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MICHUAN TAIJIQUAN: FORM,
APPLICATION AND INTERNAL PRACTICE
by Thomas W. Campbell*

Madison, Wisconsin July 6-12, 2002

“Once there were many Taiji elders, sen-

ous teachers,” explained Wang Yen
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Nien. around and they are
almost all gone. | am one of those who is
left. Where before people would question
the authenticity, now Yangjia Michuan
Taijiquan has outlasted them and people
realize that we are doing something that
is healthy and good.”

Wang Yen Nien spoke to teachers and
early arrivals to the Yangjia Michuan
International Festival recently in
Madison, Wisconsin. His hosts, Donald
and Kathryn Coleman, sat with about
twenty others, sharing stories and a meal.

“The thing that is most important is that
what we do makes us healthy; that it is
good for us.”

History and Characteristics
of Yangjia Michuan Taijiquan

There are two purposes for this article:
First, to give a brief but detailed introduc-

tion to Vnnglllm Michuan "T'mummn ag

taught by Wang Yen Nien [bam 1914,
Taiyaun, Shanxi, China). Second, to
examine both the internal aspect, neigong
breathing, and the practical; the relation-
ship of form to application practice.
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Hidden Tradition) began with Yang Lu
Chan and was passed to his son Yang

Jian Hou, then to Zhang Qin Lin. (See
Sam Tomarchio’s interview with Wang
Yen Nien, reprinted in AYMTA journal,
Fall 2000, Vol.8, No.2) Zhang Qin Lin

brought his experiences with the Gold

AR e

Mountain Daoist School of Internal
Alchemy to the practice and passed his
knowledge to Wang Yen Nien, who
became Zhang's vowed student and prac-
ticed with him from 1945 to 1949. Wang
Yen Nien fuughl in the war as a Colonel,
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in 1949. He began to teach Yangjia
Michuan openly, as Zhang Qin Lin had
instructed him to do.

The Yangjia Michuan form contains three
parts and, together, takes about an hour to
praciice. Section one, which introduces
the eight upper hand movements, is about
10 minutes in duration. Section two intro-
duces numerous low squats and spins and
takes about twenty minutes to perform.
Section three, which introduces opposite-
sided versions of some of the forms (both
sides of the body benefit the same from a
full practice of the form), takes thirty
minutes.

Some of the movements that are intro-
duced in each section of the long form
include:

Section One - “Brush knee, twist step,”
“Wield the Pipa,” and “the eight-hands
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* Thomas Campbell is a Yangjia Michuan practitioner located in New York City.
Form and application images by Howard Ekman.




Section Two - “Straddle the Tiger,
Climb the Mountain,” “The Green
Dragon Emerges from the Water,”
“Cloud Hands 1,” “A Double-Blow
Pierces the Ears.”

Section Three - “Part the Wild Horse's
Mane,” “The Fair Maiden Weaves to
and Fro,” “Cloud Hands 2 & 3,” “The
Dragon Explores with Its Talons,” “100
Practices with the Legs.”

There is much to this practice; “The
Thirteen Postures,” the long form, the
full system of weapons practice, fui
shou exercises, and neigong training.
This can be daunting, especially to stu-
dents who want to learn something “in
a hurry.” But any Taiji tcacher who
cares about his or her practice is going
to tell you the same thing; that Taiji is a
long term proposition. 1 have benefited
from studying Yangjia Michuan for
nine years with a teacher who spent
many years himself learning from Wang
Yen Nien in Taipei and Europe, begin-
ning in the early 1980’s. I have also had
the benefit of studying with Wang Yen
Nien five times since 1995 and have
learned, through him, the value of Taiji
study and practice.

“Investigate your practice,” Wang Yen
Nien has said many times during work-
shops and practice. “Seek the quintes-
sential in everything you do. Remain
open to discovery.”

If vou encounter someone practicing
Yangjia Michuan Taijiquan, and you are
familiar with any style of Taiji, wvou
would note a few immediate observa-
tions :

1) There are a series of basic exercises
which are practiced in preparation for
form, weapons and tui shou.

2) The spiraling nature of postures in
this form is one of its most fundamental
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characteristics: opening and closing,
rising and sinking, spiraling down on
the back leg, then back up. Weight is
usually kept back, onto the rooted leg,
and energy is generally released by ris-
ing on the back leg, spiraling with the
waist as you do so (“The waist is the
commander™). If weight is shifted for-
ward, movements are usually in half
steps, wherein the non-weighted foot,
for instance, comes forward, toe near
the heel of the front (full) foot.

