercise.

Certainly if you begin Taiji practice hoping to improveor curea specific medical condition,
then that bendfit is primary, notseconday, to you. Inded, throughotl Chinese martial arts
history, many of the mog famouspractitioners were initially motivated to practice because of
poor halth. The holistic category lists benefits tha are perhgpsthe least expected and most
diffi cult to quantify, but sometimes recognized as the mosgt significant in peopleOdives.



Table 1

Sdect Potential Bendfits of Taiji Practice

Primary Seconday
(Skill-Rdated) (Other Therapeutic) Holistic
¥ Podurd ¥Digestionbowel function ¥ Avoidance or repair of
control/balance ¥Cadio-respiratory fundion stress related
¥ Flexibility ¥Immune system function injuries/iliness
¥ Coordndion ¥Prevention or teatment of ¥ Sodal interactiorn/sense
¥ Agility arthritis of community
¥ Strength/power ¥Cogntive function e.g., ¥ Spiritud development
¥ Sengtivity/awareness attention, wncentration, learning,  (calmness/peace/tranquility
¥ Reaction tme memory) )
¥ Confidence ¥Prevention of oseopoross

¥Physcal improvementsin
multiple scleross paients
¥Qudlity of deep

In terms of Qearning Taiji,Othe mogt effi cient curriculum is that which will effectively and
quickly yield improvements in these variables. At the same time, no progam is broally effective
unlessit is attractive to and adhered bythe paticipants. The duraion, frequency, and overal
level of intengty and complexity of practice, and peceived improvement by each participant, are
al variables affecting the rate of adherence. In short, any intervention nmug be enjoyed, and the
benefits mug be recognzed by the participants. (quditative sudies needed)

Essential Curriculum

While the dow movement tha is mos commonly recognized as Taliji is certainly acornastone
of Taijiquan training, it is only one aspect of the art. Paradoxically, onepurpog of the dow
movement is to increase both peed and accuracy. Chinese philosophy dates tha yin and yang
are mutually dependent and evolveinto ore another. If you want one you $ould gart with its
opposteN extreme hardness is born fromextreme softness, extreme quickness comes from
downess. Of course, dow movement by itself is not so complete that it can eficiently yield dl
the benefits of theinternal martial arts. Through he centuries, three pillars of Taiji practice have



evolved to form an dficient curriculum:

I QigongN Prindpdly wuji sitting and ganding meditation
I Taiji formN Mainly dow movement practice

I Push-handsN Two-person baance, srength, and reaction training

It isimporiant to knowthat these exercises are interrelated and synergisticN each exercise builds
upon «ills developed from the others, and the combined efects of correct practice of all
exercises are greater than practice of individud exercises.

Sitting and Standing Qigong Meditation

Sitting and ganding nmeditation are common foundaion practices for dl of the internd martial
arts of China A famoussayingin theinternd martial arts tradition gates:

ANEAWBNZ FFo
3 Bu jing bu jan dong hi qi.
If you donOhave quiet or tranquiity, youwill never see the miracle of moving.

Standing Meditation

Wuji zhuang(JGHAF), or ganding meditation, is trandated as Gtanding pdeOexercise and is the
basis for Taiji movement. In fact, the Taiji form movement is often referred to as Gnoving pokO
(huo huang, 7% #E), highlighting that Taiji movement evolves from practicing sanding wuji
zhuang. Boh the classicd literature of Taijiquan andthe ord tradition oftheinternal martial arts
repeatedly emphasize that wuji Zhnuangprecedes Taiji movement. Chepter Seven, Oraining
Methodsfor Sparring,of The Yang Family Forty Chapters, beginswith this point:

In central equilibrium (what is commonly called Gtanding pokQ), the feet develop
[oot and then youmay study the four sdes and alvance and rdreat [emphasis added].

Well-known sayingswithin theinternal martial arts community further assert:

IRZE AN RE W2 IR A
Lian quan buan Auang, &i fan el liang cang
Practicing form (external movement) without precticing ¢anding pok
islike eating food wth no granin the sorage bin.

