Some symbolism in the Tai Chi Chu’uan

Monday 7" July: First part of the 108 Yang Form : Beginning

| Dunhuang caves, Gobi Desert Wall paintings of Chi gung practice c 600AD

T’ai Chi Ch’uan: Chang San-feng 1279-1386 AD

‘In motion all parts of the body must be nimble and strung together.
The ch’i (breath) should be excited,

The shen (spirit) should be internally gathered.

Let the postures be without breaks or holes, hollows or projections..
The motion should be rooted in the feet,

released through the legs,

controlled by the waist,

and manifested through the fingers.’

Yang’s ten important points
Yang Cheng-Fu 1883-1936 foremost Chinese boxer of his day and teacher of Cheng Man
Ch’ing 1900-1975. Master of poetry, painting, calligraphy, medicine, and T’ai Chi Ch’uan.

1. The head should be upright so the spirit (shen) can reach the headtop. Don’t use
strength or the neck will be stiff, use breath

Sink the chest and pull up the back

Relax the waist

Differentiate insubstantial and substantial (empty and full leg)

Sink the shoulders and the elbows

Use mind not force

Upper body follows the lower body (movement starts in the feet, works up through
the legs, spine, shoulders, arms and fingers)

8. Inside and outside should coordinate

9. The mind is continuous and unbroken (no monkey thoughts!)

10. Seek stillness in movement
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Cheng Man Ch’ing 1900-1975



Some symbolism in the Tai Chi Chu’uan

Grasp the bird’s tail

Lan
j : to pay close attention to it.

oo Examining carefully,
¥ considering.

Grasping ., . Taking something into the arms or hands
Hand

Person bending over. Bowing
in respect. (A ministar)

Full containar. Vase of flowess.
(inapecting)

The eye and legs of a parson.
(Looking)

Que  Sparrow

,E iw' " Something divided in two. (Small

All birds, even the little sparrow, can represent the
connection of heaven and earth, and the activity within the

space between.

Wei Tail . .. Hair attached fo the body of an animal

Read this way, the characters seem to suggest we begin by
taking in hand what is probably the least significant part of a
rather insignificant little bird in order to pay close attention to it.
We pay altention to the smallest details. Every time this
movememomrshmetotmitcanbeareninderofmeldndof

awareness — the being totally present Taiji requires.

ref: Schorre

Birds beak and Single whip

Dan  single... Originally, assaulting someone with shouts

= and a pitchfork, which suggests it may have something to
do with piercing sound. How it came to mean single, as
opposed to complex, is a mystery o us.

Two mouths - Pitchiork
representing
shouts, cries

Bian Whip... Leather transforming through its flexibility

« . Sheepskin spread for drying. (Leather. Wings of
a bird. Changing ing. ing)

thing when reduced 10 (1) ient,
(2) ordinary or (3) to refieve onesel.)

An older version of this character shows:

Here we see both elements of bian are about transformation. In
the whip images we have a sheepskin in the process of be-
coming leather and a person who easily improves a situation. The
whip's essence is its power to transform, its flexibility, the ease
with which it changes shape. And a part of the whip's power is in
the singleness, the unity that is transforming. It remains a whip as
1t is shaped by any force flowing through it. With this in mind, we
see the Dan bian movement can be about this kind of transfor-
mation. The two arms circle together before opening to become
one amm, the single whip, deriving its power from the wave-like
force of energy flowing through its softness and suppleness.

ref: Schorre
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Strumming the lute/ play the guitar

Shou Hand

5

Hui  wielding, as a sword, conductor's baton or

writing brush. Moving, wavin ing away

. Commanding an army.Tht;m is cefg{namgmm&{a
the power and vitality that comes from confidence. You are
In command.

Hand #

Bird's ey view of a X
showing axie, wﬁum
(Rolling, revolving, crushing)

Pi Pa The Chinese guitar

chime. This double jade character is used in the

;é Two strings of jade, alluding to the ancient stone
names of many other musical instruments,

;i Uniting with, - &
a comparing }

;’;ebploa. shapgd like half of a pear, is held in the arms in front of

i ody. As with other instruments, its music depends on the

e OW space within. Perhaps here it can be considered a meta-

ey rOr for the whole person of the Taiji artist, suggesting the silent
Usic Taiji can create. You become the pipa.

