

[image: ]




[image: ]




Copyright © 2012 by Robert E. Tangora. All rights reserved. No portion of this book, except for brief review, may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without written permission of the publisher. For information contact Blue Snake Books c/o North Atlantic Books.



	Published by Blue Snake Books,
	 



	an imprint of North Atlantic Books
	Cover illustration ©istockphoto/exxorian



	P.O. Box 12327
	Cover photo by Ron Levy



	Berkeley, California 94712
	Cover design by Brad Greene




The Internal Structure of Cloud Hands: A Gateway to Advanced T’ai Chi Practice is sponsored by the Society for the Study of Native Arts and Sciences, a nonprofit educational corporation whose goals are to develop an educational and cross-cultural perspective linking various scientific, social, and artistic fields; to nurture a holistic view of arts, sciences, humanities, and healing; and to publish and distribute literature on the relationship of mind, body, and nature.


North Atlantic Books’ publications are available through most bookstores. For further information, call 800-733-3000 or visit our websites at www.northatlanticbooks.com and www.bluesnakebooks.com.



PLEASE NOTE: The creators and publishers of this book disclaim any liabilities for loss in connection with following any of the practices, exercises, and advice contained herein. To reduce the chance of injury or any other harm, the reader should consult a professional before undertaking this or any other martial arts, movement, meditative arts, health, or exercise program. The instructions and advice printed in this book are not in any way intended as a substitute for medical, mental, or emotional counseling with a licensed physician or healthcare provider.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Tangora, Robert E.
   The internal structure of cloud hands : a gateway to advanced t’ai chi
practice / Robert E. Tangora; foreword by Michael J. Gelb.
         p. cm.
   Summary: “The Internal Structure of Cloud Hands helps to create a more in-depth understanding of ‘internal’ movement for students of T’ai Chi Ch’uan and other forms of martial arts”—Provided by publisher.
   eISBN: 978-1-58394-737-1
1. Tai chi. I. Title.
    GV504.T39 2012
    613.7’148—dc23

2012002603

v3.1





Dedication

With my deepest gratitude, I dedicate this book to the three masters of t’ai chi ch’uan with whom I have had the privilege of probing the depths of the art: to the late Master Tok Seng Gim, who opened my eyes to the subtle world of body movement, cultivating power, and its manifestation through application and meditation; to Master B. K. Frantzis, whose extraordinary teaching includes many of the internal practices presented in the book; and to the late Master Wang Hao Da, whose playfulness and internal strength surrounding the deepest and most profound lessons in t’ai chi ch’uan taught me to be a bit less serious in these things when they matter most.

I want to thank all my teachers and friends in New York, where I began my study in earnest, who put me on the right track. And also my friends and colleagues elsewhere who gave me honest guidance and sincere support. I especially want to thank my students and close friends in Santa Fe who have supported me and been my “guinea pigs” for the past twenty-some years. Without their insistent questioning and thirst to learn, I probably would have lost my desire to look deeper into this fascinating art. I also want to thank all of those who contributed to this book, including those who helped with editing and lodging. I especially want to thank Ron Levy for the photographs and Carol Rose Brown for the illustrations.

My somewhat obsessive desire to find inherent order and continuity drove my writing of this book. As with all experiential arts, there is a gap between experience and the language that describes it. To explain experience we often resort to metaphor simply because we lack a more accurate language. My goal is to uncover some of the metaphors traditionally used to explain the practice and internal structure of t’ai chi ch’uan and Cloud Hands. This book presents a methodology for learning in a metaphor-rich environment. I hope that you continue to explore these metaphors and uncover their deeper meanings and the riches that I have overlooked.
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Foreword

After twenty-five years of training in the martial arts, I can say that although I’m aware of my own limitations, I’m not a pushover. As a fourth-degree black belt in aikido, I’ve led seminars in dojos around the world and taught for many years at Capital Aikikai in Washington, DC, with Clyde Takeguchi Shihan, and at Aikido Schools of New Jersey with Rick Stickles Shihan. In 2006, I moved from New Jersey to Santa Fe, New Mexico, and immediately sought opportunities to continue my training. Although there were a few competent aikido teachers, there wasn’t anyone on the level to which I had become accustomed. Then a friend suggested that I contact Robert Tangora. I called Robert and he graciously invited me to attend a class as his guest. When I entered his studio, the first thing I noticed was that the mats were on the walls rather than on the floor. At the end of the class, Robert invited the students to experience the projection of ch’i through their bodies. One after the other stood before him and assumed their strongest stance. And each was summarily blasted into the wall (which answered my question about why the mats were on the walls!). I asked if I could have a go and—voilà—despite my strong sense of grounding and years of learning how to flow with oncoming force, I was uprooted and instantaneously projected into the wall. Moreover, Robert generated significant “lift” so that I was sliding down the wall after he threw me. Before my feet reached the ground I exclaimed, “Wow! You’ve got to teach me how to do that.” As I landed, Robert responded, “Sure.”

I enrolled in classes with Robert, studying the Wu long form and his approach to ch’i kung. I also began taking weekly private lessons and attending as many of his seminars as my schedule would allow. The first seminar I took was on Cloud Hands. Having studied and practiced this classic movement for many years, I was surprised to discover that we would be spending two full weekends and a Wednesday evening on just this one movement.

My favorite teachers all have the ability to take complex ideas and make them simple; but at the same time, they often take simple ideas and help me understand intricacies that I have missed. This is what Robert did during those two weekends with the movement of Cloud Hands. This book guides you through everything we learned in that seminar and more. If you think you understand Cloud Hands, you will discover a humbling but exciting new awareness of the complexities of this extraordinary movement. At the same time, its simple beauty and power will become more accessible to you in actual practice.

Leonardo da Vinci drew his infamous Vitruvian Man in a squared circle for his friend’s book on divine proportion, aiming to illustrate the thesis that the human body is a microcosm of the universe. For Leonardo, the body was an expression of divine symmetry and harmony and a mirror of the cosmic order. Leonardo wrote, “Everything connects to everything else.” Robert teaches Cloud Hands in a way that helps you make connections between every phase of this elegant movement and all of your practice of t’ai chi, ch’i kung, and daily life. In the process, you’ll discover a new sense of divine symmetry and harmony in your practice.

Leonardo is the supreme archetype of the Renaissance man. Robert Tangora is a contemporary Renaissance man, and his exceptional background helps us understand his ability to convey both the science and art of t’ai chi. As an accomplished defense attorney who regularly pleads before the New Mexico Supreme Court, Robert has cultivated the ability to develop and express a compelling, logical argument to make his case. He brings that gift to elucidating the elements of Cloud Hands in a clear, incisive, and easy-to-follow manner. In addition to practicing law, Robert has also worked as a restorer of antiques, for Sotheby’s among others, and his sense of aesthetics is very well developed. Thus, he also brings an artistic awareness to this exploration that illuminates its more subtle and intangible aspects.

This whole-brain approach is a perfect way to explore a movement that is a simple and complete expression of the harmony between yin and yang. You’ll also discover in these pages a rare understanding of the harmony between the martial, healing, and spiritual aspects of Cloud Hands in particular and t’ai chi in general. The T’ai Chi Classics counsel us to “Be still like a mountain, and move like a great river.” The discovery of stillness in movement and movement in stillness is a delightful paradox at the heart of all internal arts. My original aikido teacher, Takeguchi Shihan, would often comment on such expressions of theoretical principles by noting, “Easy to say, hard to do.” In The Internal Structure of Cloud Hands, Robert Tangora guides us to bridge the gap.

—Michael J. Gelb, author of How to Think Like Leonardo da Vinci


Introduction: Why Cloud Hands?

This book explores why the movements and postures of Cloud Hands in t’ai chi ch’uan feel so complete and how Cloud Hands provides a paradigm for the internal practice of t’ai chi ch’uan. Many practitioners of t’ai chi ch’uan consider Cloud Hands to be the exemplary movement in the art. Some speak of the posture in mythological or mystical terms; its elegance is truly beautiful to behold and experience. It has a floating, billowing quality like rolling clouds. Some practice it as a solo exercise, in which it stands on its own as a very developed ch’i kung (nei kung),1 and others practice it as an integral part of t’ai chi ch’uan form practice. Yet for all the accolades, it is difficult to put your finger on why this particular posture is endowed with such richness and completeness. One aspect underlying the sense of completeness in Cloud Hands is its internal and external symmetry. No other movement in the t’ai chi ch’uan forms contains the internal and external symmetry of Cloud Hands. Because of this symmetry, Cloud Hands more readily allows access to deeper internal principles than do other postures.

Internal and external symmetry is first introduced in the opening movement of t’ai chi ch’uan or Commencement.2 The symmetry in Commencement is simpler than in Cloud Hands because Commencement does not involve turning, shifting, or stepping. Commencement trains how to internally change in such a manner that the four primary chin (peng, liu, ji, and an; in English, ward-off, rollback, press, and push)3 are strengthened and supported through a vertical circular pattern. Because Cloud Hands involves weight shifting, waist turning, and stepping, it forms a more complete paradigm for the t’ai chi ch’uan form than does Commencement.

For the sake of convention this book refers to three components of internal power: 1) cross-body power;4 2) left-right alignment or joint power;5 and 3) zhong ding power.6 All postures (and transitions) in t’ai chi ch’uan utilize all three components of internal power, but the balance between the three differs from posture to posture. Cloud Hands emphasizes the stable power of the zhong ding, which manifests in symmetrical patterns as you turn, step, and shift weight. Cloud Hands also clearly maps how the nei chin changes that are developed in Commencement coordinate with turning, shifting weight, and stepping. Another aspect of Cloud Hands that contributes to its completeness is its emphasis on the power and energy developed in the zhong ding. In contrast to many other postures in t’ai chi ch’uan, some of which rely more heavily on cross-body power or left-right alignment power, Cloud Hands primarily utilizes power from the stability and strength of your center.

Of the thirteen postures in the T’ai Chi Classics,7 Cloud Hands is the stepping method of zhong ding. This stepping method is the fundamental stepping method in t’ai chi ch’uan because it embodies the internal process of stepping, turning, and weight shifting regardless of the direction of the step. The other four stepping methods (step forward, step back, look left, and look right) are variations on the zhong ding method. Thus, Cloud Hands is a paradigm for the internal symmetry in t’ai chi ch’uan through the hidden relationship between the stepping method, the changes of nei chin, and cross-body power.

This book is beneficial for a wide range of practitioners of movement, healing, and martial arts. Even though it is written primarily for practitioners with a solid foundation in t’ai chi ch’uan, for less-experienced practitioners, the basic training methods can bypass years of incomplete training and erase incorrect habits already formed. Even if the reader has no interest in learning a t’ai chi ch’uan form, the solo exercise of Cloud Hands, when properly practiced, sheds a bright light on understanding movement and health from the inside out. I assume the reader is familiar with core concepts from t’ai chi ch’uan, e.g., song, nei chin, ch’i, and zhong ding. Unfortunately, many of these concepts are often misunderstood or not taught at all. To assist the reader I will explain many of the core concepts in depth throughout the book. The book is in part t’ai chi ch’uan theory and in part a training manual to facilitate experiencing some of the deeper and less obvious aspects of internal training. I provide a step-by-step methodology for bringing the theoretical into concrete practice and application. The methodology is valid whether the reader’s interest is from movement, martial arts, or health.

The book begins with some of the simplest aspects of training t’ai chi ch’uan, such as how weight is shifted from one foot to another, and builds systematically toward internal practices that have little or no physical counterpart. Along the way, each component is integrated using Cloud Hands and supplemental exercises.

The unique aspect of this book is how it brings the esoteric aspects of t’ai chi ch’uan into real practice. I utilize the T’ai Chi Classics as a training manual and a theoretical treatise. This book is a guide to understanding how the meditative, health, and martial aspects of the art intertwine. The health benefits gained from practicing Cloud Hands, or any style of t’ai chi ch’uan, are bound together with the three components of internal power. To gain the complete health benefits, you must practice and integrate all three components of internal power. Each provides a component of internal health cultivation, and the sum is greater than the parts. Likewise, the underlying meditation practices must be integrated to fully access the internal power in a martial context. T’ai chi ch’uan works as a health exercise for the same reasons it works as a martial art. And it works as an effective martial art in large part because of its relationship to meditation. Without an understanding of its internal structure and meditation, its health benefits are diminished along with its martial prowess.

I also assume that the reader has a working practice of Cloud Hands in either Yang or Wu style t’ai chi ch’uan. For readers who need to review or learn the basic movements, I provide a free download of the basic movement and supplemental exercises on my website.8 I exclusively address Yang and Wu styles of Cloud Hands because I have an insufficient grounding in other styles.

People often ask for supplemental exercises to help them learn the underlying principles. Out of the many exercises that can reinforce the internal mechanics of Cloud Hands, I have chosen six that I find most helpful. Three are from the spinal ch’i kung set: Center to Periphery, Earth to Heaven, and Rolling Ball Cloud Hands. Two are from Master Wang Hao Da’s zhong ding exercises, which he never named, so I have taken the liberty in naming them Turning Post and Swimming. I have also included one partner exercise that I created, Zhong Ding Gathering. Whether you are a beginner or an experienced practitioner, I strongly recommend practicing the supplemental exercises in the book.

These exercises are designed to help the reader experience the underlying energy and principles discussed in this book in a more simplified context than in Cloud Hands. Also included are several other partner exercises to help reinforce the components of Cloud Hands. When you engage in partner practice, the goal is to facilitate rather than to compete. Be creative and don’t hesitate to use other exercises that help you to learn. As you progress through the book, take time to cultivate and integrate each piece of Cloud Hands. This process takes time and patience, but each subsequent piece is built on the previous one and assumes some level of clear execution.

When practicing Cloud Hands, t’ai chi ch’uan, and the exercises, it is important to distinguish between sensitivity to ch’i9 and having an abundance of ch’i. It is possible for people to develop extraordinary sensitivity to ch’i but at the same time have very little ch’i in their system. For example, when people become very sick they often become hypersensitive to the energy in their bodies. This makes sense as a survival mechanism because heightened sensitivity during extreme illness conserves the precious resource of life still available. Heightened sensitivity also accompanies having an abundance of ch’i in your system. As the volume of ch’i increases, your capacity to feel is dramatically enhanced. This paradox gives rise to potential pitfalls when practicing t’ai chi ch’uan. Without clear feedback, people who are sensitive to ch’i often mistake sensitivity for abundance, and people with physical strength often mistake external power for abundance!

The goal of any good nei kung training is to develop both sensitivity and power. Just gaining power from nei kung is as much of a pitfall as just gaining sensitivity. Good nei kung does both by placing equal importance on feeling and learning to manifest a particular energetic property. As you grow in practice, it is increasingly important to engage with the energy of as many people as possible because it is very easy to have false reads about your ch’i and its abundance. This is true whether your emphasis is martial skills, movement, meditation, or healing.

Be Still Like a Mountain, Flow Like a River

Standing practices cultivate some of the most basic and important relationships in Cloud Hands and t’ai chi ch’uan. Basic standing practices cultivate undifferentiated internal energy. Once you begin to move, however, the undifferentiated internal energy separates. Standing allows you to focus without the distraction of movement, develops stable alignments and strength, and forces you to listen internally. For all the virtues of standing, which are many, if you don’t have a methodology for transferring standing into movement you will lose many of its benefits. Standing cannot support movement if its core practice differs from moving practice. Standing without moving practice can create many false reads of the zhong ding. Standing and moving require each other.

The T’ai Chi Classics10 speak to this: “Be still like a mountain, move like a great river.” At any point in the flow of the river (movement) you should have the stability of a mountain. Conversely, when still (standing), you should internally have the flow of a great river. Thus, standing should incorporate movement and movement standing.

Both standing and moving practices provide internal feedback. Standing practices provide great feedback in isolation, whereas motion provides feedback in myriad forms. It is very difficult to cultivate zhong ding exclusively from standing practices because it is too easy to inadvertently build in instability. And it is very difficult to cultivate zhong ding exclusively through moving practices because they are initially inherently unstable. You can develop a strong center from standing practices without the capacity to change in response to the world; and you can move without a strong center. It is therefore important to practice both standing and moving.

At first, cooperative exercises are useful to help distinguish one internal experience from another. Cooperation is key in the beginning stages because the level of energy is low, the level of skill is relatively low, and the potential for mistaking external strength for internal development is high (especially for martial artists). Don’t measure yourself by how far you can throw someone or how strong you are; rather, focus on correct development of internal energy and power.

Cooperative push hands is t’ai chi ch’uan’s traditional method to help practitioners progress from static standing and form to martial practice. Cooperative push hands expands on the range and volume of energy engaged in form or nei kung practice. Cooperative push hands allows you to cultivate song11 (looseness) in your tissue and joints without the challenge to your health that all-out martial practice entails. Cooperative push hands also allows you to increase the amount of power used in a relatively nonconfrontational manner.

Cooperative push hands also begins incorporating meditation into t’ai chi ch’uan by intentionally agitating the mind through a playful and energizing practice. As a practical matter, it gradually increases adversity while maintaining sensitivity to your partner’s reactions and comfort. It is a great challenge to move people forward into adversity without disrupting their balance and comfort. Cooperative push hands strives to move the practitioner toward maintaining quiet and emotional noninvolvement in the face of adversity. The degree of sensitivity developed through cooperative push hands far exceeds what can be achieved exclusively with cooperative exercises because the level of adversity climbs with a person’s confidence and skill. In the end, cooperative push hands is not cooperative, but still allows practitioners to explore without the danger of severe injury.

Cooperative push hands is also the first level of interactive practice that truly includes meditation practices. Cooperative push hands allows you to empty and quiet your mind in a mildly adversarial context. The agitation and threat of cooperative push hands is not too great. Therefore, you can maintain quiet similar to sitting alone. Cooperative push hands opens you slowly and allows you to go deeper without the fear and anxiety associated with overtly adversarial practices.