F AN —%, [T AN — 3o
Bai dong bu u i jing, bailian bu u yi zan.
One hurdred movements are not as goodas onedtillness;



One hundrel practices are notas good & onegsanding (pok).

Sitting Meditation

Taiji isafuson of eisting martial arts with Daoist philosophies and ggong neditation
practices, and stting meditation has likely dways been an integrd aspect of Taiji practice. All
moden forms of Taiji trace their originsto Chen Wanting (160@®1680), who is credited with
creating what is now referred to as the Chen family style of Taiji. Chen Wangting hmself
referred to his sudy of the Huanging Jing, an esoteric meditation manud tha is pat of the
Daoist Canon. In Cha WangiingOswn words

Recalling pat years, howbravely | foughtto wipe outthe enemy troops and what risks |
went through! Al the favors bestowed upn me are nowin vain! Now old and feeble, |
am accompanied orly by the book of Buang Ting.O life condstsin creating actions of
boxing when feeling depressed, doing fieldwork when the season comes, and pending
leisure time teaching dsciples and children 0 tha they can become worthy members of
the society.

Discussion of dfi cient meditation pratices is congderably beyondthe scope of this paper.
However, agngle passage of the Huangtng Jng does communicate the essence of meditation.
This passage says that "hiding" oneself (fu) in Great Darkness results in "seeing onés own form'"
(jilan wu xng)? This inward looking, in quiet contemplation with the ultimate god of self-
realization, is the essence of meditation espoused by alvanced practitione's of dl the worldOs
great spiritud traditions

Sitting and danding neditation are related, butdo yield dfferent benefits and sould both be
induded in an dficient Taiji curriculum. Both are Gnind/bodyOintegréive exercises of the
nervoussystem and boh grengthen core musculatureN upon which the mechanics of Taiji
movement fundamentally rely. However, in general, Stting meditation is re atively more directed
to theformer and ganding o the latter. The ganding and stting meditation exercises are 0
crudal to éficient Taiji prectice that it is precisely these exercises that were omitted from pubic
teaching when the god was to preserve the GecretOof the art within a small, select group of
family members or disciples. These practices are now an pen secret,Obt little information hes
yet been dsseminaed as to why they are important, and dmog noneof the current Taiji research
has even mentioned them.

In arecent sudy & the University of Illinas, the Taiji/gigong dfect was sgnificant for bdance
and lower body grength two months after beginning an intervention. The seven-movement
choreogrgphed Taiji form was not memorized by he participants untl theend of thefourth
month, therefore much of the credit for the rapid improvement in grength and bdance mus be
attributed to the dtting and ganding nmeditation component of the intervention curriculum. (A
study comparing the effects of Taiji form, standing and stting neditation, and the combined
effects of both, would be interesting. What is certain is that traditiond Taiji teachings, as well as
the traditionsfrom other internal martial arts, assert tha the sanding and stting meditation
prectices are important aspects of practice.)



Choreographed Form Movement

Many different GtylesOof Taiji have evolved ove the past century. Chen, Yang, Sun, Wu, and
Wu (Hao) ae all consdered oithodox syles of Taiji form. Yang Luchan (18001873) was the
first @utsiderOto learn the art from the Chen family. His grandson, Yang Chegfu (18831936),
was thefirst to openly teach a modified vasion of the form to the public. This modified form,
now known asthe Yang Syle, was thefirst to bepopubrized throughoutChina and the world
and o bepronoted and practiced lely for the health benefits. The Yang dyle remainsthe mogs
popubr Taiji form precticed throughou the world, and the Yang farm has been used in the vast
majority of intervention sudiesto dete.