White stork spreads its wings

V
Crane (he £8)

The crane is a symbol of longevity because it lives a long life and its white feathers represent
old age. Itis also a symbol of fidelity
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Tuesday 8" July: Second Part of the 108 Yang Form : Development

Step back to repulse the monkey

Monkey is important in Chinese myth, both as on

e of
the zodiac and as the outrageous hero of the e animaegt

e Chinese i
i u’; to th:m West, where he represents human Intellect, 4
i :-butm rles are sometimes wonderful and sometimes tar.
B s e o always lively and hilarious. However when we consider
T e the name and the movement of Dao nian b
1| suggestion of arriving in any of these strange ways. comes to mind is one told by Zhuangzi' e 3
Person 15 ¥ Arriving at a destination |

(Reaching, going to) Once, when the Duke of Wu went 1o hunt on Monkey

Mountain, the terrified monkeys, as usual, ran away to

hide in the treetops as soon as they saw him. But there

atit, the monkey caught the flying arrow in its hand! Then

member to not re

Nian Oittlh.::‘ngr,’ c;;ivlng away, catching up ... Driving m Duke ordered his men 1o shoot and soon the monkey
¢ SWi 2 hand,
. gead, pierced by many arrows. The Duke said to his
N T o g Men n;;:gr:‘? r;;:aniage. ::"Pmb"- Yen Pui, “Do you see what happened to this
>z mal when it flaunted its skill and cleverness? Re-

ly on distinction and talent i
Men SESES SR Whaeled vehicle dealing " alent in your
** S carriage ail that With people, Returning home, Yen Pui got rid of
"w“'m"m him stand out from others, and as a result
: in awe by everyone.
Hou  Monkey. Clever child . . . i
’ g Skl Wht s ST mori:;;muh b s ::g““ m"myis What the Talji movement is about. We leam ©
3{* Dog, animal Ut - of s and to get rid of the monkey quality of wanting to stand

this, as ln»chap“t iction. Laozi also has something to say about
when he places ,:r seven, where the Sage finds himsell ahead
ratic mself behind He finds self-realization and s

B i ::r:on sla(ig:‘ing beside a target pierced by &3 in
B rrow. (Skill in archery, virtue. Aristocrat. A ‘d"'b'w‘lﬂg
Beautiful, excellent) i b :

In Chinese culture, the monkey symbolizes a variety of positive traits including intelligence, wit,
resourcefulness, and playfulness. It is also associated with luck, honour, and wealth. The monkey is a
prominent figure in the Chinese Zodiac, representing the ninth animal sign.

Intelligence and Wit: Monkeys are known for their quick thinking and adaptability, making them
excellent problem-solvers.

Resourcefulness: They are clever and capable of finding creative solutions to challenges.
Playfulness: Monkeys are often depicted as lively and mischievous, bringing joy to those around

them.
Good Luck and Prosperity: In some contexts, monkeys are seen as symbols of good fortune and

financial success.

Long Life: Monkeys are sometimes associated with longevity, particularly in relation to the character
Sun Wukong from "Journey to the West".

Health: The monkey can also symbolize good health and well-being.

Control of the Mind: In Buddhist and Taoist temples, monkey figures can represent the ability to

TAIL CHI
IS SO RELAXING,
BUT THIS MOVE
MAKES ME
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Cloud arms Clouds (yun &)

Clouds bring the rain that is vital for farmers and are thus considered auspicious. As a design,
clouds appear on ancient Chinese ritual bronzes, lacquerwares, stone carvings, and objects of
decorative art. The word for “clouds” is homophonous with “good fortune” (yun i&). Clouds are

often combined with bats, cranes, and other symbols of blessing for a long life. Five-coloured clouds
are good omens. For this reason, cloud designs frequently appear on imperial robes.

(A Selected Illustrated Guide to Common Chinese Symbols: Smithsonian Museum)

Looking for the golden needle at the bottom of the sea

©On hearing “needle at the bottom of the sea,” two stories come 1o
mind. The first is another story about Monkey, from Wu Chengen's
Journey to the West.