You can make your body open and song through cooperative push hands, but you cannot develop song and looseness in your mind without true adversarial energy. The adversarial energy need not be martial—we all face adversarial energy in life, our relationships, work, and walking down the street. The beauty of cooperative push hands is that it can teach us how to learn from processing adversity. What we learn can be carried into all aspects of our lives. In this respect, cooperative push hands is a miniature laboratory, in which we study ourselves during our interactions with others. Remember, t’ai chi ch’uan is not just martial—it equally involves learning to heal, and, more importantly, it teaches us how to be calm, comfortable, and adaptable in the face of adversity. Also remember that skill in cooperative push hands does not automatically translate into martial skill. If you want to learn fighting, you need to practice fighting. Cooperative push hands will help in that process by cultivating sound core principles, but it is not a substitute.


1. The term ch’i kung or “skilled breath or energy practice” is a modern umbrella term that describes many kinds of internal and external practices. Nei kung, or “skilled internal practice,” is a specific type of ch’i kung that has its roots in ancient practices, and its primary purpose is to harmonize body and ch’i.

2. Master Seng Gim Tok would also refer to Commencement as “separating powers” because of its hidden pattern of change between the four primary chin. Master B. K. Frantzis describes them in detail as the four combinations of opening and closing the upper and lower body.

3. Chin is an expression of internal energy or power in a particular manner. Nei chin emphasizes that the power is internal rather than external.

4. Cross-body power is the most commonly illustrated component of internal power illustrated in t’ai chi ch’uan books. It refers, on a basic level, to the relationship between opposite leg and arm, and the turning of your waist.

5. Left-right alignment power describes, on a basic level, the strength that comes from aligning the shoulders, hips, and feet. It lies at the heart of the commonly used instruction to set the distance between your feet at “shoulder width.”

6. Zhong ding power describes, on a basic level, the strength that comes from having a stable center. The zhong ding is often translated as “central equilibrium” or “central channel.” Your zhong ding extends from the crown of your head through you perineum into the earth. It is also one of the five stepping methods of t’ai chi ch’uan.

7. The thirteen postures refer to: the four primary chin: peng, liu, ji, and an; the four combinations, lieh, t’sai, kao, and zhou; and the five stepping methods, which are step forward, step backward, step left, step right, and step around your center (zhong ding).

8. www.tangorataichi.com

9. Ch’i is most often translated as “breath” or “internal energy.” It is a different word than chi in t’ai chi ch’uan, which is part of the compound word t’ai chi, which translates as “grand ultimate.”

10. Here and throughout the book I reference the T’ai Chi Classics. I make no claim to translating the phrases literally. Several books in the bibliography have translations of the Classics. I strongly recommend spending the time to look at the variations presented.

11. Song is one of the most cultivated qualities in t’ai chi ch’uan. There is no English-language equivalent for the word, which implies a state of relaxed looseness that is connected throughout the body, ch’i, and mind.




1

A Study of Commencement in T’ai Chi Ch’uan

Before diving into the depths of Cloud Hands, let us return to the beginning of the t’ai chi ch’uan form to clarify some of the internal concepts that are fundamental to t’ai chi ch’uan. The opening movement of t’ai chi ch’uan, or Commencement, is also called Separating Powers or Separating Chin. Separating Chin suggests that Commencement teaches you how to internally change from one chin to another. In Commencement, the pattern of change is from peng to ji, from ji to liu, and from liu to an. The four chin in this pattern support the external vertical circling of the arms in Commencement. The pattern of changing from one chin to another is not the same throughout the t’ai chi ch’uan form; rather, it changes in response to the real or imaginary opponents’ force and energy. Commencement contains all three components of internal power, although the turning component of internal power is at its minimum and is only generated by internal rotations. One virtue of Commencement practice is that it compels the practitioner to cultivate internal power without relying on the physical strength gained from turning your waist. This is more true with Commencement than with any other movement in the form.

T’ai chi ch’uan utilizes the four internal chin (peng, ji, liu, and an—ward-off, press, rollback, and push) throughout the form. These chin are the building blocks of the entire form. As the form progresses, they may be done on both sides in unison or in any possible combination. The combinations give rise to the eight postures and are fundamentally connected to the five stepping methods.12 The form, cooperative push hands, and fighting can all be understood as the interplay between the four fundamental chin, their combinations, and the stepping methods. Together they are the “Thirteen Postures.”

The following photographs show how the four chin are generated in Commencement.

[image: ]

In figure 1-1, you are externally still (wu chi13) and as soon as you begin to move, you begin to generate peng chin.

In figure 1-2, you have moved from wu chi into peng, or ward-off. Peng is the primary chin. Peng is cultivated by closing and sinking the lower body (below your ming men/tan tien14) and allowing the upper body to open and float. Any time you manifest peng (as in Commencement) you must continuously sink. Any break in sinking, either physical or energetic, will result in internal breaking and diminished power. Peng floats the upper body; the lower body, like water, must support the upper. During peng you should sink and expand downward as well as expand upward. Peng is the rising energy created from sinking, separating yin and yang. Peng is the primary chin; the other chin (liu, ji, and an; or rollback, press, and push) can be understood as directional changes in peng. Peng is yang emerging from yin. In Commencement, peng begins and initiates the lifting of your hands, and finishes (to maintain circularity) just before they reach the desired height.

Figure 1-3 shows the completion of ji, the second chin in Commencement. Ji, or press, is a sharp discharge that triangulates the power from both sides of the body into one point. Internally, ji is supported by opening all the joints in your body simultaneously while focusing the power into one point. In Commencement, ji is the extension from your lower tan tien into your five points (bai hui,15 the hearts of the palms, and bubbling wells in the feet) simultaneously. Ji is pure yang. Ji flows without interruption from the completion of peng. Ji completes when simultaneously your arms reach their maximum extension from your spine, your spine reaches its maximum lengthening, and your legs reach their maximum lengthening from your pelvis. Remember to divide your spine vertically at your ming men and use the ming men/lower tan tien as the center of your body. When executing ji, expand externally and open the joints simultaneously. As always, all the micro- and macromovements should start and finish together. Focus on triangulating the power of both sides of your body through your fingertips to a distant point.

Figure 1-4 demonstrates the completion of liu, or rollback. Liu is the inverse of ji. In Commencement, liu is the drawing in simultaneously from the five points into your lower tan tien. Liu is pure yin. It completes when your arms and legs reach their maximum contraction and your spine reaches its maximum contraction into your ming men. In Cheng Tzu’s Thirteen Treatises on T’ai Chi Ch’uan, liu is described as a ball absorbing the opponent’s force. B. K. Frantzis describes liu as the capacity to absorb and control your opponent’s force. In addition to absorbency, liu has another function to deflect an opponent’s force; however, this is a function of turning your waist, rather than absorbing by closing your joints. In practice, both aspects of liu can be intermixed and done simultaneously or separately.

Figure 1-5 illustrates the completion of an chin, or push. An is the most difficult to comprehend and master of the four chin. An requires you to push downward using your legs and waist. Think of creating a loop of power from your feet, up your back to your bai hui, and down the front of your body into your arms and hands. To help connect the loop, the front body (yin) relaxes and sinks downward, and the back body (yang) lengthens and stretches upward. In Commencement, an is the downward pushing of your palms to the end of the sequence. Internally, an is supported by opening the joints in your lower body and closing the joints in your upper body. In practice, an directs power downward into your opponent’s legs.

Figure 1-6 illustrates the completion of Commencement. When you finish an, release all internal chin into the ground and connect to it through your fingertips.

There are several misconceptions surrounding the four chin. For instance, some people think of an, or push, as a projecting power like ji, or press. This confusion is reinforced by practicing Fixed Step Push Hands without clearly distinguishing the different chin and their pairing.16 The four chin that form separating powers are supported by four internal changes in your joints. In peng, the joints in your lower body close while the joints in your upper body open; in ji, all the joints open; in liu, all the joints close; in an, the joints in your lower body open while the joints in your upper body close. The four named postures in Grasping Sparrow’s Tail of t’ai chi ch’uan (peng, liu, ji, and an) are exemplary movements for manifesting each chin. However, there is nothing that prevents a practitioner from outwardly doing a movement, for example ji, and internally doing a different chin, such as liu. This allows the skilled players to present an external shape with a different underlying internal power.

The sequence of changing chin from press to push in t’ai chi ch’uan is the same as the pattern used in each arm as it circles in Cloud Hands, but the starting point of the sequence is different. In press to push, the sequence begins at the bottom of the circle. In Cloud Hands, the sequence begins at the quadrant 90 degrees away. In either case, this is a different sequence than Commencement, which patterns from peng to ji to liu to an.

Center to Periphery Ch’i Kung

Center to Periphery ch’i kung trains, in a simplified context, the left-right alignment power component of ji (expanding out) and liu (sucking in). It also cultivates center-to-periphery and periphery-to-center movement of your body and ch’i on several levels. The macromovement is illustrated and the more subtle internal movements are explained below.
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Figure 1-7 shows the most closed and drawn-inward position. At this point, your body has squatted, your kwa17 has closed, and your arms and legs are wrapped inward. To move from this position to the next: Begin by slowly and continuously tucking your pelvis forward while simultaneously pushing downward through your lower body and legs and gradually expanding your upper body and arms upward and outward. Your ch’i is also expanding from your center to your periphery.

Figure 1-8 shows the midpoint of expanding. At this point, as before, your ch’i is simultaneously expanding outward in all directions. Your pelvis is continuing to tuck forward, and your arms have separated and pushed upward to align with the insides of your shoulders, or “shoulder nests.”18 Your spine is not upright; rather, it is roughly halfway between a squat and being fully open. To move from this position to figure 1-9, continue to tuck and push the lower body as well as expand and press the upper body outward.

Figure 1-9 shows the maximum expansion. At this point, your ch’i has reached its maximum expansion. Your lower and upper body have fully expanded. One challenge in moving and straightening from figure 1-7 to figure 1-9 is that all body parts and the tucking of your pelvis must be in continuous motion and simultaneously completed.

To move from figure 1-9 to figure 1-10, you reverse all the internal processes. Begin closing from your periphery into your center (lower tan tien).

Figure 1-10 illustrates the midpoint closing. At this point, you are sucking your legs and arms into your torso and lower tan tien. You are squatting, wrapping, and closing your kwa as well as wrapping and closing inward with your arms and shoulders. Again, these actions must occur simultaneously and continuously. To progress from figure 1-10 to figure 1-11 (same as figure 1-7) continue with the internal processes until you reach your maximum gathering.

Several points of refinement must be integrated in Center to Periphery ch’i kung before moving into the more subtle internal practice. The T’ai Chi Classics state, “One part moves, all parts move; one part stops, all parts stop.” In this context what must occur is continuous movement of all parts until they reach their maximum expansion, and all parts must reach the maximum expansion without any part stopping prematurely. The most common error in practicing this nei kung is having your legs and waist stop while your upper body continues to the final position. The solution is to either slow down the motion of your lower body or speed up the motion of your upper body. In either case, when one part reaches its maximum expansion or contraction, everything must reach its maximum expansion or contraction.

When you can execute this ch’i kung and complete the expansion and contraction simultaneously, then you are ready to cultivate fusing your physical expansion and contraction with the energetic expansion and contraction of your ch’i. By the time you can integrate the physical timing, you will have a clear sensation of your ch’i expanding and contracting. Most will experience their ch’i expanding and contracting beyond the limits of their physical bodies. Work directly with the feeling of your ch’i expanding and contracting without using your imagination. If you do not have a clear perception of your ch’i expanding and contracting, then just listen until your perception of your ch’i becomes clear. Don’t substitute imagining your energy expanding with your capacity to directly experience your energy expanding.

When you have a clear perception of your energy expanding and contracting, simply time your physical expanding and contracting to harmonize with your energetic expanding and contracting. This begins the basic training of your ch’i leading your body. If you alter your ch’i to match your body, you will limit the range of your expansion and contraction. Instead adjust your body to match your ch’i.

The next and by far most difficult integration that occurs with this ch’i kung is coordinating the expanding and contracting on the macrolevel, which was just described, with the expanding and contracting on the microlevel. Consider again the phrase from the T’ai Chi Classics, “One part moves, all parts move.” The “parts” now become more numerous. They include each individual joint and cavity in your body. The holy grail of this exercise is to make every joint and cavity in your body expand and contract exactly in phase with the expansion and contraction of your ch’i and macrobody movement. This obviously is a lengthy learning process, but it is vitally important. The complete execution of liu and ji depend on it.

Earth to Heaven and Heaven to Earth Ch’i Kung

Earth to Heaven and Heaven to Earth ch’i kung from the spinal ch’i kung set cultivates the internal processes that result in the smooth flow of energy from earth to heaven and from heaven to earth. This ch’i kung develops peng and an energy in t’ai chi ch’uan and stabilizes the ch’i on the zhong ding. As with the Center to Periphery ch’i kung, every part of your body must complete its movement simultaneously at the point where the movement changes from up to down or down to up.
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Figure 1-12 illustrates the maximum sink position. At this position, your internal and physical external sinking are at their maximum. A few points of external alignment are important. First, the width of your stance should be proportionate to the depth of your squat. Regardless of how deep you squat, your knees should never extend further forward over your foot than the base of your toes. Secondly, the degree of outward spread of your legs is regulated by the relationship between your squat and the looseness in your hips and pelvis. When you reach your maximum squat, your hips and pelvis must remain loose and the alignment between your hip, knee, and ankle must not be collapsed or stressed. You can increase the spread outward of the angle of your feet as long as your pelvis remains loose and your knees align with your feet. The easiest indicator is whether your feet rock inward as you spread wider. You should not go wider than just before your feet begin to rock inward. In this position and throughout the exercise, your spine and zhong ding should be vertically upright.

To move from this position in figure 1-12 to figure 1-13, lift with your whole body directly upward. As you lift upward, your arms move upward and gather inward. You continue until your legs, torso, and arms reach roughly half of their maximum upward extension and your palms reach their left-right alignments.

Figure 1-14 illustrates the maximum upward lift. To move from figure 1-13 to figure 1-14, continue to lift your whole body and arms upward, but bring your elbow to join your palm on your left-right alignments at the point of maximum upward extension. At this position, your spine must reach its maximum upward opening along with the rest of your body. Your energy should simultaneously extend through your bai hui into heaven. As you move from figure 1-12 to figure 1-14 your mental focus should move from your maximum extension into the earth to its maximum extension into heaven. As with the Center to Periphery ch’i kung, don’t use your imagination. Develop actual kinesthetic awareness. Change from upward to downward simultaneously in your mind, ch’i, and body. Seek to harmonize the movement of your body, energy, and mind.

To move from figure 1-14 to figure 1-15, sink from heaven to earth. Allow your body to relax and sink downward. It is important that your body and arms sink simultaneously. Begin at the maximum upward position (figure 1-14) and simply bring your arms downward. Listen to the effect the height of your arms has on your spine. As your arms drop, your spine lengthens downward. As the downward lengthening reaches your pelvic girdle, an internal pressure fills your abdominal cavity. Release the pressure by opening the joints in your pelvis outward and downward to allow the energy to flow into your legs and into the earth. At the height of your pelvis, your hands reinforce the opening of the joints by creating an analogous opening through your shoulders.

To move from figure 1-15 to figure 1-16 (same as figure 1-12), continue to release downward, stimulating the ch’i to flow on the insides of your thighs and calves. The movement completes with a surge of energy into the ground, and the rebound triggers the repeat of the cycle.

An important aspect of this ch’i kung, which is easy to overlook, is that your awareness must move without break from earth to heaven and from heaven to earth. Your mind, ch’i, and body must be harmonized so that each change from earth to heaven and from heaven to earth occurs simultaneously in your body, ch’i, and mind.

In both these spinal ch’i kung exercises and in Cloud Hands, the change points present the possibility of stagnation. How do you stop one direction of movement and initiate the opposite direction of movement without creating a static point in between? The key is in yin and yang complementing one another. When your awareness, ch’i, and body reach their maximum, your mind must go quiet. From the quiet arises the reversal, and your mind, ch’i, and body follow it. It is important to let your awareness become song, releasing to induce the natural rise of the opposite.


12. T’ai chi ch’uan is said to have originally consisted of thirteen postures. The “postures” are the four primary ones from Grasping Sparrow’s Tail (which corresponds with the four primary chin: peng, ji, liu, and an). The next four are combinations of the four primary chin. The remaining five are the stepping methods in t’ai chi ch’uan.

13. Wu chi is the standing posture from which you begin to move. As soon as you move, wu chi transforms into t’ai chi or yin and yang.

14. The lower tan tien is located approximately three fingers below your navel and one-third the distance from your skin to your spine. It is very close to the center of gravity of your body, and it is one of the principle reservoirs of internal energy and awareness. The ming men is located along the outside of your spine, directly behind the tan tien.

15. Your bai hui is located on the crown of your head, just in front of the lump that extends backward. It is where the energy in your spine and zhong ding join as well as the meeting point for several other energetic circulations. It is the energetic point from which you extend upward and where you are suspended from heaven.

16. Fixed Step Push Hands is a two-person training practice in which the people face each other. It trains neutralizing your opponent’s force and develops sensitivity and power. Each person goes through a cycle of the four chin: peng, liu, an and ji. The respective cycles are out of phase such that when one person executes peng, their opponent executes an; when one person executes ji, their opponent executes liu.

17. The kwa generally refers to the region bounded by the hips and waist. It also refers to deep-seated energetic cavities situated on the left-right alignments in this region.

18. The shoulder nest is deeper into the body than most people think. The inner shoulder nest is a bit deeper. To locate it, insert your middle finger deeply into the middle of your armpit above your rib cage and below your shoulder joint until you experience a clear release of your shoulder joint.
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The Components of Internal Power and Health

I use the terminology mentioned in the introduction extensively in describing the different components of internal power: 1) cross-body, 2) left-right alignment, and 3) zhong ding. Understanding each component separately opens the possibility of combining them to increase the health benefits from practicing t’ai chi ch’uan, and to create a stronger unified power. In t’ai chi ch’uan, the most easily accessed power and neutralizing energy is developed biomechanically. T’ai chi ch’uan’s basic neutralizing and power training combines refined physical alignments and powerful waist turning with pushing and stretching through the legs and body.