Although he different forms vary in ouward gopearance, the prindples of the movements
remain the same. Undastanding the mechanics of themovementN as oppo®d to memorizing
styles of choreogrgphylN is what is important in undestanding Taiji movement. Once the
movement is undestood (and nd unil), any movement can be doneas Taiji movement. Hence
the GtyleOor outvard appesrance of choreography is ultimately unmportant, butthe principles
of practice and mechanics of movement are essential and cefine Oraiji movement.O

Even if the prindples of practice and mechanics of movement are correctly undestood,
differences in thecomplexity of movement and range of motion $ould be congdered. For
beginning prattitionasin general, and dder adults in particular, the following principles should

apply:

I Theform movement should notbeoverly complicated. The original Chen gyle form, for
example, containsreatively complicated motionstha can orly be performed correctly,
or even undestood, by aept practitioners. These motionsare not necessary to begin to
learn the art and realize benefits of practice and, in my experience, only confuse
beginning pratitionas. For this reason, | have omitted the advanced movements when
teaching beginning sudents of any age The omission of hese advanced movements is
aso wha, in pat, dlowed the modified form taughtby Yang Clengfu o reach a mass
audience.

While the truly complex movement should beomitted, dhallenging posures, such as
kicking notionsrequiring sngleleg gance or backwards walking notions should be
retained to challengehealthy paticipants of any age.

I Therangeof motion $ould be as large as comfortably alowed. A well known saying
within the Chen family tradition asserts GFrom big to amall.O A smilar saying eistsin
Chapter 28 of he Yang Family Forty Chapters: First practice expanding, then lookto
compacting [emphasis added].® Although snaller and snaller circles are posible as
advanced gages of form practice, in orde to initially learn the movement, and 1 increase
rangeof motion and physcal ability, it is hdpful to first practice with larger motions.
Once you undestand and can dothe movement, you @n peform any given drcular
movements in any radiusN there is absolutely no diference in the mechanics of how the
movement is generated.




Some bdieve that a smaller frame form version is beter suited for older or less
physcaly fit pesons while a big frame form is morefitting forthe younge, fronger,
and nore martially minded pasons While it is certainly true that the range of motion
mug be adjuged according to physcal capability of beaginners, it isdso truethat, as jug
explained, snaller movements can represent a highe level of achievement. Whether the
practitioneOsnterest isin heslth ormartial arts, it is advisable for beginners to gradudly
increase the range of motion of formmovements to improve physcal capabilities. The
prindple of Grom big to amallOapplies nat only to am motion, butto all body
movement. Within the comfortable limit of ability, each practitiona should approach the
maximum comfortable limits of waist turning and weight shifting durng form prectice.
In s0 doing, you wil notonly increase range of motion aboutthe body pints, butaso
increase the comfortable range of motionwithin the base of support effectively

increasing the radius aboutwhich you ae able to maintain balance.

I A variety of directiond movement should beinduded in the choreogrgphy. It is said that
Taiji is practice of the Orhirteen movements.OThe thirteen movements are comprised of
the Geight forcesO(peng/lufji/an/cai/lie/zhoukao) and the Give directiongd(advance
retreat, left, right, and eentra equilibrium). In essence, pengAulji/anicai/lie/znoukao are
individud motor ills tha, in combination with thefive directions represent all posible
rangeand drection of hunan movement and force exertion.

It iswell recognized that the traditional long forms mug be consderably abridged for
Taiji to gopeal to amass audience, and rearly al styles of Taiji now advertise shortforms
for mass consumption. When distilling theforms, however, Taiji ingructors should be
careful to slect awide variety of drectiond movement to chdlengehealthy practitionas
of any age. Smply repeating the same or smilar movements will yield limited benefit in
mindbody @nrection.

I Podurestha are paentially injuriousto the knees should beavoided. Knee injuries are
not unmmmon among Taiji prectitionas. According o Taiji prindples, the kness should
be dightly bent. However, beginning gudents of any age should na be encouraged to
practice in lower podures. Besides violating basic Taiji prindples, lower stances will
likely result in an injury to the knees. Smilarly, indructors should enphasize correct
footwork s tha the knees are not stressed during formmovement. The smple pogural
prindple is tha the stance should dways be relaxed and returaN this requires condant
stance adjugment during formpractice.

Agan, these differences in the complexity of movement and range of motion ae applicable to
beginnas of any age, and are mentioned here as a variable sub<t the general principles of Taiji
prectice and mechanics of Taiji movements, which are assumed familiar to any ingructor.