Once upon a time Monkey was on a quest for the perfect
weapon. His search led him to the bottom of the Eastem
Sea, where he was received by the Dragon King. There
all the weapons he tried out were either too light or too
heavy, until the Dragon Mother gave him the holy iron rod
which had been used to pound the Milky Way flat

Hal  Sea, ocean ... Mother of waters and of all life. M key found this to be the perfect weapon because he
}&' e a:, could use his magic powers to shrink it from its twenty
foot length to two feet for fighting, and then to the size of
Watin, Vi Peiiaps th s of o e .’é: a needie to stick behind his ear.
(Each, every)

The other story we are reminded of is:

Di  Base, foundation, end. Underneath, below . . .

K e, T BN S st There was once an old Daoist monk who was known ::;
Half of a hut (Shed, shop) h.s skill at embroidenng. PGOP'G who came - adm"ei his
’ work would often ask him to teach them the secret oI .
Id them, "l c&
~ “. Floating plant, which has put its roots down in the abmty to create such beauw He always ” ou
Q botom of a pond. (Battom, foundaton, Sinking) R only show you what my hands do. | can not show ¥

the Golden Needle that produces them. You must find that

»
: s for yourself.

: en Needle, pin, sting, probe, stitch. .. Sharp,

. pointed, metallic object.

§+ T . & ‘1- o The Golden Needie is found at the bottom of the sea — in the deep
go il reservoir that is the source of all creativity.

Hai dizhen
iy derrn



Some symbolism in the Tai Chi Chu’uan

The magic bird stands on one leg

Phoenix (feng J&l)

The phoenix is the “king of birds” and symbolizes good fortune and opportunity as it appears only in
times of peace and prosperity. A paired dragon and phoenix symbolize the emperor and empress and
refer to marital bliss.

(A Selected Illlustrated Guide to Common Chinese Symbols: Smithsonian Museum)
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In Chinese culture, the phoenix, known as fenghuang, symbolizes good fortune, virtue, and the
Empress. It is often paired with the dragon, representing marital harmony, and is associated with
peace, prosperity, and the union of yin and yang. Unlike the Western phoenix, the Chinese phoenix
doesn't rise from ashes but is a divine bird that signifies auspiciousness and appears during times of
peace and prosperity.

Symbol of the Empress:

The phoenix is the female counterpart to the dragon, which represents the Emperor. Together, they
symbolize the harmonious balance of yin and yang, and the phoenix is specifically linked to the
Empress.

Auspicious Omen:

The phoenix's appearance is considered a good omen, often associated with peace, prosperity, and a
benevolent ruler.

Virtue and Beauty:

The phoenix embodies virtues like compassion, honesty, knowledge, faith, and good manners. It also
represents beauty, grace, loyalty, and honesty.

Union of Yin and Yang:

While generally considered female, the phoenix, along with the dragon, represents the balance and
harmony of yin and yang.
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Wednesday 9" July: Third part of the 108 Yang Form Maturity

Parting the wild horses mane Horse (ma &)

The horse is a popular subject of ancient Chinese myths. According to one of them, Emperor Mu

Wang (ca. 992-ca. 922 BCE) was determined to reach the Western Paradise, the land of immortals,
and try the peaches of immortality. He was carried there by eight magnificent horses. Later, “The Eight
Steeds of Mu Wang” became a popular motif of poetry, symbolizing a journey or a vehicle of the
emperor. The horse in Chinese culture is associated with power; a popular New Year wish incorporates
the phrase “the strength of dragons and horses” (longma jingshen FE FE#& ). The horse also
symbolizes speed; the phrase “to be on top of the horse” (mashang & L) means “immediately” or
“soon.” (A Selected Illustrated Guide to Common Chinese Symbols: Smithsonian Museum)

70 tells of Bo Le destroying the true

angzi story on page
The Zh:nd ?megmy of wild horses by training them. The wild horse
Pase < two more times In Zhuanzi, where it is @ metaphor for the
appear nd. The Chinese have one word for both heart and mind,

jmi
gi:t,y showing a very basic difference from our way of thinking

fe Wi, uncultivated. Untamed, rustic, unruly ... These two stories from Zhuanzi are:

Frontier famming communities who dealt with the barbarian

tribes of the open country. -
Cuvated flld. (inside, inner. Neighborhood, Cui Ju asked Laozi, “If all under heaven is not g?vemed.
Kopatotn ) 2 how will the human heart/mind be made good?" To this

Laozi replied, “You must very carefully never interfere with
it. If you try to force it down, it will only spring back higher,
It can be gentle and soft or sharp and hard. It can be fiery
and hot or icy and cold. In a wink it can go twice beyond

Hands giving and receiving. (Communicating, - ey
connacting. Me, ) :f’

Na_ et snce: lomediainly.iidly. ‘;‘l’;’;{‘a the four seas and back again. Resting, it is still as a deep
E? m‘ o pool. Moving, it can reach to heaven. The heart/mind Is a
W, ,.":,' toid on page 70, ye ma is also used for dust dlouds wild horse that can not be tied down.”
And:

Fen  Dividing, parting,
}\ Something cut with a knife.
]] ko, o 3 \ 77 e The Daoist .rn'onk,Yancnong Ziyou, once said 10 his teacher,

} o Dongguo Zigi: “As | studied Dao, in the first year | was like

a wild horse, in the second year | became gentle, in the
third year | became free from cares. in the fourth year |
2 o zecame one with all things, in the fifth year the many
: entlomy . d ecame one, in the sj
i Tk fostors v sixth &
g 3 ; ﬁ : it e year | became filled with spirit, in
gowrg) owed my original nature, in the eighth

10Ng  Horse's mane ... Perhaps the most distinguished

year life and death lost their

i I

Yo ma fon 200 Buikding associated with heaven o the divine. - &
?’ s (Ancesiral temple. Ancestors, clan, kind, k;ndved;\% ninth year | attained th, oD for e, St B
v sect. The most distinguished. Following) 2B e Great Mystery *

In Chinese culture, the horse symbolizes speed, perseverance, loyalty, and nobility. Itis also
associated with the seventh animal of the Chinese zodiac and is seen as embodying Yang, the pure
male strength. Furthermore, horses are linked to power, rank, and wealth, and are often depicted in art
and used in Feng Shui to attract success and prosperity.

Speed and Perseverance:

The horse's association with speed is obvious, but it also represents perseverance and the ability to
overcome challenges.

Loyalty:

Horses are known for their faithfulness and loyalty to their human companions.

Nobility and Power:

In ancient times, horses were a symbol of status and power, and owning a horse signified wealth and
importance.
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Jade maiden works at the shuttles or the four corners of the earth/tortoise

Tav

Yu Gem, jade, valuable. Pure, fair, beautiful . . .
Pieces of jade strung together

Nu  Woman, girl, female

R

Chuan passing through, g.
')*‘ Wearing, putting on . . . Biting through

Hole made by removing ::: Teeth
2‘ carth Cave ra)t‘ %

" many mythologies weaving represents the fabric of the uni-
=, suggesting a kind of cosmic loom. It is a wonderful image of
% mutual dependency of the two primal forces. What is unusual
Y" o " s that we seem to have the feminine as the active force —the

50 1o chmate et

i
SUO  Weaver's shuttle. Moving back and forth . . .
f“ Walking wood
Tree, Person walking slowly and
? wood * & solemnly

i within the yin, The beautiful woman weaves a wholeness of
11 weft and yang warp, providing the substance necessary for
=gtion,

In Chinese culture, the Jade Maiden (£ %, yunii) symbolizes beauty, purity, and a connection
to the divine or spiritual realm. She is often depicted as a beautiful young woman, sometimes
associated with the immortals or spirits, and can act as an intermediary between the mortal
and spiritual worlds.

Beauty and Purity:

Jade is a precious stone in Chinese culture, and the term "Jade Maiden" naturally evokes
images of beauty and elegance. It also signifies purity and virtue, reflecting the ideal of a
virtuous young woman.

Intermediary and Guide:

In Daoist practices, the Jade Maiden can be a guide or messenger, helping individuals on their
spiritual journeys or connecting them with higher realms.