The more subtle and, ultimately, more effective internal power training in t’ai chi ch’uan requires much more attention to internal energy, subtle alignments, and releasing the tension throughout the body, energy, and mind. Without disciplined alignments and proper physical mechanics, however, the internal energy will remain trapped within. Regardless of the mental effort, the internal energy will lack real effect. This happens on the most basic level because your muscles are at times working in opposition to one another. When this occurs, some of your strength fights against other strength in your body and diminishes potential power. More importantly, internal strength against strength constricts the flow of ch’i, which diminishes effectiveness. Although this cannot be entirely eliminated, it can be reduced by refining alignments to maximize the power generated by a particular movement.

The basic health benefits associated with each component of internal power are: cross-body power with soft- and connective-tissue health and biomechanical health; left-right alignment power with joint, spine, and vascular health; zhong ding power with spine, nervous system, glandular, and organ health. Each component of internal power constantly contributes to each posture, transition, or application in t’ai chi ch’uan. Similarly, the health benefits of one component are not the exclusive domain of that component. They overlap and reinforce one another. The genius of t’ai chi ch’uan forms is that, given a particular application and configuration of your body, it provides a matrix to maximize the martial or healing power. The relationship between the components of internal power and their associated health benefits will be explored in more depth in later chapters.

Cross-Body Turning Power

Cross-body connections develop clear lines of force in your body and provide the necessary foundation for manifesting internal changes. They allow the practitioner to progress from using muscular strength to a more refined and balanced strength, which requires less force to generate the same power. Cross-body power is an appropriate starting point for learning how to cultivate internal power. You can access power without having control or much awareness over the more subtle internal components. As a result, your body begins to loosen and relax, especially your waist in a horizontal plane. The T’ai Chi Classics describe the function of the waist with two distinct phrases: one describes the waist as the axle around which turns a wheel; the second describes the waist as the commander.

The axle-and-wheel analogy is more easily understood than the commander analogy, yet it contains some subtlety. It is easy to turn your waist and imagine it revolving around a central axle. In this analogy, the axle is your zhong ding and the edge of your body is the wheel. In this model, the whole body turns in unison. Importantly, the force that drives the turning comes from your back, or the edge of the wheel, not the zhong ding itself. Where the waist connects to the wheel (ming men) is where the wheel is turned around the axle (zhong ding). This biomechanical relationship is the most commonly illustrated component of internal power in t’ai chi ch’uan books, is the one most often taught, and will be explored in more detail later in the book. It is often illustrated with lines of force drawn from one foot and sent across the back and out the opposite arm. Unfortunately, it is rarely taught clearly, and it is frequently mistaken for the complete art of t’ai chi ch’uan.

As a beginning practice, the body and ch’i revolve in unison with the turning. This whole-body power is the beginning point of understanding the analogy. Here, the inner and outer work in unison and are indistinct. The body and ch’i are a unified whole with a fixed connection between the center and wheel. Yang and yin ch’i are not internally separated (though they are physically separated by weight distribution between the legs). Over time, the zhong ding begins loosening from the soft tissue, and yin and yang ch’i begin to separate. This process is discussed in chapter 11, Zhong Ding Power in Cloud Hands.

The second function of the waist, as described in the T’ai Chi Classics, is to connect the upper and lower body and integrate them into a unified whole. The waist does this by pumping vertically. This characteristic is what is meant by “the waist is the commander.” The vertical pumping of the waist connects the legs and arms and also provides a significant boost in power beyond that generated by the turning of the waist. As with the turning power of the waist, this biomechanical principle will be developed in greater detail in the chapters on Cloud Hands.

Left-Right Alignment Power

The second component of internal power in t’ai chi ch’uan comes from the alignment of the skeleton and the opening and closing of the joints along the left and right alignments. The left-right alignments are first approximated by placing your legs and feet “shoulder width”19 apart. Locating the actual alignments requires a heightened degree of internal sensitivity. The correct left-right alignments, regardless of posture, are the alignments that allow your joints to evenly compress and expand while not interfering with the soft tissues spiraling evenly and continuously up and down the entire length of the left-right alignments. In short, left-right alignment power comes from unifying your structural alignments with the opening and closing of your joints. Not an easy task!

Biomechanical twists and spirals are generated by the continuous opening and closing combined with continuous turning of the waist (the spirals can be generated to a lesser degree without one of these components). As the spirals on the left-right channels deepen, they are limited in their refinement by the degree to which you can release internally (song). The deeper you can song, the deeper the spirals along your left-right alignments go into your body. When you fully loosen, your spirals move around your bones rather than through your soft tissue. These concepts are developed further in the chapters on Cloud Hands.

The late Master Wang Hao Da’s Swimming is a good nei kung exercise for cultivating your left-right alignments. This exercise initially loosens your shoulders. It looks like performing the breast stroke. It is practiced forward and in reverse. Begin with your arms extended forward and your palms twisted out so that your palms are facing outward and your thumbs downward.
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Figure 2-2 illustrates the point where your arms are extended at shoulder height and with your thumbs turned inward and downward, so your palms face outward, 90 degrees from parallel to the ground.

To move from figure 2-2 to figure 2-3, gather inward, pulling your hands toward your heart. Simultaneously twist your palms (leading with your thumbs) inward, rotating up and outward. Here your palms face upward and your middle fingers and elbows form a straight line.

Figure 2-4 illustrates simultaneously sinking your chest, extending your elbows slightly forward, and drawing your pinkie fingers further toward your heart.

To move from figure 2-4 to figure 2-5, continue to sink your chest, extending your elbows forward, and keep your palms facing upward. Twist your hands outward until your palms are along your sides, your palms still facing upward.

To move from figure 2-5 to figure 2-6, lengthen your back from your spine into your shoulders, elbows, and hands. Simultaneously fill and trace a round shape with your hands moving forward and twist your hands from palms facing upward to palms facing outward (thumbs down). During this entire movement you should gather your ch’i internally.

To change from figure 2-6 to figure 2-7, wait until the last bit of your outward movement, then release outward through your hands in a quick discharge. During the discharge, your palms twist from outward to downward. This is illustrated in figure 2-7 (same as figure 2-2).

From the beginning position, twist inward and draw down your left and right alignments into the ground. The downward twisting completes in figure 2-5. Then as you twist outward, draw upward along your left and right alignments into your shoulders, then elbows, and into your fingertips until the quick release immediately preceding figure 2-7.

Zhong Ding Power

The third component of internal power is the most elusive and difficult to manifest. It relies entirely on your internal energy and mind, rather than your biomechanical strength and alignments. The third component is derived from the zhong ding or central channel of internal energy. To roughly locate your zhong ding, drop an internal straight line from your bai hui to your perineum20 and into the ground. Don’t confuse your zhong ding with your zhong mai21 from traditional Chinese medicine; they are distinct.

The ideal alignment of the zhong ding is difficult to achieve. With the zhong ding passing from the bai hui to the perineum, the lower tan tien is not in alignment with the zhong ding. Rather, the lower tan tien is in front of the zhong ding. To bring the lower tan tien into alignment with the zhong ding, the sacrum and coccyx must be tucked further forward, and the abdomen must be lifted and rolled backward. The common error when trying to achieve this alignment is to roll the pelvis further forward. Although the pelvis rolls slightly forward, the tucking of the sacrum and coccyx are done independently from the pelvic movement. These alignment details are discussed in detail in chapter 8, Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow.
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Cultivating your zhong ding power was well characterized by the late Master Wang Hao Da, whose practice focused heavily on it. Master Wang would characterize awareness of zhong ding as progressing from “fat and stupid” to “thin and smart.” When you begin training your zhong ding, your awareness and experience of it will be that of a cylinder of energy or a continuous flow up or down through your entire body. Over time, your awareness becomes more refined, smaller, and intensified. The finer your awareness and energy, the more concentrated your internal power becomes.

Zhong Ding Gathering Exercise

I developed the Zhong Ding Gathering exercise from a fairly standard push hands exercise. Both partners stand in forward bow stances, placing their hand opposite from their forward foot onto their partner’s shoulder (or other places on their partner), and attempt to disrupt the other’s balance and root by pushing. The standard exercise trains you to turn and return your partner’s force with your waist. One person pushes on the other’s shoulder, and the other returns the force by turning. The standard exercise develops cross-body turning power in response to another’s power, but it does not especially strengthen the zhong ding.

The Zhong Ding Gathering exercise looks the same, but internally it is completely different. One person pushes, starting out by gradually increasing the force. When first practicing, direct the force into your partner’s zhong ding. Later you can make it more difficult by changing the angle and speed.

If you are the person being pushed, you have the sole task of keeping your mind and partner’s energy gathering into your zhong ding. Do not try to return the force or manipulate your body to keep the force off of you. Rather, keep gathering your partner’s force into your zhong ding and use only the minimum movement necessary to maintain balance and continue gathering your awareness inward. It is very easy for the force to disrupt your stability on your zhong ding, causing your mind to “jump” from your zhong ding to somewhere else. When this happens, stop, go back to the beginning, and start over. At first, do not try to reestablish your zhong ding once it is disrupted. When properly done, this exercise allows you to take your partner’s force into your zhong ding without regard to its direction or strength. You learn to do nothing but gather the other person’s strength inward and, in the process, become remarkably stable through your mental focus with no physical effort.
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19. The instruction to place your feet “shoulder width” apart gives a fair approximation for men. For women, who generally have hips wider than their shoulders, a better approximation is achieved by dropping a plumb line from the outside edge of your pelvis to the ground, and aligning the outside edge of your feet with this.

20. The perineum is the cross-connection of the connective tissue of the groin, located between the genitals and anus.

21. The zhong mai in Chinese medicine travels along the front of the spine and does not extend into the skull, whereas the zhong ding is a straight channel between the bai hui and perineum.
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The Internal Structure of Cloud Hands

Let’s now apply these core concepts and practices to Cloud Hands, which will deepen the understanding of how the three components of internal power form the foundation of the health, martial, and meditative components of t’ai chi ch’uan. It is best to train them in the sequence presented, stabilizing and integrating each piece before adding the next. I have chosen to place the stepping method of Cloud Hands at the end of each component of internal power. This allows the reader to separately understand and incorporate into stepping each of the three components of internal power. The complete stepping method can only be understood in the context of the zhong ding power section because of its relationship to zhong ding cultivation. The basic mechanics of the stepping method are contained within the mechanics of pushing and pulling, but the complete method is dependent on zhong ding cultivation.

There are several variations of Cloud Hands practiced in Yang and Wu style t’ai chi ch’uan. Standardized Yang style emphasizes turning the waist during the weight shift. Wu style places an emphasis on discharging at the point of changing the waist direction. Cheng Man Ch’ing’s Yang style emphasizes shifting and then turning. Although these variations may look externally different, they all contain the same core internal components. The differences lie in timing and expression.

The sequence of Cloud Hands in figure 3-1 through figure 3-5 illustrates the standardized Yang style.
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The sequence of Cloud Hands in figure 3-6 through figure 3-10 illustrates the Wu style.
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The sequence of Cloud Hands in figure 3-11 through figure 3-15 illustrates Cheng Man Ch’ing’s modified Yang style.
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Cross-Body Power in Cloud Hands

As discussed above, the T’ai Chi Classics describe the waist as the axle around which a wheel turns. The axle and wheel analogy describes the motion of the whole body around the zhong ding, and it explains how the waist turns around the zhong ding. The waist is turned primarily by the alternating pushing and pulling of the psoas major and minor muscles, as well as the buttocks and groin muscles. Mechanically these are very strong muscles. More importantly, they are the muscles that connect the movement of the legs into the spine. Through continuous pushing and pulling of the psoas major and minor, buttocks, and groin muscles, the power generated in your legs is transferred to your waist. The more turning power that can be generated from pushing and pulling, the less strength will be used in the hips, which allows them to loosen and relax more.

Cross-body power practice cultivates several important health benefits. Generally, your joints loosen from the practice, which helps minimize injuries and accelerates healing. The soft tissue is relaxed, which promotes blood circulation and helps to reduce blood pressure. The physical alignments of your body are refined, which reduces stress in crucial places in your body, specifically the lower back and knees. The overall relaxation begins to reduce stress. All these benefits are cultivated by cross-body power, and they are all enhanced by more refined power practices.

Pushing and pulling through the inside of the thighs into the lower spine turns the torso and waist; however, for the purposes of t’ai chi ch’uan, it must precisely revolve around the zhong ding rather than a random axis. Without revolving around a stable zhong ding, you cannot move in space with a stable center. A turn that moves around the zhong ding is readily apparent because the central axis moves only in space. As the body moves around the central axis it does not wobble. In summary, the connection of the legs into the spine turns the circumference of the wheel, which moves about the axle.
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The power that can be generated by pushing and pulling with the legs to turn the waist is quite formidable. Watch boxing champion George Foreman in his prime hitting the heavy bag in When We Were Kings. He generates enough power to pit a heavy bag with a basketball-sized indentation. Watch carefully how he generates turning power. He is a supreme example of how much power can be generated by combining waist turning with leg pushing.

Master Wang’s Turning Post exercise cultivates pushing and pulling through your legs to drive the turning around your Zhong Ding. In this exercise you do not shift your weight.
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Figure 4-2 begins in a typical standing post-ch’i kung posture.

To move from Figure 4-2 to Figure 4-3, pull through your right psoas and simultaneously push with your left leg. (A more refined movement will use the psoas minor muscle and leg). Continue until your waist has been turned to the right. This ends at Figure 4-3. You then reverse the pushing and pulling to turn your waist back to the left until it reaches its maximum left turn. Reverse again and repeat many times.

Master Wang’s Turning Post exercise is an excellent means to carry standing practice into motion. Without shifting weight, begin simply turning your waist by pushing and pulling. Concentrate on keeping the pulling and pushing continuous. Keep the continuity even when changing from a push to a pull or from a pull to a push. There are several external checks that should be made: the pelvis should remain stable in the horizontal plane; the alignments in the hips, knees, ankles, and feet should remain stable. Your thighs should push forward and backward as you turn so that your zhong ding remains fixed in space. Importantly, your knee joints should not twist. Rather, your joints should remain stable and your soft tissue should twist. There are variations in these alignments, but they must form a stable platform. Remember, your foot is the best indicator of your alignments: if any leg alignment is off, your foot will wobble or the weight will be unevenly distributed. Each joint can create misalignment, including the bones in your feet, ankles, knees, hips, sacrum, etc.

Master Wang’s Turning Post exercise links the pushing and pulling around your zhong ding to the alignments throughout your body. If any imbalance is detectable anywhere in your body as you are turning, then there is inherently an imbalance in your turning around your zhong ding. Again, the pushing and pulling of the legs connects to the spine at the ming men. The ming men is on the circumference of the wheel, and it turns the wheel around the axle (zhong ding).

To verify the stability of your zhong ding, have one person perform Master Wang’s Turning Post exercise while the other observes. Pay close attention to whether the pelvis remains stable in the horizontal plane and the alignments remain constant and stable in the hips, knees, ankles, and feet. Touch the person’s foot to determine if their weight is evenly distributed. Each joint should move, but the movement should not create misalignment in the bones of their feet, ankles, knees, hips, or sacrum. If you feel a rocking side to side, there is misalignment.

The observer should check several areas for potential misalignment. First verify that the pelvis remains perpendicular to the ground and the hips and shoulders maintain alignment. Verify that the spine is not twisting or distorting while doing the exercise. Check to see if your partner’s bai hui remains stable as he or she turns. This is best done by looking straight over their bai hui to a fixed distant point (figure 4-5). Focus on the distant point and observe whether the bai hui remains on the line as your partner turns. If it does not, some instability exists.
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The turning must also be free to change direction and adapt to an opponent’s power. To accomplish this, the hip joints must be loose. Looseness in the hips can be somewhat increased by squatting deeper into position. As one squats deeper, the angle of the femur and pelvis changes from vertical to horizontal to acute.

At the vertical angle, the joint is bearing a great deal of weight. As the angle moves toward horizontal, the joint bears less weight and the heavy muscles of the buttocks support more. The decrease in weight makes it easier for the joint to relax and open. Turning with straight legs tends to increase rotation in the knee joints, which is not beneficial. When you turn while standing with straight legs, the movement is not generated from pushing and pulling through the legs, and your pelvis cannot move in a front-to-back motion, alternating from side to side. Consequently, the turning of your waist twists into your knee joints, which can cause microtears in the meniscus and lead to long-term joint problems and arthritis.

Squatting too deeply also has its limitations. When the hip joints begin to tighten, your squat has gone too deep. Find the middle ground in your squat between when your hips bear the majority of your weight and where they return to tension. Squatting too deeply is just as inefficient as standing too tall!

Another important element of connecting the legs and waist is how the turning of your waist generates twisting in your legs. Although twisting from pushing and pulling is less powerful than when combined with opening and closing, at this stage, keep the two separate. Start by connecting the pushing and pulling through your perineum, forming a bridge of sorts between your legs and groin. This connection of the waist and legs is crucial for more subtle connections. Make sure it is stable, continuous, and strong.

When the pushing and pulling is continuous through your groin, the degree to which your legs can twist is as much a function of the looseness in your waist as it is a function of the looseness in your leg tissue. Caution! Forcing twisting in parts of your body that are not loose requires the overuse of other muscles. This causes tension in other parts of your body that ultimately will need to be undone. Unless you relax the tissue in your legs and leg joints, the twisting of your legs will be unnatural. If you align and turn your waist comfortably, there is no use or advantage to micromanaging the twists in your legs, which will only add tension to your system.

The twisting in your legs that flows from the turning of your waist is somewhat limited. Consider the analogy of a rubber band. If you lengthen a rubber band and, without continuing to lengthen it, turn the ends, there is some tangible twisting. Yet the centrally directed component of force from the turning is less than if you add an increasing stretch or a release while the ends turn. Like the rubber band, the tissue in your legs must lengthen from your groin to your feet. Thus, if you want to maximize the twisting (and encourage energetic spiraling) in t’ai chi ch’uan, you must open or close simultaneously with turning. If the waist turning stops, the force becomes linear and easier to read. If the opening or closing stops, the force is directed in a flat plane and is applicable to a more limited range of directions. Without lengthening, the twisting has less force directed at the bone and does not efficiently loosen the tissue down to the bones.