Push-Hands

Although pubk-handsis apillar of Taiji practice and essentia to realize the maximum possible
bendfits of practice, correct practice does require a foundation of ill developed through
standing and stting neditationand formpractice. | do lelieve that pus-handscan be precticed



and enjoyed byolder adults, butthereislittle purpo®in introduwcing tis practice at the
beginning gages of an intervention. Further information ancerning the purpog and interrel ated
nature of the dtting and ganding meditation, form and pu$-handsexercises, including
hypothesized mechanisms, are detailed in Yang 2005!

Intensity and Duration of Intervention/Exercise

All of the prectices of Taiji are gigong, orenergy gathering/nurturing exercises. In this respect
they are condderably different from the o pan, no ganOmentality of Western exercise
regimes. Following piactice onefeels (or should feel) energized and refreshed. For this reason,
preactitioneas of any age can practice every day, and those who begin to redlize the benefits of
prectice often chooto do ug that.

It is traditiondly taughtthat it is beter to practice 10 minutes aday than to practice for onehour
on the weekend, and bdter to practice onehour aday than to practice dl day once aweek.
Practitionas should beencouraged to preactice daily. Beginning piactitionas, however, ae
limited in wha they can practice and frequently only practice during dass time. For this reason,
intervention gudies should provide ingruction and/or organized practice several times a week.

The organization of dass time will affect the comfortable duration of each dass. For example,
ingructionand prattice of form only may quickly become boring to beginning piactitionas.
Alternation of stting and ganding meditation with form practice may hdp practitioners remain
interested and extend indruction/prectice time. Also, theinduson of sSmple moving gigong
exercises as warm-up exercises may add o the perceived vaiety of the class, and because these
movements are ample and repditiousthey may provide a means of paceived sf-
accomplishment or improvement atainable before choreogrgphed formis learned.

Instruction in choreographed formitself should follow the pace of theclass, with &tention notto
exceed the capecity of the paticipants to memorize the form. Older adults do have a lesser
capacity to memorize and rdain choreographad movement, and in ourexperience at the
University of lllinois it took four nonthsof 30 nminutes of formingruction three times a week
for older adults (mean age 80 years) to learn aseven-movement form. Beginning pratitione's of
any age are often frugrated with their inability to memorize choreogrgphed movement, and dl
beginne's should beencouraged and reminded tha it does notmatter in theleast hov soon one
can memorize choreogrgphy.

Teacher Qualifications

Many famoussayingsfrom theinternal martial arts tradition do &sert theimportance of the
ingructor. To share jug acouple:

H R A AT — R
Ku lian dhi nian, bu u mng i yi dian.
Oneword from a knowledgeable teacher will save ten years of had practice.

TRET BB, 2028 W A% 04



Juegiao ao m, xu jing mng $i kou chuan xn shou
Tricks of thetradeand secrets of practice mus be passed on
by dncere indruction fram ateacher who undestandstheart.

However, it is dso said that, utimately, ateacher can only point the direction for asudentN it is
up o the sudent to make the journey. (Shiu ling jin men, xu xing ai geren, JMAZ4HE[ ],
BAT4EA N, which literally means Qhe teacher will lead you b the door, butit is upto the
student to improveQ Much of the importance of theteacher is to outine efficient curriculum for
the gudent. The single best question astudent can ask is Qvhat should | be practicing, and what
percentage of my practice time should bespent on each exercise.OPrecisely because a good
teacher will allow students to benefit from his or he mistakes and thereby meke the studentOs
practice more efficient than his or her own, it is said that the sudent of a good tacher will be
better that the teacher.

Through orgaization, effort, and the generosty of knowledgeable teachers, themod effi cient
practice curriculum can bemass-communicated to poentia ingructors It should berecognized,
however, that such knowedgeis a gift of generationsof master practitiona's who delicated ther
lives to Taiji practiceN a gift that was a zealoudy guaded secret until nottoolong ao. At a
minimum, however, if the Gt of TaijiOis the subject of sudy, dfective teachers must at least be
trained in and aufficiently knowledgeable of the universal prindples and mechanics of Taiji
movement. If indructorsare nat sufficiently trained, what is bang gudied in an intervention
cannotbeconsdered (Oaiji.O
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