Symbol of Good Fortune:

In some contexts, particularly during Chinese New Year celebrations, the Jade Maiden (often
paired with the Golden Boy) is believed to bring good fortune and happiness.

Connection to the Divine:

The Jade Maiden is often associated with the heavens and immortals, representing a link
between the earthly and spiritual planes.

Daoist Concepts:

In Daoism, she is associated with the concept of purity, being untouched and immaculate,
and can be seen as an aspect of the divine feminine.

The Jade Maiden's symbolism is multifaceted, drawing on her association with jade, her
beauty, and her role as a spiritual entity. She represents ideals of beauty, purity, and spiritual
connection within Chinese culture

The four corners of the earth or the tortoise

In Chinese culture, the tortoise (or turtle) is a powerful symbol with multiple positive
connotations, primarily representing longevity, stability, protection, and wisdom. Itis also
associated with the north direction and the god of knowledge, longevity, and learning. The
tortoise's association with longevity is linked to its long lifespan, and its hard shell symbolizes
protection and stability.
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Stability and Protection: The tortoise's sturdy shellis seen as a symbol of protection and
stability, providing a sense of security and grounding.

Wisdom and longevity: The tortoise's association with wisdom comes from its long life, which
allows it to accumulate knowledge and experience.

Cosmic Symbol:In some interpretations, the tortoise's shell and body are seen as
representing the universe, with the shell symbolizing the heavens and the body the earth.
Mythology:In Chinese mythology, the tortoise is sometimes depicted as a creature that
carries the world on its back, further emphasizing its association with stability and
foundation.

10
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Thursday 10" July: Prepare to return to the mountain - Death
The snake creeps down into the water

Snake is so rich in associations we will consider only a few fha
might pertain to its use in the names of Taiji movements, 1s
flexibility combined with strength make it another symbol of te
yin/yang Taiji energy. it represents the spine and the energy of the
spinal chord. It is considered to be the possessor of secret knoy.
ledge. And because of its ability to shed its skin, it is also symboic
of transformation and rebirth.

Legend has it that a fight between a crane and a snake was ths
original inspiration for Taiji. The crane uses its powerful wings to
defend itself — opening and closing, raising and lowering them, The

t. A ) Y is its si i i i
S[ieSN Snaks, serpent. At ease, contentad (when snake's defense is its sinuous curling and straightening, as well as

pronounced differently)
z i its calm awareness. It can easily recoil from a strike; simultanecusly
$ Crawing a yielding and firm. The essence of both crane and snake is found n
Taiji movement. And the essence of both is found in the flying ser-
Colled snake, with its tongue sticking out pent, the dragon, with its remarkable ability to appear or disappear
(Easy, at ease, loose. That, he, she, it) ﬁ - always at the appropriate time.

Maybe Zhuangzi's tale about Shade and Shadow belongs here:

w
2r
®
3

Body, person, oneself, life duration . . . Person 2 G ;
% with a big belly. The primitive meaning was conception. Shade once said to Shadow, “Sometimes you move,

sometimes you are still. Sometimes you sit dawn,
sometimes you stand up. Why are you so capricious?"
Shadow answered, “Perhaps my actions are in accord
with Something Else, and perhaps that Something Else
XA oes ursier. Descending, using, also acts in accord with another Something Else. Perhaps
capturing, yielding, finishing, taking away my movement is like that of a snake's scales or of &
cicada's wings. How can | tell why | do one thing and not
another?”

&
-4

Q This story can be interpreted in many ways and on many levels. I
Circumstances. Gesture, aspect... Strength can illustrate the quality of Push Hands, where we leam to flow

jired i he earth. i ) :
B v URsting the o with our partner's movement without resisting and without letting 5o

Sinew, ﬂ é% Cultivating the earth. — as a shadow, or as the skin of a snake or the wings of a cicada

A
zsgtg

(Skil, ability. Art, craft ;
strength {5000 hilty. A, crx : r::an_ also be a good illustration of a greater lesson we might leam
= i i e alllxs the possibility of extending this same quality in order to live
[ o o iy our lives in harmony, unity, balance and rhythm with whatever
comes our way, and ultimately with all that is and is not,

In Chinese culture, the snake is a complex symbol representing wisdom, mystery, transformation, and

sometimes even divinity, despite its negative connotations in some Western cultures. It's associated
with good fortune, fertility, and healing, and in the Chinese zodiac, the snake is linked to intelligence,
charm, and elegance.