Again use the Turning Post exercise. Begin with your partner giving resistance to your turn. Contrast turning from your abdomen with turning by pushing and pulling. Next, have your partner feel your calves and thighs while you perform the Turning Post. The partner should encourage the natural twisting they feel in the legs rather than trying to induce a particular twist. To time pushing and pulling with weight shifting in Cloud Hands, it is useful to establish three reference points for your waist: 1) turned left, 2) facing straight forward, and 3) turned right. One waist turn cycle goes from left to straight forward to right to straight forward to left. Note that the timing of your weight shifting through one cycle differs from the timing of your waist turning. It is crucial to proper stepping that you are facing straight forward by the time you have shifted weight to the other leg. As well, precise timing between turning and weight shifting is fundamental to integrating cross-body power, left-right alignment power, and zhong ding power in Cloud Hands.
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In figure 4-6, you begin with your weight on your left leg in the left position. To move from figure 4-6 to figure 4-7, shift your weight by pulling with your right leg while simultaneously pushing with your left leg. Make sure the pushing and pulling connects to your spine so that it both shifts your weight and turns your waist. Continue pulling with your right leg and pushing with your left leg until your weight has shifted from left to right; at this point, your waist should be facing straight forward (figure 4-7).

To move from figure 4-7 to figure 4-8, continue to push and pull in the same manner until your waist reaches right (figure 4-8).

To move to figure 4-8, reverse the process to begin shifting from right to left. Figure 4-9 illustrates the center point facing straight forward.

To move from figure 4-9 to 4-10, continue pulling into your left leg while pushing through your right leg. This brings you to figure 4-10 (same as figure 4-6).

Note the change points for pushing and pulling are at the left and right positions (figure 4-6 and figure 4-10). The connection between weight shifting and pushing and pulling is easily overlooked. Turning by pushing and pulling forms the foundation for precise, powerful weight shifting from foot to foot. The same relationship between the legs, spine, and zhong ding must be maintained whenever your body moves. This relationship lies at the core of the zhong ding stepping method, and it is more difficult than it may seem because the alignments are constantly changing. There are an infinite number of ways to misalign your legs, pelvis, and spine. Some of the most common are collapsing the knee while turning, weighting through the ankle at an unnatural angle, collapsing the hip joint, etc. Misalignment severs your capacity to direct an opponent’s force or your own weight into the ground (to “root”).

T’ai Chi Classics: The Defect Lies in the Legs and Waist

The neck and head are relatively easy to access and feel, but they do not control body movement. The T’ai Chi Classics speak to this by saying that if there is a defect in the movement, then the flaw lies in the legs and waist. When your body moves under pressure, either from an external force or simply your body weight, the head and neck must be balanced, but their balance in no way guarantees proper movement in the lower body. The alignment between your coccyx, sacrum, and pelvis controls an enormous amount of your body weight and how it is directed into your lower body and feet.

Most people cannot distinguish between their sacrum, coccyx, and pelvis. To begin developing sensitivity to and loosening your sacrum and coccyx from your pelvis, practice these simple exercises: First, while standing with your legs bent, place your fingertips on the joints between your sacrum and pelvis. Sink lower while twisting your thighs inward. This produces a horizontal stretch of your pelvis away from your sacrum. The second exercise involves pulling your perineum upward while rolling your upper abdomen inward. This produces a forward movement of your sacrum and coccyx relative to your pelvis. These movements are subtle, but their effect is profound. This process brings into alignment your pelvis, femurs, and lower spine. Because a substantial amount of your upper body weight is supported by these joints, a small movement in the joints has a large effect on absorbing and discharging. When you can loosen your sacrum and coccyx from your pelvis, tucking comes as much from your sacrum and coccyx moving downward and forward from your pelvis as from the rolling of your pelvis. The purpose is to facilitate the transfer of force through your spine into your legs. If your pelvis overrotates, your anterior spine overcontracts. If your pelvis underrotates, your posterior spine overcontracts. The key is to loosen your sacrum and coccyx from your pelvis, so you can tuck more without disrupting your pelvis and leg alignments.

This relates to the sensitivity-power paradox. Most people are much more sensitive to motion in their upper body than they are in their legs and waist. In fact, many people have little awareness of their lower body. Again, sensitivity can be misleading. Being sensitive to your neck and head in no way guarantees sensitivity to your pelvic region and legs. You must cultivate listening to your lower body with as much, if not more, sensitivity than to your upper body. The power, balance, and speed of your movement come from your lower body, not your upper body.

A simple exercise can help to cultivate this sensitivity. The correct alignment between your sacrum, coccyx, and pelvis can be easily verified. Stand in either a bow stance or a rear-weighted stance. Cross your arms in front of you and have your partner gradually increase a push onto your crossed arms. Compare the difference between rotating your pelvis forward, leaving your pelvis stable, and dropping your sacrum and coccyx downward and forward.

Misalignment of your joints can be detected by simply listening to the bottom of your feet.22 Do both feet bear the weight evenly without rocking or shifting side to side or front to back? Most people find that when they are precise with their alignments the degree of rotation in their hips and waist is much less than they previously thought. As you shift and turn, keep your pelvis loose and open. Rather than attempting to maximize your turn, find the range in which you can comfortably turn and also keep your pelvis open. Without an open pelvis it is impossible to maintain a continuous root. Gradually increase your range of turning without compromising your rooting.

Next you must stabilize the turning and shifting of your weight around your zhong ding so that no external movement disrupts or destabilizes your mind in your zhong ding. It is very easy to lose internal awareness while turning and shifting. There can be no wobble, break, or discontinuity in your zhong ding. This method for turning and shifting stabilizes your zhong ding because the forces in your body and energy are working in harmony. Turning by any other method creates instability in your zhong ding. Having an internal sense is not sufficient to ensure your zhong ding is stable. You must also use external testing to verify if your zhong ding is stable. Work at developing genuine kinesthetic awareness, rather than using your imagination. Otherwise your awareness and zhong ding cannot harmonize, and your system will be built with inherent instability.

Another important aspect of shifting and turning in Cloud Hands is the method for changing directions in a continuous manner. This ensures there are no “dead spots” where the waist stops turning in one direction and then reverses to turn in the other direction. To eliminate “dead spots,” the pelvis moves in an elongated figure eight on the horizontal plane. Follow this sequence to practice the elongated figure eight: Begin fully shifted onto one leg with your body facing to the front. Continue to turn your waist in the same direction until your pelvis begins to push your hip joint back toward your empty leg. This initiates the changing from pushing and pulling from one direction to the other. If you follow this principle, you never have a “stop and start” when you change the direction of your shifting or turning. The point where the figure eight crosses itself is the center of the Cloud Hands movement.

There are variations in the timing of these changes. Cheng Man Ch’ing is an extreme example. When he performs Cloud Hands, he continues the turn in the original direction through his entire weight shift. Only when his weight is fully transferred to the opposite leg does he reverse the turn. Yet even in his extreme elongation he maintains an elongated figure eight.

A fun exercise is to loosen your hips by having a partner move them through a figure-eight pattern. The movement should be gentle, like getting a massage. The range of motion will vary depending on the openness of your hips. The figure eight might be small or stretched out depending on your comfort range. Once the movement starts making sense, have your partner check your feet while you are moving in the figure-eight pattern. Again, your feet should not rock side to side or front to back. Your hips should remain stable in the horizontal plane. Your shoulders and hips should remain in alignment.

Bouncing Initiates the Vertical Component of Cross-Body Power

The foot’s anatomy is designed to act like a sprung arch. Your feet are constructed of many small bones that bear all the weight of your body. In martial arts, your feet must bear the force of your opponent as well as your own body weight. Your foot functions like a flat-bed semitrailer. An empty semitrailer arches upward in its center. This sprung design allows it to absorb much more weight than it could if it were flat. Similarly, your foot’s sprung arch allows it to absorb and rebound (or “bounce”) when your body weight (or additional weight) is dropped onto it.23 This is one reason why people with flat feet have a host of other leg and joint problems. Their feet do not act like springs, and their other joints bear additional shock from walking or standing.

So far we have worked on the horizontal turning and weight shifting components in Cloud Hands. In addition, you must integrate into your change of direction and weight shifting the bouncing of your weight into and out of the weighted leg. This establishes the foundation and timing for the vertical component of motion in Cloud Hands. Starting from facing straight forward with your weight on your left leg, begin to turn further to the left, and relax your leg to promote a natural sinking onto the left foot. The more song, the more pronounced is the sinking when your foot bounces off of the ground. The rebounding energy then initiates the change of pushing and pulling. This “bouncing” becomes more pronounced when the opening and closing of the leg joints are incorporated. You should not straighten your knees with the bounce. An important benefit of bouncing is to translate the force through your soft tissue without changing your alignments. This loosens your soft tissue rather than straightens your legs. As your soft tissue releases, multiple bounces begin to reverberate through your legs. These will be explored in detail later in the book.

It is important that the bounce coordinates with your weight shifting and the pushing and pulling. The moment the bounce hits and rebounds off the ground is when your internal pulling and pushing change. The rebound should continue through your legs, spine, and top of your head, concluding at the center position.

T’ai Chi Classics:
The Waist Is the Commander

One can cultivate strong turning power and the capacity to adapt to horizontal force without learning to respond well to vertical force.24 In t’ai chi ch’uan, turning power alone does not efficiently respond to vertical force. Unfortunately, reducing t’ai chi ch’uan to a horizontal-force system is commonplace. The complete system of t’ai chi ch’uan requires both efficient neutralizing and discharging of horizontal and vertical force. In combination, the system becomes spherical rather than cylindrical.

The next component to incorporate into Cloud Hands is the vertical pumping of your waist. Vertical pumping of the waist allows you to neutralize and discharge vertical force more efficiently than simply turning your waist. The waist, or yao in Chinese, is the portion of your body between your pelvis and rib cage. To begin, keep your pelvis at the same height, and close your waist down onto your pelvic girdle. Then, vertically release and lengthen your waist. As your waist loosens and becomes increasingly supple, the amount of vertical waist movement and power can become quite significant.
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Figure 4-11 illustrates with a yardstick the waist during liu (closed). Figure 4-12 illustrates with a yardstick the waist during ji (opened). (Note the difference in length.)

It is important to separate the vertical pumping of your waist from bending and stretching your torso from your kwa and hips. Both are frequently done together, as in the postures of liu and ji (roll back and press); however, there are many postures and transitions in t’ai chi ch’uan in which the vertical pumping of the waist and bending and stretching work independently, such as White Crane Spreads Its Wings in Wu style t’ai chi ch’uan.25 Return to the descriptions of the waist in the T’ai Chi Classics: The waist turns like a wheel and axle, and the waist is the commander. The “waist is the commander,” in part, describes the vertical pumping of the waist. Vertical pumping is the bridge between the lower and upper body. It describes how power is transferred by articulating the waist vertically from the legs into the arms and from the arms into the legs. A second motion described by the phrase is leading the movements with the abdomen. This aspect will be explored and incorporated into Cloud Hands in a later chapter.

Many t’ai chi ch’uan practitioners employ a static torso without vertical pumping. This method essentially simplifies t’ai chi ch’uan by making the movement cylindrical. In contrast, the complete system of t’ai chi ch’uan includes vertical pumping of your waist and is spherical. The static-torso method minimizes the manifestation of the internal changes in the physical body, limits the organ-related health benefits, and obstructs the integration of the legs, waist, and arms. Finally, you cannot integrate Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow, a crucial component to advanced t’ai chi ch’uan practice, without the vertical pumping of your waist.

Cylindrical t’ai chi ch’uan limits your capacity to store and discharge your opponent’s force because it counters vertical force with horizontal circular turn and return. This can effectively slip or roll your opponent’s force and energy off of you, but it will not store and release it. Consider Cheng Tzu’s Thirteen Treatises on T’ai Chi Chuan, in which he describes these two functions of the waist in relation to an incoming force. He describes deflecting as well as absorbing and discharging an opponent’s force. He does so with two-dimensional drawings. By adding the third dimension to the drawings, it is clear how vertical movement of the waist is required to generate vertical power.

The enormous health benefits of t’ai chi ch’uan are diminished by the cylindrical simplification. Both turning and vertically pumping your torso helps to loosen the fascia (connective tissue) between your organs, much more so than does just turning your waist without vertical movement. Vertically working your waist initiates a great deal more internal torso movement, but it is just the precursor to the complete movement of the waist in circles. The circular movement of the waist and how it is integrated into the form is described in the Rolling Ball Cloud Hands chapter. Additionally, vertical pumping of your waist facilitates Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow.

In t’ai chi ch’uan, Bend the Bow is done without exaggerated physical bending. Importantly, when you Bend the Bow, your spine bends to unify the internal energy in your spine with the internal energy of your zhong ding. Simplified, you close your waist as you Bend the Bow and open your waist as you Shoot the Arrow. Throughout Cloud Hands, the ability to separate these two distinct functions is important. Cloud Hands can be executed with or without Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow, but it cannot be properly executed without vertically pumping your waist. Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow is described in detail in chapter 8.

Consider the effect of the collective weight of your upper body and your organs pressing downward as you stand or sit. The organs are stacked on one another and, if not free to move, their capacity to naturally pulse is diminished. In addition, the fascia between the organs can become bound so that the organs cannot naturally slide independently of one another. Pumping your waist encourages your organs to move freely from one another and helps maximize their health and efficiency. It also promotes circulation in the fascia and helps break down abdominal fat, which helps remove toxins from your organs.

To integrate the vertical pumping of your waist in Cloud Hands, begin at the center with your waist at its maximum open position. Note that your waist never stays at a static open or closed position; it is always either opening or closing. As you shift and turn left, your waist closes. It continues to close through the drop into the left leg.

When the bounce/rebound occurs, the waist begins to open. The opening continues until the center point, where the waist reaches its maximum opening again. The same timing is repeated on the right side.

The vertical pumping of your waist is the key to gathering and discharging from your center. You gather into your lower tan tien (or zhong ding) as your waist closes. You discharge by pulling into the earth and pulling through the top of your head as your waist opens. The pumping of the waist bridges the movement from heaven to earth and from earth to heaven. When pulling from heaven to earth, fix the top of your head and lengthen downward your body, including your waist. When you pull from earth to heaven, fix your feet and lengthen from your feet through your waist to the top of your head. Keeping your waist active is absolutely necessary for executing the four chin.

The next step is to connect your pushing and pulling through your spine. You can generate significant and powerful movement by simply using the pushing and pulling through your pelvis, legs, and groin while having an inarticulate spine. To increase your cross-body power, however, you must connect and coordinate the pushing and pulling from your ming men up your spine. This is accomplished by lengthening through the top of your head, or bai hui, and simultaneously turning through pushing and pulling. The key is to keep both actions continuous. Doing so generates smooth and even spiral-like lengthening along your spine. Irregularities in the lengthening or turning create discontinuities that result in weaknesses. Ideally, pushing and pulling through the legs and waist, when connected through the bai hui, forms a continuous spiral-like bridge between the left and right sides of your body.

If you look in anatomy books, there is a complex system for bringing strength from the legs to the spine and arms. On top of the muscles that wrap around the spine is a major connection between the psoas, the latissimus dorsi, and the trapezium. The “lats and traps” connect at their lowest point at the thoracic 12 vertebra (T12); the psoas attach at T12 and the lumbar 1 vertebra (L1). This connection allows the turning power from the legs to connect directly to the powerful outer muscles of the back. In t’ai chi ch’uan, this connection is the point where the waist commands the external turning and cross-body power. Other, more complex, muscle systems contribute to the spiraling strength across the body.26

To unify the anatomical connection between the psoas, lats, and traps, the tissue must be lightly stretched or lengthened from the ming men through the full span of your legs and from the ming men through the full span of your spine and arms. The stretch must have no sags or slack; it must extend from one foot up through the back and out the opposite hand. Ultimately, the stretch connects to the fingertips and the tips of the toes.

To practice this, first connect your legs to your spine by lengthening the tissue in your legs. Your weight makes this difficult to do. Start by stretching from your buttocks to your heels. Have a clear sensation of the tissue releasing and lengthening through the entire span of your legs. From here, the lengthening must extend up your spine. The key is to create proper alignment between ankle, knee, hip, sacrum, and pelvis. Your hip joints must open, your knees must not collapse, and your sacrum must drop downward and forward as your pelvis spreads. I cannot overemphasize the importance of moving your pelvis laterally from your sacrum and coccyx. If the joints here are rigid, efficient movement of force is limited to a small set of linear angles. This removes the most common (but not all) blocks in the legs and waist.

Loosening the connections between your legs, pelvis, and spine is fundamental to proper alignment, regardless of whether you are practicing t’ai chi ch’uan or not. The principle reason that t’ai chi ch’uan places so great of an emphasis on developing the waist, hips, and lower spine is because these muscles and alignments control the remaining alignments in your body. These joints must loosen to fully release and loosen your spine, shoulders, etc.

As your t’ai chi ch’uan develops, your turning strength relies less exclusively on the power of your psoas, lats, and traps and starts drawing on the power of your spine. In either case, to be effective, the power from the legs and waist must be transmitted to the arms and hands. Sinking the elbows serves the purpose of lengthening your arms out from your spine. You should feel the weight of your elbows open your shoulders and connect to your spine. The angle of the elbows determines the direction of the power being manifested or absorbed. To most efficiently manifest power vertically, your elbows should drop toward the ground both energetically and physically. To project power horizontally, your elbows should rotate out to a horizontal plane.

Various styles of t’ai chi ch’uan rotate the shoulder joints differently to change the elbow angles relative to the ground. These are mostly determined by the depth of the stances. For example, Chen style uses 90 degrees, Yang style uses 45 degrees, and Wu style 0 degrees. All styles of t’ai chi ch’uan have the same goal of connecting the arms into the spine. The difference in elbow angles is determined more by how deeply you practice your form, rather than the particular style of t’ai chi ch’uan. With a higher stance, the elbows must drop lower to facilitate grounding power without tension. As your stance deepens, the angle of your elbows changes to connect higher on your spine. This is because the depth of your posture regulates the size of the hand movements.

