Introduction to Internal Arts


The Basics
The basics in the internal arts are exercises that are extremely important. As they are the very fabric upon which all else is built, much time should be spent on developing all of your basics. Being grounded in the basics gives you a strong, stable foundation upon which you can begin to build the complex movements of the internal arts. It cannot be emphasized enough how much the basics will enhance and add quality to all of your movements.

Bear in your mind, the more time you spend on strengthening your foundation (basics) now, the less you will need to think about them later. Your body will have naturally adapted, become properly aligned and old habits will have dissipated.

The Time
There is a significant time factor involved in the development of the internal arts. One cannot have a “monkey-mind” if progress is to be expected. A monkey-minded person jumps from place to place without staying long enough to significantly develop anything. If one wants instant gratification, my suggestion would be to get involved in low level external arts such as karate or judo as those forms of practice are easy to learn and do not require intensive mental concentration. That is also one of the reasons why they are so popular.

Although there is physical movement involved in the internal arts you must make it a point to become aware of the internal process which involves the movement. Becoming aware of your internal components allow you to mentally “feel” the insides of your body. This in turn allows you to actually use your mind to direct (move) energy (chi) within your body to bring about desirable effects. All of this, however, requires the four-letter word, “time.” As this is not a rapid-results art, you should endeavor to make it part of your daily routine without giving thought as to when you will be able to direct your chi. Focus your thoughts instead on building a strong, stable foundation, internal body alignment, breathing, relaxation, and being aware of any internal happenings within your body. Practicing with this frame of mind will produce better results as your mind will not be cluttered with thoughts of, “When will I get my next belt?” “When will I be promoted to the next level?”

Repetition (daily practice) is the key to success. Here are three rules for reaching your goal:

Rule #1 - Practice

Rule #2 - Practice

Rule #3 - When in doubt, see rule #1

The Practice
Standing Meditation - This is one of the initial stages whereby you begin to develop chi. By standing completely still your mind does not have to worry about doing any physical motions. Therefore, you can completely focus on your internal components. Further, by closing your eyes, your mind will not be distracted by external surroundings. This exercise helps you to achieve greater body relaxation both externally and internally.

Stand straight, mouth closed, tongue against the roof of your mouth, chest dropped, shoulders dropped, feet approximately shoulder width apart, belly relaxed, hips tucked under, arms at your sides with palms facing back, knees slightly bent, breathe low into lower abdominal area.

After obtaining the above position, with eyes closed, begin to use just your mind to become aware of sensations within your body. Start at the top of your head and “release” any tension you may notice anywhere: forehead, eyes, ears, cheeks, lips (are they pursed?), teeth (are they clenched?), tongue (is it “pushed against the palate or lightly held there?). From these, continue floating down your body as you become increasingly (meaning over a period of TIME = months) aware of your internal self, releasing tension as you continue downward until you reach your feet. Be advised that to become internally “aware” of the lower portions of the body requires a significant amount of time and cannot be achieved without consistent practice over a couple of years.

Five-Point Focus
• Shoulders

• Lower back muscles

• Hips

• Breathing

• Toes

As you are going through this exercise you will find your awareness continually cycling between those five points. For example, when you reach the shoulders you drop (release) any internal tension in that area. Then you continue “floating” down and notice you are not breathing deeply. You correct that and continue. You then notice your lower back is tensed; you correct that while noticing your hips are not tucked. You tuck your hips. Guess what? You probably noticed your shoulders are tensed again, so you repeat the process.

At the very least you will achieve general, overall health by practicing this approximately 15 minutes a day. If you complete the Standing Meditation in just a few minutes (3 - 5), then for sure you have not properly done this exercise and will achieve very little if any benefit. You will begin to accomplish results only after 15 minutes to an hour several times a week. It would behoove you to make time to perform this exercise on a daily basis.

Cloud Hands
Begin performing Cloud Hands immediately after coming out of your meditation. Take with you all of your relaxation from “Power Standing,” and apply it to movement. Throughout Cloud Hands your mind will probably continue to cycle back and forth between the five points previously mentioned because as you are performing the exercise these “points” will tense up more readily due to your movements. Do not, I repeat, DO NOT worry about this or try to force relaxation. Simply continue your practice on a daily basis and eventually the tension will not appear. At that time your mind will begin to focus on directing chi.

Cloud Hands is an extension of Standing Meditation since you are required to bring all the awareness of the former and apply it to the latter. The shifting and turning at the waist (specifically the kwa) from side to side, along with breathing in the lower abdomen, allows the accumulation of chi in the internal organs. This exercise is actually an internal self-massage which gives your organs optimal health.

Remember - the lifting/rotation of the arms should be in direct proportion to the turning of the waist. Also, it is important to keep the arms approximately a fist-length away from the body. The thigh and calf muscle also twists in the same direction as the waist at approximately the same speed as the twisting of the arms. The twisting of the thigh and calf muscles prevents damage to the joints of the knees as well as allowing rotation of the tissue of the leg. Understand that this particular exercise is the foundation for almost every movement done in Tai Chi Chuan. Eventually, with continued practice, Cloud Hands will become one movement instead of two separate movements on each side.