3) Large, expansive movements, fuil
spiraling of the hips, but no over-exten-
sions or double-weightedness. Baihui
(top) and huiyin (bottom) points remain
in alignment. Tailbone slightly tucked
in. Snake-steps forward, circle steps
back. And in “Monkey retreats, left and
right,” snake-steps backwards.

4) You might also notice that there are a
number of apparent applications within
nearly every movement of the form. At
least one deflection and one strike.
Neutralize energy, release energy.

5) You would notice the slow and even
regulation of the breath; breathing in
through the nose to the dantian, and
releasing breath slowly through the
mouth. Generally releasing breath
while rising (releasing energy) and
inhaling when sinking (gathering ener-
gy). The circular nature of the breathing
works in unison with the circular move-
ments of the form.

The “Thirteen Postures” is an introduc-
tory form and generally takes 12-15
minutes to perform. In addition to the
one-hour full form, the Yangjia
Michuan school includes two sword
forms, a staff form and a fan form. The
*old” (Kunlun) sword form was passed
down through the Yang lineage. The
“new” (Wudang) sword form, and the
Yen Nien fan form, were created by
Wang Yen Nien for his students. Wang




Yen Nien has stated that the Kunlun
sword form, with its long slow deflec-
tions and precise strikes and spins, is
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building of gongfu. The Wudang form
works more on various technique, and
includes more movements within rela-
tively the same amount of time.
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There is also the practice of neigong (tu-
na) in both Taiji and sitting meditation, a
process that is cultivated from the begin-
ning of one’s Taiji experience. The com-
plete practice of tui shou begins with sin-
gle person spiraling exercises for building
a strong lower body (root) and flexibility
throughout the body. Next, a student
would begin the practice of the fifteen
two-person tui shou exercises, developing
“feel,” coordination, and various tui shou
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Yangjia Michuan
Form and Application
The relationship of the form and applica-
tions in Yangjia Michuan Taijiquan is inti-
mate. One does not exist without the
other. You can practice both at the same
time by simply focusing your intent on
the practice of the form and imagining
that you are working with a partner.

The following series of images illustrate
the movements as they appear in the

form. The lines represent the four cardi-
nal directions and show how much of this
series of movements takes place towards

the diagonal direction.

Below: Robert Politzer demonstrates
“Left, Sing]e Arm Sweep” and “Jab”
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Figure 3

Figure 1 Figure 2

From Figure 1, inhale, keeping your weight on the left foot, turn the body to the right, circling from the waist. The
right arm and the lower leg follow back in a big circle. (Figure 2) Your feet face the front/left diagonal and your
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so, the right hand sinks and the left rises ﬂi_‘,ﬁ‘ arm is on the inside, Eremreen right arm and body). (Figure 3)
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Figure 4 Figure § Figure 6 Figure 7

Step, turn the waist to the lefi, the left arm follows, rise on the back leg, extending the left arm. (Figure 4-5) The
intent is to the front/right diagonal, the lefi foot points to this diagonal. This is performed on an exhale. Inhale. Sink
down, turning the waist, left arm and foot (Raise the ball, pivot on the heel of left foot). to the right. (Figure 6) Then
shifi the weight to the left leg as you half-step in to the left foot and spiral up, jabbing beneath your lefi arm. This
is an exhale. (Figure 7)
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The series of images below illustrate the movements as they appear in the form and some of the applications (there
are sometimes more than one) that are revealed within these movements.

Dan attacks Robert s center with
his right fist. Robert circles back
90 degrees, turning his center
away. His right kand bonds to
the incoming arm at the wrist,
(Figure 8) Robert sinks, using
“cai” and Don is drawn down.
(Figure 9) Positioning his left
leg Robert uses another direc-
tional change, spirals up from
the back leg, and bends Don
back and away. (Figure 10)
Don neutralizes the push, and
pushes back. (Figure 11) Roberit
deflecis energy down by turning
his waist to the right and spiral-
ing down. (Figure 12) Forming
a flat hand he rises, shifis his
weight, and steps towards Don.
Shifting his weight fully onto the
lefi leg, Robert uses his oppo-
nents falling energy, meeting
him with the jab. (Figure 13)
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Knowing the applications is a useful aid
for leaming and remembering the form.
The applications themselves do not
involve altering the form: they are “as is™.