For example, photos of Master Wu Chian-chuan show him in deep stances and his elbows not dropped to the ground. On the other hand, photos of his son in a much higher stance show his elbows dropped. Similarly, photos of Cheng Man Ch’ing in his fifties show him in deeper stances with his arms extended and elbows at 45 degrees. In his later years, Cheng Man Ch’ing’s stances became smaller, his arms less extended, and his elbows dropped more. The important point is to have a loose soft connection that has no slack between your arms and back. The angle of the elbows simply optimizes that connection. In other words, the angle of your elbows depends on how you can most effectively absorb and release power at your chosen depth of posture. When working to develop these connections, beware of tension and stiffness. During a movement or application, if any tension appears along the connection, there is too much strength and not enough refinement of alignment.

Along with the pumping of your waist, the tissue throughout your entire body needs to be lengthened and connected. This is done through the practice of Pulling Silk.27 In its most basic form, Pulling Silk energetically stretches out your soft tissue to form an elastic connection. The first step is to create a continuous connection from your feet to your lower tan tien and from your lower tan tien to your bai hui. Start with Center to Periphery ch’i kung and gather all of your internal energy into your lower tan tien. Then, simultaneously jump your awareness to your five points. Pull energetically from your five points (the crown of your head, the hearts of the palms, and the bubbling wells in the feet) outward as far as your awareness can move with continuity. This completes the outward Pulling Silk. The completion of the external movement and the outward Pulling Silk should be simultaneous. Next jump your awareness back to your lower tan tien and pull all the energy into it. When your awareness has gathered as much energy as it can, the inward Pulling Silk is completed. The external movement should be timed to complete with the inward Pulling Silk. Repeat 20–30 times.

For Heaven to Earth ch’i kung, start with your awareness in your bai hui and jump it into your feet. From your feet, energetically pull downward (downward Pulling Silk). When you complete this, jump your awareness to your bai hui and pull upward (upward Pulling Silk). With both, as your awareness and energy extend, your awareness may extend beyond your body and you may Pull Silk from outside of your body.

The Basic Zhong Ding Stepping Method

If you coordinate the weight shifting, turning, and bouncing as they are described in sections above, the stepping method in Cloud Hands flows naturally from your waist movement. Remember that zhong ding is one of the five stepping methods used to move around your center. Cloud Hands, when coordinated with your waist movement, reveals the zhong ding stepping method even when you are not making large turns or even stepping.

Use the points of reference to coordinate your stepping. Begin facing the center with your weight on your left leg. In a conventional right-hand form, your inward step is completed at this point and you are “shoulder width” or narrower. As your waist continues to turn left, you return to the center while you shift your weight onto your right leg. Next, as you turn to your right, the opening and lengthening of your left hip initiates the step with your left leg. It is important that you complete the step with your left leg (with your entire unweighted foot evenly planted on the ground) by the time the rebound from the bounce on the right side begins. Then, your left leg is aligned to begin pulling with the rebound.

As your weight pulls onto the left leg, your weight shift should be swift. Once your weight is on the left leg, use the figure-eight turn of the waist to draw the right leg inward. This results in the inward step. The inward step of your right leg must complete by the time your waist is facing forward. This cycle of weight shifting integrates stepping in and out with the shifting and turning of the waist, and provides the proper timing for changing internally during Cloud Hands.

To begin incorporating Pulling Silk into Cloud Hands, start with the pushing and pulling between your legs. Jump your awareness into your pushing foot, and pull from the foot outward. Simultaneously, hold your awareness in your lower tan tien. Pull from your foot up through your pulling leg. This energetically lengthens the soft tissue inward and outward in unison with your pushing and pulling. In a later chapter, a more complete Pulling Silk will be explored, but this requires understanding the changes in the nei chin in Cloud Hands.


22. Master Frantzis uses this simple but effective method for detecting misalignments.

23. Master Franztis first taught me to use the “bounce” to coordinate internal changes with weight shifting; Master Wang also practiced it.

24. Master Tok utilized the vertical pumping of the waist to unify his lower and upper body power.

25. In Wu style White Crane Spreads Its Wings, the squatting (bending) and rising (stretching) are performed while the hips and kwa do the opposite, i.e., squat and open, rise and close. This results in ten internal (chin) changes through the circular cycle.

26. For more detailed anatomical descriptions, see The Illustrated Guide to Functional Anatomy of the Musculoskeletal System and Pelvic Power.

27. I was first taught Pulling Silk by Master Frantzis one night while he was analyzing a video of Tung Ying-chieh. Master Frantzis teaches Pulling Silk on multiple levels, and Master Wang also placed a heavy emphasis on the practice.




5

Left and Right Alignment Power in Cloud Hands

As mentioned earlier, the second component of internal power in Cloud Hands comes from the alignment of the skeleton and the opening and closing of the joints along the left-right alignments.28 The left-right alignments are first approximated by placing your legs and feet “shoulder width” apart. The correct left-right alignments, regardless of posture or style of t’ai chi ch’uan: 1) allow your joints to compress and expand evenly; 2) do not hinder the twisting and spiraling of the soft tissue up and down the left-right alignments; and 3) balance the spirals around and through the entire length of the left-right alignments. Remember, the width of the feet in a given stance needs to facilitate left-right alignment and is approximated by aligning the outside edges of your hips with the outside edges of your feet.

Too narrow or too wide of a stance results in less efficient use of the joints in your hips and pelvis, and accordingly requires more effort to accomplish the same power. That is, a portion of the power fights itself as the opposing muscles work at cross purposes. Plus, when the opposing muscles work against one another, they hold the joints more tightly and prevent them from opening and closing smoothly. Over time, muscles become overlengthened and overshortened while compensating for poor alignment. When this occurs, it takes additional time and reinforcement to correct the misalignment.

Opening and closing joint power must be clearly distinguished from power related to bending, stretching, and turning, or cross-body power. Joints can work in harmony with bending and stretching. For example, you typically open your joints while stretching in ji (press). However, you need not open/stretch and close/bend together. For example, you can close your joints, executing liu (rollback) internally, when stretching into a press or push. This creates the illusion of projecting power while in actuality you are absorbing power.

Power in t’ai chi ch’uan is often described as originating in the tendons and ligaments, sometimes called sinews. What is this describing and how does it relate to opening and closing? A simplified model is helpful in understanding the relationship (figure 5-1).

Place two rods end-to-end with space in between the ends. Next connect rubber tubing around the rods, encapsulating the space between the two ends. In this model, the tubing has a very special quality (that tendons and ligaments, to a lesser degree, also possess) to become engorged and expand radially. Next, fill the encapsulated space with fluid. Using this model, consider what happens when the tendons and ligaments engorge and expand radially, squeezing the fluid inward. The fluid cannot expand or contract. Therefore, when the fluid is squeezed, the engorging of the tendons and ligaments push the bones apart. Thus the squeezing of the tendons and ligaments opens the joints. If you fix the unattached end of one rod (rooting), then the squeezing pushes the other rod forward. This simplified model illustrates projecting power from opening.
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If the tendons and ligaments are squeezed fast, the resulting power is a yang, hard power. In contrast, if the squeezing is a result of the tendons engorging slowly without tension then yin, or soft power, is generated. Rather than deriving power from tensing, yin power relies on the pumping and free sloshing of the body’s fluids. The power is more wave-like and lacks a discernible point of generation. Moving from this simplified model to actual biomechanical practice requires not only aligning the joints so they maximize the force pushing outward, it also requires coordinating the joints to work in unison. For example, a discharging ji (all joints opening at once) loses power if the alignments are not precise enough to direct force to the desired point, or if the openings are out of phase.

Health Benefits from Opening and Closing

Opening and closing the joints not only provides excellent joint health, it also provides excellent cardiovascular health benefits. It does so in a more subtle manner than most people experience. As your tissue loosens and your joints pulse open and closed, your capillaries become increasingly less restricted. As a result, your blood flow is less constrained and your blood pressure decreases. Most people think of cardiovascular constriction occurring in the large blood vessels, but it occurs system-wide. If you can release the tension on the capillaries, your blood pressure will reduce. This reduces the stress on your heart and lungs so that they can maintain their natural elasticity longer and circulate oxygen and blood more easily.

The increased pumping of blood also increases the release of synovial fluid through the joints. The effect is to give your joints a continuous “lube job.” The pumping also helps maintain the natural space inside the joints, which compresses as the fluids inside the joints diminish and the tension in the tissue around the joints increases. As people age, decreased pressure from blood flow and synovial fluid leads to their joints contracting. The beauty of t’ai chi ch’uan is that it promotes joint health by reversing the very processes that lead to joint compression and pain.

Opening and Closing and the Four Primary Chin

If you separate the body into upper and lower halves, you have four possibilities of open and close that correspond to the four primary chin: both open (ji), both close (liu), top opens while bottom closes (peng), and top closes as bottom opens (an). (See figure 5-2.) The four postures of Grasp Sparrow’s Tail embody these changes, which is why long forms repeat these moves many times. While it is possible to perform any of the postures with another chin, it is best to match the internal with the external, e.g., do the peng posture with peng chin. T’ai chi ch’uan has an internal beauty and intelligence that shows how to maximize internal power in any given configuration of body and force. Thus you can perform a posture internally different, but it may not be the strongest expression of internal power.

Changing Chin in Cloud Hands

The internal symmetry of Cloud Hands is in large part due to the symmetrical changes on each side as you move from posture to posture. To separate the changes of chin in a circular pattern from the other components of power in Cloud Hands, it is best to begin without shifting your weight. Start by following one arm through the changes. We will start with the right arm.

Begin with your right arm at middle tan tien (heart/solar plexus) level on the left alignment of your body (figure 5-3). To move from figure 5-3 to figure 5-4, move your hand in a circle to the center line of your body at the height of your shoulders. This quadrant of the circle is supported by internally executing peng on the right alignment.

The transition from figure 5-4 to figure 5-5 defines the second quadrant as your hand moves from center to the right alignment and from shoulder height to middle tan tien height. This quadrant of the circle is supported by internally executing liu on the right alignment.

The third quadrant begins with your hand on your right alignment at the height of your middle tan tien (figure 5-5) and moves to your center at the height of your lower tan tien (figure 5-6). This quadrant of the circle is supported by internally executing an on the right alignment.

The fourth quadrant moves your hand from your lower tan tien (figure 5-6) to the left alignment at the height of your middle tan tien, completing the circle (figure 5-7). This quadrant of the circle is supported by internally executing ji on your right alignment. Practice this exclusively with your right hand until it becomes natural. Then practice the same pattern exclusively with your left hand until it becomes natural.

When your right- and left-hand patterns of change come naturally (i.e., you don’t have to think about the changes in the joints) do both sides together, timing your left side 180 degrees apart from your right side. This is illustrated in figure 5-2:
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When your right arm is peng, your left arm is an.

When your right arm is liu, your left arm is ji.

When your right arm is an, your left arm is peng.

When your right arm is ji, your left arm is liu.



The pattern of change for either the left or right alignment, when tracked from your upper body, changes from open to close when your weight is all on one leg and you are facing straight forward. The pattern of change on either the left or right alignment, when tracked from your lower body and legs, changes from close to open when all your weight is on one leg and your body is facing to the side (left or right). Done together, the left and right alignments cycle 180 degrees out of phase both in the arms and legs. This pattern is illustrated in figure 5-2.

The circular changes in Cloud Hands are a paradigm for how one can internally change through any circular pattern in t’ai chi ch’uan. The paradigm applies to both large and small circles, and, in a developed practitioner, can be changed on the smallest level. In the easiest manifestation, the smallest circles pattern through the changes of chin in harmony with the pattern of change in the large circles. On a more advanced level of practice, the small circles can change in patterns independent from the pattern of change in the large circles. This is accessible only after you have peng throughout your entire body, because when a point is devoid of peng there is no internal energy to change. This is one reason the T’ai Chi Classics talk about cultivating peng throughout your body. Peng is the primary chin, and without it there is nothing to manipulate.

Changing Chin with Weight Shifting

Begin facing the front with all your weight on your left leg. Your left hand is up and your right hand is down (figure 5-8). Your left side is in peng (bottom closed, top open) and your right side is doing an (top closed, bottom open).
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To move from figure 5-8 to figure 5-9, sink and turn to your left while your left side starts doing liu (top and bottom closing) and your right side starts ji (top and bottom opening).

To move from figure 5-9 to figure 5-10, start when you rebound from the bounce and begin moving to the right. Your left side starts an (top closing and bottom opening) while your right side starts peng (bottom closing and top opening). This continues until you have shifted to your right leg and are facing the front (figure 5-10).

To move from figure 5-10 to figure 5-11, begin on your right leg. As you sink and turn to the right, your right side starts liu (top and bottom closing) and your left side starts ji (top and bottom opening). These chin complete at figure 5-11.

To move from figure 5-11 to figure 5-12, start with the bounce up and begin turning left, your left side starts peng (bottom closing and top opening) and your right side starts an (top closing and bottom opening).

In all the changes, the opening and closing, pushing and pulling of the legs, and bouncing should work in harmony.

To apply the chin changes in figure 5-2 to Cloud Hands, begin in the front position with your weight on your left leg and your right leg “shoulder width.” Both hands are on your center line. Your left arm is peng and your right arm is an. Thus, your left leg is closed and your left arm is open; and your right leg is open and your right arm closed. The center position is a point of internal change. So as soon as you begin to turn and sink into your left leg, you change internally on your left side from peng to liu and on your right side from an to ji.

The changes from peng to liu and from an to ji occur at the center. Those chin are manifested continuously until you change from left and return to the center. Thus, from the center to left your left side closes top and bottom and your right side opens top and bottom. The change in chin then occurs when your weight shifts from left to center. As with the pushing and pulling, the change occurs with the rebound of the bounce through your left foot. This timing contributes to unifying the power from the left and right alignments with the cross-body power.

When the bounce begins to rebound, begin shifting back to center, and change your left side from liu to an and your right side from ji to peng. When timed correctly, the pushing and pulling in the legs works in harmony with the opening and closing of the joints. In this change from left to center, the left leg changes from pulling and closing to pushing and opening. At the same time, the right leg changes from pushing and opening to pulling and closing.

From center to right, the pattern continues in mirror image. At the center, the left side is an and the right side is peng. They change as you turn and sink right. The left side changes from an to ji and the right side changes from peng to liu.

Completing the cycle reveals that the legs change from open to closed or closed to open at the left and right points, while the arms have changed at the center point. This results in the circular patterns in each side being 180 degrees out of phase, or a perfect harmonic oscillator. This unique hidden symmetry is largely why Cloud Hands feels so complete and balanced.

A variation in the timing is done by some Wu style practitioners. Near the end of the turn to the side when you are doing liu and ji, both hands join and execute ji. This brief discharge is timed with the rebounding energy bouncing off the weighted foot, and then it changes back into the same pattern as above.

Internal Chin in Fixed Step Push Hands

The basic form of Fixed Step Push Hands pairs the four chin with their opposite: peng with an, and ji with liu. One of the purposes of training four chin push hands is to explore these pairings. Is my liu capable of absorbing my partner’s ji? Can I compress my partner’s peng with my an? Does my ji overpower my partner’s liu? Can I float my partner’s an with my peng?


28. Master Frantzis’s Opening the Energy Gates of Your Body gives a more detailed and expanded discussion of these alignments.
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Harmonizing Cross-Body and Left-Right Alignment Power

One goal of internal martial practice is to bring the maximum power to bear at a given place and moment. To bring cross-body power and left-right alignment power to bear requires joining both at the point of application. This is accomplished by using careful and subtle alignments so that they do not conflict or work at cross purposes. To begin with, the alignment of the four points29 must be unbroken. If the four points are broken, the left-right power will only align intermittently. A good posture for the purpose of illustration is Brush Knee and Twist Step.

Partner Practice Using Brush Knee

Take a Brush Knee posture with your left leg forward. Have a partner apply force to your right striking palm as in figure 6-1. The goal is to bring the cross-body power from your left leg into your right palm and join it with the right-side joint power. As you turn into the posture, if your cross-body power overextends, it will cause a break in the right-side alignment. The right side should align where the pressure in the right side joints compress evenly as your partner pushes.
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The second place to check for misalignment is in your spine. Neither the cross-body stretching nor the compression of your joints on your right side should cause an imbalance in your spine. Minor imbalances can be corrected by counterbalancing the pulls on the right of your spine with the left arm. One of the purposes of fixing or anchoring the downward palm in Brush Knee (and many other postures) is to provide a counter-balancing stretch that allows more power to reach the striking palm without unbalancing your spine.

The final internal alignment that must be maintained as the cross-body power and left-right power join is the balance on your zhong ding. As in the earlier turning exercise, your zhong ding cannot wobble or break. If you feel a disconnection in your zhong ding, the source is most likely in your misalignment and twisting of your spine. You cannot maintain a balanced zhong ding if your spine is imbalanced.

Generating Left-Right Twisting and Spirals

Spiraling makes it difficult for an opponent to read your power, and it promotes a multitude of health benefits. In most practitioners, the twisting movement in our bodies and the spiraling of our ch’i act independently of each other. Our goal is to bring the twisting of the body tissue in harmony with the spiraling of the energy. Twisting the tissue without spiraling the energy or spiraling the energy without twisting the tissue are incomplete practices. Although you can push it to the extreme, anatomical twisting is limited by the physiology of the human body. On the other hand, spiraling your ch’i with the mind alone does not move your body. You can only develop strong internal spiraling if you train with corresponding physical twisting.

Physical twisting requires continuous turning coupled with continuous opening and closing of the joints. First, you must time the opening and closing of your joints with the turning of your waist so that they are all in continuous motion and so that they all change together. There are moves in t’ai chi ch’uan where the opening/closing changes and the turning continues in the original direction. It is fundamental to advanced t’ai chi ch’uan practice that the movement of ch’i and body simultaneously change. Any discord between the two will create gaps in your ch’i and body that are easily read by an advanced practitioner.