Wisdom and Intelligence:

The snake is often seen as a creature of deep wisdom and strategic thinking.

Transformation and Rebirth:

Shedding its skin symbolizes the snake's ability to transform and renew itself, representing new
beginnings and letting go of the old.

Fertility and Eternity:

The snake is associated with fertility and eternal life in some myths, with the creator goddess Nuwa
often depicted with a snake's body.

Healing and Medicine:

In traditional Chinese medicine, snakes and their parts have been used for medicinal purposes,
solidifying their connection to healing.

Good Fortune and Prosperity:

In some contexts, the snake is seen as a symbol of good luck and prosperity, particularly during the
Year of the Snake.

Divinity and Sacredness:

In some instances, snakes are viewed as messengers of the divine or guardians of sacred places.
Ambiguity and Duality:

While often associated with positive traits, the snake also carries a duality, representing both
sacredness and potential danger.

Zodiac Animal:

In the Chinese zodiac, the snake is the sixth animal, associated with people born in the Year of the
Snake, who are believed to be intuitive, strategic, and intelligent.

11
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Grasp the seven stars

‘Qi Seven i
o

Xing Star . . . Living sun. Giving birth 1o light

: Sun,
i . Growing plant (Giving birth 1o,
a living)

Weiger says the ancient character shows
“the quintessence of sublimated matter,
that ascended and crystallized into stars.”

Here, in our Taiji movement, our forearms seem to form the char-
acter gi as they cross in front of our face. We can think of this as a
sort of salute to the seven stars of the Northern Dipper, consi-
dered in China to be the sacred, polar center of cosmic order. Itis
called the Heavenly Gates, and it represents the place of origin
and return, the unmoved mover, and the still point of the tuming
heavens. To reach the seven stars is to be in unity, rhythm and
harmony with the movement of the universe.

as to discover that The Northern

What a délightful surprise it W
me ancient Daoist meditations.

Dipper plays a great part in SO ‘
‘ One of these is a moving meditation called Pacing the [_)npper. or
Pacing the Network of Heaven. Evidently this constellation, along
with the network of stars surrounding it, is drawn on the ea@ as a
kind of labyrinth. The meditator then dances along this in a
prescribed way — finally reaching the last star (which is lhe'
Celestial Gate), tums, and “is elevated to the higher realms 0O
el heaven.”
i B L
Pick up the lotus

Lotus (he AT, lian &)
T:e lotus is the flower of the sixth month and summer. It is a symbol of purity because it emerges from
the mud to bloom. The Chinese word for “lotus” (he i) is a homophone with the Chinese word for

“harmony” (he ). (A Sel i . '
Museur) ( ). ( ected lllustrated Guide to Common Chinese Symbols: Smithsonian

12



Some symbolism in the Tai Chi Chu’uan

13



Some symbolism in the Tai Chi Chu’uan

Further reading:

Looking for the Golden Needle — an allegorical journey Gerda Geddes MannaMedia 1991 (currently
out of print)

Dancer in the Light: the life of Gerda ‘Pytt’ Geddes Frank Woods PsiBooks 2008 (Limited copies
available for sale)

I Ching or book of Changes Richard Wilhelm translation Routledge and Kegan Paul 1978

Tao Te Ching Lao Tsu Vintage Books 1989

Taoism: the way of the mystic J C Cooper The Aquarian Press 1972

How to grasp the bird’s tail if you don’t speak Chinese: Jane Schorre North Atlantic Books 2000
The essence of Tai Chi Ch’uan : the literary tradition Lo/Inn/Amacker/Foe North Atlantic Books
Tai-Chi Cheng Man-Ching Tuttle 1971

Tai Chi Ch’'uan and | Ching Da Liu Routledge and Kegan Paul 1971

Selected lllustrated Guide to Common Chinese Symbols: Smithsonian Museum
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