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Translator’s Preface

The present volume’s main matter consists of translations from a collection of texts titled Chen shi taijiquan hui zong 陳氏太極拳彙宗 (Chen family taijiquan collected masterworks) published in 1935, some of which probably date from the very earliest period of taijiquan’s development. The original collator of these works, Chen Zhaopi 陳照丕, is the author of the preface translated in chapter 2 and the “General Explanation of Elementary Taijiquan, Outline of Movements” in chapter 4, and certainly had a hand in the “Explanatory Note on Push-Hands” in the same chapter.

The “Biography of Mr. Chen Yingyi” in chapter 1 was written by a “sworn brother” of Chen Zhongshen as front matter for Chen Xin’s book Taijiquan tu shu jiang yi 太極拳圖書講義 (Taijiquan illustrated instruction manual), the expanded version of which was later published as Illustrated Explanation of Chen Family Taijiquan.1 The material in the “Biography of Chen Zhongshen,” also in chapter 1, similarly appeared in Taijiquan tu shu jiang yi, though its provenance is slightly less clear. Like the “Biography of Mr. Chen Yingyi,” it was apparently passed to Chen Xin by a friend, though Chen Xin asserts that it is based on some Chen family historical records. Beyond these hints, the exact content and authorship of the latter source is presently unknown. Annotations are given in places where the narrative correlates to known historical events; otherwise, the accuracy of these accounts is left for the reader to judge. The entire Taijiquan tu shu jiang yi (including all of its prefaces) is part of Zhaopi’s original anthology, but excepting the aforementioned prefaces, it is not included in the present translation, both for space reasons and because its expanded version (the Illustrated Explanation) is already available in English.

The remaining documents, appearing in chapter 3, are a group of three manuscripts that Zhaopi attributes to his ancestor, Chen Changxing (and, for the sake of brevity, this attribution is generally used throughout).2 Changxing is the fourteenth-generation Chen Village descendant who unified the martial-art system that is the ancestor of every taijiquan style practiced today, with the exception of Chen style’s “small frame” variants.

The first two of the “Changxing” manuscripts, “Chen Changxing’s Verse of Taijiquan” and the “Compilation of Authentic Taijiquan,” have appeared in other versions, with different titles, and have also been attributed to Chen Wangting.3 According to the analysis presented in appendix C, it is probable that these texts predate Changxing, though by how much, it is difficult to say. It should be noted that the titles of these works were supplied by Chen Zhaopi; at the time of their composition, the term taiji was not in use as a name (thus, where it occurs in the body of the text, it is descriptive rather than appellative).

The last of the Changxing manuscripts, “Chen Changxing’s Discussion of Taijiquan’s Ten Main Points,” plausibly dates to Changxing’s lifetime. Interspersed amidst the theoretical discourse, this text contains what is perhaps some of the best practical martial-arts instruction ever written. It is clearly a transitional document on the timeline of taijiquan’s evolution, composed in an era when utility was still paramount—the work of a vastly experienced fighter wielding a vigorous rhetorical facility to convey the true “look and feel” of an advanced martial art. What emerges from this text is not theoretical pablum about soft overcoming hard, but a picture of the formidable fighting system that made the Chen clan of Wen County some of the most feared caravan guards and bandit hunters of the Qing dynasty, from Hubei to Shandong.

Expressions such as “Meet the enemy head-on and oppose him like a great cannon shot” or “Grab the top, grab the bottom, forceful like a tiger, like a raptor diving on a chicken coop” may evoke some cognitive dissonance in readers accustomed to modern versions of taiji, yet these are faithful characterizations of the art in its authentic form.
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Biographical Notes on Chen Zhaopi

Chen Zhaopi, style-name “Jifu” 績甫, was Chen Village’s renowned eighteenth-generation successor and a preeminent exponent of what is today called the “old frame” of Chen-style taijiquan.4 He belonged to what was perhaps the last generation of Chinese martial artists who actually fought bandits with swords.

Written records of Zhaopi’s life are quite sparse. The present biographical sketch relies mainly on primary sources from Chen Village, including published material and verbal accounts from Zhaopi’s nephew Chen Xiaowang 陈小旺 and student Chen Qingzhou 陈庆州, internet articles written by Zhaopi’s son Chen Kesen 陈克森 and nephew Chen Zhenglei 陈正雷, and various secondary sources (both published and online) whose authors have close ties to primary Chen Village sources. Details are in the bibliography. It should be stressed that there is a great deal of apocryphal information concerning late Chen-family history circulating in both printed and electronic form, and that a creditable source is not a guarantee of accuracy.