The final stage of unifying your cross-body power and left-right power cannot occur unless your body and tissue have loosened (song) to the level of your bones. As long as internal tension exists, your ch’i cannot spiral on a deep enough level with sufficient power to have much effect. Until your ch’i spirals to your joints and bones there is always some conflict between your cross-body power and left-right power. The conflict results to some degree in a diminished expression of the power at the point of application.

Return to Brush Knee as an example. Ideally the cross-body power twists through the soft tissues and muscles and the ch’i spirals around the bones and joints. There is no problem for the ch’i to spiral around the bones and joints in an opposing direction to the twisting and stretching of tissue in the cross-body power if the tissue is decoupled from the bones and joints. Conflict arises when the spirals from the joints travel in the soft tissue and the twisting of the soft tissue rotates the bones and joints. When this occurs, the left-right power partially fights the cross-body twisting and constricts the ch’i, thereby diminishing the power and health benefits. All the components illustrated so far must be done without interruption while practicing t’ai chi ch’uan. Any pause in turning, any stop in opening and closing, or any loss of clarity in where the power is being delivered results in an internal discontinuity and stagnant ch’i. Some simple practices can help maintain continuity.

Pulling Silk to Harmonize Power

The cross-body power in t’ai chi ch’uan is primarily biomechanical rather than energetic. The left-right power begins to blur the line. There are aspects of left-right power that are biomechanical, but other aspects are purely energetic. Once the biomechanical connection is stable and open, then the connection of the ch’i and body must be developed. When your lengthening and articulations are stable, then you must increase the lengthening of tissue by pulling ch’i from the five points.

Pulling Silk first stimulates the ch’i to flow through the surface tissue. Over time, the ch’i works deeper into the tissue. T’ai chi ch’uan relies on loosening tissue (not on your imagination) to increase and deepen the flow of ch’i. In t’ai chi ch’uan, the ch’i is drawn deeper through a soft wringing process that naturally occurs when the soft tissue loosens and wraps around the bones. Again, if you use your imagination and not kinesthetic awareness, you will not sufficiently develop the connection between your body and ch’i to train your body to follow your ch’i. You may have an experience of moving the ch’i deeply, but it will be weak and move without being connected to your body. If you do not integrate the ch’i and body, the health benefits of your practice and its martial effectiveness will be diminished. For example, if you imagine your ch’i moving deeply without your body loosening, your actual ch’i flow is still constricted by your body. You may experience some ch’i flowing deeply, but your predominant flow of ch’i will be much shallower. Remember that your ch’i follows your yi;30 ch’i is not created by your yi!

To facilitate releasing your tissue, pulse the ch’i from your tan tien out to your five points. This process of working from the inside out trains your body to follow the ch’i, removes physical and energetic restrictions, and contributes to the overall increase in song. As a more advanced practice, the ch’i is pulled into your five points during the opening movements of t’ai chi ch’uan and into the tan tien during the closing movements. The pulling outward and inward in Cloud Hands is coordinated with the vertical pumping of the waist open and closed. Ultimately, the patterns are more complex (primarily because you must become more responsive to different forces and directions).

Revisit the two basic nei kung: in Heaven to Earth nei kung, you pull from your feet to the top of your head or from the top of your head to your feet; in Center to Periphery nei kung, you pull from the periphery into your center or from your center to your periphery. In Commencement, the pattern is more complex: in peng, it pulls from the feet to the top of your head and wrists; in ji, from the tan tien to the finger tips and tips of your toes; in liu, simultaneously from the finger tips and tips of your toes to the tan tien; and in an, from the top of your head and palms to your feet. In Cloud Hands, the sequence of chin is different, but the silk pulling is the same, with the two sides doing the changes 180 degrees out of phase.

To bring together the changing chin on the left-right alignments and Pulling Silk, revisit the pairings in Cloud Hands and Push Hands. During Cloud Hands, peng and an pair, and ji and liu pair. When you execute the chin changes, you must simultaneously execute Pulling Silk. In peng and an you must pull simultaneously from heaven to earth and from earth to heaven. In ji and liu, you need to pull both from center to the periphery and the reverse. The simultaneous pulling joined with turning generates a double-helix spiraling along the zhong ding. This will be explored more at the end of the chapter on Rolling Ball Cloud Hands.


29. The “four points,” on a basic level, refers to keeping your hips and shoulders in alignment so that you do not twist your torso. On a more advanced level, it refers to keeping the kwa and inner shoulder points aligned.

30. Yi encompasses the volitional aspect of mind. It is often translated as “mind-intent.”
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Opening and Closing Your Lower Body and Stepping

Follow the same pattern as the Basic Zhong Ding Stepping Method. Then incorporate the opening and closing in your legs by opening the joints in your outward stepping leg and closing your joints in your inward stepping leg. Beginning with figure 7-1, open your left leg as you step out with your left leg to arrive at figure 7-2. From figure 7-3, close your right leg as you step in with your right leg to arrive at figure 7-4.

In figure 7-4, you are facing center and are fully weighted on your left side. In a conventional right-hand form, at this point your inward step, the opening in your left leg, and the closing in your right leg have all been completed.
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Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow

The health benefits of t’ai chi ch’uan are fully realized by separating yin and yang ch’i on the most fundamental level. There are many internal obstacles to achieving this, but two must be resolved to reach your full potential. The first is integrating the energy of your spine with the energy of your zhong ding. The second is separating the fluids and soft tissue from your zhong ding, fascia, and bones. The first harmonizes your yang energy with your nervous system. The second harmonizes your yin energy with your bodily fluids. These processes take place together—rather than sequentially—because they are interdependent. The first is initially trained using Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow.

The method of practicing Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow shown in this book was taught to me by Master Frantzis. Though I received instruction in this method from other masters, his instruction is the most complete I have encountered. This book provides guidance, but it is not a substitute for training with a qualified teacher. Be extremely cautious while learning Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow; it is easy to overreach your capacity in your desire to learn more. It takes a lot of dedicated work (in my case, ten years or more) to actualize the practice.

In an earlier chapter, the vertical pumping of your waist was used to connect your upper and lower body in Cloud Hands. An alternative, more complete, and powerful practice for connecting your legs and arms through your spine is achieved by integrating Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow into your form and Cloud Hands. The phrase “Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow,” describes, in metaphor, how the spine, legs, and arms gather and project power and energy. In addition to connecting your arms and legs, Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow, when correctly integrated with your zhong ding, unifies your yang ch’i and nervous system.

The physical Bend the Bow involves the spine, and a more advanced practice also incorporates the legs and arms. This practice is also referred to as “the five bows.” In either practice, the center point of the bow, for the purpose of t’ai chi ch’uan, is the ming men/tan tien. Consider your spine as an integrated whole and do your best to not isolate one part from the whole. The tendency when learning Bend the Bow is to exaggerate the bowing of the upper spine because it naturally has more flexibility. For the purposes of t’ai chi ch’uan, the bowing of the upper spine and lower spine must balance in a precise manner.
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Begin by establishing the midpoint of the bow. The L1–T12 region of the spine (ming men) corresponds with the insertions of the psoas and the lats and traps. The overlap of these muscles can create an opening or closing of the disks. If both top and bottom relax, the joint opens. If both contract, the joint closes. If you contract the psoas, you compress the disk below the insertion. To prevent this compression, the lower spine must tuck under and forward. This alignment requires development of your psoas minor muscles (which insert into the pelvic floor and T12 to help stabilize your pelvis and lower spine). This configuration prevents force, whether you are projecting or absorbing it, from squeezing your L1–T12 disks. The more you use the large muscles of the lats and traps, the more restricted is your use of the muscles on your spine, which interferes with your capacity to Bend the Bow.

When you are practicing Bend the Bow during Cloud Hands, or in any turning movement in t’ai chi ch’uan, the push and pull from your legs must be balanced throughout the entire length of your spine. Otherwise bending the bow will imbalance and distort your spine. Focus on bending your lower spine from the ming men down and forward. Your upper spine from ming men up to the occiput is balanced with your lower spine by bringing your bai hui (crown of the head) forward from your ming men only as far as the tip of your coccyx extends forward from your ming men.

To Shoot the Arrow, simultaneously pull upward from your bai hui and downward from the tip of your coccyx. As a more advanced practice, pull simultaneously from your bai hui upward and from your bubbling wells downward.

The pulling should be done in such a manner that the entire spine simultaneously straightens. Leading the straightening with one part of your spine creates kinks and imbalances. When you lead with one part of your spine, you diminish your capacity to discharge power because you use some of the power to distort your spine. This obviously diminishes the health benefits by constricting the flow of cerebral spinal fluid, but if it is severe enough, it can even harm disks. To avoid any negative effects, I strongly recommend learning Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow from a qualified teacher.

When done properly, Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow has myriad health benefits. It promotes the balancing and lengthening of the tissue around your spine. It releases pressure on your disks. It promotes smooth pulsing of your cerebral spinal fluid. It opens the door to separating yin and yang ch’i inside your spine by removing constrictions in the fluid, which impede the nerve function in your spine. In martial arts, it permits you to fully absorb and discharge your opponent’s power. In short, Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow lies at the core of advanced t’ai chi ch’uan practice.

Although you can practice Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow purely as a spinal exercise and reap the core health benefits, you can gain a lot more by integrating your legs and arms into the bowing and shooting. The leg bows are formed by the lengthening from the ming men down through the hip joints, through the insides of the legs to the knees, from the knees to the ankles, and from the ankles to the toe tips. The leg bows stretch the psoas to connect your legs to your spine. The tendons and ligaments connecting your knees and ankles also stretch your feet away from your ankles and connect them to your spine. The arm bows are similarly formed by lengthening from your spine through your shoulder joints into your elbows, from your elbows to your wrists, and from your wrists to your fingertips.

The five bows integrate the gathering and lengthening throughout your entire body. For example, when gathering in liu, if you integrate the five bows, the pulling inward throughout your body becomes connected and unified. Remember to drive the arms with your legs and spine rather than driving them locally. You want a loose and lengthened connection from your hands to your spine. Too much force binds your energy, causing it to stagnate, which diminishes the health benefits. Too much force also prevents you from integrating your zhong ding with your spine.
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In an earlier chapter, we discussed how your arms connect to your spine. The goal is to completely connect the bows of your arms into the bows of your spine and legs. Sinking the elbows initially serves the purpose of lengthening the arm out from your spine. You should feel the weight of your elbows open your shoulder joints and spread your scapula away from your spine. This needs to be done without tension. If tension is used to lengthen and connect your arms, you will compress the vertebrae in your upper thoracic and cervical spine. This will constrict your ch’i and prevent integrating Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow with your zhong ding.

You also need to explore how you situate your arms in relation to where they most strongly connect to your spine. Revisit Heaven to Earth ch’i kung and listen to the physical wave along your spine as your arms move up and down. Along with the height of the arms, the angle of the elbows is a function of the direction of the power being manifested. To most efficiently manifest vertical power, your elbows should drop toward the ground both energetically and physically. To project power horizontally, your elbows should rotate out toward a horizontal plane.

The goal is to have a precise enough connection between your arms, spine, and legs so that when your legs and spine bend or shoot, your arms are driven by them. Without learning to read strength along your spine, you cannot learn to read strength along your zhong ding. Remember to keep the connection loose. If at any point during an application your connection tenses, you are relying too much on your local strength and not enough on your refinement of alignment.
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The Internal Practice of Rooting

Rooting is simply your ability to direct force into the ground, whether the force comes from the weight of your own body, from an opponent, or from both. Single weighting refers to rooting your weight, an opponent’s force, or both into one location. This is often described as placing your weight directly on one leg rather than sharing your weight between both of your legs. It also refers to directing an opponent’s force into one leg rather than both legs regardless of where your physical weight is placed. This can be accomplished because it is possible to direct your opponent’s force into your unweighted or “empty” leg through manipulation of your sacrum, coccyx, and pelvis. Single weighting also allows you to turn your entire body around a well-defined central axis. This is crucial to the complete zhong ding stepping method because double weighting requires a shift to establish the axis and is thus slower.

The angles of your sacrum and coccyx control the path of force from your spine through your legs. Consider how much of your body weight is transferred from your spine into your pelvis through the joints in your sacrum and coccyx. Much of your body weight is transferred from your spine into your pelvis through the small joints in your sacroiliac. If your sacrum and coccyx form a rigid connection between themselves, or a rigid connection to your pelvis, you cannot direct your root from one foot to the other without shifting your weight. If your sacrum and coccyx can move in relation to your pelvic girdle, you can change the line of force from one foot to the other without shifting weight. To do so, you must spread your pelvis to open the joints between your sacrum, coccyx, and pelvis. These joints, as all the others, must be loose and connected to your movement.

Revisit the Cloud Hands stepping method. After you step, but before shifting weight, the clearest path for your weight to shift should be defined by the angles between your sacrum, coccyx, and pelvis. It is more important in t’ai chi ch’uan to clearly distinguish where the force lands than it is to distinguish where your weight is. For example, in Yang style the bow stance is in a 70/30 or 90/10 weight distribution and in Chen style often 60/40. In these stances, single weighting is accomplished without shifting weight to 100 percent.

When rooting your opponent’s force, your sacrum, coccyx, and pelvis control which leg the force goes into; the weight of your own body does not have to coincide with the force from your opponent. The transition from press to push (ji to an) in Yang style provides a good illustration of the relationship between the sacrum, coccyx, pelvis angle, and rooting. Begin in press (ji) and shift onto your back leg. During this transition you should internally change from ji to peng. Close on your back leg, sinking and gathering (liu). Next, before shifting weight into your front leg, tuck your coccyx forward and angle it toward your front leg until there is a clear pressure in the bubbling well of your front (unweighted) foot. Establish this line of force into your front foot before shifting weight. Then as you pull and shift your weight along this line of force, you maintain a continuous root as you move from your rear foot to your front foot. Do not thrust the pelvis and push the knees extremely far forward. Doing so creates misalignments in the knees and ankles and is very vulnerable to forces from the rear and sides. Remember, establishing the proper line of force allows you to shift weight through multiple angles without breaking your root.

The relationship between your sacrum, coccyx, and pelvis is also crucial to understanding references to the “three nails.” The three nails roughly correspond to where your weight falls on the heel, center, and ball of your foot. The “three nails” do not describe what you do with your weight. In t’ai chi ch’uan, the weight in your foot does not shift back and forth or side to side. Ideally, your weight remains balanced uniformly through your entire foot. The “three nails” refer to where the internal pressure (root) is directed through your foot. Again, the controlling mechanism of internal pressure and connection is the angle of your sacrum, coccyx, and pelvis, not the shifting of your weight forward and back.
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Commencement is sometimes taught with a “weight shift” moving between the three nails; however, the proper way is to change the angle of the sacrum and coccyx in relation to the pelvis, to direct the internal pressure through the three nails. The pattern is as follows:

In figure 9-1, the pressure begins in the middle nail and moves into the bubbling well during peng. The pressure stays fixed in the bubbling well, though it increases in intensity during the discharge of ji. And it moves through the middle nail into the heel during the follow-through. The pressure stays in the heel and increases in intensity during liu. The pressure moves from the heel to the middle nail during an.

This movement is related to the four chin as follows: peng is yang ch’i separating from yin ch’i; ji is pure yang ch’i; liu is pure yin ch’i; and an is yin ch’i arising from yang ch’i. It is this relationship between the four chin and the separation of yin and yang that is the basis of t’ai chi ch’uan’s roots in the I Ching. In the I Ching, these relationships are unnamed, but in commentaries they have been called the Sze Hsiang or four manifestations. They are symbolized by pairs of lines representing the pairing of yin (broken line) and yang (solid line). In t’ai chi ch’uan, the four manifestations are peng, liu, ji, and an.
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Rolling Ball Cloud Hands

The second major obstacle to separating yin and yang ch’i on a fundamental level is tension in the soft connective tissue and fascia surrounding your spine, organs, and zhong ding, as well as the energy that extends outside of your physical body. A loose connection between your zhong ding and your soft tissue permits you to use t’ai chi ch’uan to massage your internal organs. In Cloud Hands, the circular waist motion, along with the opening and closing of your waist, sets in motion two elongated ellipses that follow the pattern of each hand. The major (long) axis of the ellipses passes crosswise between the internal kwa and shoulder points. These internal alignments are a necessary prerequisite for the elliptical circulations to harmonize the left-right alignment power with your zhong ding power. Rolling Ball Cloud Hands, from spinal ch’i kung, seems to access this connection quicker than Cloud Hands or other postures in the t’ai chi ch’uan forms. Once developed, it readily moves into form and application practice.

Rolling Ball Cloud Hands keeps the palms facing each other throughout the exercise, and the “ball” is in constant motion. Be sure to keep your spine and zhong ding stable. There are enormous health benefits once you connect the rolling, massaging motions. All the internal organs are loosened and brought into balance. Cloud Hands is not the only place in t’ai chi ch’uan where the organs are deliberately massaged. There are specific organ massage methods in Grasping Sparrow’s Tail, but they are outside the scope of this book.

As with Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow, your arms and legs must connect to and generate the massaging action in your organs and tissue. Here the lengthening from your shoulders should be directed into the abdominal cavity rather than your spine. This requires adjusting the angles of the elbows, as well as the scapula, sacrum, and coccyx. Generally, your elbows drop more and your scapula roll down and forward to redirect the force into your abdominal cavity. When your organs loosen, you will connect to them and massage them through movements of both your arms and legs. At first, limit the connection to your arms. Adding the legs early on can produce too strong of pulls and may create serious health problems. Practice Rolling Ball Cloud Hands until your organs are clearly massaged, and the loose sloshing of your organs and fluids decouples from your spine and zhong ding.
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Figure 10-1 illustrates the center position: your right hand on top of your left hand at your center line, your palms facing each other, and your body open. (Remember to maintain a light lengthening from your spine to your fingertips.)

To move from figure 10-1 to figure 10-2, begin closing, turn right, shift right, and roll both hands vertically until the left is in front, palms facing each other. This occurs simultaneously and completes when you reach the right side (figure 10-2).