“For Taijiquan,” explained Wang Yen
Nien, “whether we are speaking of form,
or weapons, or looking for gongfu, that
the form looks good or not good is not
important . . .. Because something that
might be beautiful may not be of any par-
ticular use (in the development of gongfu)
. . .. We need to think of developing gong-
fu, which occurs with effort over time . .
.. Those who know how to look will be
looking for gongfu, and not for what

looks pretty .. .."”

When one spends the time to explore
form applications we look deeper into the
postures and movements of Taijiquan in
general. And we are continually rewarded
with the challenging but practical nature
of Taijiquan.

The Second Yangjia
Michuan Taijiquan Festival

Wang Yen Nien took part in the festival
by teaching a two-hour nei gong class for
five days and attending demos, where he
would speak about Taiji concepts and
give critique. Students and teachers felt
fortunate to be studying (again) with him.
After suffering a severe leg injury in a
Taipei taxi accident in 1992 (from which
he recovered to a much greater degree
than doctors thought possible) — there has
been much discussion about Wang Yen
Nien giving up, for health reasons, over-
seas travel.

The festival provided a welcome and rare
opportunity for teachers and students to
gather and share information and ques-
tions about their practice. It is difficult
enough for practitioners from the east
coast to meet with those from the west;
We were also able to spend time with stu-
dents and teachers from Europe and

Taiwan. The advantage of having five or
six days with such a group, with the
chance to focus almost exclusively on
Taiji form and practice, is self-evident.

I worked with other students and teachers
of the Kunlun sword form and we had an
instructive and fun five hours of study
and practice. The support and interest of
fellow practitioners, students and teachers
played a large role in the success of the
week.

When different schools get together there
will be inevitable differences, often mere-
ly representing individual style, some-
times forgetfulness, and occasionally
highlighting philosophical differences in
the study and intcrpretation of the form.
Because practitioners are spread out
around the country (and the giobe) it is
common to find oneself working, not by
choice, in isolation. So we listened to and
observed closely the work of our peers,
asked Wang Yen Nien questions, and
practiced long hours of Taijiquan, tui
shou, and nei gong.

Wang Yen Nien discussed the benefits of
working with the entire Yangjai Michuan
system:

“The overall benefit of practicing the
entire system of Yangjia Michuan
Taijiquan is, of course, for better health
and happiness. Today, most other styles
of Taiji that we see also have this as their
goal; better health and happiness. But
some other traditions miss this longevity
aspect; the Daoist Internal element. They
might find the health and happiness but
the goal of longevity could still be miss-
ing. In Yangjia Michuan Taijiquan the
emphasis is not only on health and happi-
ness but also on longevity, and that is the
daoist aspect.

Sometimes other forms will add in a prac-
tice of “gi gong™ But what is already a
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part of Yangjia Michuan Taijiquan is
called “nei gong” . . ..

The benefit of nei gong — it is an internal
Daoist alchemist art. Those who are inter-
ested in continuing a practice of self-cul-
tivation and internal alchemical arts begin
with the practice of nei gong. The idea is
to cultivate and nurture the internal
organs, to strengthen the inner organs. We
practice fu na, the Daoist art of breathing
technique. And once we leam to use tu na,
and the internal organs become stronger
and healthier, then we are able to nourish
the three treasures, our inner elixirs: Jing,
Qi, and Shen. We all have these inner
elixirs, but if they are not taken care of,
cultured and nurtured, they will slowly
dissipate over time. We practice an inter-

nal alchemical art, the Daoist art of
breathing, and use neigong to develop
and strengthen ourselves. Thus we will be
able to strengthen and augment the three
naturally occurring elixirs; Jing, Qi, and
Shen.”

I have included a lot of introductory
information concerning the practice and
history of Yangjia Michuan Taijiquan, but
only in an attempt to clearly establish
some basic characteristics of this style, [
have stayed away from trying to describe
the system in terms of other martial arts —
or Yang/Chen family schools. This is
where the reader brings his or her own
knowledge and enthusiasm to investigate
for themselves. (@

Upcoming Features

Upcoming planned features include a feature on the Chen Taiji 13 Posture Long Staff with Chen Zhen Lei, basic

Bagua palm changes with Luo De Xiu, as well as other interesting and informative material.
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