Born on May 23, 1893, Chen Zhaopi suffered malnutrition and extremely poor health as a child, to the extent that he was once left for dead. Nicknamed “Medicine Pot” (“Yaoguanzi” 藥罐子) by fellow villagers, constant medical treatment failed to improve his condition. His father, Chen Dengke, finally decided to teach him the family’s taijiquan as a last resort, and this marked the beginning of Zhaopi’s steady recovery. After several years of training under his father’s strict supervision, Zhaopi continued his apprenticeship with his great-uncle Chen Yanxi, his uncle Chen Fake, and with Chen Xin.5

At age twenty-one, Zhaopi traveled to Gansu and Hebei provinces, where he spent seven years teaching before returning home to take up a position as coach for the Wen County martial-arts academy.

In the period around 1925, the Wen County police department found itself unable to meet the threat posed by large gangs of armed bandits (insurrectionists, really) operating in Henan Province. One such gang, the Red Spear Society, was already in control of neighboring Bo’ai County 博愛縣 and Mengzhou City 孟洲市 (Jiaozuo 焦作, Henan).6 Desperation eventually compelled the authorities to entreat the aid of Chen Village, and Chen Zhaopi was among a team of ten martial artists, led by Chen Fake, sent to combat the threat. In fulfilling his duties, Zhaopi acquired a reputation for effectiveness.

In 1928 Zhaopi and Fake, through the agency of an acquaintance from nearby Wu Village, were successively invited by the Tongren Pharmacy to Beijing to teach.7 Upon Zhaopi’s arrival in Beijing, the newspaper Beiping wan bao 北平晚報 (Beiping evening report) printed the following notice:

Our country advocates martial arts in order to strengthen the national defense and recover lost territory. Authentic taijiquan inheritor Chen Zhaopi from taijiquan’s birthplace, Chen Village, Wen County, Henan Province, has arrived in Beijing for a brief stay. If there are any who would like to test their skill, please go to Du Shengxing’s shop outside the South Gate.8

It is perhaps an index into Chinese society that the language contains a word (dalei 打擂) meaning “to erect a stage and take on all challengers.” This is what the newspaper notice refers to. The event was organized by Fu Zhensong 傅振嵩 (style-name “Qiankun” 乾坤, 1881–1953), a well-known expert in both baguazhang 八卦掌 and taijiquan and former chief martial-arts instructor to the army of Manchurian warlord Zhang Zuolin 張作霖 (c. 1873–1928).9

The modern reader does not easily imagine a place like Beijing in 1928. China, fresh from the overthrow of Qing rule and the ensuing internecine turmoil, had devolved into a patchwork of mutually hostile fiefdoms. By spring, Chiang Kai-shek’s Northern Expedition had reached the Yellow River and was pushing toward the capital, which was captured in June by the Nationalist-aligned warlord Yan Xishan 閻錫山 (1883–1960), resulting in the abdication of the Beiyang government and the conclusion of the so-called Warlord Era.10 By year end, the country was nominally unified under a Nationalist regime, but the state of war continued virtually uninterrupted until the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. All throughout this period, China’s population faced depredation from war, famine, “banditry,” and forced displacement. In such an environment, violence is an immutable fact of life, and the cities were awash in people who were professional wielders of it: soldiers, mercenaries, bandits, warlords, bodyguards, caravan guards, martial artists—people whose lives depended on their prowess and whose livelihoods depended on their reputation.

It was in this environment that Chen Zhaopi stood on a platform in the Xuanwu 宣武 district of central Beijing for seventeen consecutive days and defeated every opponent who dared face him. This event established both Zhaopi’s reputation and the reputation of taijiquan.

During his two years in Beijing, he taught at several different institutions, including the city hall, Chaoyang University 朝陽大學, the University of China 中國大學, and Yuwen University 宇文大學.

In 1929 he accepted an invitation from the Nanjing city government to assume a post as honorary professor at the city’s Central Martial Arts Academy 中央國術館. He also taught successively at the city government, the Overseas Chinese Affairs Commission 僑務委員會, and the National Private Electric Power Federation 全國民營電業聯合會. It was during this period that he met and married Nanjing native Wu Shuzhen 吳淑貞, who later served as his teaching assistant.