To return to the center (figure 10-3), bounce energy off of your right foot, changing from closing to opening, while continuing to roll the ball between your palms until your left palm is on the top and your right palm is on the bottom. At this point, you have returned to facing center with the palms still facing each other.

Figures 10-3 through 10-5 illustrate continuing to the left while repeating the pattern (inverted).

Some important practice points are:


• Remain upright.

• Don’t separate your four points.

• Don’t distort or twist your spine.

• Roll the ball continuously.

• Move your hips in an elongated figure eight.

• Keep your zhong ding stable.
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Zhong Ding Power in Cloud Hands

Although learning cross-body power and left-right alignment power can be done in a fairly linear fashion, learning zhong ding power is a much more circular process. The study takes most people at least ten years, so be patient. This book is meant to guide your research rather than provide a simplified explanation. Revisit Master Wang’s Turning Post exercise, and locate your bai hui point on the crown of your head. From your bai hui, extend down through your torso, passing through your perineum into the ground, and then extend back upward to heaven. Your zhong ding must be straight. In the T’ai Chi Classics, the zhong ding is the axle about which the wheel turns. A bent axle results in a wobbly wheel.

Even more importantly, the zhong ding is the place from which you organize all movement and internal change. When your mind resides in your zhong ding, external forces, energy, and stimuli are interpreted as internal changes on your zhong ding. The zhong ding is where chin changes are done purely in response to your opponent’s force and energy. From the standpoint of responsiveness, this is not too different from keeping your mind in your lower tan tien. The difficulty with both is keeping your mind focused when you are confronted with external energy. One clear advantage of keeping your mind in your zhong ding rather than your lower tan tien is that you gain the potential to move your tan tien along the zhong ding and to have multiple tan tiens on your zhong ding at the same time. Traditionally, there are three tan tiens: the lower, which is located approximately three fingers below the navel; the middle, which is located at the height of the solar plexus on the zhong ding; and the upper, or third eye, which is located at the height of the brow on the zhong ding. When you develop your zhong ding you can move these centers at will along your zhong ding. Without this capacity, you cannot integrate zhong ding power with cross-body power and left-right alignment power. To connect the three components of internal power you must have the capacity to simultaneously hold your awareness in multiple centers.

It is tempting to simplify complex problems. For example, you may interpret the phrase “the yi (intent) moves the ch’i and the ch’i moves the body” as meaning that you simply have to move your yi to move your ch’i. However, it is not simply a matter of intending to move the ch’i; rather; you must train your yi and ch’i to move in harmony along your zhong ding. All three of my teachers commented (directly or indirectly) on this. Master Tok was adamant that you must learn to hold your awareness in multiple places, or what he called “many minds.” Master Frantzis emphasizes the primary chin as flows of ch’i. Master Wang moved his awareness along his zhong ding in accordance with the particular internal flow of chin and used his form as a vehicle to illustrate this.
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The Alignment of Your Spine, Lower Tan Tien, and Zhong Ding

When you align your bai hui and perineum to stabilize your zhong ding, your lower tan tien is forward of your zhong ding. To bring your lower tan tien onto your zhong ding, slightly roll your pelvis forward. Then lengthen your sacrum and coccyx downward and forward from your pelvis until the tip of your coccyx aligns energetically with your zhong ding. Master Frantzis first taught me this as an advanced central channel (zhong ding) practice, and it was also taught by Master Wang. It is important to not overtuck your pelvis. This is often done because many practitioners and teachers cannot separate their pelvis from their sacrum and coccyx. Without this looseness, you will misalign your femur and pelvis, as well as your knees and feet. As a result, you will not root as effectively or only through a narrow range of motion. Be careful: overtucking your pelvis before it is sufficiently loosened from your sacrum and coccyx can overstretch your lower back.

At the same time, your lower tan tien rolls backward with the tucking until the bai hui, lower tan tien, and tip of the coccyx form an energetic line. This alignment allows you to begin the process of unifying your spine and zhong ding. This is a more refined alignment than aligning your bai hui and perineum, which places your lower tan tien forward of the zhong ding. Ultimately, aligning your bai hui and perineum inhibits merging the energy on your zhong ding with the energy in your spine. They both can be developed separately, but they will not fully unify.

The alignment of your bai hui, lower tan tien, and coccyx on your zhong ding corresponds with completing Shoot the Arrow. Consider the analogy; after a bow shoots an arrow it ends in a position where it is still under some tension; a bow never goes flaccid. From the alignment of your bai hui, lower tan tien, and coccyx, you can now Bend the Bow. To do so you must draw your coccyx upward along your zhong ding toward your lower tan tien. You must also draw your bai hui downward along your zhong ding toward your lower tan tien. This produces a much shallower physical bend than when your upper spine and bai hui extend forward from your zhong ding, but the alignment concentrates the force and energy deeper into your spine. Through this concentration of force and energy, the alignment connects and begins to unify the energy of your spine and zhong ding. To completely unify the energies, you must fully separate your yin ch’i from your yang ch’i.

Shoot the Arrow consists of simultaneously pulling from your bai hui upward along your zhong ding and downward along your zhong ding to the neutral alignment. The pulling must be even, like a bow straightening a bowstring. The speed at which you can discharge the force and energy stored in your bow is a function of how fast you can pull your spine to shoot the arrow. As with Bend the Bow, Shoot the Arrow loses power if it is done in an imbalanced manner. Shoot the Arrow should occur with a uniform straightening of your whole spine, not one part leading. There are other power techniques in t’ai chi ch’uan that utilize the spine in a snake-like manner, but they are not discussed here. In addition, Shooting the Arrow by trying to locally control your spine is too slow to produce much power.

When you connect and align your zhong ding, bai hui, coccyx, and lower tan tien, the energy of your spine can connect at its top and bottom to your zhong ding and your spine, and zhong ding can move into balance. Energetically, an imbalance in one is reflected as an imbalance in the other. Your spine must bend and release evenly as a unit, otherwise the energy on your zhong ding will pinch and buckle. The flow of energy in the zhong ding and the spine should be uninterrupted and smooth.

As your spine loosens and your ch’i flows deeper, your zhong ding becomes smaller and smarter. When your ch’i penetrates your bone marrow, your ch’i in your spine reaches your spinal cord, and your zhong ding (yang) energy and spine (nervous system) unify. Shoot the Arrow, at this stage, is an advanced silk pulling practice. Here Pulling Silk draws the ch’i through your spine, zhong ding, and bone marrow, rather than tissue. This will be discussed more fully after incorporating Rolling Ball Cloud Hands.

[image: ]

Sticking your ch’i to your spine describes extending your ch’i from your spine to behind your body. This forms the third component of Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow, the component connected to the energy outside of your body. The practice begins with using your breath to extend your energy back from your spine joint by joint. When the extension can be maintained uniformly through the length of your spine it connects to the tip of your coccyx and bai hui, which forms a third location to discharge from and to concentrate and store your opponent’s power. As you Bend the Bow, extend your ch’i from your spine; as you Shoot the Arrow, pull your ch’i back into your spine. This basic practice will reinforce the energy in your spine with the energy outside of your body and the physical mechanics of Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow.
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Joining the Internal Ellipses in Cloud Hands

You will know that you are doing Rolling Ball Cloud Hands well when your internal organs and fluids loosen from your spine and the connection through your abdominal cavity rolls smoothly and continuously. When this occurs you are ready to start incorporating the same practices into t’ai chi ch’uan Cloud Hands, and then into the whole of the t’ai chi ch’uan form. The next step should only be done when your organs have really loosened. Doing so before your organs have loosened from your spine can create pulls and twists along your spine that are harmful and will impede your nervous system. Only when you have continuous rolling in Cloud Hands should you return to connecting your arms to your spine instead of to your abdominal cavity. When your organs are loosened and you have connected your arms arms to your spine, the ellipses connected to your kwa and shoulder points generate double-helix spirals along your spine. Master Wang allowed me to feel this connection directly the last time I studied with him.

Be extremely cautious. Give yourself a lot of time before trying to bring the ellipses into your spine. If you feel uneven pulls, stop! Return to keeping the ellipses in your abdominal cavity and work at loosening further. As well, work at making Bend the Bow and Shoot the Arrow looser, more refined, and better aligned. If you can bring the ellipses into your spine without disruption, you are ready to begin unifying your left-right alignment and spinal power with the energy of your zhong ding.

[image: ]
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Song

To cultivate zhong ding energy you need to refine it. Remember Master Wang’s description: you begin with a zhong ding that is “fat and stupid” and, through practice, it becomes “thin and smart.” To refine your zhong ding you must focus your mind on your zhong ding while at the same time becoming more and more song.

The T’ai Chi Classics and every master of t’ai chi ch’uan emphasize the importance of song to the proper cultivation of t’ai chi ch’uan. Why is song so important and how can we better understand it? Some of the difficulty comes from translation. No word in English conveys the complete meaning of song, so it is better to think of it as a synthesis of several English concepts. Although song is often translated as “relaxed,” this conveys only part of the concept. Song is best considered as meaning relaxed, loose, full, and connected. Each of these words conveys some aspect of song. For instance, “relaxed” conveys the fact that you do not want to contract your muscles unnecessarily, and that you should use as little force as possible to accomplish the particular movement. Song prevents constricting your vascular and nervous systems. “Loose” conveys that the different parts (bones, muscles, fascia, and connective tissue) must move freely from one another. “Full” conveys the sense that each part is alive and capable of changing, at a minimum on physical and energetic levels. And “connected” conveys that all parts must maintain their capacity to influence one another on all energetic levels.

The more song you are, the less constricted your blood vessels and capillaries are. Song releases tension in your nervous system, making it possible to deepen your mental relaxation. Song allows you to refine your physical and energetic alignments because when you remove tension you have to balance and move more precisely. A good example of this is how your sacrum and coccyx release from your pelvis when your entire spine balances and loosens.

T’ai chi ch’uan places emphasis on loosening the hips and waist for just this reason. The controlling mechanism for releasing and aligning the spine are the connections between the sacrum, coccyx, and the pelvis, not the connections between the head and spine. The head and spine are more accessible for most people, but they do not control the weight of your entire torso as do the joints between your pelvis and spine. The result is that you can release and align your head and neck without having much effect on the alignments of your pelvis and spine. You can have a loose head and upper spine and be bound in your lower spine. To completely loosen your body you must release the alignments between your pelvis and spine. You cannot do so without your head and spine releasing. This relationship is expressed in the T’ai Chi Classics: If there is a defect, the solution lies in the legs and waist.

As you deepen in song, you can move with less and less strength and gain more freedom of movement. Your mind becomes less reactive and more able to move and change. The degree of mental song is reflected in every aspect of your energy and body. The lack of song is the ultimate restriction on your potential to deepen your awareness and practice. For instance, if you are song in the skin and heavy muscles, but not in the fascia, you will pull silk predominately in the skin and heavy muscles and have little effect on the fascia and deeper levels. For your ch’i to flow freely in any part of your body it must be song. You cannot substitute moving the ch’i with your imagination for song. Using your imagination will lead to false reads of internal sensitivity and power, and may result in creating more constrictions.

One of the most challenging contexts in which to remain song is during adversity. If you can keep your mind and energy song, attacks against you will not cause internal constriction. This is true whether the attack is physical, emotional, or other forms of energy. Yet, don’t fool yourself. If you cannot remain song in the face of a physical attack, you won’t be able to do so in the face of an emotional attack or other forms of adversity. The reason is that your physical energy will constrict your more subtle energies. You must cultivate song physically to cultivate song on more subtle levels.

Return to Master Wang’s Turning Post nei kung. Its particular value comes from the turning around the zhong ding. You may develop a strong and stable awareness of your center through standing practice without developing looseness around it. Good t’ai chi ch’uan requires strength, stability, and looseness to maximize internal power. To fully separate yin and yang ch’i, you must focus on gathering into your zhong ding every bit of strength you feel. At the same time, you must release all tension: physical, energetic, emotional, mental, and spiritual. Turning challenges the stability in your zhong ding developed in standing practice. Be careful not to collapse or imbalance your spine as you release tension. As your zhong ding becomes smaller, it gradually decouples from the loose tissue and fluids. As your zhong ding decouples, your yin ch’i begins to slosh and your yang ch’i begins to beat like a drum. These phenomena are described in the T’ai Chi Classics.

Continue to gather and loosen until your yin and yang ch’i are clearly separated along the entire length of your zhong ding. As your yin and yang ch’i separate, you lay the foundation for more sophisticated zhong ding development, gain access to t’ai chi ch’uan’s most effective health benefits, and comprehend how t’ai chi ch’uan utilizes meditation practices to produce martial prowess. Again, as you loosen and become increasingly song, your yang ch’i concentrates into your zhong ding and your yin ch’i increasingly sloshes around it.

Next practice rotating your zhong ding faster than your yin ch’i can follow. This is done by moving your zhong ding with your mind (yi) slightly ahead of the sloshing fluids. This increases the sloshing and begins training your ch’i to follow your yi. As you move through this process and become internally song, the small capillary-like interconnections of ch’i open through your body and energy. Return to Rolling Ball Cloud Hands and practice loosening all of your organs and internal tissue from your zhong ding. Rolling Ball Cloud Hands helps release all the fine connections within your abdominal cavity without disrupting the alignment of your spine and zhong ding. Only when your organs and connective tissue become song can your spine and zhong ding unify; and only then can you separate yin and yang ch’i. At this stage you begin to understand the second meaning of, “The waist is the commander.” The circular movements of your waist lead the movements of the rest of your body. The patterns are numerous. The hidden symmetry of the pattern in Cloud Hands helps to reveal the connections. As the internal ellipses flow from the movement, they become tied into small rotations in the lower tan tien. When the internal energy is directed by the small rotations in the lower tan tien, the full meaning of the phrase is actualized.

The T’ai Chi Classics describe a literal internal experience of energetic drumming. At first your ch’i drums slowly. As you condense into your joints, the yin and yang ch’i increasingly separate until your natural closing condenses the energy and your natural opening discharges it. In contrast, when you condense into your bones through their length, your deep tissue is often engaged in the discharge and becomes “hard” when it should remain “soft.”

The hidden agenda of Master Wang’s Swimming nei kung is to cultivate drumming your ch’i. It does so by combining spiraling on the left and right alignments with pulsing in the feet and joints. As you practice the exercise, be as loose as you can. Pulse your feet quickly as you spiral the energy down and up your left and right alignments. The speed at which you pulse your feet and joints regulates the speed with which the spirals move. For example, if you pulse once while you pull up the left alignment, you have a single long spiral; if you pulse ten times you have ten spirals. This encourages a reverberation throughout your body, which stimulates the drumming of the ch’i described in the T’ai Chi Classics.
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The Internal Separation of Yin and Yang

The phrase “peng must fill your entire body” describes the microlevel opening that allows fine movement of your ch’i by your yi, without forcing it against the body’s resistance. In contrast, when you use your imagination to move your ch’i, your ch’i is always, to some degree, in conflict with your body, and is much slower because of the gap between your yi, ch’i, and body. As the small interconnections open, your yang ch’i freely moves and fills the entire body. When it fills the entire body, every point has the potential to change between peng, liu, ji, and an. When this occurs your ch’i can move naturally without stagnation.

As the microconnections open, the same fine connections begin to open through your energy and extend beyond your body. As this occurs, your ch’i expands spherically from your lower tan tien. The limit of the expansion is bound by your capacity to extend upward and downward along your zhong ding. As well, if the extensions from your feet and hands are not balanced with your zhong ding extension, your energy will not be a smooth sphere, resulting in another form of energetic gap.

Cultivating your zhong ding requires both Pulling Silk and loosening all the tissue, organs, and fluids around your zhong ding. The more these loosen, the more the fluids are set free. The deeper you Pull Silk, the stronger and more distinct the energy on your zhong ding becomes. This separation makes the zhong ding energy increasingly hard and the outside energy increasingly soft, or what the T’ai Chi Classics describe as “steel wrapped in cotton.” This separation of yang ch’i and yin ch’i is the primary separation of yin and yang in t’ai chi ch’uan. Yang ch’i is active, strong, and creative, whereas yin ch’i is passive, soft, and receptive. In terms of your experience of internal energy, yang ch’i is associated with the fine, electric, shocking energy and yin ch’i with the sloshing, fluid energy of your body. “Steel wrapped in cotton” also alludes to your yin ch’i both becoming looser and wrapping around your yang ch’i. And as your yang ch’i spirals deeper, your yin ch’i wraps around your zhong ding and bones.

The following simplified diagrams (figure 15-1) help to illustrate the relationship between refining your zhong ding and separating yin and yang ch’i.

The first diagram represents the state where the outside and inside of your body are undifferentiated. That is, the center turns and the outside turns with it. This represents whole-body turning power, where the axle and wheel turn together. Cross-body power produced in this manner is less refined and clumsier but can still produce considerable power.

The second diagram represents the outside beginning to separate from the inside. There is a zone where the yin ch’i on the outside is loose and a zone in the center where the yang ch’i is distinct, but they are separated by a zone where the yin and yang ch’i are undifferentiated. At this stage, your zhong ding is still “fat and stupid,” although you begin to generate yin power from the sloshing of your fluids.

The third diagram illustrates the ideal state, where the center, yang, zhong ding energy is clear; the yin, outer energy sloshes; and there is no zone where yin and yang are not separate. The main limiting factor in reaching the ideal state is tension: physical, energetic, and mental (there may be significant limitations placed by other energetic phenomena, but they are outside the scope of this book).

Tension prevents yang and yin ch’i from separating. Tension prevents unifying the energy on the zhong ding with the energy on the spine, and it prevents ch’i from traveling into the bones. If you use your yi (intent) and imagination to fuse the energy, it will be weak and much less effective. The tension inherent in using your imagination will join with physical tension to increase the overall tension in your system. In partner practice, you must continuously try to use less tension and force to achieve the same result. This is also related to applying power: the more precise the application of power, the less power is required to achieve the same result.

[image: ]

Pulling Silk ultimately pulls yang ch’i into your bone marrow and produces “steel wrapped in cotton.” At this point, rooting becomes a function of the energy of your zhong ding and spine unified. As a result, you have the capacity to root not just through your physical legs but also through what Master Wang called the “third leg.” Master Wang would explain his extraordinary rooting strength with an analogy to a stool with three legs. Most of us use two legs to stand; he used three. His “third leg” was the extension of his zhong ding into the earth. This analogy begets some interesting inferences. If I use two legs to maintain an upright position, I use a great deal more force internally to do so than if I use three legs. Thus, if I use three legs, I use less effort, my body is more song, and I separate yin and yang ch’i better. Another interesting inference is that if I wish to root through one leg, I now have an additional leg from which to choose. This was one of the main reasons why even advanced practitioners had difficulty finding Master Wang’s root—because it would move between three legs, not two.
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Harmonizing the Three Components of Internal Power in Cloud Hands

Before the three components can harmonize, you need to move the internal abdominal ellipses onto your zhong ding. Return to the practice of Cloud Hands and fully connect the ellipses between your shoulders and kwa. Now, rather than tightening the ellipses with your yi into your spine, do so into your zhong ding. As you do, the ellipses change into elongated figure eights with the crossing point being your middle tan tien.31 Again, the internal symmetry in Cloud Hands makes these relationships more accessible than in other postures. In other, less symmetrical postures, the figure eights rotate along the central axis and each half of the figure eights can rotate independently of each other. When the double-helix spirals are stable on your zhong ding, return to your spine and deepen the spirals into your spinal cord. When the figure eights form a double-helix spiral on your zhong ding and in your spinal cord, you harmonize the three components of internal power.

Another important aspect of bringing your energy into your zhong ding is its moving into and circulating through your bone marrow.32 Any constriction in the flow through your bone marrow is reflected on your zhong ding and vice versa. As your zhong ding opens, you go through a lengthy process of clearing it of blockages and irregularities. Similarly, you do so throughout your bone marrow. To fully open your zhong ding, these must be removed through a refined process of becoming song at that level. The yang ch’i flows into the bones through the joints, not through the circumference of the bones. Rather than trying to “condense ch’i” into your bones through the length of your bones, increase the internal pressure of the opening and closing of your joints while simultaneously Pulling Silk. Condensing ch’i into your bones will produce hardness, but the final layers of tissue and ch’i usually do not separate. In contrast, when you pull the ch’i into your joints, it flows from your joints into your bone marrow.


31. The relationship is illustrated in figure 13-1 .

32. This aspect of the zhong ding is well developed in two books by B. K. Frantzis: Opening the Energy Gates of Your Body and The Power of Internal Martial Arts and Chi.
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Storing and Projecting Unified Power

To begin, focus on simply gathering into and releasing from your zhong ding. Gathering and releasing carries certain connotations that may or may not be accurate. First and foremost, do not exert too much mental energy to gather or try to imagine a line of discharging force when releasing. Instead, focus on gathering into your zhong ding in a relaxed way, and discharging by focusing your yi into a particular point. Practicing this way loosens the connections and opens your microbody, or very small capillary-like connections of ch’i. When no mental force is employed during the release, the ch’i moves freely in its natural patterns.

When you begin working on discharging from your zhong ding you won’t have a powerful discharge. Deepen, refine, and shrink your zhong ding, and keep intensifying your gathering until you lose all sensations of strength and your energy begins to vibrate like a drum. It is of utmost importance to lose all sensations of strength. Before releasing outward, you must release inward to intensify the internal drumming. If you do not lose all internal sensations of strength, the drumming will be weak and incapable of producing much physical manifestation.

The discharge from your zhong ding is directed and supplemented by the convergence of your cross-body power and left-right pulsing, or joint power through Pulling Silk. As previously discussed, your silk pulling ultimately moves the yang energy through your zhong ding and bones, and the joint pulsing provides surges to gather or discharge. In theory, the zhong ding is the primary source of internal power, and the left-right and cross-body connections contribute to the power and direct it to specific places in your body. The placement of your discharge is a function of your yi (intent), not what your body tries to do. Over time, the left-right and cross-body mechanics provide less power and increasingly only direct the power of the zhong ding.

An example of this process is well illustrated in Kao or shoulder stroke, one of the eight postures in t’ai chi ch’uan. Kao requires you to connect the power from your left leg through your waist turning to produce power in your right shoulder (cross-body power). At the same time, Kao requires you to open all joints in your body simultaneously (ji). The power of the two must be unified by your yi (intent). Finally, the underlying power must come from your zhong ding’s gathering and discharging, rather than just from the biophysical alignments. Cultivating your zhong ding also produces the capacity to discharge power extraordinarily fast. To produce power, fast discharges generally use yang ch’i and slow discharges generally use yin ch’i.

The yang power in t’ai chi ch’uan is discharged from the zhong ding, whereas yin power is generated from the pumping and sloshing of the fluids. It is important to distinguish between yin and yang power in Cloud Hands and throughout the t’ai chi ch’uan form because using the methodology for generating one, rather than the other, produces internal cross-signals. Yang power is like being struck with a sharp electrical current, whereas yin power is like being hit by a large wave. Both work well, and ultimately the choice of which to use is left to the context and practitioner.

There are different training methods for yin power and yang power. I will describe the most basic training methods for each. The details of these methods are filled with nuance and are outside the scope of this book. Yet the basic methodologies are important for integrating the three components of internal power.

Yang-power training involves squeezing or compressing the fluids in your joints to produce power. The basic principle is to squeeze your joints while maintaining song in the other parts. The energy is then focused into pushing the power away from your root into your partner. The yang energy is then manifest at the point of focus, or where your yi directs it. The basic principle behind yin-power training is to let the fluids freely slosh as much as possible and then coordinate the surge of the internal wave with the natural instabilities of your partner. Using the instability of your partner allows you to minimize the power used to effect a particular application.
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A Practice Method for Training the Three Components of Internal Power in Cloud Hands

To integrate your zhong ding power with your cross-body power and left-right alignment power in Cloud Hands, follow this methodology. Begin with small turns around your zhong ding. Have a heightened awareness of how your movement creates any instability: unwanted twisting and misalignments in your joints, misalignment of your four points, and most especially any misalignment of your spine. Build the other components of Cloud Hands systematically around the small turns. Add weight shifting and the figure eight with particular attention to maintaining balance in both hips.

Next integrate the bouncing of the weight, the pumping of your waist, and the cross-body twisting. These must be done without disrupting the alignment of your spine or awareness and stability of your zhong ding. Use your awareness in your zhong ding to organize the external movement. Regulating your external movement from your zhong ding integrates the changing of the four chin in Cloud Hands. When you can perform Cloud Hands with all its components without disrupting your awareness of your zhong ding, then gradually increase the turn. If your awareness is scattered or disrupted, stick with a small turn and small opening and closing until it stabilizes, and then gradually increase them. When your biomechanical movements become smooth and integrated, then you can begin training your movements in Cloud Hands to become a function of your mind-intent.

The T’ai Chi Classics speak to this: the yi (mind-intent) leads the ch’i (energy), and the ch’i leads the li (body). In application, the gap between the yi, ch’i, and li must shrink as small as possible. It’s no use if the gap between your ch’i and li is slow, or the response between your yi and ch’i is sluggish! In the ideal world, there would be no gaps. In our imperfect world, there are always gaps. Gaps occur in our physical movements, our responses to other’s movements, in our ch’i, and in our yi. The better martial artists minimize these gaps (as best they can on all levels) and defend those they cannot minimize. The gaps are minimized by first training your ch’i and body to harmonize.

To minimize and eliminate gaps, first train the center-to-periphery pumping of your body to match the center-to-periphery pumping of your ch’i. This practice focuses on harmonizing the pumping from the lower tan tien to the periphery and gathering from the periphery into the lower tan tien, as is done in the Center to Periphery spinal ch’i kung. This energetic pumping underlies all forms of t’ai chi ch’uan and must be cultivated. Let the light-filling (peng) energy carry your body. Let the inward sucking and closing (liu) energy contract your body. As much as possible, have awareness through the entire space of the expansion or contraction. Again, gaps in your internal awareness are reflected as gaps on your zhong ding. When the pumping of your ch’i between peng and liu feels full and seamless, then begin modifying your external movements to harmonize with your internal pumping. It is critical that you change your body to harmonize with your ch’i and not change the pulsing of your ch’i to fit your movements. As your ch’i expands beyond your body, you must coordinate your movements to change with the full extension of your ch’i rather than with the extension of your ch’i within your body.

This methodology also holds true if you’re practicing some of the breathing patterns associated with t’ai chi ch’uan. Most people practice t’ai chi ch’uan without regard to a particular pattern of breathing. This is how it should normally be practiced to avoid training your breath and power to unify. If your breath and power become unified, then your opponent only needs to read your breath to predict your movements. However, breathing practices are useful for developing certain internal functions. For example, inhaling while opening into a posture can assist the opening and cultivating light, expanding energy. Another example is inhaling to compress the ch’i into the joints (reverse breathing), which assists in the strengthening of the bones. In either case, the breath should be comfortable, and you should adjust the pace of the form to maintain a comfortable breathing pattern, rather than changing your breathing to match your form’s external speed.

Along with the center-to-periphery pumping, there is the equally important flow between heaven and earth and between earth and heaven as developed in Earth to Heaven spinal ch’i kung. You must establish an internal flow of ch’i from earth to heaven and from heaven to earth. Next, recognize which postures and transitions in the form are heaven to earth or earth to heaven movements, center-to-periphery or periphery-to-center movements. Yang style is roughly 80 percent center to periphery and periphery to center and 20 percent heaven to earth and earth to heaven. Wu style is roughly the opposite proportion.

Next, you must harmonize your physical and energetic spiraling. To make your physical spiraling uninterrupted and continuous, you must integrate opening and closing your joints with turning your waist. You produce physical spiraling by combining continuous center-to-periphery or heaven-to-earth opening and closing with continuous waist turning. When either component stops, your ch’i stagnates. This raises the question of how to change direction without stagnation. The answer lies in the meditation practice of emptiness. Emptiness, in this context, means making your mind and energy quiet. Your yi and ch’i do nothing. When you “go empty” at the moment of change, you have the capacity to move between the four chin without interruption.

It is fundamental to advanced t’ai chi ch’uan practice that the ch’i and body change simultaneously. For example, when you execute the posture press (ji), you open from center to periphery, and your ch’i extends from your lower tan tien through your bai hui and some distance beyond, as well as down your zhong ding into the ground and some depth below. At the same time, your ch’i expands spherically beyond your body in all directions. When the extension of your ch’i reaches its limit and changes from opening to closing, your physical lengthening from your center to the top of your head and to your feet must also reach its limit and change. Any discord creates gaps and stagnation in your ch’i and body that are easily read by an advanced player.

Once your ch’i and body are stable and working in harmony, then you can begin to train them to harmonize with your yi. Stabilizing your body and ch’i typically takes ten years of serious practice after you are reasonably proficient at the physical movements. It is easy to confuse some parts acting in harmony with all parts acting in harmony. To some degree, we are all flawed, but if you cannot feel the ch’i throughout your entire body without gap or break, you should continue to practice harmonizing your ch’i and body, and save the yi and ch’i practices for later. Focusing your training on your yi and ch’i before your ch’i and body are harmonized introduces additional gaps between your ch’i and body, which makes it extremely difficult for your body to following directives of your yi and ch’i.

Harmonizing your yi, ch’i, and body shortens the gaps between your intent and action, and results in tremendous speed. When your yi and ch’i leads your body, there is little discernible difference between your mind acting and your body moving. The speed of your mind influences how fast your ch’i and body can change. The least bit of mental tension or ego slows your mind, constricts your ch’i, and creates or reinforces physical tension. This is a pitfall often encountered by practitioners who do not practice meditation, because their minds are not sufficiently quiet, and the disquiet continues to constrict their ch’i in application.

You cannot exert mental effort to make the yi move the ch’i or body. Mental force or tension constricts the ch’i and creates or reinforces physical tension. This is one of the biggest pitfalls of using your imagination or images to produce a desired energetic result. Generating the image requires too much mental energy, which develops tension, which, in turn, inhibits the very experience you must rely on to harmonize your yi, ch’i, and li.
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Moving Your Mind on Your Zhong Ding

In t’ai chi ch’uan, your awareness moves from your physical movement to internal movement, which then increases your capacity to experience and strengthen your zhong ding. Revisit the Zhong Ding Gathering exercise. Its success or failure depends on your mind and where you focus awareness, not on any physical adjustment or alignment. As your awareness becomes comfortable residing in your zhong ding, it becomes the reference for your movement and practice of t’ai chi ch’uan. You learn to feel external energy—be it force, emotional energy, or psychic energy—from your zhong ding. You stop paying attention to the physical location of your opponent and where he applies power; rather, you interpret the power by how it affects your zhong ding. This is described as t’ing chin or “listening to your opponent’s strength.”33 If your opponent’s power is gathered into your zhong ding, then your practice is stable. If your opponent’s power disrupts your zhong ding, then you need to adjust internally so the power strengthens it instead. The evenness of your gathering and expanding with your mind and ch’i is crucial for maintaining stable movement. If you gather or expand unevenly, your zhong ding will internally and externally destabilize.

A stable zhong ding opens up the possibility of moving your center to any point on your zhong ding. This makes it more difficult for your opponent to find your center. In contrast, focusing only on your lower tan tien gives your opponent a fixed, although physically elusive, center of movement to attack. A stable zhong ding increases your capacity to move from multiple centers at the same time. If your awareness can reside in multiple locations on your zhong ding, then you can move with many minds, and your awareness is both separated and joined. Through meditation you can learn how to move your mind on your zhong ding to produce energetic effects on your opponent. This connection between meditation and martial application is described as follows: When your mind (yi) moves clearly and without interruption through the four chin changes, and your mind and ch’i work in harmony with your body, then your yi leads the ch’i and your ch’i leads your body. If your yi is static, so is your ch’i, and so is your body.

As your ch’i expands beyond your body, you must train your yi to extend with it. As with training your body and ch’i to harmonize, you must train your yi to extend beyond your ch’i. As your yi expands spherically, it pulls your ch’i with it and, in this way, decreases the gap between your yi and ch’i. As this happens, you begin to influence your opponent before you have physical contact by working with the energetic space where your ch’i overlaps with your opponent’s.

Master Tok would occasionally transmit and emphasize the importance of having “many minds” or simultaneous multiple centers of awareness. The practice allows your “center” to become active and illusive. The practice of many minds and moving them on the zhong ding is a complex subject that contains many levels of awareness and capacity. It is a bridge to more subtle energy and awareness practices. Commencement provides a simple paradigm for beginning to learn how to do so. In Commencement, your awareness moves on your zhong ding in harmony with the four chin changes: during peng, your awareness moves from earth to heaven; during ji, your awareness moves from your lower tan tien to your periphery; during liu, your awareness moves from your periphery to your lower tan tien; and during an, your awareness moves from heaven to earth.

Master Frantzis maps the four internal chin onto the zhong ding as flows of ch’i, and Master Wang used external changes to express them. An is the sinking flow on your zhong ding from heaven to earth. Ji is the expanding on your zhong ding from your lower tan tien to earth and heaven simultaneously. Liu is the gathering on your zhong ding from earth and heaven simultaneously into your lower tan tien. To harmonize your yi, ch’i, and body, your mind must move along the zhong ding in harmony with the flow through the four chin. This requires the use of “many minds” because you must maintain awareness in the point from which the energy is pulled and in the point(s) into which it is pulled. As a more advanced practice, one mind remains aware at each energetic extension and the other mind(s) pull(s) the awareness along the zhong ding. Thus in peng and an there are two minds, one fixed and one pulling. In ji and liu, there are one fixed and two pulling (ji), or two fixed and one pulling (liu). In Commencement, the motion of your mind on your zhong ding follows the same pattern as your ch’i. Thus, Commencement provides a paradigm for training and harmonizing your yi, ch’i, and li as you change internally.

If you coordinate the weight shifting, turning, and bouncing as described, the stepping method in Cloud Hands flows naturally from your waist movement. Zhong ding is one of the five stepping methods used to move around your center. When you integrate the three components of internal power, your partner’s force generates your stepping. The physical and energetic methodology for stepping is no different than described before. The difference lies in the fact that “I” do not choose the direction of the step; instead my partner’s force (or on a more advanced level, my partner’s ch’i) chooses the direction. Stepping and weight shifting become a form of Pulling Silk. You never move without connecting to the four chin internally with your mind and ch’i, and you change in response to your opponent without predetermining your footwork. You let your opponent’s force move you through a circle contained within your sphere of energy to produce the direction and size of your step.


33. T’ing chin expresses a quasi-auditory experience in which you hear, rather than feel, your opponent’s power and energy. The development of t’ing chin is well described in B. K. Frantzis’s The Power of Internal Martial Arts and Chi and Cheng Tzu’s Thirteen Treatises on T’ai Chi Ch’uan.
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The Four Chin and the I Ching

In t’ai chi ch’uan, internal training begins with Wu ch’i standing, separates into yin and yang ch’i, and transforms into peng, liu, ji, and an. This differentiation of the mind, energy, and body into top and bottom brings into a cohesive whole philosophy, energy, meditation, and movement. In the I Ching, the four energies are unnamed, but they are considered the primordial energies34 behind the eight trigrams.35 Cloud Hands is simply a vehicle to help you understand how to change in response to the forces at play through the binary system of yin and yang. The next separation generates the eight trigrams, which, when combined, generate the sixty-four hexagrams of the I Ching. Mastering four clear distinct energies is difficult, and the later separations are meaningless without the underlying four. The art of t’ai chi ch’uan is learning how to change internally in response to others. You always let your opponent’s force dictate your movement and response. As in Taoism, the more capacity you have to change brings you closer to harmony with your opponent.


34. As mentioned in chapter 9, while the four energies are unnamed in the I Ching, they are referred to in commentaries as the Sze Hsaing or the four manifestations. They are the primal energetic expressions of yin and yang. In t’ai chi ch’uan, the four manifestations are peng, liu, ji, and an.

35. The eight trigrams are the result of the addition of one more level of change. Three lines of change between yin and yang in the I Ching produce the eight trigrams.
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