In 1933 he served on the martial-arts judging committee at the National Games 全國運動會. When Nanjing fell to the Japanese in 1937, he returned to Wen County to teach the glaive to resistance general Fan Tinglan’s 范停蘭 troops. In 1940 he moved to Luoyang and took up a position as martial-arts instructor within the Henan Province military command’s department of education.11

In 1942 he moved to Xi’an at the invitation of the committee head of the Yellow River Water Conservation Agency 黃河水利委員會, where he worked in a clerical position and taught martial arts in his spare time. When the occupation ended, he followed the agency back to Kaifeng. In 1948, his office, and Zhaopi along with it, “joined the revolution.”

Following disastrous locust infestations in 1941, Chen Village suffered two consecutive seasons of crop failure, which resulted in widespread famine. While some people survived by eating grass roots and tree bark, most of the young and strong fled to Xi’an. By 1958, the combination of exodus and deprivation had led to the near disappearance of taijiquan.

Zhaopi grew extremely alarmed at this state of affairs, prompting him to announce his intention to retire and return home to teach. His manager informed him that if he left immediately, government policy would allow him to receive only 40 percent of his retirement pay; on the other hand, he could work just three or four more months and receive 60 percent. Zhaopi responded that he must leave immediately, even if it meant receiving nothing. In the end, he received sixteen yuan.

Upon Zhaopi’s return to Chen Village, he lived in the county guesthouse and rose every morning at 6 a.m. to teach in front of the county’s Party Committee offices. Before students arrived, he would practice in shorts and shirtsleeves, even in the bitter cold of winter. The experience inspired him to write a poem:


披星戴月五更天，起床練習太極拳；

不怕寒冷風刺骨，單衫短褲不著棉；

行人觀看笑絕倒，笑我古稀學少年；

擺腳跌叉能鋪地，二起雙足滿天飛；

拳術不知老將至，名利於我如雲煙；

但願服務為人民，康樂幸福保平安。




Working night and day—just before dawn, I arise and practice taijiquan;

I do not fear the bone piercing, bitter wind—in shirtsleeves and shorts, I wear no padded garments;12

Passersby smile and laugh, laugh at this septuagenarian practicing like a youth;

“Swing Foot and Split,” I can spread out on the ground, double kicks flying everywhere;13

Martial skill does not know the approach of old age, fame and fortune are to me like smoke;

I only wish to serve the people, wholesomely and happily protecting the peace.



It was around this time that he took in the students who were to become the following generation’s best-known exponents of Chen-style taijiquan: Wang Xi’an 王西安, Chen Xiaowang, Zhu Tiancai 朱天才, Chen Zhenglei, Chen Qingzhou, and others. Scandalously, Zhaopi refused to segregate his students according to surname, whereas traditionally, the art’s deepest secrets were taught only to people named Chen; he would teach anyone willing to learn.

Around 1963, with support from the director of the county’s sports committee, An Junzhen 安俊珍, Zhaopi established a “leisure-time sports school” 業餘體校 and began conducting free classes for the village youth and local government officials. In the same year, he accepted an invitation from the county’s Party Committee to teach at the primary school.

Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution (or, as the Chinese call it, the “Ten-Year Calamity”) began in 1966 and was disastrous for China and for Chen Zhaopi. Taijiquan (along with virtually every other cultural pursuit) was officially anathematized, and its practitioners denounced, persecuted, and tortured. Red Guard zealots accused Zhaopi of four “crimes”: being a landlord, operating an illegal martial-arts school, collaborating with the Nationalists (in years past) by teaching martial arts, and joining the Landlords’ Restitution Corps.14 Zhaopi’s suffering at the hands of the Red Guard took a grave mental and physical toll.

In early spring 1967, he attempted suicide by throwing himself down a well. His life was saved, but he suffered a leg injury from the fall. Due to Zhaopi’s status as persona non grata, the doctor in the local military hospital refused to see him. Only when Zhaopi’s students knelt down and begged did he agree to provide treatment secretly at night.15 It took more than a year for Zhaopi’s leg to recover. During that time, even though he could not put his foot on the ground and had to prop his knee on a stool, he still taught. He invented a method of drilling his students by verse: he would recite quotations from Mao Zedong, and students would perform their exercises to the rhythm of his chant. And to avoid notice from the ever-watchful Red Guard, practice sessions were conducted in the cemetery under
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